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To Emma










Prologue


 


You don’t have to be small to be inconspicuous. Largeness is also good for hiding: you can bury your childhood in it. As for strangers, they see only an affliction. They will shuffle on their hams to avoid it on a bus, they will look away as from some moral weakness and shrink, in the commuter crush of an Underground train, lest they touch any part of the gross anatomy. Old people lament the uniform that time imposes, how greyness confines them to a bland and ignorable collective. The same applies to the overweight. We disappear as individuals. Too common a sight, the proof of some national failure, we must be anonymous.


I was not always shaped like this; nor am I happy about my size. Just once, however, being fat could have served me. On this occasion (a heart’s earthquake that not even the closest observer might have registered) I would have welcomed the disguise. But the ghost of the old Bruno Jackson was recognised and, with the rising of that familiar voice in greeting, I was summoned back instantly to a world of pain.


The invitation had come from an old university friend, Fay Corcoran, to celebrate her engagement at the flat she shared with her rich, glib partner in Maida Vale. It was a baking summer’s evening and a group of kids was kicking a football to death outside, giving the white stucco avenue with its weary rowans an atmosphere of the township. Having left the Department in a hurry and braved the lurching oven of the number 16 bus, I was, despite a rinse in the immaculate sanctuary of Fay’s bathroom, far from my poor best when Anthony Blunden discovered me, glass in hand, loitering by the bookshelves in the stifling living room.


‘My God, would you believe it? Bruno. It must be thirteen years.’


Something clicked off in my brain, like falling asleep at the wheel, and when seconds later my wits returned I found my eyes darting for shelter. There was a reek of aftershave. He had a neat shaving cut on his chin. A pale Indian woman, watching me with plum-dark eyes, stood beside him as if at any moment to tug on his sleeve.


‘You do remember me?’


The question was provoking: even to imagine that I might have forgotten. Anthony, however, grinned as if nothing out of the ordinary had ever passed between us. ‘How,’ he asked, ‘do you know Hugo?’


‘Fay. Uh, it’s Fay I know.’


‘Same here. She and Dipali were friends at school, like us. Hey . . .’ This was almost a yelp. Anthony reached beside him for the Indian woman’s arm and steered her between us. ‘Bruno, this is Dipali, my good wife.’ The determined, possibly oblivious, anachronism of his phrasing was familiar. Dipali Blunden raised heavy, greased eyelids. There was reticence in her glance but also a hint of sexuality, which, in my case, she offered out of pure courtesy. ‘Would you believe,’ said her husband, ‘that Bruno was my closest friend at Kingsley?’


I sensed his eyes follow Dipali’s hand as it slipped into mine. Her palm was unpleasantly dry; the tendons had a shifting vagueness. ‘You’re not,’ she asked with a smile, ‘in finance like everybody else?’


‘On the contrary,’ I said. A crease of perplexity bridged her dark, tamed eyebrows. ‘I work at the Department for Transport.’


Anthony Blunden, whose physical presence I was still trying to inure myself to, pressed forward. ‘Are you still painting? That used to be your thing, didn’t it? You were pretty good, if I remember, always loitering in the art department.’ He stood too close and I trembled to meet his eyes: those hazel eyes that used to turn green above the green jumper he wore at school. When I looked, however, champagne had given them a woozy sheen. I recognised a frantic hilarity that in our shared youth I might have mistaken for genius.


‘I studied economics at university,’ I said to Dipali; but she was looking at her husband, one arm bent and poised, like a painter standing back from a canvas. ‘That’s how I came to be friends with Fay. She was always going to be entrepreneurial but I opted for government.’


Anthony said, ‘Spin doctor, are you?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘Ah, right, you must be some kind of special adviser.’


‘I’m a civil servant. I work on road toll pricing policy.’


Anthony took half a step back, or else he swayed momentarily. Without sequence, he reached out to pat my belly. ‘You’ve filled out a bit, haven’t you? Not,’ he added, stroking his notional paunch, ‘that I’m one to brag.’


He was touching my arm now: a taller, broader Anthony. His blond, tousled hair was as rich as ever, especially compared to my receding scrub, and his face was shadowed with a russet beard which had only begun to assert itself when last I’d seen him. The ripe but faintly buttoned-down mouth – inherited from generations of weather-watching farmers – opened to reveal sharp incisors, the one savage flaw in a face otherwise perfectly suited to bluff civility.


‘Proctor. Remember Proctor? This bully,’ he explained to his wife, ‘gave Bruno grief for years and one day we got our own back. I knew him a little at Oxford. Would you believe he’s gone and had a sex change? For real: he came up to me, she came up to me, on the Tube about a month ago. All smiles: this roly-poly woman. I wondered if some moment of madness had caught up with me from my youth. But no: bloody Proctor. As I see you now.’


Dipali Blunden, standing her ground against the burbling mill of partygoers, pursed her small, aubergine-glossed lips. ‘You never told me that story.’


‘Didn’t I? Well, the name wouldn’t have meant anything to you. Bruno understands.’ As if for support, Anthony pressed his wrist on my shoulder and began to reminisce, with little input from me, about stupid members of staff and malodorous contemporaries, omitting the only name that really mattered.


Disregarded, Dipali allowed her smile to fail. I watched her, this small feminine bundle, turn her back on her husband’s remembrances and burrow into the crowd around Fay Corcoran.


‘You remember,’ Anthony said, ‘that poor woman Miss Hartnoll? And the carpet shocks. God, what a bunch.’


‘A bunch of what?’ Fay’s fiancé, Hugo, had invited himself into our corner.


Anthony answered without hesitation: ‘Criminals.’


‘Speaking of which,’ said Hugo; and within seconds I had ceased to exist. Hugo Wilcox and Anthony Blunden – two handsome, braying, self-assured public school men – began to discuss high finance: the thrusting success of this firm or that, the fading potency on the One Hundred Index of some company in which both, corporate finance lawyers though from rival firms, had a stake.


Breathless, I made my escape to the bedroom.


Over a shambles of suit jackets and laptop cases, I hesitated briefly. Would Fay be offended by my sudden departure? Most likely she wouldn’t even notice. Paying a quick visit to the bathroom, I used toilet paper to soak up my sweat and washed my trembling hands. There was only a three-metre dash between the bathroom and the front door but mine was thwarted by the Blundens, both of whom, reunited by necessity, were waiting to take my place.


‘Oof,’ said Anthony, as if we had collided. I felt blood rush to my already heated face. ‘Where did you wander off to?’


‘Uh, I’ve got to go.’


Anthony looked to his wife, then at me. ‘You must at least leave us your number.’


I considered giving a false one. Anthony was patting his trouser pockets but Dipali, reaching into her small sequinned purse, brought out a pink-sheathed mobile phone and issued it to her husband. I could smell cigarettes and alcohol on his breath. His long thumb with the ivory crescent of its feminine nail podged the keypad.


Cornered, I felt like the Dutch boy with his finger in a dam.


‘Go ahead,’ said Anthony.


The courage to lie failed me, though I shared with this man a deceit vaster and more terrible than anything his wife could imagine. (Or could she? Had he told her everything and their marriage been founded on his confession, her forgiveness?) I recited my home phone number. Really, I protested, I had to leave. Anthony threatened me with a hug but relented, seeing my eyes.


The door latch yielded to my grip. I performed a half-turn beneath the lintel, cast my eyes over the Blundens’ waists and stumbled, as it must have sounded, down the carpeted stairs. Breaking out of the house to the evening heat and a sough of endless traffic, I searched for a drain in the pavement and retched unproductively over it.










Then & Now










Then


They were serving tea on the lawn of Hereward House. It was meant to seem a cosy affair of white linen under apple boughs, with parents chatting and younger siblings chasing each other among the laurel bushes. I stood beside my mother, dumb with the pain of our impending separation, and watched as girls from the village disguised as maids passed with cucumber and egg sandwiches. Teachers were in attendance with their perfumed wives. I looked at the soft foliage of the Downs.


‘Ah, Mrs Jackson. Philip Sedley: we spoke on the phone. And this is Bruno  . . .’ The housemaster of the Hereward, though quite young, was prematurely balding. He strained to keep his wife’s arm as she tugged at their border collie. ‘We no longer get so many boys from abroad. Army cutbacks, you know. And when we lose Hong Kong . . .’ He looked at me and spoke as one board member might to another. ‘I hope you like it here, Bruno. We’ll make a temperate fellow of you yet.’


My mother simpered, I nodded, and the Sedleys drifted on to more substantial fare.


The boys with whom I was to share my life stood sullen as prizefighters between their parents, enduring for a moment longer the partings in their hair and the fastidious rectitude of their ties. Under the smiles of adults, we sized each other up.


I would learn my fellow inmates’ names soon enough, and get to know their qualities. Only Laurence Nevins wore his nature in his face. While most of us were still children he was already pustular, a warning of transformations to come, with beard fluff begging to be trimmed above a minefield of acne and eye-whites the colour of curdled milk. Aside from Nevins, it was impossible in that garden to foretell who would be friend and who would be foe. There was plump, genial-looking Robbie Thwaite. There was Hugo Barclay, set to board even though his parents’ farm was only a short car journey from the school, and Dan Chapman, a sportsman bound almost genetically to become, after I had left Kingsley in secret disgrace, the Head of House. Dull-witted but affable boys like John Toplady and Nigel Clare had yet to reveal their qualities. I did not know that Charlie Stoddard was rich and stupid, the future brawn to Nevins’s cunning, or that in his weary eyes was the mark of our common doom: wanker’s lethargy.


Over by the tennis courts, another reception was under way. Its parents and boys, teacups and orange squash, were divided from ours by a vegetable patch and soft-fruit frames. My mother was nodding and blinking at a brash couple who were ‘strongly in favour’ of Mrs Thatcher’s poll tax, and to keep down the bile of fear in my throat I scanned the distant party.


Did my eyes fasten at once on Anthony? Among a dozen uniformed boys he stood out on account of his height and the straightness of his bearing. A large and garrulous family surrounded him. There were two pretty sisters, both parents, an avuncular-looking gentleman with hair that curled in a ducktail behind his ears, and two grandmothers rummaging in their purses for a farewell donation. The boy seemed unembarrassed by all this attention, while I shrank each time my mother touched my shoulder. It was his good fortune which struck me hardest; I think I half hated my parents at the time for sending me away. This other boy, with his adoring clan, would doubtless go home on weekend exeats. I pictured him strolling on a wide English lawn or yelling at the top of his voice as he rode a BMX bike. A gust of laughter swept through the family and the father tousled his son’s head. Anthony’s eyes coasted on the merriment, then brushed my gaze across the length of the garden.


I looked away, gnawing fruitcake to conceal my fluster, and realised with alarm that the sandwich trays had emptied and the tables were being cleared around us. Boys and their parents were making their way, in stately calm, around the side of Hereward House. The welcoming party was coming to an end and an air of desperation came over my mother.


‘You’ve got that letter paper Auntie Nariza bought you. I’ll write to you every week. Mr Sedley says you’re welcome to use the telephone in his part of the house – at weekends – to receive our call. Don’t forget to keep your laundry bag closed, it’s only considerate  . . .’


The instructions and assurances continued as the garden emptied. We were shepherded by Mrs Sedley and her collie to the front of the house, where bluffly and with seeming ease other parents took leave of their sons. The boys waved bravely. Cars started up on the gravel drive. Mr Houghton, the under-tutor, had promised my mother a lift to the airport, and he waited for her in his Peugeot – this gross, redheaded suitor – while she clutched me under the chestnut trees. I wanted her gone; I felt sick with apprehension, as on that time we waited to cross the storm-shaken Malacca Straits. My mother planted a kiss on my cheek. I could smell her powdery, rose-tinted perfume and the under-odour of perspiration.


‘Be brave for me, Bruno,’ she said, and waved over my head at the Sedleys waiting with their adopted brood under the red-brick porch. All the boys were watching us. I placed a shameful, surreptitious fist in my mother’s belly to push her towards the car. Then I was running, hand on my cap, my face burning for want of quenching tears, to Hereward House and my new life.


 


Like much of Kingsley College, the Hereward has undergone, in the years since I was there, a thorough refurbishment. Doubtless it’s a comfortable place now, more like a timeshare hotel than an old-fashioned boarding school. In my time it was still archaic. Even now I can feel the coarseness of its nylon carpets under my feet; I see the oily sheen of an exit light on the linoleum floor of a long corridor and wrinkle my nose at remembered odours, the accretion of Deep Heat and sweat, deodorant and semen, baked beans and cauliflower.


This was not what the brochure had promised. Hereward House projected a handsome Victorian exterior but the interior, for the boys at least, was distinctly shabby. The dining hall was a refectory of peeling paint and honours boards, one wall lined with the sorts of books you expect to find in a seaside boarding house, with long tables of scarred oak under a rattling window of ecclesial size which sucked in the summer heat and exhaled the winter chill. In the stark, neon-lit kitchen, industrial toasters guarded their latent tick and hum.


We followed a prefect who had come back early to be our guide. ‘Each of you,’ he said, plainly delighting in his task, ‘will be assigned a college father. He will prepare you for the fag test. In return you will be his fag. You will make toast for him. You will do as he tells you. One day you will be college fathers so don’t let me hear anybody complaining.’


We traipsed down a dark corridor that belonged to the Lower Sixth; then to a TV room and snooker tables and the chilling prospect of a windowless washroom. The prefect, Ackroyd, led us up a flight of stairs to Main Corridor: a Third World hotel of wooden partitions, each resident guaranteed only partial privacy. ‘Don’t get excited,’ Ackroyd said, ‘you lot have to share.’


Our stairwell was painted red and red was its sticky polythene floor, so that we felt like corpuscles in some inner organ or artery. Hereward House tucked us away – the scummy new boys – under the attic. There was a grim atrium lined with lockers for boots and sports gear, and three dormitories with narrow, military-style beds. We took shuffling turns to peer at the plywood cubicles of our washroom.


‘You’ll share this washroom with the prefects,’ said Ackroyd. ‘Same rules apply as for toast. If we catch any of you wanking, it’ll be Sunday detention.’


The prefects, Ackroyd explained, lived in the apartments on the west wing of our floor, with the turret room reserved, as a special privilege, for the Head of House.


‘That’s convenient,’ whispered Hugo Barclay, who revealed that he had a brother in the Third Set and relished the authority this gave him. ‘The prefects will have someone to warm the loo seats in winter.’


We were settled into our dormitories. To avoid squabbles, Ackroyd had been given a list and informed us of arrangements. I was relieved to be put in with Barclay (he had an assurance I lacked) but dismayed to see Laurence Nevins fling his horrible body on the bed next to mine. ‘Bagsy this cupboard,’ he said. ‘You can have the one by the door. What’s your name again? Not your Christian name.’ I told him. ‘Jacksy?’


‘Jackson.’


‘Pruno Jacksy?’


Hugo Barclay looked out of his window at the green of the Downs. A sycamore rustled behind the flimsy drawn-back curtains. I wondered what had become of the boys from that other garden party. Barclay explained that once or twice a year our tribe was obliged to show hospitality to others. Having a garden of our own made Hereward boys ‘soft’: suburban geeks to the urban hipsters of the Main School dorms.


Ackroyd returned, having settled the others next door. ‘Dinner’s in college,’ he said. ‘We get breakfast in house. Sedley wants you to bring your luggage upstairs. Room inspections at nine – it’ll be Houghton, he’s big on tidiness. Noggins, isn’t it? Nevins then. You’ll have to get that hair cut. Don’t huff, I don’t make the rules.’ Ackroyd inspected the three of us: Nevins recumbent, Hugo leaning at the window, myself standing as if to attention. ‘Posters,’ he said, and thumped one of the plasterboards on the wall. ‘Put up what you like. Only rule: no tits, no muff.’ He walked to the door. I made much, in my anguish, of a softening in his features. ‘You’ll get used to it. It’s quieter up here. If you want my advice, I’d stay where it’s safest. Oh, and for God’s sake don’t sit on the radiators. No one likes the smell of scorched flesh.’


 


We brought up our luggage. It was an early test of community, since none of us could lug up his case unaided. I worked with Barclay and John Toplady: the latter a thickset, earnest redhead who spoke at length and without the least encouragement about his father’s several cars. Toplady was not too bright but physical strength gave him the security to be kind. We settled our things – clothes folded or compressed into chunky drawers, tuck boxes shoved under our beds – then headed into college for tea: me, Toplady, Barclay and Robbie Thwaite, who had to waddle out of his slowness to keep up.


Kingsley College started life as a country house, the gift of a grateful nation to Admiral William Montague in recognition of various naval victories against the French. In keeping with his stolid and somewhat unimaginative character, Montague’s house is bulky, a martial oblong of ruddy brick surfacing from the swell of the Downs. For a century it served its original purpose but the state forgot its gratitude to the admiral’s descendants and, at the end of the nineteenth century, a rich industrialist of Christian Stoic persuasions bought the estate and founded a school devoted to the manly virtues of sport, science and colonial service. Red-brick annexes gathered about the original house. Sheep pasture was disciplined, hillocks were levelled for rugby and cricket, hedgerows were grubbed up and replaced with avenues of small-leaved lime. In early years the college must have seemed a grand addition to England’s public schools. By the time I attended, however, there was a creeping shabbiness about the whole complex. The brick proved to be frangible, sandstone cornices were leprous and plaques bearing Latin inscriptions were disappearing under a palimpsest of penknife graffiti. Still, the bulk of Main College kept its forbidding grandeur, so that our hearts sank as we approached it.


A plump, scowling porter directed us to the dining hall: a 1920s annexe as big as a warehouse or film studio. We negotiated the maze of the serving counters; then sat in a defensive square in a corner of the cavernous hall, eating and watching as a hundred new boys milled about the cutlery trays. Did we imagine it, or were they more at home than us: boisterously shoving, enmities and alliances already beginning?


Hugo Barclay surveyed the rumpus. ‘My brother says when term starts we’ll be wolfing it down. Senior boys like to have the place to themselves. If they catch a First Setter lingering, he’ll be for it.’


My friends, as I hoped they would become, began to explain themselves, describing their fathers’ jobs and what preparatory schools they had attended. I, undeclared expatriate, half listened, my attention distracted by the paintings on the walls with their old, imperial themes: the crushing of the Indian Mutiny, the death of Wolfe in Quebec, nawabs and nabobs in ceremonial splendour receiving the Emperor, forgotten naval battles going up in smoke and tattered mainsails.


‘How about you, Jackson?’ John Toplady peered at me over his pudding bowl. ‘Where are you from?’


‘Malaysia. My father’s a sort of teacher. That’s why they’ve sent me here.’


‘You don’t look very tanned,’ said Robbie Thwaite. ‘Are you Malaysian?’


‘Um – British.’


‘That’s all right, then,’ said Toplady.


After dinner we returned to the Hereward and watched TV for an hour before being sent up to our dorms. I moved quickly into my pyjamas. Lawrence Nevins tried to wedge his shirt between his thighs as he hopped into boxer shorts but I glimpsed his stumpy cock. Mr Houghton was late for inspection. I imagined this had something to do with my mother, and sucked wretchedly on images of a delayed flight, or some disaster that had caught up with them on the road.


When Mr Houghton finally appeared, I was relieved to see him and at the same time furiously jealous. He had been with her last. What had they said to each other on the way to the airport? Mr Houghton was too preoccupied with trying to remember our names and inspecting our narrow dwellings to reassure me that she had got off safely. I watched his angular, uneven face for news but none was offered. ‘Jolly good,’ he said when inspection was finished. Nevins had already put up magazine cutouts of supermodels and film stars; Mr Houghton noted the replete bras and pouting lips without comment. ‘Lights out in ten minutes, boys. Reveille at seven thirty. Tomorrow it’ll be Ackroyd who bangs the gong but once the others are back the duties will fall to you. I think, ah, you’re being given the guided tour tomorrow. Are we settling in all right?’ He did not wait for an answer but nodded and bade us goodnight.


‘Tosser,’ whispered Nevins when he had gone.


In the dark I felt giddy with homesickness. Nevins and Barclay tried to freak each other out with talk of the fag test: how difficult it would be and how humiliating. ‘Jockstraps only,’ said Barclay, ‘in front of a porn mag. If you get a hard-on you have to sing a song.’ There were, I ascertained from their mutterings, both a formal fag test to look forward to and a secret one: the prefects’ induction ceremony. It was tradition, Barclay said. Everyone went through it. I waited until their talk had stopped and the deep breathing began before surrendering to silent tears.


 


The next day Ackroyd took us on a tour of the grounds, pointing out the buildings and their uses. The sun blazed in a sky slashed with aircraft contrails; but while Robbie Thwaite sweated and others grew sullen, the heat gave me no trouble. In the warm light of day the grounds of the college seemed luminous and every tree and every bird in its branches was new to me. Our group poked about the chemistry block and I watched the haze dissolve on a prospect of the weald. Outside the school tuck shop (where in flight from misery later that term I would discover the consolations of carbohydrate) I crouched on the gravel path to rescue an overturned beetle. Thinking nothing of its size but admiring its jaws, I turned it over with a leaf. Nevins and Stoddard were sent back to look for me and would almost certainly have stamped on it had they seen what I was doing. I nudged the beetle to safety and ran to join them.


We progressed from modern languages to the old gym, now converted to a theatre, where in the 1970s a sixth-former was reputedly found hanging from the rafters. Then we strode across dry grass and through an oak wood to the edge of the playing fields. ‘I hope you boys are good at rugger. Hereward colts have slipped badly since I was in your year. You’re going to have to raise standards.’


On our way back to the house, Lawrence Nevins and Charlie Stoddard cemented their alliance by treading on my heels. When my shoe came off I howled in protest and received a rebuke from Ackroyd. Stoddard booted my shoe into the bushes and without saying another word I hopped wretchedly after it.


The afternoon was taken up with briefings of an almost military briskness, Mr Sedley receiving us in his study and handing out photocopies full of information about our coming year at Kingsley. On the strength of my Common Entrance results I was in the top sets for English and French and maths. Sunlight yawned across the carpet. Thirstily I edged forward to bathe my face in it. The blood in my eyelids glowed; I could see the filaments of veins. Then a mass of cloud returned me to shadow. I opened my eyes on strangers, the colours of the room faded, and when at last we filed out of the study, Hereward House seemed nothing but a maze of dark corridors, a burrow of antique wood and dented plaster.


We went out to supper grumbling like veterans at the prospect of evening chapel, and Robbie Thwaite coined his first, apt, pun. ‘Give us this day our daily dread.’ There was plenty to pray for. Tomorrow morning the rest of college was coming back from holiday.


 


Hereward House trembled with the new arrivals. They took possession of the building, their competing music blaring from personal stereos. Mr Houghton gathered our timorous band together and set us to work collecting empty luggage boxes from the rooms of our elders: taller, louder boys who regarded us with studied contempt. We gawped at the partition walls with their soft-porn friezes. From his room at the far end of Main Corridor, a portly joker with Walkman headphones about his neck watched our efforts. ‘Aah,’ he sighed, ‘aren’t they adorable? Do they miss their mummies? Do they need tucking up in bed at night?’ Nigel Clare and I carried the joker’s case down to the cellar. His name was stencilled on the wood: A. G. PROCTOR.


‘You want to watch out for Proctor,’ said Hugo Barclay as we passed him on the stairs. ‘The guy’s a bastard.’


There was much for us to learn: house slang, who to trust and who to avoid, the whole complex politics of the place. Bullies like Andy Proctor could be nasty – and there was a generalised fear of showing kindness – but the most persistent trouble came from our immediate superiors in the Second Set. These boys, jubilant to have outgrown the lowest rank, raided our dormitories and stole our food. Robbie Thwaite came back one afternoon from games to find his bed painstakingly dismantled, spring from spring. I could hear him sobbing after lights-out as he struggled without aid to reassemble it. There was nothing to be done: Kingsley College had a long-established hierarchy of abuse, each year heaping it on its successor, with First Setters at the very bottom, ‘squeezed like lemons’ as Robbie put it. In our free time we cowered in our rooms at the top of the house, the sloping ceilings and low windows over parkland a grim parody of the Victorian nursery. For every willed act of generosity (Barclay sharing his tuck, Nigel Clare helping Stoddard with his algebra) there was more casual cruelty. I don’t mean physical abuse, which was rare, so much as a carping, sour intolerance. Nervous loyalty to the friendships left over from preparatory school doomed me, the expatriate, to isolation. The telephone calls from my parents, for which I waited under the stairs in the Sedleys’ musty hall, only amplified the pain of our separation and left me afterwards plunged in deep sorrow, trudging back to the heartless clamour of the dormitory.


I lived for bedtime, when I could wallow in self-pity under my blankets, indulging in the delicious pain – like pressing on a hangnail – of picturing my bedroom back home and my parents going about their business in the damp, embracing heat. The English night was intolerably quiet: only the sighs of passing cars and the breathing of my neighbours instead of cicadas and the bright percussion of frogs. I hated getting up in the mornings: roused by the gong or, worse, having to process with it myself down the corridors, striking it with a furry mallet and rousing abuse from my groaning housemates. The physical weight of school life wore me down. I felt it as we moved through the guts of the dining hall, in the humiliating exposure of our pubescent bodies in the shower block and the hot breaths of our opponents as we roared into a rugby scrum. I had been pressed into the pack on account of my bulk, though fearing injury and mud I tended to run in subtle crab fashion away from the ball while giving an impression of hearty engagement. My cowardice was recognised and Ackroyd scolded me in the communal filth of the showers.


 


On the day of the fag test, we sat, after Saturday lessons, in the Hereward dining hall. The official part of the test (concerning masters and traditions, the names and nicknames in college geography, and such historical curiosities as the resting place of Admiral Montague’s horse’s bollocks) gave me little trouble. Then as now, I was an assiduous learner. In the evening, however, we sat like doomed convicts in our dormitory, waiting for our summons to the Head of House’s turret. In my room, Hugo Barclay went first and came back after ten minutes, grinning excessively. He sat down on his bed and opened a paperback.


‘What’s it like?’ Nevins asked.


‘That’s for you to find out.’


‘Is it painful?’


Barclay shrugged, his eyes hooded. ‘I mustn’t give the game away.’


Nevins was summoned next. Embarrassed and relieved laughter seeped through the partitions as others in my year returned from their ordeals. The waiting was a calculated pain in itself (no wonder Dan Chapman was called up first: the prefects were bestowing status) and I looked for reassurance from Hugo Barclay. He had lain down, his back to the room. ‘What is it they make us do exactly?’ There was no reply and I wondered if he was pretending to sleep. ‘Barclay?’


‘Hssh.’


Outside all was black: I could see my reflection ghostlike in the windowpane. There were adult voices in the stairwell. Nevins hurried into the room, his face an ugly red. The annexe lights flashed on and I recognised Mr Sedley’s voice but not the anger in it. Mr Houghton was with him. He came into our room, rubbing his large, raw hands together as if they were frozen. ‘Evening, boys,’ he said. ‘Now I want you to know that no blame is attached to any of you over this. There’s no, ah, shame involved. What happened this evening . . . what Mr Sedley interrupted . . . is no longer tolerated, that’s all.’


Someone, presumably the new headmaster, had decreed against induction ceremonies. Traditionalists in the Common Room may have objected but housemasters complied, bursting in on pupils in the middle of their ancient rites. I alone had escaped the humiliating test and could persuade nobody to tell me what it had involved. It was a secret that I was not entitled to share. I had been spared and everyone knew it: the scolded prefects, handsome Noyes, the Head of House, and every sardonic face at breakfast the next morning.


 


The first weeks and months of my life in England would have been unbearable – I would have envied the dead – had it not been for the kindness of two boys. The first of these, surprisingly given the debacle of the fag test, was William Noyes. At the time I thought they must have plucked our names from a hat, or drawn straws. How else could the lowest member of the Hereward end up with the Head of House for college father?


I reported as it were for duty to his apartment in the cold turret. Noyes spared me such humiliating tasks as loo-seat warming (Hugo Barclay had exaggerated nothing) and sorting out his dirty laundry. There was no need for me to brave the break-time scrum in the kitchen; for Noyes had inherited, as one of the perks of his station, a toaster more antique than a gramophone, a malevolent object that snapped the bread from my fingers, sucked it fumingly as though mulling over some ancient grievance, then spat out brittle slates that were perfectly to Noyes’s liking. I was allowed a piece or two glazed with his mother’s marmalade: sweet, sticky ooze the colour of amber which I savoured as I cast my eyes over his music collection.


William Noyes was a scholar and a sportsman. Perhaps he has never topped the triumph of his school days. There was nothing conventional about him, so that it was difficult for a foreigner to understand how he got away with it; for while his fellows loafed and loped about in heavy blokeishness, Noyes was ambiguous. He never wore his shirt outside his trousers or shortened his tie. He sported the quaintest items in the Kingsley uniform: the Edwardian skullcap, the prefect’s embroidered waistcoat, even enamel cufflinks in the college red and green. His purpose in life was to charm. He made conquests, male and female, with his contained swagger and was soon to secure himself a place at Cambridge. I too was won over, sprawling in his window-seat while he talked about politics (Mrs Thatcher, he said, was heading for a fall) and literature (had I read the obscene poems of someone called Rochester?). He allowed me to play games on his home computer and my admiration for him grew as he let me into his confidence. He did not, he said, get on with Mr Sedley. Strictly between the two of us (and I assured him of my discretion), he suspected that our housemaster regretted his appointment. ‘I make it a point of principle to uphold tradition. Half the masters at Kingsley are closet lefties. It’s us boys who have to do the conserving. We’ve been through it: we know the value of the old ways.’ He leaned forward, crimping his black hair with his fingers. ‘Don’t you agree, Bruno?’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘absolutely.’


Noyes stood up and brushed the crumbs from his waistcoat. He was very slender. His hands were large, rope-veined, the only inelegant thing about him. ‘Run along now,’ he would say, and then, looking at himself in the mirror, he would add, as if to console me: ‘I shall want my bath at seven o’clock.’


‘I won’t forget, Noyes.’


Nor have I. His kindness may have been ostentatious and I no more to him than a pet, a perversion licensed by, and demonstrative of, his authority; yet the time I spent in his company was one of my few pleasures during that first year in Hereward House. Beyond the refuge of his turret I felt crushed by strangers, witnesses to my every mood, the overcrowding such that I used to fake constipation for the shuffling solitude of a toilet cubicle.


 


Compared with the dormitory’s dark confinement, the world of the classrooms was sunlit. I liked the green shade of chestnut trees through windows smeared with pollen; I liked the smell of wood polish on the broad teak counters of the chemistry labs and the tranquil expansion of water pipes in the Latin block, with its atmosphere redolent of mouldy primers. I felt safe in the company of schoolmasters: they weren’t capricious like my peers. Some boys boasted of their contempt for them, but I approved of the diffident or garrulous men who muttered and yawped through our classes.


Samuel Bridge – Mr Bridge – was not yet among them.


The second boy to treat me decently, after William Noyes, was in my English set. Under the RSC production posters that attempted to brighten up the grey bunker of the department, I learned the identity of the favoured son whom I had glimpsed in the Hereward garden.


Anthony Blunden was in Eversley House: one of the more prestigious of the dormitories. From what I saw of him in lessons, he seemed entirely at home with himself, so that whatever squalor or indignity attached to our first-year status could make no inroads on his self-esteem. That first morning he seemed not to recognise me as I crept, hotly flushing, to a plastic chair beside the draughty window. Ancient Mr Hegarty (a Second World War veteran who had forgotten to remove the prop of his martial moustache) talked us through the year’s programme. He got us to read from Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, putting on a dubious Scottish accent for his frequent interventions. Anthony, when the task of sight-reading fell to him, read with ostentatious proficiency, improving on Hegarty’s accent until the old man suspected sarcasm and passed the narration to his neighbour.


Over the next few weeks, I longed to approach Anthony Blunden. He warmed up the cold classroom with his brashness and wit. I couldn’t tell whether other boys in our class liked or disliked him. Perhaps they didn’t yet have the confidence to make up their minds. Anthony was excused his loudness, his overeagerness to offer sometimes jarring opinions to Mr Hegarty, on account of his looks and a self-assurance that few dared believe could be unfounded. My status, on the other hand, was well known. Most boys were reluctant to sit next to me. One of them, a mop-topped blond whose name I’ve forgotten, made the effort to snigger whenever I read aloud. I was actorly: I tried to invest the words with meaning but my dramatic intonations received only mockery from my peers and bristling irritation from Mr Hegarty.


Anthony played no part in my humiliation. He was above such games. In the run-up to half-term exeat (which I would spend alone in college, knocking about the abandoned corridors like the first man to board the Mary Celeste), he introduced himself to me by pushing me against the wall.


I should explain that I was running late, having sat too long at Noyes’s computer, and entered the classroom to find my peers in demure and suspicious silence waiting for the master. I was conscious of the tug of their eyes as I approached my chair. I put my books on the table. Somebody said something designed to distract me – whereupon Anthony kicked out his chair and barged into my shoulder.


My head jerked and my breath escaped in a startled blurt. The plasterboard shoved me back. Surprised silence from our classmates gave way to pantomime jeering. ‘Spoilsport,’ said the blond. Anthony presented him with a lordly middle finger and, seeing the hurt and bafflement on my face, pointed to the drawing pin that was sitting, sharp end up, in the centre of my chair.


‘A little prick for a bigger one,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t that have been clever?’


Mr Hegarty appeared in the doorway and raked his throat. Anthony picked up his fallen chair and righted it, while I swept the tack to the floor. I sat, in an ecstasy of embarrassment, longing for my blush to fade. ‘Splendid,’ said Mr Hegarty. ‘A spelling test to get the juices flowing.’


I had difficulty keeping my focus that morning. After the test we made a hash of some poems by Tennyson. Hegarty was irritable, throwing pearls before swine. Anthony did not return my gaze. I had to scamper to catch up with him afterwards. He walked fast – striding to lunch without company, his textbooks tucked under his arm.


‘Thanks for that,’ I said, a little breathless.


Anthony smiled at my collar and quickened his pace.


‘Why did you do it?’


‘Because it was stupid,’ he said.


‘You didn’t have to.’


‘Would you have noticed the drawing pin? I don’t think so, Jackson. You’re not very sharp, are you?’


I snuffled obligingly at the pun. Despite his earlier solidarity, Anthony seemed to want to keep his distance. I peeled away tactfully and pretended to head for the lockers by the toilets. I didn’t want to jeopardise what had been gained. Though he did not consent to friendship, the tall and beautiful English boy had acknowledged my existence.










Now


My supervisor sat only two rooms from mine; you could hop to her office without losing breath; yet it was by email that she rebuked me. Had I any problems at home, she wondered, or difficulties healthwise? She hoped I was not still conflicted about the road-building programme. It was my job to calculate the costs-to-profit ratio for the satellite toll system, and, being a half-decent manager, Julia had noticed my lapses of concentration during the ministerial briefing. I broke into a sweat and the scalp seemed to recede on the frame of my skull as I read her email. I wrote back complaining of post-viral tiredness; a beloved cousin (who doesn’t exist) had recently been diagnosed with cancer. When Julia passed my cubicle in the afternoon, she offered me a sympathetic smile.


Before the screensaver’s vacuous drift, I reflected on the true cause of my distraction. The meeting at Fay Corcoran’s had shaken me more than I could have imagined. I was afraid to go to sleep at night and, after a month’s dieting, began to overeat, coming back to my flat with bagels and cream cheese and chocolate digestives, all of which I pushed into my face while watching mindless television. Beyond the confines of my flat I was a mass of nerves. The bubble of insulation that Londoners build about themselves had burst. I walked to work with hunched shoulders, as if at any moment a car might lash into me. Buses seemed intent on creeping up and sneezing in my ear; I was so incapable of ignoring the rip of aircraft that I found myself scurrying for the air-conditioned numbness of the Department offices. Once inside, I brooded over cups of coffee and guzzled bottled water so frozen that it made my teeth ache.


I could reveal none of my distress to my father. Every second Sunday I went to see him. My mother had pioneered our heavy lunches, with their fruity Australian wines designed to knock us out over coffee. Now, five years after her death, it was unimaginable to either of us that the tradition might lapse, though we rarely enjoyed upholding it.


That first visit after seeing Anthony again, I must have betrayed my nerves, scattering the blankets of the Sunday supplements with more than the usual restlessness. Dad was on the sofa pretending to read, but I could sense the flicker of his gaze. If only once he’d managed to vent his frustration (I mean truly vent, with explicit words, instead of his usual quips and euphemisms) perhaps we might have prevented the freeze in our relationship. But the disputes that used to quicken us were long ago extinguished. There is an air of exhaustion between us, of passionate combatants locked long ago in stalemate. I keep most of myself from my father: he no longer takes the trouble of hiding the worst.


‘On the bus the other day,’ he said, ‘two lads behind me, I assumed they were black, they sounded black. Lack diss, lack dat – horrible noises. The bus stopped outside Tesco, I saw them get off. They were white as my backside in winter.’


Bent over the review section, I seemed to be half listening. To my father, whose every pronouncement once held weight for a staff of twenty, this was intolerable. He picked me up on it with a suppressed tremble of rage in his voice.


‘What do you want me to say?’ I said.


‘Don’t you think it’s a shame that the English language is descending into street slang? If all the young start speaking that way it will be the end of cockney.’


‘What do you care?’


‘If I wanted to be in Trench Town I’d buy myself a bullet-proof jacket and go and live there.’


‘That’s kind of racist.’


‘How is it racist not to recognise one’s own country?’


‘You haven’t been in your own country for most of your adult life.’


My father looked at his speckled hand and picked scurf from a knuckle. ‘I suppose that’s the trouble, isn’t it? Not really belonging anywhere.’


I did not like to think of Dad as being lost but sometimes he seemed it. Cultural diversity that he so valued in Kuala Lumpur was in England an irritant to him. The old country had no right to change so bewilderingly in his absence.


My father worked for thirty-eight years for the British Council: an institution starved in his eyes, besieged and emasculated, by successive governments back home. When he railed against the suppression of anything that didn’t have a benefit immediately intelligible to the ‘reptilian eyes’ of civil servants, I flinched to feel myself included in the ranks of the enemy. Port and idleness had reinforced his favourite complaint: ‘The bloody lack of self-confidence, Bruno. It’s our national disease.’ I myself was a sufferer, he seemed to imply: a fact all the more baffling to him given his own combative nature. When he was in charge in KL, Dad would say, securing a meniscus in his sherry glass, he used to be something of a rebel, ever ready to defend his staff from the pusillanimous interference of his superiors. Now in retirement, a Chelsea pensioner as he put it (though really he lives on the edge of Fulham), he distracted himself with local causes, churning out letters against bus lanes, intrusive speed cameras or the overzealous pruning of trees by the council. It grieved him beyond measure that I had taken refuge in the Department for Transport: a behemoth that embodied, in his opinion, ‘intrusive and short-termist government’.
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