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      for Nicky

   
      
      PART ONE

      
      
         So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.
         

         F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby



      
   
      
      Chapter One

      
      When Alistair Black was eight years old this happened.
      

      
      It was a Tuesday morning, cold out, the leaves brown and yellow, orange as bright as a street light where the sun shone through
         them. Daddy was in the garage, warming up the car. A thick cloud of exhaust puffed out across the tarmac. Eventually the pale
         blue Triumph Toledo rolled backwards and paused for Alistair to jump in. He knew it was a Toledo. It featured in his British
         Cars Top Trumps. Everyone was playing Top Trumps at lunchtime and Alistair was excited because he had a new set – Spiders
         and Scorpions. The dark blue vinyl of the car seat was cold against his bare legs where his raincoat had rolled up around
         them. Daddy was quiet this morning. There hadn’t been any breakfast talk, but then there hadn’t been any breakfast. Mummy
         had given him honey sandwiches to eat when he got to school. Most days Daddy shaved as he drove, but this morning as Alistair
         was cleaning his teeth he heard the low buzz of razor coming from Mummy and Daddy’s bedroom. Usually Daddy would talk to the
         car radio, arguing with the people on the news. Today he was silent.
      

      
      The car slowed as it hit the first bad bit of traffic. There was always a jam here. The road was a dual carriageway, one side
         divided from the other by a big stone wall. Every so often there was a break in the stone for cars to turn. On the other side of the road was a higher wall made of the same dark greeny-brown stone. There were bright green benches spaced
         regularly against it. Sometimes when walking back from synagogue on a Saturday morning Daddy would let Alistair jump up and
         run along them.
      

      
      The car rolled slowly forward in the traffic. A song came on the radio that Alistair knew. It was called ‘Girls, Girls, Girls’
         and it was in the charts at the moment. He’d seen it on Top of the Pops. He liked it when they played pop songs on Radio 2, rather than old songs. There was a click from the front followed by the
         soft tick-tock of the indicator. Quite suddenly, with surprising speed, Daddy turned the steering wheel and the car left the
         queue of traffic, lurching off to the right through one of the gaps in the stone wall.
      

      
      ‘Daddy?’ Alistair said. This wasn’t the way to school. School was straight on over the roundabout and past the Fine Fare supermarket.
         ‘Daddy,’ he called out again, ‘where are we going?’ Maybe Daddy had forgotten his briefcase – but no, there it was, as black
         as a gravestone on the seat next to him. ‘Daddy!’ Something was terribly wrong. The car swung out with a little screech onto
         the other side of the road. They were now going back the way they had come. There was less traffic in this direction and they
         seemed to be moving very fast. ‘Daddy, where are we going?’ Daddy wasn’t answering him. It was as if Daddy wasn’t there. His
         eyes weren’t visible in the driving mirror, only the top of his forehead with its big brown mole poking out beneath the thinning
         hair. Alistair sat forward in his seat and reached for Daddy through the gap in the two front seats.
      

      
      ‘Sit back down, Alistair!’ His huge arm sleeved in brown sheepskin pushed Alistair back into the car seat. ‘Sit back and stay
         back,’ said Daddy. Alistair turned helplessly and faced the window. There was the water tower outside, its massive moss-covered
         drum black against the clouds.
      

      
      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Alistair, ‘where are we going?’ But inside he knew where they were going. And when, after only
         a couple more minutes, the indicator again made its gentle tick-tock he began to cry.
      

      
      Here was the white scumble-walled building that he knew so well. It looked like a house, nestled as it was between the other
         semis on Harrogate Road. It had a garden and a drive and a hedge and a gate. But the upstairs windows were all opaque and
         mottled – as if there were too many bathrooms. One was dotted with stickers and topped with a circular extractor fan. That
         was the room waiting for Alistair.
      

      
      Daddy had parked just outside the blue and white gate. He slammed the car door with purpose and strode round to the pavement.
         Alistair’s howls filled the inside of the car. Desperately he pushed down the plastic peg of the car lock before Daddy could
         open the door.
      

      
      ‘Alistair!’ The menace was clear in his glass-muffled voice. Alistair reached out for the lock in the front. Daddy rattled
         the door, then without saying anything else put his car key in the lock. Alistair tried to hold down the lock peg but the
         opposing force was stronger. The door flew open.
      

      
      ‘Out of the car!’

      
      ‘Daddy, no.’

      
      ‘Out of the car!’ Alistair didn’t care that Daddy was shouting. His chest burned with crying and fear. ‘Do you want me to
         drag you out?’ Daddy would have to drag him out. Alistair’s hand gripped the edge of the car door. His fingers coiled around
         the black rubber that rimmed the metal. Daddy prised them free. He pulled Alistair back from the car and slammed the door.
         A young woman with a pushchair looked at them briefly then turned away, moving on with a brisk squeak from her buggy.
      

      
      Up the path then, with Daddy dragging a bawling Alistair. Through the door made of ridged glass almost being carried under Daddy’s arm like a bag. And then, once inside,
         the smell. Sweet and high like a public toilet but underneath something sharper like lemons or bleach. And somehow, underneath
         that, the stink of the mask. Alistair tried to slow his sobs so he could speak.
      

      
      ‘Please, Daddy, no, please.’ But Daddy wasn’t listening. That was why it was Daddy doing this. It couldn’t have been Mummy.
         In the end, Mummy would always listen. Daddy just carried on doing whatever he was doing. Alistair wanted to fight, to plant
         himself into the ground, to turn himself into a tree and grow roots, except even if that happened, Daddy was too strong. Daddy
         would have wrenched him out of the floor and hauled him up the stairs as he was hauling him now. There was a thick piece of
         orange rope hanging along the wall, threaded through brass loops fastened to the brickwork. Alistair reached out for the rope
         with both hands, but Daddy saw this and pulled him so the rope was out of reach. Alistair was looking down now, at the creamy
         lino stairs slipping past one by one until they ended altogether and the landing arrived. There was a slight shush in the
         air, like escaping gas, and there were two doors both with the same ridged glass as the front door – one for the grown-ups
         and one, with Tom, Jerry and Spike the dog painted on it, for the children. The three animals grinned widely, all of them
         displaying gleaming white teeth.
      

      
      ‘Ooh! What a noise,’ said Mr Ross, who was waiting inside.

      
      ‘Such a big noise, for a little boy,’ said Aunty Phyll, who wasn’t really Alistair’s aunty but was a friend of Mummy and Daddy’s.
         ‘Come on. There’s no need for such a fuss.’ The big orange chair was facing Alistair. It was plastic like a car seat, but
         with little lines imprinted on it, like the lines on your hand. Alistair was limp, still crying but the cries were quieter now, more of a low rolling moan. It didn’t take much force from Daddy to get him into the chair. He didn’t know what
         to say or to do. He had stopped fighting. He was flowing with his moans, not thinking about what was coming.
      

      
      ‘Into the space chair, little space man. That’s it.’ Mr Ross pressed a button and the chair clicked and whirred, rising and
         unfolding like a mechanical toy. Its back sank away and Alistair was now lying down flat, staring up at the huge disc of the
         light with a peeling Goofy sticker fixed in one corner. ‘Now then, you remember the elephant’s trunk, don’t you?’ said Mr
         Ross. ‘Would you like to put him on again?’ And there was no chance to speak because here was the mask. Daddy was holding
         his shoulders. Was it the gas that smelt of sickly rubber, or was it the mask? It roared cold in his face and as he breathed
         the roar went to his ears.
      

      
      ‘It’s just magic air,’ said Aunty Phyll and her blue skirt and brown tights went away from him, as did the room, shrinking
         down to a dot and him in blackness still there, but not. He could hear them talking somewhere small and away from him. He
         could not hear words, just the distant honk of their voices. He waited for the world to come back.
      

      
      Somehow over the years the whole event, the faux school run covering the secret dental appointment, became a family anecdote,
         rather than a forgotten trauma – at least for Mum and Dad. There was more than one gathering where Alistair overheard the
         tale retold as an amusing incident – ‘He was so scared of the dentist’s that Neville had to pretend he was taking him to school
         – it was really the only way to get him there. Otherwise he’d grab hold of the furniture and you couldn’t get him out of the
         house’ – this last sentence delivered with a neighing laugh as if it were a punchline. Alistair was fifteen now, yet every
         single morning between that one and this he could not be in the car with Dad on Harrogate Road without feeling a quiver in
         his stomach as they rolled towards that exit in the dark stone wall. There was always an accompanying expectation that the
         car might swerve abruptly to the right and Alistair would be delivered once again to the waiting mask. Then the hissing, sickly
         gas would uncreate him, taking him away from everything he needed: away from the world, away from his mind, his life. Each
         morning he would not feel safe until the exit was passed and the lead-blackened water tower was receding in the rear-view
         mirror.
      

      
      There was a dentist in Travulia. There were two, in fact – Mr Drevel and Lavinia Tanktop – but Mr Drevel was the only one
         Alistair had given a voice so far. Mr Drevel had come easily. A deep Scottish burr combined with a slight lisp. It was always
         easy to find the voice when Alistair could picture the character. Mr Drevel wore his white coat over a faded blue suit that
         was large and loose, similar to those favoured by most of Alistair’s teachers at school. He was kind to his patients and hence
         popular with the citizens of Travulia, who were only too happy to submit to his treatment. Alistair had completed a tape of
         an encounter between Mr Drevel and Jacquie Shoulder, who edited the Travulia Telegraph. Jacquie had been putting off a visit for far too long. Mr Drevel gently admonished her then proceeded to treat the ailing
         tooth so skilfully that Jacquie barely felt a thing. She left the surgery exclaiming that she would never again postpone any
         treatment out of fear. Alistair had found a new way of doing female voices – since his own voice had broken last year it had
         become harder to make the female characters convincing. He was using Dad’s old cassette recorder now, which had a completely
         different layout to the little portable he’d used before. It was a big brown oblong the size of a large shoebox. All its controls
         were laid out flat on its uppermost surface. The cassette went straight into a depression in the machine’s centre and it was this feature that had facilitated Alistair’s discovery. By pressing down on
         one of the capstans that turned the tape, he could make it slow down while it was recording. Then, when the tape was played
         back at normal speed, whatever voice Alistair had been performing would come out high-pitched and squeaky. This was useless
         at first – none of Travulia’s citizens were supposed to sound like a cartoon mouse – but Alistair found with practice that
         he could modulate the effect. By just applying slight pressure to the rotating cylinder and speaking slowly without lowering
         the pitch of his voice he could produce a remarkably authentic result. With some experimentation he found that many of the
         existing female Travulians flowered into a new and authentic life: Carol Kay talked convincingly to her ballet pupils; Grandma
         Platypus meditated on preparing the Friday night chicken; Mrs Skrutt complained about the Pakis next door – all became so
         delightfully real that Alistair forgot he was listening to his own voice.
      

      
      Alistair was putting the finishing touches to the cover of Henry Hudson’s first Bar Mitzvah lesson. I’ll just finish this
         and then I’ll make some tea, he thought. Dad was downstairs, probably asleep in front of the chattering television. Mum was
         in bed, not sleeping, but reading her ‘mad books’, as Dad called them. Alistair would go to bed just before 10.30 – not because
         he was tired, or that he was made to, but because there was a programme on Radio 2 with Les Dawson that he loved. His favourite
         thing was to lie under the duvet with his silver clock radio. The clock had an LCD which lit up when the radio was on. The
         dull grey of the screen became a buttery yellow, illuminating the underside of the bedding. There Alistair lay, curled up
         and cosy in his softly lit grotto. This was his world and the best thing was fading out from it into sleep, so gently that
         he didn’t notice the passage. He carefully folded the paper cassette cover so that it fitted around the orange card inlay, then slid the combination
         into the scuffed plastic box. He took a moment to admire the finished item. ‘Henry Hudson – 24 Riverrock Road’, it said in
         neat block capitals. Then beneath that, in smaller letters, ‘Bar Mitzvah Lesson Number One – also featuring Reverend Evans’.
         Henry was an easy character to get – the adolescent warble of his voice was not so far from Alistair’s own. Reverend Evans
         was somewhat harder. The guttural foreign croak that Alistair had imagined actually hurt his throat if he had to sustain it
         for any length of time. He stood up and went over to the white-painted shelves that filled the alcove in the corner of his
         room. He’d need the chair to reach Riverrock Road. He climbed up and set about making a space for the new tape, which required
         moving a number of others from the end of the shelf in front of him to the one below. Originally, when the population of Travulia
         had grown enough to require storage, Alistair had settled upon a simple alphabetical arrangement. But as he’d continued, and
         it occurred to him that each tape had been given a location, the idea of organizing the archive around location felt much
         better. It made Travulia seem more real. Alistair had never drawn a map because Travulia was growing all the time, but he
         could imagine a day when the boundaries had been established and such a plan could be produced. Then he might devise a storage
         system that echoed the shape of that town plan and the tapes could be placed where their characters’ houses actually were.
         And then he would be able to see at a glance who the most interesting characters were because the place where they lived would
         be the highest pile of tapes. Alistair got down from the chair and walked to the light switch by the door. He turned and looked
         at the white shelves and their neatly stacked 317 tapes. Then he turned the light off and left the room.
      

      
      The flickering glow under Mum’s door suggested she was still awake. It had only just gone nine. Alistair gently pushed open
         the door and looked around its edge. Mum was stretched out on the bed sitting up on a wedge of pillows. She wore her dressing
         gown – the blue and white one like a willow-pattern plate. She had a magazine open in front of her but she wasn’t reading
         it. Next to the magazine was a small spiral-bound notepad. In her hand was a pencil. Alistair went to sit next to her on the
         bed. He folded his legs underneath his bottom, settling himself at her side.
      

      
      ‘I thought you were with your dad.’ Her dressing gown smelled of one of her perfumes, like fruit mixed with soap.

      
      ‘Uh uh.’ There were a number of figures on the pad written firmly in pencil. Those at the top of the page were recognizable
         as dates. Over the lines beneath, the dates were unravelled into individual numbers, broken up with plus signs. Alistair followed
         the logic of the maths and saw that Mum had made sums of the dates, adding one number to the next to arrive at a total, the
         two digits of which were then added together to leave a single number – a seven. Mum had gone over it several times with the
         pencil, making it stand out from the other numbers on the page. She looked over her shoulder and saw Alistair studying the
         addition.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to help?’

      
      Alistair nodded.

      
      ‘All right. But don’t tell your father. You know what he thinks.’

      
      He sat up straight, enjoying the conspiracy.

      
      ‘Get the Ephemeris for me, would you, doll.’

      
      Alistair hopped off the bed and went to the bookshelf tucked beneath the window. It was packed tight with randomly piled volumes
         – a few women’s magazines like She and Good Housekeeping, but mainly copies of Prediction Monthly and Mum’s related books. These titles were advertised on Prediction’s back pages. She would send off for them and they would arrive some weeks later amateurishly wrapped in cardboard and brown
         paper. Biorhythms – The Key to Life, Your Stars: Your Destiny, Egyptian Astrology – The Wisdom of the Ancients. He knew which one was the Ephemeris. It was a fat book packed with tables of dates and symbols. He sometimes leafed through
         it trying to understand what it could possibly mean. Many of Mum’s books were fun. He particularly liked the biorhythms –
         following the wavy lines along their graphs from his birthday into the future, seeing what his state of mind or emotional
         life, whatever that was, might be like in 1983 or 1992. Unimaginably distant dates. He liked the suggestion that he would
         still be here then. The future ended in 1999, however; the biorhythms weren’t tracked into the next century. ‘I think I’ll
         be happy if I just get to thirty-three,’ he would sometimes hear himself thinking, ‘that seems like quite a lot of life to
         be allowed.’ Unlike the biorhythms, the Ephemeris remained impenetrable. He carried it back to the bed wondering if Mum’s
         use of it might help reveal its purpose or meaning.
      

      
      ‘Each birthday has a number, each sun sign has a number.’ Mum gestured with her pencil to the page in the magazine. There
         was a chart, which gave each sun sign a number. ‘Let’s do yours.’ She turned over a clean sheet on the notepad and wrote:
      

      
      11.3.66

      
      then separated out the numbers so they became:

      
      1 + 1 + 3 + 6 + 6

      
      and added them together, her lips moving slightly as she did the maths. Pressing down firmly with the pencil she wrote:
      

      
      17

      
      and smiled. ‘Seventeen’s good. One and seven makes eight.’ Then she leafed through the Ephemeris. ‘Now we need your rising
         sign.’ She stretched out her legs as she adjusted her position on the bed. Her shins and calves were shiny, like the inside
         of a shell. She flicked through the heavy book, pausing occasionally to examine a page and determine where she was. Eventually
         she stopped and ran her finger down a page, pausing at one of the dense tables. ‘Sagittarius,’ she said, switching her attention
         to another graph in the magazine article, ‘equals seven.’ This number she wrote carefully under the existing 8 and then drew
         a line beneath both. She totalled the numbers to 15 under that, then added 1 and 5 into 6. ‘Six,’ she said smiling warmly
         at Alistair. ‘You’re a six.’
      

      
      ‘What’s a six?’

      
      She turned another page in the magazine. ‘“Consider yourself fortunate. You will pass through life with a carefree disposition
         and the ability to greet all that comes your way as a challenge or an opportunity. Courage, precision and accuracy of perception
         are your distinguishing characteristics. You know how to be spontaneous and trust life while honouring those around you.”’
         She reached over and ran her hand through his hair. ‘You’re such a doll.’
      

      
      ‘I’m going to see if Dad’s awake – make him some tea. Do you want some tea?’

      
      ‘No, sweetie, no tea.’ She turned back to her magazines.

      
      Before he went down to the kitchen he found himself touring the other upstairs rooms, something he liked to do particularly
         when he needed to poo, as he did now. In addition to Mum and Dad’s there was his bedroom, the bathroom and the spare room, which he wandered into without turning on the light. He pushed the door to, allowing a slice
         of light from the landing to remain at its edge. In the dimness he could just make out the single bed with its pink candlewick
         bedspread and the shelves above it where all the prayerbooks were kept. The Haggadot containing the Passover story, the books
         for New Year and Yom Kippur, the Chumash from which he’d learned his Bar Mitzvah piece, the Hebrew inside it as hard to understand
         as the dense tables in Mum’s Ephemeris – harder in a way, since he’d only ever been taught what sounds the words made without
         ever being told their meaning. He moved over to the window and pressed his head against it, looking out into the darkness
         of the garden. The hedge was a slab of green and grey, slightly lighter than the lawn, cut off by the mess of trees and bushes
         that stood between it and his old climbing frame. He stood there for a moment enjoying the combination of the coolness of
         the window on his forehead and the fullness in his bowel, feeling deliciously safe as he stared into the blackness outside.
         Would I want to live in Travulia, Alistair sometimes found himself thinking. The answer was always the same: Why would I want
         to live in Travulia when I can live here?
      

      
      Alistair went downstairs and pressed his ear against the brown grainy door of the living room. When Dad was asleep you could
         hear him snoring. It was always best to check, since if you woke him up with a start he could be very grumpy and would shout
         his loud barking shout. Sometimes, it wasn’t hard to imagine Dad as a bear or something else with big teeth. Alistair listened
         carefully.
      

      
      ‘… the USSR has described the military manoeuvres near the Polish border as “normal” while in a defiant message the Kremlin
         dismissed Solidarity resolution as …’ The chatter of the News at Ten but no snore. He pushed open the door. Dad was sat up unusually alert for this time of night, concentrating on the TV.
      

      
      ‘Dad …’ He didn’t immediately look up from the TV. ‘Dad…’

      
      ‘Shh. I’m watching this.’ Alistair turned to look at the television. There was an orange map of a small Poland sitting next
         to a big USSR.
      

      
      ‘Do you want some tea, Dad?’ Alistair waited a moment before heading for the kitchen.

      
      ‘Uh-huh,’ said Dad, his gaze fixed on the screen.

      
      Dad had piled the dinner plates by the sink but they hadn’t been washed up yet. He liked to do it last thing before bedtime.
         If Alistair was still awake the pleasing chink of cutlery and crockery from downstairs would often help him sleep. Alistair
         opened the cupboard and pulled out the mugs then bent down and reached for the blue metal tray next to the cooker while he
         waited for the kettle to boil. He found the biscuit tin with its dazzling mosaic of tiny flowers and placed it on the tray.
         He put a small amount of milk in each mug and placed them next to the tin, leaving an appropriate space for the teapot. He
         thought about the weekend to come. He could get up late tomorrow, listen to the radio in bed, go to town with Mum in the afternoon,
         have lunch with her at the Danish Kitchen, an open sandwich on brown nutty bread, a chocolate milk-shake in a cone-shaped
         glass. Then be absorbed by Travulia in the evening, for as many hours as he wanted, the cushion of Sunday still to come. The
         kettle clicked off and he reached for the tea bags.
      

      
      The adverts had come on. Dad got up and turned over to BBC2 where Dave Allen was dressed as a werewolf, howling at the moon.
         Alistair placed the tray carefully on the dining-room table and poured the tea. Dad sat back down and turned round to look
         at him.
      

      
      ‘Alistair.’ There was a little pause, then, ‘How are things at school?’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Alistair was surprised by the question.

      
      ‘Is everything all right at school?’ Dad was looking at him expectantly, waiting for an answer.

      
      ‘Yes.’ He knew he sounded as if he was concealing something, even though he wasn’t. He began trying to work out what was behind
         the question.
      

      
      ‘I had a phone call this afternoon. From Mr Hindmarsh.’ Alistair felt his heart beating. Dad’s eyes remained fixed on him.

      
      ‘Mr Hindmarsh.’ Alistair was beginning to feel guilty. What had he done? Why would Mr Hindmarsh be ringing Dad?

      
      ‘Your English teacher, isn’t he?’

      
      Alistair nodded. His mind worked to remember if he had done anything wrong in English or if there was homework he had missed
         or if he had been told off for anything.
      

      
      ‘What did he say?’ said Alistair, suddenly needing the toilet too much.

      
      ‘I don’t know. I was out of the office when the call came. When I called back he’d left for the day.’ There was a moment’s
         silence and when Dad started up again his voice was harsher and faster. ‘I thought this had all stopped, Alistair. I thought
         you were shaping up. After we met with Mr Crozier. I thought I’d made it clear.’
      

      
      ‘But I’ve been doing everything I’m supposed to.’

      
      ‘Is that enough? Everything you’re supposed to?’ A deadly pause, and then, ‘I know you, Alistair. I know what you’re doing
         up there. Those bloody tapes.’ Dad stared at him, searching Alistair’s eyes with his own. Alistair tried not to look away.
         He fastened on to the grey of Dad’s irises, their fibrous texture sinewy like torn meat. Finally Dad added, ‘Well, we’ll see
         on Monday. There’s nothing more to say until then.’ Feeling awkward and ashamed now, as if his act of tea-making might appear to have contained an element of
         buttering-up, Alistair handed Dad his mug. Then he sat down in the brown swivel chair trying to pretend that everything was
         all right. He turned his attention to Dave Allen, who was brushing his knee, talking to the camera. A cloud had descended,
         separating Alistair from the Saturday he had just imagined. It felt like trouble and it took the colour from everything, soaking
         it up until there was only the bare shape of things left. He sipped his tea and tried to think of Travulia and the next tape
         he might do. A few minutes later he went to the toilet and then to bed, coiling under the cover with the quiet prattle of
         the radio.
      

      
      Alistair was almost relieved when Monday morning arrived to put an end to his morbid speculation. He shuffled into the form
         room and went straight to his locker. The English lesson wasn’t until that afternoon.
      

      
      ‘What’s up with you?’ Herby Kirby clattered down next to him on one of the orange plastic chairs.

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ he mimicked, holding his pencil case to his face, to represent Alistair’s supposedly Semitic nose.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ Alistair countered, waving his hands in the air and thickening his lips – a Negro minstrel imitation that was his
         standard response to any of Herby’s Jew references, since Herby was black.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Prune?’ Herby continued, ignoring Alistair.

      
      ‘Not here.’

      
      ‘Out the back tossing himself off,’ said Herby.

      
      ‘Out the back bumming someone,’ said Alistair. ‘Out the back bumming himself,’ said Herby. ‘… shhh … he’s come.’ Herby quickly
         gathered himself and silence spread abruptly through the rest of the class.
      

      
      It wasn’t Prune who entered, however. Instead the door frame was filled with a heavy-set prefect, from the Upper Sixth.
      

      
      ‘Black. Is Black here?’

      
      Alistair didn’t know the prefect’s name but he recognized him as one of Mr Hindmarsh’s sixth-form drama group. He’d seen him
         in the lighting box at the school play.
      

      
      ‘Mr Hindmarsh is in the library. I’m to take you there,’ said the prefect. He spoke no more as they walked silently down the
         lower corridor. He was one of those tall, massive boys with a five o’clock shadow spread over the bottom of his face like
         iron filings. Alistair could never imagine being that old. He searched the boy’s face for a glimmer of a clue as to the trouble
         he was in but the doughy features remained impassive.
      

      
      It was a surprise to push open the swing doors and find the normally silent space humming with agitated chatter. A group of
         boys – about half the size of a normal class – sat spread out among the bookshelves. They were not a class, though. Their
         age ranged from second years through to sixth-formers. They looked up as one at Alistair, standing in the library entrance.
         Mr Hindmarsh was at the main desk flicking through a file of loose papers. He too glanced up at Alistair. Unusually, he was
         wearing his black gown. Mr Hindmarsh had wild brown curly hair and a cowboy moustache. He looked very odd in such formal attire.
      

      
      ‘Ah. Black.’ He moved out from behind the desk, gathering his gown around himself. He was the kind of teacher you liked very
         much most of the time. Very funny, without ever laughing much himself. He had a temper, though, which could often flair unpredictably,
         so that while Alistair looked forward to his lessons he never felt he could entirely relax in them. ‘Sit down. Sit down with
         the others.’ He gestured to an empty library table at the rear of the room. The bell went in the corridor outside. ‘It’s all right. It’s all right. I’ve spoken to Mr Nettles,’ said Mr Hindmarsh. ‘As essential
         a discipline as woodwork is, you have his leave to be late.’ He looked directly at Alistair, a mischievous twinkle in his
         eye. He kept his hands on the back of the chair as if he was about to sit down in it, but he remained standing. ‘Who has seen
         the television programme Then and Now?’ He raised his voice, now addressing the whole room.
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ the assembled boys muttered together. Alistair turned around trying to take them in without being seen to do so. There
         were faces he recognized: Nigel Tyler from the year above, a third-former who lived near him in the Primley Parks. His fear
         began to drain away.
      

      
      ‘As you are no doubt aware, I’m no fan of … children’s television.’ The last two words were spoken with some disdain. Alistair
         remembered an exercise where they had to write a piece of criticism of the previous night’s TV. As an example, Mr Hindmarsh
         had read out his own lambasting of Magpie. The teacher let go of the chair and began moving around, taking little paces to the left then to the right. ‘I will concede,
         however, that Then and Now is – on occasions – an admirable exception. I can at least see why it might have been the recipient of a Royal Television
         Society award.’ Alistair wondered how Mr Hindmarsh had seen Then and Now since it was on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons and he invariably stayed late running the Drama Club. But then he remembered
         that they had started putting it on Sunday afternoons on BBC2 in an hour-long omnibus. ‘I take it you watch this programme
         yourselves?’ Again the muttered, collective ‘sir’ which Alistair too joined in with. ‘And why … can anyone tell me … do they
         make a point of watching it? Black?’
      

      
      ‘Sir?’ Alistair suddenly sat upright. He hadn’t been expecting to have to do anything. He’d just been settling down into a
         pleasant easy-lesson daze.
      

      
      ‘Why do you watch Then and Now?’
      

      
      Alistair thought for a moment. Mr Hindmarsh was staring at him expectantly. Why not reach for the truth? Why did he watch
         it?
      

      
      ‘Kirby, sir.’

      
      ‘Kirby?’

      
      Alistair heard a muttering behind him. ‘Kirby was always going on about it, saying it was really good. So I started watching
         it.’
      

      
      ‘And what is it in particular that keeps you watching?’ Mr Hindmarsh was looking at him intently. Alistair searched for an
         answer.
      

      
      ‘You know how most stuff isn’t really any good, sir, even though it’s supposed to be, or the paper says it is, but really
         it’s boring or obvious or there’s just nothing to it.’ Alistair expected a witticism at this point, in fact he’d half-consciously
         constructed his reply to provide Mr Hindmarsh with the opportunity of making one. Mr Hindmarsh, however, just nodded for Alistair
         to continue. ‘Then and Now is good. It just is. It’s just well done and interesting, with interesting stories that keep you watching and you look forward
         to seeing the next one.’
      

      
      ‘Excellently put.’ Mr Hindmarsh smiled, turning his attention back to the rest of the room. ‘I don’t know if you are aware,
         but the team that make Then and Now have managed to persuade some very talented people to work on it in the past. Trevor Griffiths, who has written some very
         fine plays indeed. Another writer called Frederic Raphael. A director called Alan Parker—’
      

      
      ‘Who made Bugsy Malone,’ said Hovsepian, one of the third-year boys, sounding very pleased with himself.
      

      
      ‘Correct. And they’ve all been tempted to do it for little money … probably because they observed the same thing Black observed.’
         Mr Hindmarsh paused in front of one of the library tables and eased himself onto it. He began to swing his legs back and forth like a child. ‘Now then, gentlemen
         … I’ve been having conversations with a man called Cyril Davenport who is the production assistant on Then and Now. Apparently it is part of their policy to cast new young talent in each pair of episodes. According to this Davenport, they
         like to avoid, as far as is possible, the London theatre schools because the handful of faces they provide are very familiar
         and, more importantly, as he put it, “They’re not very good.” Instead, they are constantly scouring the country, speaking
         to schools whose Drama departments have a good reputation – such as ours’ – he patted himself on the head in a comical way
         – ‘and asking if they have any likely candidates.’ Alistair was aware of a rising excitement. Was it in Mr Hindmarsh’s voice
         or was it inside him? ‘Consequently they are coming to the school to conduct auditions.’
      

      
      ‘When?’ said Nigel Tyler without putting his hand up.

      
      ‘Ah … now … there’s the rub.’ Mr Hindmarsh smiled mischievously. ‘This afternoon.’

      
      There was inevitable consternation in the room, which Mr Hindmarsh successfully parried. When he’d settled everyone down again,
         he carried on.
      

      
      ‘The auditions don’t begin until three thirty. There will be time for me to spend some time with each of you preparing. So
         on your way for now. Here is a timetable for the day.’ He held up a piece of photocopy paper. ‘Please collect one on your
         way out. There is a list of things to think about typed at the bottom. I shall be speaking to each of your parents in turn.’
         Another volley of questions came, which he immediately waved away.
      

      
      ‘I want you to return to whatever lesson you are in. As I said, I will speak to you individually throughout the day.’ He shook
         his piece of paper again and held open the library door. ‘Come along, come along. I’ve had to pull enough strings to get this far. Don’t undo all my good work by being later
         than you need be.’ He gestured theatrically as if he was directing traffic, shepherding them through the door.
      

      
      Alistair watched the boys in front of him filing out, some of them chatting excitedly to each other as they went. His heart
         was thudding in his chest. Mr Hindmarsh had let the door shut. Maybe he had failed to notice that Alistair was still in the
         room. He was back behind the main desk counting playscripts.
      

      
      ‘Sir …?’ said Alistair, tentatively.

      
      ‘What is it, Black?’ Mr Hindmarsh’s head remained bowed, attention fixed on the books.

      
      ‘I think … you’ve made a mistake, sir?’

      
      ‘Made a mistake?’ Now he looked up, his big blue eyes wide, his mouth open comically.

      
      ‘Put me down – by accident.’ An uneasy pause. ‘For this play.’

      
      Mr Hindmarsh closed his mouth.

      
      ‘On the contrary – I think they’ll be very interested in you, Black. I think you may be just what they are looking for.’ There
         was a pause in which Alistair didn’t know what to say.
      

      
      ‘But I can’t do it, sir,’ he said, finally speaking.

      
      ‘Can’t do what?’

      
      ‘Act. I mean act properly. Like that.’

      
      ‘Oh, you can.’

      
      ‘But I mean I’ve never even been in a school play or anything. I don’t even go to Drama Club.’

      
      ‘Although I’ve asked you to attend.’ Mr Hindmarsh tilted his head and raised his eyes in a reproachful way.

      
      ‘But how … how can I … I can’t do it, sir.’

      
      ‘Black – I’ve heard you read aloud. I’ve seen you perform in class. I’ve been teaching drama long enough to know you can.’ He was silent for a moment. Alistair could hear the dull repetitive thwack of a hammer on wood coming from somewhere
         outside in the school grounds. He resumed his protest. ‘But what about Nigel Tyler or Pete Hardman. Or Herby. I mean Kirby.
         Kirby’s the best actor in our year.’ Mr Hindmarsh shuffled uneasily. He quickly recovered his composure.
      

      
      ‘As you’ve seen … some of them will be attending the audition. Knowing Nigel Tyler I expect he is rehearsing his piece as
         we speak.’ Mr Hindmarsh leaned forward slightly. Alistair could smell the Nescafé and cigarettes on his breath. ‘But I want
         you to attend, too.’ He stood up, gathering his robes about him like laundry. ‘You are the kind of boy who needs a boot up
         his arse to get him going – and this is as nice a boot as I can think of.’ He pulled at his gown to straighten it. ‘I want
         you to go to this audition. I will brook no refusal. I shall talk to your father about it. I take it he would have no objection
         to your being involved?’
      

      
      Alistair shook his head. His mind was already working, imagining the potential humiliations ahead: forgotten lines, a stammering
         performance, embarrassment in front of his peers.
      

      
      ‘I’ll work with you later. You won’t be unprepared.’ Alistair looked up at him. ‘Good,’ said Mr Hindmarsh, moving to the door.
         ‘Go on then. Mr Nettles awaits you with his lathe.’
      

      
      At first Alistair didn’t say anything to anyone. He thought about sitting down to watch Then and Now on a Tuesday or Thursday. Tuesdays were the ‘Then’ and Thursdays were the ‘Now’. They always took something from history
         and some modern-day situation that connected to it in some way. Sometimes the links were obvious but sometimes they could
         be oblique, which is when Alistair enjoyed it most. The last series had ended with a ‘Then’ about some kids in the French Revolution and a ‘Now’ about a boy from a council estate who’d got a grant to go to a public school. Alistair tried
         to imagine himself in one of the episodes. His white face and dark hair and black eyes lost in the middle of the screen. It
         was, of course, quite ridiculous.
      

      
      He didn’t know how to tell Herby about the audition. He’d assumed from what Mr Hindmarsh had said that Herby hadn’t been asked
         to take part. On morning break they walked down to the newsagent’s behind school where the man sold single cigarettes for
         5p each.
      

      
      ‘You’re quiet.’ Herby knew that something was wrong. Herby always knew. ‘What’s up?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Don’t believe you, Jew boy.’

      
      ‘It’s nothing.’ More silence. Alistair ran his hand along the boxy green hedge as they passed.

      
      ‘It’s Then and Now, isn’t it?’
      

      
      Alistair looked at Herby. He didn’t want him to be cross.

      
      ‘You know?’

      
      ‘Everyone knows.’ The silence kept coming back. Alistair wanted to push it away.

      
      ‘Did Hindmarsh ask you to do it?’ said Alistair. Herby didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. Herby wouldn’t have been asked, simply
         because Herby was black. ‘I won’t get it,’ he said, pushing at the silence again.
      

      
      ‘You will.’ Herby’s face gave no indication of how he was feeling. He stared ahead as they walked.

      
      ‘I’m not going to get a part,’ said Alistair.

      
      ‘You’ll get it.’

      
      ‘I won’t. I’m not an actor. Not like Tyler or someone.’

      
      ‘No. You’re better than that.’

      
      ‘Hey!’ Alistair shouted, grabbing Herby’s arms. They stopped walking. Alistair stood in front of Herby, blocking his way.
         ‘I’m not going to get a part. All right?’ Herby looked at him, staring straight into his eyes. Silence hung around them until they arrived at the newsagent’s. Herby pulled down
         a copy of Mayfair while the man wasn’t looking and turned to a page showing nothing but a close-up of a woman’s crotch. Then he carefully placed
         it – open – on a lower shelf next to Whizzer and Chips and 2000AD. They laughed about it all the way back to school.
      

      
      In the library, after lunch, Mr Hindmarsh helped Alistair choose a piece for his audition. He’d been reading The Time Machine again, which was one of his favourite books. Mr Hindmarsh encouraged him to find a piece of dialogue from the book to read.
         For Wells’ unnamed Time Traveller, Alistair tried a variety of dialects before changing his mind altogether and deciding he
         wanted to be the narrator – the Time Traveller’s best friend. He chose the last passage in the book and settled upon a kind
         of cultivated Geordie burr. He took it from a student teacher they’d had for Chemistry the year before. The teacher was from
         Newcastle and his infectious enthusiasm stuck in Alistair’s mind.
      

      
      ‘Even if nothing comes of this, Black, you will find yourself with a part in my next production – whether you like it or not,’
         said Mr Hindmarsh as he ushered Alistair from the room.
      

      
      ‘Can’t I just … do that instead? And not bother with this?’

      
      ‘You can drop that act with me, Black. I can see straight through you.’ Mr Hindmarsh’s hand hovered over the light switch.

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘I know you’ve been imagining yourself on that television. Picturing the envy of your peers. Projecting yourself into a glittering,
         graciously unfurling career.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir.’

      
      ‘Don’t think I don’t know the workings of a boy’s mind,’ he said as he flicked the lights off, holding the door open for Alistair.
      

      
      By the time he found himself in the old music room, most of the other candidates were already there. Nigel Tyler sat at the
         front wearing his colours blazer, his black Adidas bag on one side and parka on the other, so that no one would sit next to
         him. All his attention was focused on a book backed with brown paper, presumably a play text. Hovsepian from the third year
         sat a few seats along. A shock of black hair, a grubby-looking blazer and a pair of black trousers which were shiny and worn.
         He stared into the middle distance, occasionally scratching his head or rummaging in his tatty blue rucksack. Alistair didn’t
         know the boy behind Hovsepian. He recognized him as a sixth-former he’d seen in the school-bus queue. Nobody was paying attention
         to anybody else. They were as unconnected as patients in a waiting room. The thought of being in a waiting room made Alistair
         think of the impending casting, standing in front of a group of strangers, stammering as he tried to read the words of his
         piece. He wished now that Mr Hindmarsh had never considered him for this part, that he was sat safely in a Geography lesson
         with Herby, laughing about Mr Milligan’s stupid glasses and Showaddywaddy haircut. He couldn’t get comfortable in his chair
         and shuffled around. Tyler glanced up from his play text and stared at him briefly before returning his gaze to the page.
         Alistair wanted to get up and pace around but he wouldn’t have dared. Suddenly Mr Hindmarsh’s head appeared around the door.
      

      
      ‘They’re early. Do you want to come up? Leave your bags down here.’

      
      ‘All of us?’ asked Tyler.

      
      ‘Yes, they want to see all of you together.’ Everybody’s chairs scraped backwards and they headed for the door and the empty assembly hall upstairs.
      

      
      The assembly hall doubled as the school’s theatre. It had rows of chairs on rises that could be pushed in and out depending
         on what the space was going to be used for. This afternoon the rises had been pulled out. Mr Hindmarsh had made an attempt
         to create a theatrical atmosphere by turning on some of the appropriate lighting. Sitting about three rows back from the improvised
         stage area were a man and a woman. Alistair found it hard to see them with the theatre lights shining in his face.
      

      
      Mr Hindmarsh was skipping around with a light step quite different from his usual, ponderous stride.

      
      ‘Boys – this is Miss Pye, the producer of Then and Now,’ he said sounding very pleased with himself.
      

      
      ‘Gabrielle,’ said the smaller of the two figures. Her voice was surprisingly loud.

      
      ‘And this is Declan—’

      
      ‘Mr McMenamin,’ said the other figure slowly and deliberately.

      
      ‘– the director,’ finished Mr Hindmarsh.

      
      ‘Yeah, Colin, do you think we could just have the house lights up? And could you kill the spots? Let the kids see us.’ He
         had an Irish accent like the singer from the Boomtown Rats. Alistair wondered who Colin was – and then realized with a shock
         the director was addressing Mr Hindmarsh by his first name.
      

      
      The theatre lights went off and the normal lights came on. The director – Declan – also looked like the Boomtown Rats singer.
         He had messy, curly hair and was wearing a long blue raincoat over tight black jeans and a furry blue jumper. The woman –
         Gabrielle Pye – was smarter. She didn’t have much of a chin and she wore a big pink jumper with one of those massive, loose
         roll-necks. It made her look like a turkey. They were both younger than Alistair had thought they would be, younger than Mr Hindmarsh. Gabrielle stood
         up and walked a couple of steps down the rises towards the boys.
      

      
      ‘Hello, everybody. Thanks so much for coming along today. I thought I’d begin by taking you through what the process will
         be, both today and beyond – and then I believe you’ve prepared some pieces for us to hear – so it would be great to hear them.’
         She clapped her hands together and continued. ‘We are in the process of casting the new series of Then and Now, as you probably know. At this stage we’re not looking for people to fill specific roles, but rather we’re putting together
         a little repertory company.’ Alistair saw over her shoulder that Declan had lit a cigarette. Alistair waited for Mr Hindmarsh
         to ask him to put it out, but Mr Hindmarsh said nothing. ‘It is possible that you may be chosen at this stage but that we
         don’t end up using you in this series. That won’t mean that there’s anything wrong with your performance per se – simply that
         we don’t have a part that’s right for you at this moment in time, OK?’ She smiled broadly. ‘So, who would like to kick off?’
         She looked down at the typed sheet in her hand. ‘What about … Nigel?’ Tyler stepped forward.
      

      
      ‘And what have you got for us, Nigel?’ asked the director, who was now sitting up, alert and attentive.

      
      ‘Edgar’s monologue Act 2 scene 2 from King Lear, and Moon’s summing up speech from The Real Inspector Hound by Tom Stoppard, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Please don’t call me “sir”,’ said the director, smiling. ‘“Declan” is fine. Let’s go with the Shakespeare. In your own time.’
         The producer had returned to her seat next to him and produced a large, black notebook which she rested on her lap. Her pencil
         hovered over the paper.
      

      
      Tyler walked a few paces towards her, holding his play text in front of him, and lowered his gaze to the floor as if preparing himself. Then, in a single graceful movement he brought
         a hand to the side of his head, altered his posture and began to speak.
      

      
      ‘I heard myself proclaime’d, and by the happy hollow of a tree, escap’d the hunt …’ Tyler had that ability – which Alistair
         found greatly impressive – to speak Shakespeare’s lines as if he knew what they meant. His voice, in its precision and its
         intonation, sounded like a real actor’s, something Alistair was unable to imagine of his own. Tyler moved with a confidence
         and elegance that was alien to Alistair. He couldn’t conceive of having that much control over his own limbs or face. Real
         acting must be about the ability to make a marionette of one’s body. Alistair had never been able to find his own strings.
         He was relieved as he watched Tyler strut assuredly around the parquet floor. The part would go to him and Alistair could
         return to Travulia, which was, after all, home. It was only as Tyler reached his conclusion, pitying pelting villages, sheep
         cotes and Tom Turlygod, whatever that meant, that Alistair became aware of another feeling sinking behind his relief, which
         he had no desire to strive for and name.
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