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INTRODUCTION


1979. Britain is fucked: 1.5 million people are out of work, doubling to 3 million by 1982; inflation soars to 12 per cent; the UK’s interest rate is at an all-time high of 17 per cent; 40 per cent income tax from low earners, 90 per cent for the better off.


Massive industrial conflict during the ‘Winter of Discontent’ sees firemen strike and the army called in to cover; refuse collectors stop work and uncollected rubbish is piled high in city centres; gravediggers down shovels, leading Liverpool Council to store the dead in a Speke factory and consider burial at sea to cope with the backlog of corpses; striking lorry drivers hold up essential supplies; salt, sugar and dairy products are rationed in shops, and animals starve on farms; the blockade of Kingston upon Hull is so total it’s dubbed ‘Stalingrad’; ambulance drivers strike and the army’s drafted in to cover them as well, with only half of NHS hospitals now treating emergencies.


Margaret Thatcher’s hard-right regime is set on crushing the unions, especially the mineworkers, a struggle that will squander North Sea oil money now gushing in. The government considers declaring a state of emergency; ultra-right elements within MI5 later claim to have plotted a coup d’état, with the one-time Labour leader Harold Wilson believing ex-military chiefs were forming private armies in expectation of ‘wholesale domestic liquidation’. A sectarian civil war in Northern Ireland between Loyalists and Irish Republicans sees thousands killed across the UK, with bombings, murders and atrocities on both sides, with innocent Irishmen beaten into confessions for terrorist offences. British Army and counter-insurgency teams wage both open and secret war against the Irish Republican Army, including assassinations and torture that are condemned by international courts.


The threat of war amps up after the Soviet Union rolls out its next-gen Scud mobile tactical nuclear missiles in Eastern Europe, with a thirty-minute flight time from Russia to Britain. NATO responds by deploying, in late 1979, 160 Pershing II nuclear cruise missiles based in the United States Air Force’s Airstrip One aka the UK.


In 1980 UK households receive a booklet, Protect and Survive, with handy tips about how to survive the impending apocalypse.


Is this the end of days?


It’s the right time to write radical music.









REPO MAN


The keys to the Dino sit on a high shelf alongside a lockbox housing a snub-nosed .38 that Bennett Glotzer, my crooked manager, says I should grab if the armed response guys don’t get here in time. ‘Just hold it two-handed, point at the perp and pull the trigger!’ he says. ‘Easy-peasy, BANG! but take the safety off first!’


It’s not reassuring. I’m a handgun novice shacked up in a sprawling glass-box bungalow whose curtainless windows hold vibration sensors against home invasion that are often false-triggered by the brisk desiccated winds that swirl up from the valley.


‘The alarm goes off,’ Bennett says, ‘don’t call 911. Likely just a glitch. First, look see if there’s a smackhead filching the joint; you think it’s kosher, speed-dial the security company and say MOTHER JONES, otherwise their Storm Troopers’ll be here inside ten, psyched, locked ’n’ loaded.’


‘Mother Jones?’ I say.


‘Yeh!’ he says. ‘The safe words that’ll stand down the security nutjobs with their Winchester pumps and killer Ridgebacks! Don’t forget, otherwise you can kiss your Brit ass goodbye, heh, heh!’


He heads off to glom some other sucker and leaves me be.


The house is a short way up Sunset Plaza Drive, a bendy road that uncoils north from Sunset, the famous drag that runs west from downtown through Hollywood with its Strip famous for bars, clubs and entertainment businesses. It’s nice here, the cool sidewalks sheltered by purple jacaranda trees which bloom among dense ever-greenery hiding architect-designed ranch-style homes with 5-and-up series Beemers and Porsches burbling on multi-garage driveways with polite warning signs staked on the lawns that promise Armed Rapid Response.


The décor’s a surprise. I’m expecting Dictator chic, a smorgasbord of glitz, gilded furniture, music-biz trophies and gold discs, and knock-off kunst, but instead there’s a lonely La-Z-Boy and a deep sofa on an acre of polished cedar floor in front of a fuck-off TV the size of a shipping container. Phones on three-yard-long coiled cords hang in every room, even in the khazi, allowing Glotzer to juggle handsets while he non-stop yaks, snacks or sends friends to the coast. I hope he washes his hands.


I’m impressed by this austere Scandi class and make complimentary noises about it to Glotzer’s Honduran cleaner, Inez, who’s polishing glasses at the mammoth kitchen island. ‘No!’ she says. ‘No es su gusto! Todas sus cosas se las llevó un hombre con papeles legales!’ (It’s not his taste! All his things were taken away by a man with legal papers!) She points out the front window and says, ‘Como ese, over there!’


Across the street, a Mexican-American’s sat in a beat-up Honda Civic, humming along to a narcocorrido tune and tapping to the beat on the wheel as he reads La Opinión. He waves cheerily at us. ‘A el!’ Inez says. ‘He wants to take boss’s Ferrari!’


I phone Bennett and say maybe Mariachi man’s a gangbanger? I should call the cops? All that. Glotzer says, ‘Don’t worry, the schmuck’s a pussy, here most days re the car, some repayment glitch, lost paperwork, it’s all cool . . . but don’t take the Dino out until the motherfucker’s bailed, capiche?’


The repo man’s here to take possession of the gorgeous red GT4 Ferrari – which is either Bennett’s or it isn’t – that’s sulking in the garage, but he can only seize the wheels once it’s on the blacktop. I say, ‘Why don’t repo men work evenings?’ and Glotzer says, ‘Go figure!’


The Ferrari’s mine to use any time after six in the evenings and at weekends, but I pass. Gunning around in a supercar lower than a semi-rig’s lower step’s not my thing, give me a motorcycle any day, and only a dickhead could enjoy feathering a performance car’s pedals at slug speed in city traffic.


On the poolside deck, I nurse a frosty Mojito and look out over LA’s lights twinkling in the orange heat haze and wonder if I’m just an extra in someone else’s movie. Am I really me?


How did I get here?









A COMMON CHILDHOOD


1955. I am born in Guy’s Hospital, London, a second child to my father, an electrician, and my mother, a housewife. Money’s tight and the family lives in two rooms with my dad’s twice-widowed mother in a slum house in 45 Rolls Road, off the Old Kent Road. It’s a two-up, two-down redbrick terrace with no inside toilet or bathroom, running hot water or central heating. In the scullery sits a concrete boiler that heats the water for the once-weekly Sunday bath we take in turns in a zinc tub, which hangs weekdays from a hook on a wall freckled with black mould and spotted with condensation, the patterned wallpaper damp and peeling. Woodlice skeeter about beneath floorboards that groan under our feet, the wet-rotted joists moaning with the load. At night, mice sport in the overhead rafters, their urgent pitter-pattering audible when the lights dim. I have a vivid memory – perhaps implanted – of jumping in surprise at the sight of a mouse sitting on the gas hob, eyeballing me as it snacks on crumbs, unfussed by my presence.


The concrete backyard catches only high midsummer sun, and the caved-in wartime Anderson shelter is now only a spidery haven for feral cats, so I toddle about with the big boys and girls who play out front in the road: chase games like tip, kickabout footie with chalked wall goalposts, marbles, and jump-rope skipping games. It’s safe, with hardly any traffic, and the neighbours keep a beady eye out for strangers. It’s typical of 1950s Peckham, a poverty-stricken area of south London still scarred by uncleared bombsites whose rubble and rotting wood has greened with fungi and buddleia, Red admiral and Peacock butterflies feasting on the pyramid blooms.


My paternal grandmother, Martha, is scary and ill-tempered so I keep out of her way and hide behind my mother’s skirts when she’s about. She’s had a hard life, working long hours of manual labour, although I don’t know what she does to make ends meet. Her first husband died in a claggy Normandy trench having fathered four children, and after the War To End All Wars takes a breath to prepare for the next one, Martha meets and marries my grandfather, William, the son of illiterate Irish travellers who’d fled to Britain after the potato famine. Like many Londoners, the family tree’s richly decorated with immigrants. They produce three boys, one of which is my dad, Ronald. Husband number two is murdered by the flu in 1948. ‘Felt ill on Monday and died on Thursday,’ says Mum.


My father has little contact with his brothers and none that I know of with his half-siblings, an unexplained froideur.


Other than church marriages, baptisms and burials, no one in the extended clan goes to church. Religion for us means a chocolate egg at Easter and pine trees, turkey, and a mandarin orange at Christmas, festive goodies which weren’t on sale when shepherds washed their socks by night at the Messiah’s birth. It’s no surprise I’m an atheist, but I’m not evangelical about it.


My maternal grandparents live a few streets away. They struggle to get by as Nan’s a school dinner lady and Grandad’s a sometime self-employed exhibition carpenter, one-time petty villain and gambler who Lady Luck will not smile on. He’s registered blind, his eyes ruined by childhood measles, and wears jam-jar glasses that just about allow him to read the small print in the Daily Racing Form, always with a bet on with some backstreet bookie. A handsome man, a Clark Gable in specs, he’s the soul of any party who’s always got a funny story to tell and can bash out tunes for beers on the Joanna in the local, playing anything by ear. Unfit for military service, he does time in the Second World War for black marketeering, selling carpets and whatnot looted from the wreckage. My mum says she never forgave him for selling her push bike to pay off a gambling debt.


Nan Bertha – the spitting image of Golda Meir – is the last born of eight children in a well-off Islington family. She’s raised by her teenage sister, Nell, after her mother Ellen, my great-grandmother, abandoned the family, a terrible trauma no one will explain. Nan’s ten-year-old brother Frederick, who’ll die aged nineteen on a French battlefield in 1918, nightly wanders the streets of north London searching for his lost mother, but she’s gone forever.


No one knows why Great-nan Ellen ran, vanishingly rare in those days. An affair? Domestic abuse? But once gone, her daughter Nell’s anointed stand-in matriarch tasked with bringing up her father’s seven kids, including my nan, baby Bertha. Nell later gives birth to a child, Gertie, out of wedlock – Mum says she’d probably been knocked up by a doctor’s son when she worked in his father’s surgery, but with no shotgun wedding. My severe great-grandfather keeps Nell in the household, which contrasts with his cruel treatment of my grandmother, Bertha, who’s cut off without a penny after she meets and marries, without his consent, the son of a bookie she meets drumming at a party. She got away as soon as she was of age, but, even so, marry a drummer? It’s a high price to pay. Bertha’s thrown to the wolves.


After Bertha’s speed-dated marriage, Great-grandfather George won’t see or speak to her again nor answer any pleas for financial help or reconciliation. Nan, shunned, has a determinedly downwardly mobile life journey, circling the drain in a vortex of Depression-era deprivation after her exclusion from the familial embrace. The bourgeois comforts of home life in Islington will soon seem like an illusion; the tailored clothes, soft gloves and handmade shoes, clip-clopping in a sweet pony and trap, sweetmeats and fresh fruit will be replaced by scraping by in a bedbug-ridden tenement with an outside shitter and no running water off the Old Kent Road, a mug on the mantelpiece for the rent money. Soon, Nan’s got a bun in the oven and, in 1929 and 1931, brings two children into the world, my mum Olive and Uncle John, just in time to enjoy the Great Depression and full-bore Top Trumps misery. There’s no work, no money, no prospects; capitalism has failed them, and how. However, Nan and Grandad luck out when the council offers them a flat in the newly built Kent House on the Old Kent Road, part of London’s Keynesian slum-clearance programme.


When they move, all they own fits on a six-by-four handcart, my infant mother and brother John dilly-dallying behind like the Mrs Mills song, to be deloused before moving into a swish new pad with running water and communal toilet along the landing shared by only a few other families. Things are looking up.


When the Second World War’s declared, the family’s rehoused and my ten-year-old mother and younger brother John are evacuated to the countryside to escape death from above, sent on a train with cardboard nametags dangling about their necks and a single suitcase to lodge in a series of homes with hosts wary of slum kids who spoke funny and hadn’t seen a cow in a field before. Mum’s very unhappy and longs to go home, but thinks she’s been forgotten when Nan doesn’t reply to her letters for many months. In her sixties, she will find the birth certificate of a baby girl while tidying Nan’s papers.


‘Who’s this?’ she asks.


‘Your sister,’ says Nan, who explains she’d been on a bus in the middle of town that was hit in the Blitz, and many were killed. She survived but was badly hurt and lost one of the twins she was carrying, and spent months in a hospital bed recovering, taking the pregnancy to term and delivering a healthy girl. But the nursery unit, where newborns slept apart from their mothers, was destroyed in an air raid and the new baby perished. The birth certificate is all Nan has of her. She thought it best not to say anything.


There’s a bombsite next door to my grandparents’ house, a ruined shell still upright fifteen years after being holed by a fat German bomb that plopped through the roof during the Blitz but failed to explode, leaving a crisp circular hole from sky to soil, like some Nazi conceptuele kunst. I love playing in the rubble and dust, clambering around the edges of derelict rooms, teetering on first-floor floorboards that project like fungal fingers from the brickwork, rummaging among rusting cans, wartime newspapers, rotting wood, shards of crockery, and mouldy sepia photos of long-dead men and women posing in their best duds, imagining I’m the last boy alive.


After the war, my grandparents move to a new council prefab, a modern Uni-Seco shoebox design with a wooden frame and asbestos cement cladding. They like it a lot. Their factory-fabricated little house was thrown up fast and a hundred and fifty thousand are put together only four years after the war’s end to meet the housing crisis. They’re meant to be temporary homes until proper bricks and mortar dwellings are built, but people will still live in them twenty years after the Nazi surrender, and in the mid-sixties some will curse their luck that they’re still waiting to be rehoused and left shivering in cold, corrugated-iron, round-roofed Nissen huts first designed in the First World War as military barracks.









ESCAPE FROM THE BIG WEN


Age sixteen, Mum and Dad meet, fall in love, marry at eighteen, Dad does his National Service in the RAF where he works as a spark, and they set up shop together, moving into my grandmother Martha’s south London hovel. They’re desperate to escape the filth and ruination of the Big Smoke and dream of getting out and owning their own home.


Mid-fifties London is a smoke-stained shithole, its buildings jet-blackened by centuries of smoke and filth, still dotted with undeveloped bombsites, attacked in wintertime by thick yellow-green clouds of toxic smog that annually kills or ruins the lungs of thousands. The peasoupers are so dense that cinemas close since the projected light can’t reach the screen, street names can’t be read more than a few yards away, and coughing commuters’ cuffs and collars have greasy dark stains from the particulate-clogged air that chokes to breathe. A stinking sewer runs through the city, the fetid Thames, scummed with turds and floating flotsam and jetsam, devoid of life. Bowler-hatted office workers look neither left nor right at the murdered brown river as they scuttle to desks across its sooty bridges, and wouldn’t dream of walking beside its poisonous banks. Up West is different, with Piccadilly’s thrilling lights, theatres and nightclubs and upscale arcades for the monied few able to whizz off to leafy shires when the air’s a killer to breathe. It’s the poor who’ll wheeze and croak.


It’s no place to raise a family. Although Dad’s job at the London Electricity Board isn’t well paid and it’s hard to save, my parents spot a card in a shop window posted by a group of families – a joiner, plasterer, bricklayer, plumber, painter and decorator, et al. – who are looking for a couple to join them in a self-build housing project, a new route working-class people can take to escape the filth and make a home somewhere decent to live.


The collective has bought a greenfield site in a Kent farming village, Kemsing, thirty miles south of London, with housing development approval. Fields of south-facing chalklands on the scarp face of North Downs woodland will be divided up into nine quarter-acre plots for kit-book homes. It’s not unusual: one in six British families will move into new homes in the 1950s, hundreds of thousands being built every year to solve the post-war housing shortage. Working families are desperate to flee urban squalor and poisonous air for the new garden cities and villages now encircling the capital, and subsidised train travel and frequent buses make working in town affordable.


For the next two years, Dad spends evenings and weekends going down and up from Peckham to help construct a row of bungalows with the others, a part of the village’s fifties and sixties explosion in size to become an exurb dorm for refugees from the Big Smoke. I’m three when work’s finished and we move out of town. Our dank back-to-back in Peckham is soon razed to the ground and replaced by new jerry-built high-rise flats that rear into the skies like giant gravestones – architectural insults a universe away from Le Corbusier’s Unité d’habitation and the Ville Radieuse – that will in time be demolished and replaced by aircraft-hangar stores and value supermarkets.


The new house has a double master and two single bedrooms, living room, kitchen and inside bathroom with toilet. Radiators have been fitted, the water potentially heated by a coal-fired stove, but the central heating’s never turned on as we can’t afford the fuel.


There’s no running hot water except on Sunday evenings, when the children take turns in a once-weekly bath; fortunately, I’m second in after my older brother, Chris, the water darkening after each turn to become an ever more gloopy Deadpool. After a bath, we watch telly in the living room, warmed by a two-bar electric fire that’s our only heating. Early on the same day, my mother does the weekly clothes wash. It’s quite the production, a barrowload of grubby children’s togs clogs the bathroom, waiting for a wash in a single-tub machine that doesn’t have a rinse or spin cycle, so the bath’s filled high with cold water to soak clothes, which are left to marinade for an hour or so until they’re hauled out and fed through a big-wheeled, hand-turned iron mangle to squidge out the wet, and then hung out to dry on the garden washing line. When it’s raining – it’s always raining – damp laundry is pegged on to a string that stretches across the kitchen above the heat of a one-bar fire.


The conifer wood that looms over the village hums with wildlife; goldfinches and blackbirds trill in the garden, grasshoppers and crickets saw in the grass, and Common Blues, Meadow Browns, and Hummingbird hawk-moths binge on fragrant lavender in the summer sun. From the attic window, I can see the verdant rolling valley to the treelined horizon and at night watch house martins and bats sharp-turning through the skies like billiard-ball breaks as they fatten themselves on the myriad insects dancing above the fields.


At night, I drop off to the sound of foxes barking, owls hooting and the doppler sound of distant trains bouncing from hillside to hillside. I shout HALLOOO at the summit of the hill overlooking the village and love hearing the slap echo LOO LOO LOO that bounces over woods and fields. In the belly of the valley runs a clear chalk stream busy with sticklebacks, tadpoles and dragonfly nymphs, which I catch and examine in jam jars, checking their identity in a pocket guide book. At weekends, I’m out the day long exploring the woods, climbing trees, making hideouts, and scraping caves in the chalk side of an abandoned quarry under pine-tree roots clinging to its lip for dear life. I come home at the sun’s death or at teatime and keen for sugared bread. Mum doesn’t know what I’m up to when I’m out and lets me be, as most mums do in these days. Life couldn’t be better. I’ve lucked out.*





* All this is gone. Work begins on the southern loop of the M25 in 1975 and is completed a decade later. The susurration of insects and birds has been replaced by a constant thrum of traffic on tarmac. The clear-watered chalk stream, where I marvelled at spiky little fish, has dried up and the now homeless frogs and newts have been squished to extermination by passing cars. Hikers will never again smile on hearing the song of a skylark ascending or turtle doves turr-turring.









HOME
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A baby arrives when I’m four. She cries a lot and reeks of poo, so I’ll keep a wary distance until she’s older. Another brother and a sister appear at three-year intervals (luckily, I’m still second in the bathwater), but how this happens is a mystery.


Although terrified of debt, my parents buy a new three-piece suite and carpets on the never-never, and the sideboard’s top is soon swamped with knick-knacks found in rummage sales; porcelain shepherdesses, a broken-legged glass Bambi, an Eiffel Tower snow shaker memento of an unseen Paris, and ceramic souvenirs of seaside towns to which we haven’t been. Wardrobes are rammed with harvested shoes, handbags and odds and sods like an olive fork or fountain pen sets and carriage lamps. A print of an Impressionist-adjacent painting of a rainy Parisian boulevard hangs on the living-room wall, and will still be there, faded and colour bleached, sixty-five years later.


The sideboard drawers burst with kibble, official letters, pins, skeins of wool in random colours, envelopes and bills, and censor-passed picture postcards from First World War trenches – pretty young women, generals, deposed royals, and stiffly posed Tommies and poilus in puttees and dress uniforms. I enjoy the messages home from the front: ‘On active service/REDACTED/I am well/not well/please send gloves, etc.’


A well-thumbed paperback of From Russia with Love lurks at the back of the bottom drawer, hidden like a private vice, perhaps the only modern novel in the house. I read it secretly age twelve, my first spy thriller, excited by a world where handsome men with money, guns and Savile Row suits live lives of adventure, shooting it out with the KGB, chain smoking, binge drinking, and going to bed with glamorous, dangerous women who wear nothing but neck chokers – the kind of job I want when I grow up. This may be the only book Dad’s read. I’ve never seen him reading anything apart from the London Evening News he brings back from work most days.


I share a bedroom in the loft to age eighteen with my older brother, our single beds a yard away from each other like a prototype Travelodge. My teenage wall shows a double-page spread of a Norton Commando motorcycle and a raddled Oz magazine front cover that I nicked from school, showing a psychedelic Bob Dylan in Wayfarer shades – my hero. The room’s a decent size but has little natural light as the window’s quite small. My parents were nervous about engaging with planning, so didn’t apply for permission to have a bigger dormer, nor for a proper staircase that would allow a bedroom to be in the loft. From a regs POV, we sleep in a storage area accessed via steep narrow wooden steps cheated into a space above the never-used coal boiler and chimney breast. We’d be fried if there were a fire.


At bedtime, my bro and I sometimes shove an old mattress into the stairwell to baffle the sound – otherwise we’d hear every word Mum and Dad say downstairs – which works well and cuts the draughts. The bedroom’s uninsulated and glacial in the winter, the frost forming fractal patterns on the inside of the window glass, which we must scrape off to see out. Steam rises from the blankets as I bed down, scrunched in a foetal position to keep warm, head beneath blankets sparkling with mini-droplets of condensation, icy be-socked feet pressed hard on a hot-water bottle, so Dad makes a bed warmer from a 100-watt bulb wired inside a flying saucer-shaped metal sleeve, which heats up fast to dry the damp and warm the sheets.


Nothing happens in Kemsing. There’s a parade of shops at each end of the village, two pubs, and a church with parish hall near an ancient well dedicated to St Edith, a Saxon era saint and worker of miracles, her USP being curing eye complaints and barren women, not necessarily at the same time. Kemsing’s railway station isn’t near the village – it’s not near anywhere – which means commuters to London use the nearer station in Otford, the next spring-line village over, a short walk along a strip of the Pilgrims’ Way, which rolls from London to Canterbury, where St Thomas à Becket was chopped to bits for unfriending the king.


Putting up nine homes must have been an intense relationship-building and bonding exercise, forging friendships for life, but although my parents have cordial relationships with others in the new builds, they keep themselves to themselves, don’t go the pub or church, and aren’t involved in the primary school. There’s no time for this, as Dad works all hours, often six days a week. They don’t drink, smoke, eat out, listen to music or go to the pictures. At Christmas, my father may puff on a Hamlet cigar and Mum might sip an advocaat snowball, annual luxuries we enjoy seeing them enjoy. Dad’s kind, hardworking and family oriented, but has no friends and only sees his two brothers, nephews and nieces if my mother arranges visits; without her efforts, he’d see no one. He never says a word about his half-brothers and sisters, and when I ask what their names are, Mum says, ‘Oh, I don’t know. All I know is that Dad’s half-sister perished aged ten of a childhood disease.’









PRIMARY SCHOOL DAZE


Kemsing County Primary School has modern, airy classrooms with big windows, a central hall where morning assembly, lunch and indoor events are held, and two tarmacked playgrounds, one for under sevens and the other for older children, and a grass playing field that’s big enough for cricket or football matches, summer fetes and playtime games. This is a time when governments of both left and right believe that investing in the social fabric is a good thing. Crazy.


I am five. It’s my first day at school. Mum drops me at the gate, to my great confusion. I don’t have a clue what’s going on and wail and protest as I’m corralled into a classroom, while she and other wet-hankied mothers – no father is ever seen at the school gate except in An Emergency – are steered away by a teaching assistant. The headmaster, Mr Smart, is a firm disciplinarian and smacks me hard to stop my crying, saying ‘That’s enough of that!’, which does the job, and introduces me to the humdrum violence of adults towards children.


We little ones are sat down in bright classrooms with lithographs on the walls of sun-bronzed farmers on shiny tractors in fields of golden wheat, or heavy-limbed shire horses ploughing fields under azure skies, a land of plenty where everyone knows their place and nothing need ever change. There are no factories, coal mines or cities, and everyone is well-fed and white.


From day two on, I will walk to school and meet up with classmates on the way, and hardly anyone’s dropped off by a parent at the school gates, it’s not done. The journey’s fun as the school’s only a mile away, just a half an hour walk there and a dawdling muck-about hour or more back at the end of the day. Back home, I’ll gobble a slice of white bread slathered with margarine sprinkled thick with granulated sugar, nice.


We walk in all weathers and always in shorts, no one wears long trousers, even in the Great Freeze of 1962/3. One of the coldest winters ever recorded, snow is on the ground for months, drifting up to eight feet deep in Kent, and the Thames is frozen solid upstream with salty ice floes bobbing where it meets the sea. We trudge through waist-deep snow tunnels to school – which is always open – lobbing snowballs all the way, and at playtime roll snow into huge boulders we use to build battlements of ice on the frozen playing field. It’s great.


My best friends Jenny Bryant and Kevin Lycett – later a founding member of the Mekons – live in post-war houses at the opposite end of the village. Jenny’s mum Maureen is a school dinner lady who always smiles when I come round to play as she sees me so often standing nose-to-wall in a corridor, a standard infant punishment I prefer to being whacked. ‘You’re SOO naughty,’ she says, and is always nice to me, giving me egg and cress sandwiches on fresh crusty bread, which we rarely have at home, with a cup of milky sweet tea, so I adopt her as a second mother and Jenny as an honorary sister. There’s a photo of us on the front page of the Sevenoaks Chronicle, because we’ve raised enough money to buy benches or something – I’m not sure for what – for an old people’s home. Jenny’s very pretty with her dark hair in pigtails and me gap-toothed and smiley with a home-hacked basin fringe haircut and oval NHS specs. Mum says we did very well and props the paper on the sideboard until tea’s spilled on it and it’s binned.


Kevin lives in a big house, across the road from Jenny, which isn’t like mine. There are pictures of flowers and landscapes on the walls and a Dining Room, whatever that’s for. His father, Frank – who’s the spitting image of his namesake Frank Cannon, the porky 1970s’ TV detective – has an executive car. Kevin’s parents worry about the furniture getting stained and have covered the three-piece suite with crunchy, thick, clear plastic covers, which are squeaky and uncomfortable to sit on, you could be electrocuted by the static. Kevin has a wonky air rifle, which we spend hours practising with, shooting at apple trees or inked paper targets and tin cans in the back garden, although neither of us can shoot straight.


1962: I’m seven, things look bad. The grown-ups think nuclear war’s just round the corner, inevitable, a done deal, and the news headlines scream that the Soviets have sent atomic missiles to Cuba, wherever that is, the Americans are wigging out, US and Russian bombers are circling in the air, with pilots waiting for the green light to drop H-bombs that will end the world as we know it. It’s grim. We’re all going to die. My mum’s very worked up about it and goes on Ban the Bomb marches which politicians ignore, and writes letters to the prime minister that are tossed in a bin.


Mr Smart, our headmaster, is keen we survive or at least get to Armageddon Plus One Day so we can slowly starve to death or die of radiation poisoning. He decides the school must have a civil defence exercise called ‘Duck and Cover’. In this, a teacher tells us that if a wooing siren sounds,* it means rockets are flying to attack us, so we should lie down and cover our eyes, because there’ll be a very bright light. It’s simple, an end-of-days Sleeping Lions, which sounds like fun. She blows a whistle and we dive down to sprawl on the floor under the desks, where we muck about, make fart and animal noises, and chuck inky paper pellets at each other until the teacher loses patience and calls the session off. I don’t know what difference this would make to our survival and my main worry is, will there be a post-apocalypse Beano?


I’m reminded of this exercise when thumbing through the UK government’s 1980 Protect and Survive pamphlet – issued when nuclear war’s just round the corner, we’re all going to die, etc., etc. – full of handy household hints about what to do when the H-bombs rain down on every city in Britain. The top tip is to prepare a fallout room with clothing-filled bin liners piled on a table to huddle under, and to cover your eyes. If you’re caught outside when Armageddon strikes, lie down in a ditch. Happily, I’ll be vaped immediately as, these days, I live in a city centre, and finding a ditch will be a bugger.


Apart from being thumped by the headmaster, I like school and am introduced to music I don’t hear at home. I learn to play simple tunes on a recorder and a melodica, although it’s hard to say which sounds worse. At a Christmas concert, we play Beethoven’s Seventh, arranged for massed melodicas, which must have been a torment for the audience. Larking about during the show, I knock the back wall of the set over and am sent to the corridor in shame. The performance will have scarred parents for ever.





* There would have been four minutes’ warning before being nuked. In the countryside, 11,000 nuclear warning sirens sat on shelves or sheds ready to be cranked by hand by someone important, like a Post Office mistress or a pub landlord. Warning sirens were abandoned in the 1990s because the government said double-glazed windows made them hard to hear! Only in Britain!









JELLY AND TELLY


I love school dinners: meat and two veg with puddings – apple pie and custard! Rhubarb crumble! – served hot, made from scratch in the school kitchens. The food’s different to what we get at home, where a typical meal might be boiled mince and onions with mash and processed peas – we usually only have tinned vegetables and don’t have a freezer – apart from Sunday dinners of roast chicken with demolished cabbage and potatoes.


We don’t eat dinner in the evenings, we have tea, and don’t have lunch, because that’s dinner.* There’s rarely fresh fruit or vegetables or crusty bread as they’re too expensive, and Mum says we’d just eat it all if it was there and then it would be gone, which it true, so we do without.


Dad often makes tea for us all in the evening when he gets back from work, which doesn’t seem right, as Mum’s a Housewife and at home all day with nothing else to do. She doesn’t agree, as she takes on cleaning jobs, or piece work like putting on zips or addressing envelopes. We eat in silence at the kitchen table – the rule is No Talking At Mealtimes – with the radio on in the background, plummy-voiced people droning on about how the country’s going to the dogs, the young have lost respect for authority, the world will end in a whimper not a bang (to paraphrase T. S. Eliot’s poem, ‘The Hollow Men’), etc., etc. My brother and I have to wash up a skip-load of plates and cutlery and pans, or argue about having to wash up until we give up and get on with it.


In the living room is a black and white telly that’s turned on before we eat because the valves need to warm up. The shoebox-sized screen has a flat magnifying lens positioned in front of the rounded glass to make the blurred picture look bigger, the image often fragging into snowstorms or zigzag lines until Dad wallops the side of the box to make it behave, or fiddles with the dipole aerial that’s perched on the box to get the picture back. It’s a delicate operation.


I lie on the floor as close as possible to the TV as I can’t otherwise see what’s going on, and I’m taken to an optician who tests me and says I’m myopic – short-sighted – and shows me lots of printed cards covered in coloured dots, asking if I can see a number in the chaos, which I often can’t, it must be a trick.


He says, ‘I’m afraid your son’s colour blind, so he won’t be able to be a bus driver, electrician, or an RAF pilot.’


This doesn’t seem too bad. I’m only eight and thinking more about being a millionaire or a spy or in a pop group like the Beatles when I grow up.


I’m given a pair of free gold-framed NHS specs and am amazed to see things that are far away. But some things are better blurred, like men in tight woollen swimming trunks. At least I can see what’s on the telly now.


My first day at school wearing the gigs a boy shouts ‘Four Eyes! Four Eyes!’ at me, a disablist insult that provokes me into fist-popping him hard on the nose, resulting in an impressive nosebleed, which I’m very pleased about. I’m made to stand for half an hour in a corridor up against the wall again as punishment. Luckily, fighting’s not a bad enough offence to be hit by the head. No one shouts ‘Four Eyes!’ at me again.





* Posh people have lunch in the middle of the day and supper or dinner in the evening. Northerners, I found when I went to Leeds, also have supper.









HIGH NOON


I’m capo of one of two gangs at school, which battle to control the upper playground. It’s all very mimsy – our crews act like they do in Just William, but with glottal stops. One day, throwing mud balls at each other in break time – it’s good fun – someone in my mob is hit on the head with a stone instead of mud and has to go to sickbay for stitches. This leads to a showdown between me and the boss of our rivals, who I’ll call Terry.


We meet in the woods after school. He and I face off, our gangs behind us, ready to ruck, mouthing insults, clenched fisted, knobbly kneed in shorts. I don’t know what to do next. But Terry does, he runs at me and wallops me in the face. BOFF!


‘I wasn’t ready, it’s not fair!’ I say.


He laughs and swaggers off with his outfit, leaving me and the boys to accept defeat. But I’ve got an impressive black eye that I’m pleased with, which Mum makes an annoying fuss about.


I don’t grass him up and we become sort-of friends and the playground battles become history. He’ll become a skinhead in his teens with an appetite for hard-core aggro, always in trouble. Our brawl was just a starter for ten.









VINGT ET UN


Age eight, during a Christmas visit with nothing on the box, Grandad teaches me and my brother how to play Pontoon, him cool in green eye-shade and silver shirtsleeve garters, chain-smoking unfiltered Senior Service and sipping gin and orange as we go, cautioning me not to trust the dealer: he may have a card up his sleeve or deal from the bottom. ‘Like this,’ he says, dealing an ace. Grandad can memorise the pack, knows what card comes next and what cards I’ve got without peeking, a gambling skill that doesn’t help the family finances. It’s good advice for life I should share with my own offspring if I have any. It’s the only extended time I ever spend with him.


If we visit him and Nan on a Saturday, Grandad pays us children no mind. He’ll have the Racing Post close to his face, researching horsey form, always with a bet on at some spieler’s; or will be sitting squint eyed and mute in an armchair a few feet from the box watching the wrestling, never missing a Mick McManus smackdown; or carefully scrawling crosses on the pools sheet when the euphonious Saturday football results are read out – Arsenal . . . 3 Tottenham Hotspur . . . Nil. When finished, he says, ‘Bollocks to this!’ and bins the paper, never winning a bean. As we make our goodbyes, he’ll sometimes palm me a half crown – a fortune! – if Nan’s out of sight. Proper quality time.


The woods above Kemsing are full of treasure. One day, me and a mate are chuffed to find a dumped car engine in the woods that might be worth a few bob. It’s too heavy to carry, so we lever it with branches into my little sister’s pram and push it home, the heavy metal leaking gunky brown oil, which dribbles on to the cloth lining and irreparably stains it. The wheels are banjaxed under the load, it’s a dog’s dinner, the pram’s wrecked; Mum kicks off about it, my weekly Mars bar’s cancelled as a punishment, it’s so unreasonable. Upside: I flog the engine to a garage for ten shillings and can buy twenty chocolate bars if I want.


Another time we find an unopened pack of ten No. 6 cigarettes, the crisp cellophane wrapper sparkling with promise, like finding Aladdin’s lamp. As we’re both ten now, it’s time we started on the tabs, and we suck and puff and cough as we chain smoke our way through the snouts, five apiece. I feel awful, nauseous, the world’s spinning, and I projectile puke BLEURGH! over my friend. It’s disgusting. Next time, I think, best give it five minutes between fags.


The family’s not flush and during the holidays we kids do piecework jobs on local farms with Mum, like potato or strawberry picking, stuffing our faces with fruit as we go, our shirts crimson stained with juice. But pin money like this isn’t enough; it’s tough, we’re in debt, the mortgage is crippling, tight belts need tightening, and the future’s frightening. Mum goes to jumble sales at weekends where she rummages through the tat to find us clothes. She can’t resist snagging junk as she goes, which she hoards at home, the rooms piled with scabby children’s shoes, parched leather handbags, unwanted toys, and battered encyclopaedias from the thirties, which show exotic peoples from lands coloured pink on the maps. They’re the only place where real women’s breasts can be seen, but this is OK as they’re not Europeans.


One day, with the washing hanging above the electric fire in the kitchen because of the perpetual rain, a nylon shirt falls onto the red-hot bar and bursts into flames, igniting the clothes hanging above which Mum rips down and throws out the window. Flaming fabric and gobbets of molten plastic fall on to her forearms all the while, scarring her forever, but she bravely saves our home from destruction.


I don’t sleep well – I’ll never sleep well – and Mum and Dad say I often sleepwalk and sit between them in the front room, blank eyed and incommunicado, in a dream time I can’t recall. I sometimes wet the bed to wake up soaked in pee, ashamed and humiliated, and will carry the drenched sheets downstairs where I’ll sit in darkness, holding the sodden cotton to the bright-barred fire to dry them, an ammoniac stink rising into the air. My night piddles end when we get a cat who adopts me as her favourite and sleeps with me on my bed, her purring presence charming me into nightlong dryness.


One day, I feel movement under the blanket to find she’s given birth to four sticky kittens and is licking the mewling blobs clean; I’d no idea she was up the duff, knowing nothing about reproduction. I love my cat and her babies. They’re given away when they’re old enough and my cat almost immediately disappears and never returns. She must have been heartbroken to lose them, I think, as I am to lose her. I hope she wasn’t run over.









TEN POUND POMS


Our money troubles worsen, and my parents decide to quit while they’re behind, signing up to emigrate to Australia on its Assisted Passage Migration Scheme, with a one-way ticket to Oz for just ten pounds, compliments of the Aussie government as part of its ‘Populate or Perish’ and ‘White Australia’ policies. They weren’t alone in wanting to do this: a million Brits emigrated under this scheme in the 1950s, and a UK Gallup poll showed that over 40 per cent of the population were actively considering leaving our shitty cold wet depressing class-bound UK for sunshine and hope and barbies and social mobility on the far side of the world. The poll wasn’t phrased like that.


Dad’s been guaranteed a job in Oz and will get help with housing and settling in, experienced electricians being in great demand. He’s been promised an escape from the drudgery of an exhausted country mired in war debt with failing industries and colonial struggles throughout a crumbling empire. But Mum changes her mind a few weeks from sailing – she’s worried she’ll never see Nan again – and it’s all off. It’s a big disappointment. I’d looked forward to seeing a wallaby or a wombat and was well up on Ocker culture, having heard Australian-themed songs like Charlie Drake’s racist ‘My Boomerang Won’t Come Back’ and Rolf Harris’s ‘Tie Me Kangaroo Down, Sport’. They play good cricket there, too, a game the Aussies always win. We don’t go. Australia isn’t talked about again.
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