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I don’t know who my father is, and to tell you the truth I don’t give a shit. As soon as he’d shot his load, setting me afloat in my mother’s brown velvety womb, he scorched his tackle under the hot tap, grabbed his coat, and scarpered. I used to wonder what kind of man provided the single triumphant sperm – what thoughts gripped his heart as he grunted and the condom burst. But I’ve seen other people’s fathers, and I reckon I’m doing all right without one.


Of course my mother claims she knows exactly who he was, but I bet she can’t remember for sure. I don’t use his name, and there’s no reason I should take hers either. I’m free to choose my own, if you think about it. But my first name is Merton. At school I was Merton Browne, after my mother. Since my father was called McNeill – according to Mum’s cagey account – I might really be Merton McNeill, which isn’t bad. Or I could try something else. It doesn’t matter.


I wanted to write down everything that happened, right from the start, so that I could get it straight in my head. But the fact is, I hardly remember anything before I was nine.


My first real memory is hiding in the boiler cupboard with a torch, reading a Tintin book, Destination Moon. If I lifted the corner of the carpet, I could see the light of the TV in the sitting-room, glowing through the floorboards. The news was on, and Mum was quiet, probably smoking in her dressing-gown, feet up on the sofa. Tuck Martin was with her. I could hear his deep voice.


I wasn’t reading, exactly. I was just looking at Tintin and Snowy in their spacesuits. But when Tuck started to raise his voice, I decided to disappear. I turned off the torch and closed my eyes, and immediately the cupboard became a space capsule, sealed and pressurised. In a moment I was shot up, miles into the sky, the little ship trembling as it left the atmosphere, until suddenly everything was silent, because you can’t hear anything in space. All around were the stars, and far below, shining more than all of them, the big blue world.


But there was interference on the radio. Tuck was shouting at Mum. She replied in a soothing voice, and I imagined the smoke escaping from her mouth. Then Tuck hit the kitchen table – the sound shook the walls and my heart jumped; Mum’s voice began to rise. I could hear her getting up from the sofa. She was angry now, yelling back at him. There was a thump; she started screaming like she was hurt. My stomach contracted, and after that I started falling, down and down, a thousand feet a second, back on to the ground.


There was silence on Earth when I landed: the screaming had stopped. I waited for ages in the darkness. Even the TV was quiet, and I thought probably Tuck had smashed it. I could have stayed upstairs all night. Nobody was going to look for me. But I needed to see for myself; I wanted to find out what they had done. It was so quiet, I remember wondering if they had killed each other, or if Tuck had gone away. So I opened the hatch, looked out over the landing, and crept downstairs.


‘Diana, love, I’m sorry. Don’t be mad, sweetie.’


Tuck was leaning over Mum, gazing into her hair, while she lay on the sofa with her back to him. I was at the door. They hadn’t seen me yet.


‘Piss off, why don’t you?’ She had a clump of kitchen paper pressed against her face.


‘I said I’m sorry, like. I’ll make amends.’


‘Animal!’ Mum said. ‘Don’t you come near me.’


Tuck got up from the sofa and wandered away, his big head hanging forward. Mum rolled over and got to her feet. Her mouth and nose were bleeding. She passed me without a word, putting a hand out to the banisters, and felt her way upstairs. The bathroom door slammed, and I heard the water drumming in the bath.


Back in the boiler cupboard, everything was quiet. I leaned against the wall, reading Destination Moon. I could remember everything: names, dialogue, the way the rocket controls were laid out. I didn’t need to read the book – I could practically say it by heart. I started preparing to escape – to fly into space again – and, as I checked everything over, I began to feel calm.


But I was too late. Tuck came up and sat on the landing. He started pleading with Mum through the bathroom door. ‘Don’t be dippy, Diana, love. Let me in. You know I didn’t mean it.’ Then, opening the cupboard door, he tried to enlist my support. ‘Put in a word for uncle Tuck, won’t you? I’ll let you stay up, scamp. I’ll give you a tenner.’


‘This is the launching zone,’ I said. ‘Clear the area.’


‘Now, listen, you . . .’


But I backed away deeper into the cupboard.


‘Take-off in two minutes.’


‘Freak!’ Tuck said. And he slammed the door.


In the darkness, I hid my book in the angle of the roof. I was stranded on Earth for the night, the worst place to be. Tuck settled down on the stairs, resting his head against the wall. I could see him through the crack in the cupboard door, lighting a reefer. He took a drag, keeping the smoke deep in his lungs, and he was smiling, shaking his head. The smell of grass started to fill the cupboard, and I sucked it in, inhaling until my head grew light and my thoughts started to race about – up into space, far away, until the world disappeared.


The bolt on the bathroom door shot back, and I shuffled across the cupboard to look through the crack. Mum appeared in a bathrobe, her face blotchy and red. Tuck offered her his joint, but she ignored him, gliding towards the bedroom. All the same, when she had gone, he pulled my door open.


‘Come on, professor,’ he grinned. ‘Your mum’s back in the land of the living. Let’s get some tea.’


Tuck and I cleared up the sitting-room. The goldfish were dead, stranded on the wet carpet next to Tuck’s record collection. He scooped them into the bin. Then he dimmed the lights and put Marvin Gaye on the turntable. Soon the place smelt of dope and joss-sticks, and I lay down on the sofa.


I woke when Mum picked me up. She was squeezing me, murmuring smoke into my hair. Then Tuck turned the volume up, my mother dropped me back on the styrofoam, and they started dancing, until Tuck gave her a long, bruised snog.


Later she made fried eggs and toast, and we had tea, the three of us, sitting at the kitchen table – ‘Like a proper fucking family,’ Tuck said. Tuck and Mum kissed again, and she said she loved him. Then he rolled her a brand-new joint, and they went upstairs.


I remember other things, but they happened later, after my eleventh birthday.


I was awake and it was very early – not even six. There was so much adrenaline inside me I couldn’t lie still. Mum had laid my clothes at the end of the bed: strange, stiff clothes, for my first day at my new school, and I started to get dressed. I knew I didn’t look right. I had no trainers for one thing, only these black shoes with bulbous toes. The jeans were stiff, and too dark. Mum had bought them for a fiver at a market stall.


I tried to forget about my clothes. I read a whole Tintin book. Then I practised the dates of the kings and queens of England. I’d learnt them by heart from the Guinness Book of Records. I thought they’d be useful at the new school. I imagined myself telling the whole class these dates and names, getting a prize. Then I looked at my Child’s Book of English Cathedrals. I knew which king or bishop had built each one.


Mum wanted to walk me to school, but I wouldn’t let her. I made her leave me on the corner of the High Street, on the far side of Cannon Park Estate, so nobody would see her kissing me. Then I ran down the road to the school gates, into the playground. The New Crosland Comprehensive was a huge steel-frame building at the end of the High Street. Its whole front was glazed with Perspex panels: big yellow and plum-coloured panes, glowing in the morning light.


I stood at the gates. You could see the three main blocks from the playground: they formed the shape of a C around the open space, with the entrance in the middle. All across the big open space, and on the steps of the main door, were groups of pupils. We were all supposed to line up according to years and classes, but I couldn’t see where to go. There were crowds everywhere.


A gang of boys were working their way round the yard. ‘Subs!’ they shouted. ‘Subs for the posse.’ They were wearing big jeans, low round the hips, and jackets with the hoods up.


I watched as they surrounded a black boy, bigger than me, but fat and soft-looking. ‘Subs,’ they screamed. ‘Give us your lunch money, you fat cunt! You should be on a diet, in any case.’ One of them punched the boy hard, and he staggered back, feeling for the railings. He fell clumsily, his glasses hitting the tarmac. On the ground he tried to protect his rucksack, but the gang started kicking. Their blows made a thudding sound. The leader grabbed the bag and held it upside down. Red and blue exercise books fell out in the sunlight, and the boy’s pen rolled across the tarmac towards me. It was an old-fashioned one, the kind that needs ink cartridges, and I slipped it into my anorak pocket. The gang leader didn’t notice; he was looking for money. And the others were still kicking the boy on the ground, taking it in turns like a penalty shoot-out.


Then the beating stopped.


‘I’m Savage,’ the leader of the gang said. ‘Remember my face, nappy-head.’ The boy said nothing. He was moving with difficulty, trying to sit up. ‘You get two quid from your mum, right?’ the leader went on, tossing the rucksack aside. ‘That’s how much we’ll take.’ And he spat at him. ‘Gob on him,’ he told the others. ‘Go on! Gob on his jacket.’ They all spat on the boy’s clothes. Then one of the gang, short and ferrety with blond hair, stamped on the fat boy’s glasses.


I began to move slowly out of the playground, away from the bright buildings. I was just a few yards from the High Street; I could have been out in seconds. But they had seen me, and someone shoved me from behind. ‘Subs!’ they were shouting.


Two of the posse were black, the others were white. But the one in charge really had no colour at all: he was very pale, almost translucent, with pock-marked skin. ‘I’m Savage,’ he said quietly, staring in my face. He had bright blue irises, like pieces of chipped glass set in jelly. ‘Give us our subs.’


‘What’s a sub?’ I said.


‘Oh! What’s a sub?’ He did a gay voice. ‘Cash, batty-boy. Give us your dinner money.’


‘I don’t have any.’


He leaned forward to take hold of my bag. ‘Hit him!’ he said. ‘Do it now.’ Someone kicked me from behind and I fell. Then the leader tipped all my stuff on the tarmac and handed the empty bag to the blond ferret. ‘Search the bag, Terence.’


‘Give it to me,’ I said.


‘Shut your face.’


My money was in the back flap. The blond boy found it straightaway.


‘Kick him again!’ the leader said. ‘Lying cunt.’


Two of the boys held me spread-eagled, arms and legs pinned down, while the others began kicking. I must have cried out, because they were imitating me. Then they let go, and immediately I doubled up on the ground, while the whole gang joined in together, hitting as hard as they could.


‘Go on,’ the leader shouted, ‘do it properly.’


They were kicking my back and legs. Tears came to my eyes, and for ages I couldn’t breathe, but I didn’t cry.


Then a man’s voice shouted out: ‘Oi, you lot. Time for assembly!’


‘Sod that,’ the savage said. ‘Let’s go.’


And the gang ran off.


‘He broke your glasses,’ I said.


‘It’s okay. Forget it.’ The fat boy turned his face away, searching the ground nearby. My eyes were hot; I was trying not to cry. But he came back towards me.


‘Here.’ He held out a pudgy hand. ‘Stand up. You’ll feel better.’ So I got to my feet. ‘I’m Daniel Johnson,’ he told me.


‘Merton,’ I said, rubbing my face. ‘Merton Browne. Look, I got this . . .’ I took his pen from my pocket.


Daniel grinned. ‘Thanks, man. My mum would kill me . . .’ His face was trembling but he was pulling himself up, straightening his clothes. The teacher who had shouted came up to us.


‘You boys all right?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Dan said.


I just nodded.


‘You don’t want to hang around with those lads,’ he told us. He was wearing track-suit bottoms and old, worn-down trainers. ‘Come on, let’s get your things. You’ll be late . . .’ And he moved off ahead of us, leaving a tang of BO in the bright air.
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There was a boys’ gang and a girls’ gang at the New Crosland. They fought for lunch money in the playground, and controlled the classrooms. Paul Savage was best friends with Terence Arkwright – the nervous, ratty boy who had searched my bag – and they hung out with people like Victor, Tatham and Calvin, who were much bigger than them. Tatham was over six foot already, and everyone knew he was the best fighter in the school.


The girls followed Mary McDermot – Gaelic Mary – a thirteen-year-old redhead with big tits and beefy shoulders. When she passed Dan and me in the corridor, she always gave us a thump on the arm. ‘Pass it on,’ she said, and the other girls in line behind her did the same, so that we got twelve punches as they marched past. The girls’ gang was called the Banshees.


Mary liked to empty my rucksack and confiscate the books. She did it my very first day. ‘I’ll take this one,’ she said, grabbing Red Rackham’s Treasure. She ripped the pages out of the hard cover and started tearing them up. Dan and I didn’t move. We stood there while she dumped all my stuff on the floor.


‘Now piss off, Merlin,’ she said, suddenly getting bored, ‘or I’ll fist-fuck you in front of the class.’


In our first term there was a teacher shortage, and we kept being left on our own. So for a few weeks they doubled us up with an older class, and gave us this Australian supply teacher, Victoria Dent, who later became our form teacher. She specialised in history, but during the early days she took us for Personal, Social and Health Education, which meant sex.


Miss Dent handed out a booklet, Sex 4 U, with bright cartoons of kids fooling about. ‘Take a look at these books,’ she said. ‘I’m treating you as adults. I expect you to react appropriately. The important thing is to respect yourselves, and be open to new experiences with your bodies.’


‘Oi, miss, this is gross,’ Dan said. He held up a picture of a group of lesbians on a big bed. ‘They’re freaks.’


‘Don’t be judgemental, Dan. Remember the three Ds: don’t judge yourself; don’t judge others; don’t let others judge you. Your sexual choices are part of who you are – part of your uniqueness as a person.’


Dan and I were sitting against the back wall. Miss Dent was miles away. So I started testing myself on the dates of the kings and queens of England. I wrote them all out on a worksheet. It helped to keep me calm.


‘She ought to be using a dildo,’ Gaelic Mary pointed out.


‘Who?’


‘The girl having a wank in the bath, miss. She should use a broomstick or something.’


‘Mary’s a slapper,’ Calvin commented. ‘She could fuck a horse.’


‘She prefers horses, miss.’


I had put down all the Saxons and Danes: Cnute, Edward the Confessor, Harold Godwin – everyone before the Norman Conquest.


‘Hey, miss, there’s no pictures of people screwing animals.’


‘Yeah. That’s true. It’s discriminatory. It’s excluding people who like dogs.’


‘You’re a dog, miss,’ Mary said, ‘they should photograph you.’


‘That’s enough,’ Miss Dent said. But Victor had found the pictures of two boys wanking each other off, and everyone started complaining.


‘That’s fucking Dan,’ he said. ‘Dan and Merton, right? They suck each other.’


Dan nudged me nervously, but I was working through the Normans and Plantagenets: Stephen of Blois, 1135 to 1154; The Empress Matilda, 1141; Henry II, 1154 to 1189 . . .


Tatham stood on his chair to make a formal complaint. ‘Fucking batty-boys, miss. You teaching us to be faggots, right? I mean, that’s not how it is. I’m a fucking yard man. I’m not a fudge packer.’


‘Sit down, Tatham. You’ve made your point.’


But Tatham carried on standing on his chair, pointing at Miss Dent, trying to intimidate her.


I went on with the table of kings. I was doing the Wars of the Roses, which is pretty complicated.


‘Settle down, all of you,’ Miss Dent said. ‘Turn to the diagrams at the back of the book.’ So everyone had a look at the pictures of a man and woman screwing in cross-section, and the whole class started groaning again.


‘Any questions?’ Miss Dent shouted.


‘Yes, miss. I’ve got a question.’


‘What is it, Calvin?’


‘When do you get your period, miss?’


‘Don’t be silly. That’s nothing to do with this class. It’s none of your business.’


I got through the Tudors in half a minute, writing automatically. I was getting faster.


‘But miss, miss!’


Terence had had his hand up for ages. He was sitting quietly at the back, not smiling, but jabbing his hand in the air. He looked very serious.


‘Yes, Terry?’


‘I just want to know: does your boyfriend give it to you up the arse?’


‘That’s enough! Any sensible questions?’


James I, 1603 to 1625; Charles I, 1625 to 1649 – then the interregnum . . .


‘But it’s a real question, miss. Is it safe, like?’ Terry’s thin, ferrety face was marked with deep lines. Although he was small, he looked much older than he was.


‘Me, miss!’


‘Calvin?’


William of Orange, 1689 to 1702 . . .


‘I want to know: will you give me a blow-job?’ Calvin asked. ‘I need the experience.’ He put on a meek voice. ‘I’m – I’m a virgin, see.’


Everyone laughed. Even the well-behaved girls at the front started laughing. And I wrote down Queen Anne’s dates.


‘Right, that’s it! You’re all on detention.’


‘Oh, miss!’


‘Remember the three Ds, miss.’


I had reached George IV and Queen Victoria; I was almost up to date.


‘Loss of privilege, F2,’ Miss Dent yelled. ‘No school journey for you.’


George V, 1910 to 1936; Edward VIII, 1936; then George VI . . .


‘You’re all staying in.’


‘That’s fascist, miss. You can’t do that.’


And I reached the end: Elizabeth II, proclaimed Queen in 1952, crowned in 1953.


I was lying on top of my duvet. Downstairs Tuck and my mother were arguing. The noise of it came into my reading, like life intruding into a dream, but for ages I ignored them. I was learning about the Vikings, out of this book I’d nicked from a charity shop. It said that if a Viking died in battle he went straight to heaven, so the only thing that mattered was being brave. I thought about that, and I kept reading. I really wanted to be a Viking.


Then later on, when Tuck started beating my mother – when she was shouting Bastard, bastard, and he kept belting her – I got up on an impulse, marched to the boiler cupboard, and took the biggest chisel from his toolkit. I prepared myself with a deep breath, called on Odin to protect me, and ran downstairs, straight into the sitting-room, charging towards his thick leg.


‘Watch out, Tuck! Merton’sh got a blade.’ Mum was kneeling on the floor, pressing a cushion against her lip.


‘Watch it, nipper!’ He swung his hand to keep the chisel from his thigh, and it fell under the TV. Then he picked me up and bounced me out the way on to the sofa. ‘You stay there, mate. Don’t fuck with your uncle Tucky.’


‘Behave yourself, Merton,’ Mum put in, ‘there’sh a love. You don’t know what’s good for you.’ There was blood on her T-shirt.


I jumped to my feet, head pounding, squaring up in front of Tuck. ‘If I die,’ I said, ‘I go straight to Valhalla.’


‘Merton, lay off, lad,’ my mother sniffed, still kneeling. ‘This is between us. It’s grown-up stuff.’ Tuck took the chisel from the floor, and placed it out of reach on his shelf of sex videos. But I screamed with the whole strength of my lungs, and charged him again.


‘He’s a right tearaway, for his age,’ Tuck laughed. ‘He’s getting too old . . .’ And he fended me off, pressing my face with his right hand. But I opened my mouth and dug my teeth into the karate-chop edge of his palm. I bit as hard as I could. It was crunchy, as though my teeth cut through a ligament. Tuck roared at me.


‘That’s the fucking limit.’ He stood staring at his hand. ‘He’s drawn blood, the cunt. That’s my working hand, that is.’


‘He didn’t mean it,’ Mum said.


‘Mean it? I’ll fucking kill him.’


‘Leave it out, Tucky,’ Mum whined. ‘He’s only young.’


‘You spoil him,’ he said, ‘reading and lying about . . . He’s got to learn who’s boss in this house.’


I got up and backed away. I wanted to charge him again, but Tuck was moving across the room with giant steps. He grabbed hold of my arms and lifted me up. There was a moment of stillness in my mind. I could see myself, suspended between the floor and ceiling. And I watched as he tossed me against the sitting-room wall like a plate of spaghetti.


Mum and Tuck were standing over me.


‘You had us worried for a couple of days there, professor,’ Tuck said.


‘You did, love,’ Mum put in. ‘How you feeling?’ She had drawn neat brown lines around her eyes, but I could see she’d been crying.


‘I’ve got a headache.’


‘They gave you stitches, see.’ Mum held a mirror for me. There were four black threads zigzagging past my right eyebrow.


‘Regular little Frankenstein.’ Tuck attempted a smile, fingering his Arsenal bag. ‘We’ll get you some pills and that. Painkillers.’


Mum bit her lip, glancing at Tuck. ‘You’d better say something,’ she told him.


‘Well, now, Merton . . . Wait, I bought you something . . .’ Opening his football bag, he brought out a giant fruit and nut bar, and pressed it into my hand.


‘Say thank you,’ Mum said.


It hurt when I spoke. ‘What’s it for?’


‘Just a present.’


‘I don’t want it.’


‘Take it,’ Tuck said. ‘No hard feelings.’ So I did. Then he lowered his voice. ‘See here, Merton’ – he glanced down the ward – ‘if they come asking a lot of questions – you know: the police, the social – you’ll keep it in the family, won’t you? Your mum doesn’t need the interference, does she?’ My mother sniffed and stared at the wall. ‘We’ll make amends, like. We’ll take you to Center Parcs.’


I observed them in silence for a while. Before they came, I had been reading a Sherlock Holmes story, lent to me by this old guy in the next bed, and I was looking for clues. Although it seemed strange, I could see that Mum and Tuck were frightened of me. It made me smile.


‘Well, mate?’ Tuck said.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I told him. ‘I don’t care if they arrest you or not.’


‘Don’t talk like that,’ Mum said.


‘You’ll do as you’re told,’ Tuck put in.


‘Or what? If you go to jail, that would be fine by me,’ I said.


‘Now you listen here. What have you been telling them?’


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I’m still thinking about it.’


‘You threatening me?’


‘Yes,’ I told him. ‘Now fuck off. Both of you. Go on, leave me alone.’


Tuck snatched the bar of chocolate from my hand, and Mum began to cry.


‘Little bastard.’ He shoved it in his Arsenal bag, and I opened my book.


‘It’s the pills,’ Mum said. ‘He’s not responsible.’


‘Let’s get out of here, before I give him one.’


‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ Mum said.


‘Not if you’ve got any sense,’ Tuck told her.


He took her arm, and they walked out along the avenue of beds.


After I came out of hospital I had to stay at home for ages, missing a whole month of school. Mum’s friend Mel had found me these books on the legends of ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome, and I read the whole lot about three times over, sitting in my bedroom, or laid out on the sofa downstairs. The whole of that month I read as much as I wanted, because Tuck left me alone. He had become paranoid since our argument in the hospital, worried about the law because of some job he’d pulled. And he was convinced I was going to shop him. He suffered from nightmares, and spent half the day in bed trying to sleep, or lying on the sofa in front of the TV. The fight had gone out of him. He didn’t even speak any more. If Mum started hassling him, he just used to walk out the house.


I went back to school after half-term, which was okay because I’d run out of things to read at home. Nobody asked where I’d been, except Dan. Even Miss Dent didn’t seem to notice. She was having a bad time, because every time she went out of the classroom, the gangs attacked her. Savage’s friend Tatham kept tripping her up whenever she walked past. Then he pretended to help her to her feet. ‘Oh, sorry, miss. I didn’t see you . . .’ He gave her arm a yank which made her wince. One time he pushed her head against a door-frame, and she had to see the doctor. But Tatham never got punished; he always made it look like an accident.


Mary McDermot was worse. In the break once, Miss Dent argued with her about her attendance record, and Mary punched her on the arm. Miss Dent went to the staff-room and cried. The next day she had a huge bruise under her T-shirt. We all saw it.


After that, Mary’s gang started calling her Aussie Bitch, or Cunt-face.


‘Why aren’t you in class, Mary?’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, Cunt-face. I can’t be arsed.’


Miss Dent put on a little laugh. ‘You have got a lot of growing up to do.’


‘Fuck you,’ Mary said. She stared for a moment at Miss Dent, pushed her aside, and walked out of the school.


One day, a few weeks after half-term, Tuck packed a few things, got on his motorbike, and roared away. Mum sat on the sofa, shaking her head. She didn’t even go to the window to watch. And at the weekend, when I realised he wasn’t coming back, I piled up the rest of his clothes and magazines in the garden in front of the house, and set fire to them all. Mum said she didn’t care. I burned everything, even his Marvin Gaye records.


After that, we were alone. Coming back from school in the dark, I used to see the curtains drawn across the blue light of the TV. And when I got inside, Mum forced me to hug her, which made me feel sick. ‘Come here, love.’ I held my breath. ‘I want more time with you, Merton; get to know you, like.’ She gripped me, exhaling smoke. ‘You’re my man, now.’ And when I pushed her away, she started bustling about making tea.


Later, when the days got really short, my mother slowed down. She refused to go outside, lying on the sofa while the house filled with the smell of bath oil and Silk Cut. Then, one day when I came back from school, just before the Christmas holidays, I found the curtains open. The sitting-room was lit up, but there was no one there.


I crept up to the landing.


‘Mum?’


I could see the shape of her under the bedclothes, and the orange end of a lighted cigarette. ‘Shut the door, there’s a love,’ she murmured. ‘I need my space, like.’ But I went up to her. Beside the bed were bottles of prescription pills, ashtrays, a litre of Scotch.


‘Are you committing suicide?’ I said.


‘No, love.’


‘I can call an ambulance.’


‘Just lying down, love. Honest. Go on, get yourself some tea.’


The next evening my mother was sitting at the kitchen table, slumped over a saucer of stubs. She had been chain-smoking her way through the news. She didn’t look up when I came in, but she wasn’t really watching TV, either – just shaking her head. When I turned it off, she went on staring at the screen.


‘Mum?’ I waved my hand in front of her face. ‘Mum, are you conscious? I’m on holiday. School’s over . . .’ She looked grey and dusty – I felt sick just looking at her.
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One day early in the spring term, the posse came up and surrounded Miss Dent in the corridor outside our classroom. Her lesson had just ended, and most of us were still there. We stood about watching. Dan and I were at the back of the crowd.


‘Out the way, boys,’ she said.


‘We only want to ask a few questions, miss.’


‘All right.’ Miss Dent stood still. ‘One quick question.’


‘Well, miss – no offence or anything, but why’re you so frigid?’ Calvin was speaking in his shy voice, and the boys started laughing.


‘Calvin, that’s not a proper question,’ Miss Dent said. ‘Out the way, all of you.’


‘But, miss, I mean it. Don’t you fancy me, or what?’ It really sounded like he was upset. ‘You’re giving me low self-esteem.’


‘He’s got a lot of issues around women,’ Mary added in a confidential whisper. ‘He needs therapy, miss.’


‘And we could get together, me and you,’ Calvin went on, ignoring Mary. ‘I could help you loosen up, like.’ And he moved towards her, still speaking bashfully. ‘I got a big cleaver, right.’


‘Don’t talk like that, or I’ll put you on detention.’ Miss Dent was trying to back away from the group, but she was surrounded.


‘That’s fucking typical!’ Tatham complained. ‘You won’t touch him because he’s black. It’s always the same. You spends nuff time with your boyfriend.’


‘Hey, miss, forget Calvin,’ Victor said. ‘If you really want some action, I’m your man, right?’


‘She’s not interested in you,’ Calvin jeered.


‘She fucking is.’


Miss Dent shouted as loud as she could. ‘Calvin, Tatham – all of you. You’ve had your last warning!’


‘I’ll fight you for her,’ Calvin yelled at Victor.


‘What about Savage, then?’ Tatham asked her. ‘He’s white. You could fuck him, miss.’


‘Make way immediately!’ Miss Dent tried to raise her voice again, but she sounded weak. ‘I’ve got to go. I’m late for a meeting with the head.’


‘The “hid”? What’s the fucking “hid”?’ Terry came up and stood in front of her. ‘You never keep order, miss,’ he told her. ‘You’re a fucking useless teacher, do you know that? What do you get paid for?’


But Tatham and Calvin moved in. ‘Leave it out, man,’ Tatham said. ‘Let her go.’ And the crowd began to make way.


Miss Dent paused for just a second. She was small; most of the boys were much taller than her. And she was probably no more than twenty-five. She clutched her worksheets against her stomach, about to walk away. Then Savage spoke for the first time.


‘Hey, miss,’ he said, ‘don’t listen to them. They’re talking shit. One day soon – in the yard, right, after school – you’ll get raped.’


For a moment there was silence. Miss Dent said nothing. Dan and I watched as she composed herself, keeping her head up. Her face was pale. Then she fixed her eyes ahead of her, and began to walk away.


There were three things you could do in our school if you wanted to read a book. There was the library, but that was mainly for computer terminals, with a few books full of cartoons and text boxes, and nothing you’d actually want to look at. Secondly, you could find an empty classroom to sit in, except that people used to come in to do drugs, or for blow-jobs. And finally there was a special classroom near the lavatories, where you were supposed to go if you were on detention. Usually there was a teacher in there, marking papers or reading the Guardian, and that kept the posse away. So I used to pretend I had been sent out of the class, and sometimes I stayed in there for hours at a time. That was when I decided to learn all the stories from the Old Testament. In three weeks I read the whole way from Adam and Eve to the exile in Babylon, and no one asked me once what I was doing in there.


For a few weeks after the rape threat, Miss Dent started going about with an assistant – a big bloke like a bouncer, from an agency. As long as he was there, Savage kept away, but Miss Dent had already started behaving strangely. Sometimes she couldn’t remember what she was going to tell us, and she didn’t seem to care if we paid attention or not. She just talked quietly to the people at the front of the class: the Chinese kids, and the posh girls like Deborah and Rose. Sometimes I sat up there too.


Deborah’s parents were rich socialists. They had sent Debby to our school to prove their commitment to the New Jerusalem, but she had tutors at home, and she was always going on holiday with Rose to Florence or Rome, to study art. Mary McDermot used to kidnap Debby on the way back from school. One time she tied her up and kept her in her flat on the estate. She cut her hair with paper scissors and wrote ‘bitch’ in black marker pen right across her forehead. Then she made her walk home without shoes. Even then Debby’s father didn’t take her away.


Just before the spring half-term, when half the school was on an excursion, Miss Dent sent Dan and me down to the storeroom, to bring up boxes of new textbooks. ‘Here are the keys.’ She handed them to Dan. ‘Bring them straight back. I’m trusting you, right?’


We wandered out of the back door into the bright sunshine and across the tarmac, to the storeroom entrance. It was very cold. Dan fumbled with the keys, but when we finally opened the door, he didn’t want to go inside. He said the place smelt of damp and piss, which was true, but really he was frightened of the dark. So I went in on my own.


I found our boxes right there in the first section of the store, and tore one open to make sure. The books were brand-new, twenty quid-a-copy A4 paperbacks. Volume One was page after page of social history: petticoats and top hats, children in the factories, Peterloo. The others were all twentieth century – Lenin, Hitler, the miners’ strike. But I didn’t tell Dan I’d found them. I decided to stay there, just to give him a fright. So I began trawling up and down the room, checking out all these old cardboard boxes full of exam papers and official circulars, GCSE guidelines, Best Practice manuals. There was masses of weird hardware and old equipment, too – broken chairs, ancient computers, a couple of lamps. Everything was shrouded in dust. Dan started calling out, but I ignored him. I kept moseying along through all the stuff, ferreting about. I found more boxes full of books, and I picked out a couple at random – a big hardback: A History of Europe: Vol. 1 by H. A. L. Fisher, and a geography book with diagrams of cocoa beans and photographs of black guys loading a ship in Lagos. Each book had a stamp in Gothic script on the inside cover: Cannon Park Grammar School, which is what the New Crosland used to be called, with a coat of arms – a harp, a sword, three books inside a shield, held up by a couple of angels. And there was a Latin inscription: Possunt quia posse videntur.


‘What you doing, fucking nappy?’ Dan was fidgeting by the door. ‘It’s cousin of Dracula in there, man.’


‘Wait,’ I said, ‘I’ve just got to check something.’


Beyond the stacks of boxes, out of sight from the entrance, there was an iron handrail, and a flight of concrete steps that led down to a basement. I took hold of the railings, and crept downstairs. The whole place smelt of damp paper – the air was thick with it – and the basement was pitch-dark. I stood at the bottom of the stairs, feeling the wall for a light switch.


When the strip-lights came on, I was blinded. I stood at the threshold with my eyes screwed up. Very slowly, I began to make out the size and shape of things: the enormous room with these tall metal cases which ran across it. From where I was standing, all the way to the other side, seven-foot metal stacks were laid out in parallel lines, floor to ceiling, every one of them packed with books. It took me a while to understand what it was all about. I walked up and down, running my hand along the spines, breathing in the smell of damp binding, and my mind began to float. Our library in the main block was full of CD-ROMs and videos. The real library – the old one, all the stuff nobody read any more – had been dumped down there. I’d never seen so many books in one place. They made me nervous. And this library was private: a bunker cut off from the world. Nobody would disturb me if I hid in there.


I crouched down and took a book from the lowest shelf: Jacob Bronowski, The Ascent of Man. It was full of pictures of ancient buildings, old works of art, but I didn’t read what it said. My heart was thumping, and my mind started racing about. I looked along the shelf. And I was thinking, ‘I’ll read the whole lot, book by book. They can’t stop me. I’ll keep coming down here till I know every page by heart.’


By the time Dan and me made it back to class with the books, Miss Dent had gone. Most of the class had left, too: there was just Debby and Rose, waiting at the front for Miss Dent to come back. So Dan and I went out into the sunlight, and started to walk away from the school, keeping to the shadows at the edge of the school yard.


I still had the keys to the storeroom. We wandered around for a while, but when nobody came to see what was happening, I slipped out through the gates, and ran down the High Street to the hardware shop. They weren’t supposed to cut keys for pupils at the New Crosland, but I said they were for my mum, and the guy did it anyway. Afterwards I returned the originals to Ms Tooley, the school secretary, who was pleased with me for being so thoughtful. Everybody else had bunked off. The teachers were having a meeting, and I saw some policemen standing about in our classroom, which was sealed off with blue and white tape. So I went home with the new keys in my pocket.


The next day there was a special assembly. Ms Simpson, the head-teacher, was holding the microphone. There was a plain-clothes cop on the platform with her.


‘I trusted you,’ she told us. ‘I have always tried to let you develop in your own way . . .’ She looked at her notes and adjusted her glasses. Her hands were shaking. ‘We have never subjected you to judgemental attitudes . . . You have been free – free to grow and explore and discover for yourselves . . .’ All the teachers were there on the stage, except Miss Dent.


‘Where is she?’ Dan whispered. ‘Where’s Miss Dent?’


‘Savage did her,’ someone said quietly behind us.


Everyone was saying Savage and the boys had burst into Miss Dent’s class when Dan and me were in the basement, and marched her down the corridor to an empty classroom. Nobody had been allowed to watch. They covered the little window in the door with a sign: Silence! Examination in Progress. Some people said Savage had made her have sex with the posse, one by one, and that now she was in a loony bin. But it was only a rumour. Nobody knew for certain.


‘This is now a matter for the police,’ Ms Simpson was saying. ‘They will be interviewing everyone who was present in the school yesterday. You must be completely cooperative. I have been reasonable with you – with all of you, including some young people who I know have – do – have’ – she searched her notes – ‘have not found it easy to conform to a structured school environment . . . I insist that you respond to this situation as adults . . .’


And she handed the microphone to the copper.


Our whole class was on detention. They were kept in all morning, while the police interviewed people one by one in Ms Simpson’s office. But I didn’t show up. It was the first time I decided to spend the day in the storeroom basement. I just moseyed along from the playground after the break, keeping to the side of the school building, and wandered into the little courtyard where the admin buildings were. I waited for footsteps, or a voice to stop me, but there was nobody there. As I reached the storeroom door, I could hear my class scraping chairs and groaning in the assembly hall where they were doing detention. I moved into the shadow of the doorway, took out the key, and slipped inside.


I didn’t switch on the lights. Feeling my way past all the boxes, I grabbed the iron handrail, and crept downstairs to the bunker. Then in the darkness I crossed the huge room, right to the other side, and got myself organised by the far wall. There was an old armchair there, and a reading lamp which I set up beside it. The lamp emitted a circle of yellow light, and I looked at the shelves nearby, trying to decide what to read, but it took ages just to work out what all the subjects were. There were literally hundreds of books, dozens of novels I’d never heard of, shelf-loads of history, works of literary criticism, philosophy, religion, anthologies of poetry, science and maths books, dictionaries, books about ancient languages. And every volume had the Grammar School coat of arms on the inside cover.


In the end I picked something called G. M. Trevelyan, A History of England, Volume One, and sat down by the light.


At first I read very slowly, breaking off the whole time to look things up in the dictionary. Sometimes the pump in the boiler-room changed gear, or I heard footsteps in the yard upstairs, echoing like little gunshots. But mostly it was silent.


By the afternoon I had started the chapter on the fall of Rome. Trevelyan made it seem real, the way he wrote: eagle banners straining in the wind; legions waiting in ranks for the last bugle; columns of men marching along the straight roads, as they headed for the ships. And after the Romans, nothing but war – war for centuries. The Saxons landed on beaches like pirates, or sailed up the rivers. In fifty years everything was destroyed, towns and temples overgrown, fields returned to wilderness. I sat in silence for a long time, imagining that.


During the Easter holidays, when it was lighter, Mum started to move about again. She went out in the mornings and bought the Guardian, spreading the job section on the kitchen table, and spattering it with red felt-tip circles. Then she and her friend Mel put together a CV, emphasising her A levels, and the name of the college where she said she had met my father, before her life collapsed. They invented jobs to fill the gap of the last ten years, and Mel lent her Bluff Your Way in Office Administration and PCs for Dummies. They sent out a dozen applications every week.


In the mornings Mum got dressed in her interview clothes, and laid the table. ‘I’ll get something,’ she said, gusting blue smoke. ‘A proper job – like I used to have. And a man. I can feel it. Someone to look after me.’ She was looking away, frying bread. ‘Someone to make me feel alive.’


‘Someone to thump you,’ I said.


‘Oh, you’re too young, love. You couldn’t understand.’


Every day of the holidays I ran out across the Cannon Park Estate, along the High Street, through the school yard, down to the bunker. The school was silent. There was nobody to ask me questions, no one to stop me reading all day if I wanted.


I was going to finish the Dark Ages, but I didn’t sit down right away. For a while I went stumbling about in the stacks, searching at random. And in the end I pulled out this anthology of poetry – a big old hardback with gold letters on the spine.


It fell open at The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. So I sat down and started reading, silently at first, but bit by bit speaking out loud, chanting the strange, rhythmic words.




Up from Earth’s Centre through the Seventh Gate


I rose, and on the Throne of Saturn sate;


And many a knot unravelled by the Road;


But not the Master-knot of Human Fate.





Page after page it went on, always in the same beat, until it started to give me a buzz. And after I had finished reading it, I decided to memorise the whole poem – to learn every verse – until I had all those spermy, melancholy rhythms buried in my brain. It took forty-five minutes to say it right through. And once I’d learned it, I used to recite it every morning on my way to school.


I started reading things in this old Bible I found, as well – the King James Version, the only one they used to use in school assemblies. I started with the psalms. They made no sense, but I liked reading them. Thou shalt not be afraid for any terror by night: nor for the arrow that flieth by day; For the pestilence that walketh in darkness: nor for the sickness that destroyeth in the noon-day. You could see how people could believe in that stuff. You could almost believe it yourself. I read it just to soothe my head, like a tranquilliser.


Apart from that I mainly read A History of England, working through the chapters on the Danes and Alfred the Great, Cnute, Edward the Confessor, till finally I got to the Normans and Plantagenets. And I made notes as I read. All the dates of kings and queens I had memorised before I came to the New Crosland started to fit together, and now there was a point to it all – a sort of pattern. It was hard to argue with Trevelyan. He wrote in this very detached, totally confident way that I’d never seen before, and he seemed to understand everything. In a way I could see why they had buried him down there.




4


Early on Easter Sunday, while Mum was still asleep, I went to block B of the Cannon Park Estate to visit Dan.


He lived with his mother and grandfather in a small flat that smelt of piss and fried bacon. The old grandfather sat in the armchair, sleeping, or mumbling to himself, while Dan’s mother cooked us breakfast. Then she made us sit at the table and stood over us, her arms folded across her huge bosom. And she kept talking all the time. ‘You eat up, you boys. You need your food. You’re growing so fast I hardly know you.’ She had a very strong Jamaican accent; she sounded totally different from Dan.


When we were done, Mrs Johnson roused the old man and made us all go to church.


The chapel was a prefab building, stranded in the courtyard of the Cannon Park Estate between three medium-rise blocks. Dan’s mother and her friends looked after it. They planted spring bulbs in the flower-bed, and painted the woodwork. Someone had erected a ten-foot cross on the roof over the door, rigging up a white neon tube around the outline, so that it shone at night. And on Sundays people came from all around to hear the preacher.


I was practically the only white person in there. People smiled and put their hands on my shoulders because I was a guest. Dan’s mother told me I had been brought by the Holy Spirit. She left Dan and me jammed in with the grandfather and loads of other people in a pew, while she went to sing in the choir, up by the preacher.


They were Pentecostalists. The singing went on for hours: Jesus Christ is risen today, Alleluia! Our triumphant holy day, Alleluia! It was incredibly loud. The rhythm started to get to me, and I couldn’t help smiling. When I closed my eyes, I could imagine I was anywhere – in America or Jamaica, or in another age. I was part of something bigger than me. And we were all clapping, swaying in the pews, like everyone in the church was connected. I couldn’t sing, because my voice was breaking: it either came out too low, or squeaky and too high. But even so, I liked it.


At the end, Dan’s mother sang a solo, making the church judder with her vibrato. She was extremely fat, much fatter than Dan, and when she sang her whole body wobbled – boobs, arms, even the flesh on her face. But her voice was incredible: it drilled right into my head, and everyone stood still, listening to her. Then, when she finished, the whole church applauded – everyone except Dan, who was embarrassed.


Mum received a letter from the employment agency. She’d landed a flexi-hour job at the Local Education Authority, working as an assistant in their Equal Opportunities Assessment Office.


‘I start right away,’ she said, giving me a kiss on the forehead. ‘They’re expanding. Look . . .’ The council motto was written across the top of the letter: Caring For All Our Communities. ‘A real job,’ she said.


Mum had lost loads of weight. She had her dark suit on, and before she went out she stood in the bathroom and sprayed Coco Chanel behind her ears.


She hesitated in the hall. ‘Wish me luck, love.’


‘Go on,’ I said. ‘Don’t think about it. You’ll slay them.’


When we went back to school, Savage declared war. The cops were still investigating the attack on Miss Dent, and he was beginning to think that someone might name him. So the posse increased the pressure. They used to wait at the school gates in the morning while people came in, ambushing anyone who knew what had happened – especially people like Rose or Debby, who maybe thought the police were going to do something about it.


‘You talk to the police and I’ll cut your fucking face,’ Tatham told Rose.


Rose stared at the concrete with her big wide-open eyes, while Terry tipped everything out of her bag. ‘I haven’t said anything,’ she whispered.


‘I can’t fucking hear you.’


‘I haven’t said anything,’ she repeated.


‘If you think the cops will look after you,’ Terry added, ‘you’re out of your fucking mind. They’ll be gone in a week. But we’ll be here, we’re always here. Do you understand?’
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