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Chapter 1: Starting at St
Joseph’s

Paul isn’t the easiest boy to like. He is what some people
term a problem child. He is immature, self-centred and resentful.
His personality, not quite fully developed, is a mash-up of his
unruly brothers, a non-conformist father who scorns authority and a
brat that craves attention.

When feeling sorry for himself, Paul firmly believes that he’s
the straw that broke the camel’s back. Or in his case, shattered
the maternal instinct of his mother. When Paul was born, his mother
decided she hadn’t the capacity to love yet another child and left
to begin a new life. But that happened a long time ago, so he’s had
a lifetime to come to terms with this loss. And on most days, he
has.

At heart Paul is an optimist, hopeful. But it’s a battle to
stay that way, for the older he gets, the harder the fight. As he
grows more aware of life and his surroundings, he is filled with a
loathing for what he perceives as his deficiencies. Paul is
painfully aware that if he likened his life to the card game
Sergeant Major, there’d be no trumps in his hand.

But let’s not forget that Paul is still a child, with a
child’s outlook on life. He dreams that one day things will change,
despite the agonies of present day life. He contemplates a brighter
future with tentative hope.

Standing in the way of that rosy hereafter are five years of
senior school.

 


*****

It’s September. Smartly dressed in a new uniform Paul is
walking to school with his sister, Carole. He isn’t a fan of school
but, after a six-week long summer break, he’s eager to see his
mates Bobby and Shane. Paul is about to begin his first year at
secondary school. He doesn’t know it yet but his life will undergo
a lot of changes at St Joseph’s Catholic School.

The summer temperatures still linger, but he wears a thick
duffle coat over his blazer, pullover, shirt and tie. His brand
spanking new shoes are shined to a high gloss. Carole is just as
smart in her pleated skirt, white socks and buckle
shoes.

Paul breaks out into song, as is the way of things when the
two of them are strolling along the road. It is a version of the
song ‘D.I.S.C.O.’ by the group Ottawan that they composed while
peeling the potatoes for Sunday dinner.

“B.I.S.T.O, I love B.I.S.T.O. It is B, so browny, it is I…” Paul pauses,
ready for Carole to chime in. Once she realises they’re playing
song-tennis, she sings out.

“In the saucepan… Ssss…”

Paul volleys back, “Scrummylicious …It is T…”

“Truly tasty…” Then together they warble, “It is oh
oh…”

Then Carole side-tracks with, “Oh look, there’s Jason and
Darren.”

She points out their elder brothers who had scoffed down their
Weetabix and charged out of the house to ensure the two young ‘uns
couldn’t join them. They prefer to walk to school alone. The
brothers stand on a wall and lean into a garden to reach some
apples from a low-hanging branch. Carole and Paul sneak up behind
them.

“What ya doing?” Paul barks in a gruff policeman voice. He
fails to scare them. They don’t even flinch.

“Get lost, will ya,” shoots back Darren.

“You’m gonna dirty up your uniform.” Carole warns. “See?” She
points to scuffs on Jason’s new shoes.

“Oh, get lost Goofy.” Jason spits on his fingers and rubs on
the offending marks.

“Oi!” shouts a motorist, who has pulled into the kerb. “Get
down from there!”

Jason immediately jumps down.

Darren is less repentant. “Mind yer own business,” he yells
back.

“It is my business,” sneers the man with
annoyance as he gets out of his car and heads their way. “Cheeky
pup.” He shoos the kids away with a wave of his hand. “Go on, piss
off, the lot of you.”

“You piss off,” Darren retorts.

The backchat riles the man further, but instead of reaching up
to pull Darren, the one who’d cheeked him, from the wall, he grabs
a fistful of Jason’s school tie and yanks it towards him. There’s a
scuffle. Jason digs in his heels and attempts to pull free, but the
man holds firm, swinging Jason left and right.

“Murderer! murderer!” Carole yells out, skipping around in a
frenzy.

“Let him go!” Darren warns, jumping down from the wall. He
picks up a branch and, clubbing his palm menacingly, bobs about the
man.

Carole and Paul find sticks and join in.

“Let him go,” Darren repeats his warning, “or I’ll smack ya
one.”

Carole and Paul hover over the man’s car.

“We’ll smash your lights in,” Carole threatens, and Paul raises
his weapon ready to strike.

Jason loses his balance and ends up on the ground. The man
bends over him, exposing the top of his head, and Darren clouts him
one. A hollow clonk sounds the force of the wallop. But it appears
to knock some sense into the man. Or perhaps he realises this pack
of kids in their smart blazers and ties are, in fact, quite rabid.
Whatever the cause, he calms down.

“OK, ok, you have me,” he concedes, letting go of Jason and
straightening up. “Kids nowadays,” he chuckles, as if to laugh off
a typical situation. “No respect.”

“Well, ya shouldn’t go ‘round hittin’ kids,” Carole admonishes
him, throwing down her stick.

Paul also lets his stick fall. He sees the muddy brown smudge
on the back of Jason’s blazer, and additional scuffs on his shoes.
Darren has blotches on the knees of his trousers, green
ones.

“Best be off to school,” the man advises. “Don’t want to be
late now.”

His friendly bravado fails to convince any of them that he is
anything other than a big chicken. However, with saved face, at
least from the scratches of a branch, he heads back to his car,
gets in and drives away.

Jason and Darren take off, leaving Carole and Paul to continue
the journey alone.

The school bus drives by, crammed full. Paul catches a
glimpse of Shane, his good friend from St Jude’s Primary School,
and Martin Murphy who lives in his street. Paul’s family don’t
catch the bus because, as their father says, they can’t afford it and the
distance of two and three-quarter miles is too short to warrant the
receipt of a free bus pass from the government. Stops included, the
bus takes around eighteen minutes to get to school. Its arrival
leaves the pupils half an hour of free time until the first bell
sounds. On foot, the route can take anything between thirty-five
and forty-five minutes. If she runs, Carole can do it in
twenty-five.

“Come on,” Paul urges, stepping up his pace.

“We’ve got plenty of time,” Carole assures him. “The bus has
only just passed us.”

“Are you sure?” Paul quizzes. “I don’t wanna be late on my
first day.”

“It ain’t far,” she insists, “just down this road, across the
main road then we’m nearly there.”

“Nearly?”

“Yeah, the service road ay that long… Am you
itchin’?”

“No. Why, are you?”

“Naw, I’m just checkin’.”

“Cheeky cow!” Paul gives Carole a shove. “I ay got bugs, you
know.”

“Yeah, but do ya remember?” Carole grins.

“No,” although Paul knows what’s coming. “What?”

“When I picked nits out your ‘air.” Carole laughs. Not
mockingly, although she does find the memory amusing.

“Naw, I doe remember!” Paul lies.

He remembers, of course he does. He’s not allowed to forget
since Carole mentions it that often. Paul wishes she didn’t bring
it up right at this moment. If only she would lose that memory,
then maybe he can misremember it into something less embarrassing.
But no. Carole is particularly fond of the morning they walked to
St Jude’s and she plucked head lice from Paul’s hair. Feeling less
scruffy than usual in his brand new uniform, he would like to put
those scratchy days behind him. He hasn’t had bugs in ages, yet at
the mention of them, he’s suddenly feeling itchy.

“See, you ‘ave got nits!” Carole blurts out,
laughing.

Realising what he’s doing, Paul instantly removes his
fingernails from his scalp.






*****

A pinned notice directs all first-year pupils to the dining
hall. There are around a hundred and fifty children of various
sizes assembled there. The sound of excited students reconnecting
after the summer break is at fever pitch.

As Paul jostles his way through the heaving mass looking for a
familiar face, he can’t help but notice how he compares to this
crowd of strangers. There are some big bodies in the crowd. Tall
students who tower over him. Paul feels as if he’s shrunk during
the six-week holiday. Once a big fish in a small pond, he weaves
his way through the school of pupils like a tiny minnow. The
confident swagger he’d developed in primary school is being diluted
with each sidestep he makes. Normally he’d have barged his way
through, but today Paul considers others. It is clear that the
onset of puberty is well underway in some. There are many
full-breasted girls, and one lad with a moustache looks more like a
fifth-year student.

There are some black children: not many, about a dozen. Some
students with blonde hair, none of whom he recognises. There are a
couple of Indian boys and one Chinese girl. The diversity of
St Joseph’s sets it apart from
St Jude’s, where there had only been
Irish, Italian and English students.

The blonde head of Andrew Gold catches Paul’s attention and he
gravitates towards it. Paul joins the ex-pupils of St Jude’s who
have assembled in a shoal of their own. Bobby and Shane, his old
Centurion comrades, are happily chatting away. The three best
friends had renamed their gang the Centurions after playing the
roles of them in the Christmas play.

Paul’s confidence is a fickle thing that surges in peaks and
troughs like ocean waves. His nervousness vanishes the instant he
sees his brothers-in-arms.

Martin Murphy nods him a quick hello. Paul immediately notices
that Martin’s duffle coat is much nicer and fluffier than his own.
Paul’s is grey with bog standard, orange lining while Martin’s is
dark blue with a blue faux fur lining. Even the toggle buttons are
better: not brown wooden pegs, but marbled and pointed like fangs.
Paul is sure Martin receives social assistance, like he does. So he
wonders why Martin’s duffle coat is far superior to his own.
However, the thought evaporates when Andrew Gold hands him a packet
of Super Bazooka Bubble Gum all the way from America, just like he
promised on the last day at St Jude’s.

A track-suited teacher with an imposing presence blasts his
whistle. The hall simmers down and he instructs the waiting pupils
to line up outside the drama pit. Many children already know where
that is because they visited the school with their parents on the
open day. Paul never passed on that information sheet, knowing full
well his dad always avoided school plays and parents’
evenings.

As they enter the rectangular space, daylight vanishes and
their eyes need to adjust to the dimness. Glowing exit signs are
all that illuminate the drama pit. Whether on purpose or
accidentally, students too slow in readjusting their vision get
kicked in the heels and bumped by those behind. They shuffle along
the auditorium rows searching for a place to sit. The back row is
yet to be taken so a beeline is made to it. The house lights come
on. The children are ushered along, told to settle down. It takes a
while for them to file in.

Paul is impressed with the theatre. At St Jude’s, plays were
performed in the dining hall, atop wooden blocks that had to be
moved and stacked to create the stage. Scoping the large room, Paul
gives up his attempt to count all the seats. Fifteen rows of thirty
theatre-flipping seats look down into the pit. A hard wooden stage
floor, carpeted in the wings, is backed with blackout curtains that
reach the ceiling. Up high to either side of the stage area, crying
out to be explored, are ladders set into the wall to allow access
to a metal gantry where follow-spots are operated from. The ceiling
hosts many stage lights, some coloured with gels. There are three
exits: the main, double-doored one at the back enabling public
access to the auditorium, a second single-door on the right for
emergencies, and the third, the performer’s door, which is barely
visible. Paul can just about make it out through a gap in the
floor-to-ceiling backdrop.

Paul, Bobby and Shane chew the giant wads of American gum
which burst with strawberry flavour. Giant-sized bubbles require
giant-sized lungs and Paul is tackling two pieces of gum at once.
The lights grow dim, to a wave of “Wooooos,” and the actors take to
the stage. A microphone in a stand and six chairs are all the props
needed for this performance. Six adults, ostensibly teachers, fill
the seats.

A tall, balding man approaches the mic, and the children fall
into complete silence. How he manages to quell the excitement
without a single word Paul has no idea. The man introduces himself
as Mr Shepard, the headmaster, and launches into a speech about the
differences between primary and secondary school. Paul listens, for
a while. Mr Shepard speaks with a posh accent. He mentions that he
is also new, fresh from a private boy’s school which maintained the
highest of standards. So, of course, he expects the same at St
Joseph’s. He encourages the children to have no fear but to embrace
the changes facing them. And should they have any problems, they
can see their form tutors for advice and support. At this point,
Paul’s mind drifts to the obstruction in his mouth.

The over-sized lump of bubble gum threatens to choke him. Paul
pretends to cough into his hand. He bites and extracts half of the
chunk, which makes it much easier to handle.

Mr Shepard glances at his notes and begins a talk about the
importance of homework and keeping homework diaries. Paul never had
to do any homework at St Jude’s. And when he thinks about it, he
can’t recollect his siblings doing any homework either.

Paul refocuses on the matter in hand. He could quite easily
press the unwanted gum onto the underside of his seat. But instead,
he tears off a piece, rolls it into a small ball and, under cover
in the dimness, flicks the pellet, letting it fall where it may.
Mostly it lands on the students four rows down. He sees them
brushing the tops of their heads. Paul no longer listens to the
all-important speech regarding strictness and discipline. This game
is too entertaining. He flicks pellets in every direction, careful
not to be seen. Even Bobby and Shane, who are sitting beside him,
remain unaware.

“And you!” Mr Shepard’s voice sounds awfully clear all of a
sudden. “Lovell!” Paul snaps to attention. “You’d better behave
yourself in this school.”

Paul stops his bubble-gum bombardment as all eyes, the St Jude
ones anyway, turn and stare. It must be a coincidence that Mr
Shepard called his name because Paul is certain that his
naughtiness has gone undetected. He takes umbrage at being singled
out in front of the whole assembly, though a small part of him
enjoys the notoriety.

“We will now divide you into your tutor groups,” continues Mr
Shepard. “When your name is called out, quickly, quietly and
without fuss come and stand in front of your new form
teacher.”

Paul scans the row of teachers. From their faces and posture
alone, he zeros in on two he regards as choice candidates. The
first is a middle-aged woman, who looks friendly like a dinner
lady. She takes to the microphone, testing the volume with a cough,
then introduces herself as Mrs Blair. She calls out names from her
list, and as instructed the children join her below in the pit. She
reads out Barry’s name, the boy who used to bite. And then Shane’s.
Paul waits for his and Bobby’s names. But they are not called out,
and he watches as the chosen ones follow Mrs Blair out of the drama
pit.

In the same orderly fashion, the next three form teachers call
out their students and leave the drama pit. Various previous
classmates go: Martin Murphy, Anthony Hayes and Paul’s
once-upon-a-time girlfriend, Jenny Merrill, are amongst
them.

Only two teachers are left: the imposing sports teacher in his
tracksuit, and a mild man named Mr Potter. Paul vaguely knows Mr
Potter because he lives in one of the posh houses near to his home.
He was also his sister’s form teacher when she was a first year
student. He hopes against hope that he will be Paul’s new form
teacher too. Alas, Andrew Gold and Derek Cole are the lucky ones.
The sports teacher takes up the mic.

“I’m Mr Harrison. The rest of you, follow me to X-2. C’mon,
quick march.” His abrupt manner signals a no-nonsense attitude.
Paul is bitterly disappointed. The only saving grace is that his
best friend Bobby is alongside him, and, to a lesser, degree, also
Lucy Pink and Sarah Goody.



*****

The students parade through the corridors. Paul glimpses Shane
as he passes by a classroom and they exchange swift expressions of
silent regret. Paul mourns the disbanding of The
Centurions.

Paul and his new classmates are led through a doorway to what
Mr Harrison calls “The Quad”. It’s short for quadrangle, a large,
open area enclosed by classrooms. Originally it was built as a
green space between the science block and workshops. But, as needs
must, the grass got covered over by asphalt and paving slabs. A
semi-transparent roof was added to let in daylight and keep out the
rain. It now served as a recess area and hosted the tuck shop.
Paul’s last school didn’t have a tuck shop so that’s definitely
something worth checking out.

Mr Harrison guides the class through the quad and out into the
playground. Paul surmises that they must be having a tour of the
grounds before finding their classroom. He chews on it, allows the
notion to expand. He taps Bobby on the shoulder to show off a huge
pink bubble. It’s bigger than Paul’s head and bobs up and down as
he walks along. In fact, it is the biggest bubble he’s ever blown.
Bobby responds the only way a best friend can: he pops it with his
finger. It doesn’t boom quite like one would hope. More like a puff
followed by a slow motion hiss of air, like when a cruel neighbour
deliberately forces a kitchen knife into a leather football,
something countless children witness up and down the land. It does,
however, explode all over Paul’s face. Amazing stuff this American
gum, unlike the type he’s used to; it doesn’t seem to cling to
skin. Before Mr Harrison can see, Paul ducks down and wipes it
clear. He pulls free the long hairs of his that got captured in the
gum, chews and massages it with his tongue in preparation for
another bubble.

Leaving the main building behind them, Paul can see where they
are heading. With military firmness, Mr Harrison marches the
students to their new classroom consisting of two portable cabins
stuck on the side of the sports hall.

“Come on, quick march!” He ushers the stragglers, Bobby and
Paul inside. “On the desks you will see homework diaries which
allocate your place. Find your name and take a seat.”

Bobby finds his diary on the far side of the room. He sends
Paul a quick oh well type shrug. Poles apart, Paul’s lies between a boy named Jack
and another called Noah. Mr Harrison saunters over and, adopting an
emotionless expression, holds out his hand beneath Paul’s nose.
Paul wisely spits out his gum, much to Mr Harrison’s
displeasure.

The X-huts are temporary classrooms, with walls no thicker
than a single-paned window. Inside, it feels cold and impermanent.
As Mr Harrison heads back to his own desk, the floor bounces
underfoot. When the blackboard rubber falls to the floor, the noise
echoes like thunder in a canyon. Mr Harrison wipes chalk dust from
his hand and picks up the register.

“When I read out your name,” he flips
open the cover, “answer ‘Yes sir!’ then come up with your school
funds. Those of you staying for lunch will be given a dinner
card.”

Paul breathes a sigh of relief. At his last school they used a
second register especially for lunches and Paul was required to
shout out “Free Dinners” each week. A constant reminder to everyone
that Paul’s family were still poor. He gradually became accustomed
to the embarrassment, which lessened further when one day Bobby
shouted out the same.

It is the slight matter of the school funds which now
troubles Paul. His dad never read the information sheet the school
sent out to parents of new pupils but even if he had, he’d have
refused to pay school funds because he can’t afford it. Mr Harrison holds
up a dinner card for the whole class to see.

“As you can see, these cards have a section for each weekday.”
He demonstrates by pointing to each of the five boxes and counting,
“One, two, three, four, five.”

Paul considers singing out “Once I
caught a fish alive.” He lets the moment
pass.

“The dinner ladies will hole-punch the relevant box before you
get served. So,” Mr Harrison warns, “do not poke a pencil through
it or damage it or they’ll think you’ve already eaten.”

Paul wonders who’d do such a stupid thing; the only reason
he’s at school is for the free meal they provide. His father
insists he attends on that premise alone.

“I suggest you fill in your name and class
immediately. That way, if you should lose it, it can be returned.”
Then, as an afterthought, he adds, “Oh yes, and for those silly
enough to misplace their dinner card, they will have to
sign the book before they get any lunch, and only only after every other
student has been served.”

Paul has already been fully versed by Jason about dinner
cards. He’s going to draw headless matchstick men in each box so
that when the dinner lady punches a hole, it makes a head. This is
what he’ll do because this is what his brothers and countless other
brothers and sisters have done before.

The register is called. It is a slow process and there are no
absentees as everyone is present on the first day. All lunchtime
requirements are already written in the register. Some children are
to bring packed lunches and a few, like the boy named Bruno, will
go home for lunch. There is nothing to differentiate those paying
for lunch from those who are not. Paul’s dinner card is the same
colour as all the rest. And as for the school funds? He is
instructed to bring in his ten pence the following day.

The talk of lunch awakens Paul’s appetite. It’s a small mercy
that the classroom is not within smelling distance of the kitchens,
for Paul would truly suffer the pangs of hunger if he were to catch
the faintest whiff. His breakfast, a bowl of cereal and a cup of
tea, had hardly been in his stomach five minutes before the acid
reflux forced him to dispose of it down the loo. It is an
occurrence that happens often.

Mr Harrison mentions the school lockers which Paul had seen
when the class filed past them in the main corridor. Something else
his old school didn’t have.

“For those requiring a locker,” Mr Harrison’s begins, “padlocks
and keys can be obtained from Emma in the secretary’s office during
break time.”

Having a locker would be a novelty. Useful too, because Paul
wouldn’t need to carry his PE kit and books, of which there will be
many, to school each day.

“The cost of lockers is set at a nominal fee of …” Mr Harrison
cross-checks the information in front of him.

Paul sighs. He knows his father will not have the funds for
that, no matter how nominal the fee, so he crushes the thought
before it can fester into a craving desire.

“Yes, that’s right. Lockers are available to hire at one pound
per school year.”

On the blackboard Mr Harrison has chalked up the
timetable.

“Take your homework diaries and copy your lesson plan in the
table on the last page. Make sure it is correct and that you can
read it.”

It is in his neatest handwriting that Paul starts to fill in
his timetable. He always begins a new exercise book with the
intentions of writing rather than scrawling.

“Yes?” Mr Harrison puts down his pen to address a girl with her
hand raised.

“Please sir, what is RE? Is it like PE?”

“No, it isn’t… sorry, I don’t yet know your name.”

“Anne, sir.”

“No Anne, RE stands for Religious Education.”

“We called it ‘Faith’ at our last school.”

“How lovely.” Mr Harrison takes up his pen.

Another hand goes up. Mr Harrison replaces the lid of his Bic
pen and pops it back down before tilting his head with a raised
eyebrow.

“Yes?”

“On Friday, it says cookery and needlework,” Sarah Goody points
out. “That’s two different lessons.”

“That is correct. The lessons for home economics alternate
throughout the year.”

“What’s ‘alternate’?” Paul asks, without raising his
hand.

“Hand!” Mr Harrison sings and Paul complies.

“Yes Paul?” Mr Harrison doesn’t seem to need Paul to tell him
his name. “One term you’ll do cookery and the next needlework. Is
that clear? Right, any more questions?”

“Yeah,” Paul pipes up again, this time with his hand raised,
“when’s playtime?”

The students laugh, stirring in Paul a ripple of pride. He’s
not hankering for a break, he’s simply testing Mr Harrison to see
if he’ll tolerate his cheeky outbursts.

“Playtime?” mocks Mr Harrison. “You’re not
in baby school.” Paul hears chuckling. “At St Joseph’s we don’t
go out to play.” Now it is Mr Harrison getting
the laughs. “Playtime? Pah! Indeed?” Each scornful word elicits a
laugh of its own. He continues. “We have first break, lunch time
and last break, and each time the students, and teachers Take. A.
Break.”

Paul doesn’t appreciate being laughed at: he much prefers to
be the joker than the joke. He knows that, if he is to avoid being
the butt of Mr Harrison’s jokes, he must win back his audience
before a precedent is set. He’s seen how teachers can mock just as
mercilessly as students. Mrs Davies often got a laugh at Paul’s
expense at St Jude’s. And when Jenny Merrill got caught stealing,
for years afterwards reference about her honesty was dropped like a
punchline.

Paul doesn’t take things lying down. Scars from the infants’
playground while no longer raw still ache a little, and it took
Paul a whole heap of badness, insolence and even the odd thump to
be free of taunts.

“Ah but,” Paul thinks fast, “what if we want
to play cricket or a game of football? We don’t
break the football, do
we?” he shoots back.

The latest wave of laughter lets him know he’s scored a goal.
The room’s admiration has swung back towards Paul.

“Haaa ha ha. As head of sports,” Mr Harrison concedes
good-humouredly, “I can’t argue with that.”

Paul is relieved at the response. It was never meant to be a
battle, and neither was Paul trying to antagonise. He was simply
testing the boundaries of Mr Harrison’s strictness, gauging his
reaction. Dipping a toe in the water, and Mr Harrison almost bit it
clean off. Counting it as a draw, Paul deduces that Mr Harrison is
no pushover.

“Now!” Mr Harrison’s tone has become firmer. “Settle down,
class.”

The class get back to copying the lesson timetable into their
diaries. The extra long assembly and class sorting has robbed them
of their first break and they have twenty minutes to kill before
lunch. Mr Harrison allows the children to talk amongst themselves,
as long as they remain in their seats.

Paul sizes up the strangers on his table. Jack is tall, with a
wisp of a moustache, and could easily pass for fifteen. His voice
is deep and he smells of stubbed-out cigarettes. Noah is slight,
pale-skinned, with mischief etched across his impish face. Jack and
Noah were best friends in primary school. Like Bobby, Jack was the
best fighter and therefore cock of his school. They seem like a
good enough laugh, and friendly too. Paul chats to them about some
of the things they got up to in their last school: smoking out of
their classroom windows, throwing conkers at passing cars from the
playground.

Paul glances over at Bobby and sees him engrossed in
conversation with one of the boys on his table. Paul thinks the boy
looks like a right creep and takes an instant dislike to
him.

When the dinner bell rings, Mr Harrison takes the class to the
dining hall, where they are to form a queue outside until guided in
by the jolly dinner lady. Paul opts for roast beef with Yorkshire
pudding, cabbage and gravy, and for pudding, sponge with yellow
custard. He, Jack and Noah take a seat with Bobby and his new
friend Andrew, who prefers to be called Andy.

The dinner is delicious. It’s been a long while since Paul has
had variety in his meals. Six weeks, to be precise. At home food is
bland, repetitive, seen as fuel and nothing more. Week in week out,
it’s cereal for breakfast, beans on toast for dinner, and bread and
jam for tea. Sundays, steak and kidney pie from a tin. Christmas is
different, but not from other Christmases: then, they eat chicken.
Paul would like to savour the flavours but they’re all eager to get
outside, and quickly polish off their plates.

Bobby and Andy are both footy fans and join the boys who are
having a kick around. Jack, who’s croaking for a smoke, looks for a
quiet place. Paul and Noah follow him to the edge of the playground
and down a grass slope to a cluster of bushes. Even before they
round the corner, they can smell tobacco.

Finishing their smoke are a group of six older kids, Paul’s
brothers among them. After registration, Darren and Jason had snuck
out of school and spent the morning down the canal in a special
secluded spot they called ‘The Cool Place’. Paul half expects them
to send him away, as is usual when he happens across them, and is
pleasantly surprised when they don’t. Jack opens up a ten pack of
Benson’s.

“Giz a fag,” a fifth-year menacingly demands.

Jack counts the ciggies in his packet.

“You can share one,” Jack reluctantly offers.

“Alright then, pass it over.” Like a flock of hungry pigeons,
the older kids rally around the fifth-year smoker.

“Seccies!” Darren calls out.

“Thirds!” Jason adds.

“Fourth!” Another shouts.

Jack flicks his lighter and, as the flame touches the
cigarette, Noah beats Paul to the punch with a “Bagsy seconds.”
Before Paul has time to respond, a voice calls out,
“Thirds.”

“No you ay, I’m thirds,” Paul protests. “Yow lot ‘ave had
yorn.”

“Cheeky little tosser, in’t he?”

“Yeah,” nods Paul, “you’d better believe it.”

“Is he one of your mob?” the boy flicks his ash in Paul’s
direction.

“Yeah, pain in the arse most of the time, but you’d better not
pick on him,” Jason warns.

“Wasn’t gonna,” he replies before expelling a long stream of
smoke and passing the fag to Darren.

Paul, quite an expert in backchat, impresses his new friends
with what looks like bravery. He’s had a lot of practice being a
brat, and if there were prizes for it, he’d scoop the lot. The
older boy relinquishes his claim on Jack's cigarette and leaves
when the rest of his group scoot off to lunch.

It’s alarming for those waiting to see how quickly the
cigarette burns down when Jack fills his lungs. Already half gone,
Paul is glad when he finally passes it over to Noah. He eyes the
ciggy eagerly and, with every drag Noah draws, his yearning, a
little like wanting but tenfold, increases. Paul doesn’t appreciate
a spit-soaked filter and thinks Noah an amateur, unlike himself,
who has had a good few years’ practice.

“Fuckin’ ‘ell, don’t duck arse it,” Paul complains. “C’mon,
you’ve ‘ad plenty. Giz it ‘ere.”

Noah doesn’t respond. He ignores him, which, as Paul knows, in
a schoolyard translates as disrespect and a lack of fear. Jack,
courtesy of his size and maturity, is quite obviously the Alpha of
this new group, but the role of Beta has not yet been established.
Paul’s bravado may have put him ahead but it’s early days yet. The
boys are still strangers.

The rest of the day is taken up with double Biology taught by
Mr Woodford, a scruffy, bespectacled professor in a white lab coat.
The children learn about the mechanics of the eye: fluids, lenses,
pupils, irises and corneas. He directs them to copy down a diagram
of a human eye. Paul is fascinated to hear that it is impossible to
sneeze with your eyes open. This he tries to check, but all of his
sneezes are fake so the results of his experiment are flawed. He
tries looking out the window at the sun, but can’t see it. He tells
himself, he’ll just have to remember the next time he feels his
nostrils tingle.

Paul surveys the room and is struck by how mature the students
look. Perhaps it’s their blazers, but whatever it is, it makes Paul
uncomfortable. Paul revels in immaturity. Being immature is a
hallmark of his personality, a ritual of his daily life. But he
does want to act his age. Always has, just never quite managed it.
Being the youngest of five can do that to a child.

In his last school his childish behaviour netted him a lot of
laughs. But here, things appear different. Paul has felt the need
to put on a mature front all day. He tries not to slip up, but
acting his age requires focus and constant attention. The truth is,
maturity in Paul is an act, and when relaxed, it is his infantile
traits which dominate. His peers are outgrowing him and Paul fails
to convincingly keep up. Perhaps that is why Bobby seems happy to
move on.

Allowing his sister Carole to mother him, in the absence of
anything better, may also have played a role in his stunted
personality. Paul loved being mothered, and no matter how roughly
she played the role, it was welcomed. Was — he’s been trying to put
a stop to her mothering since he was about eight. Childhood traumas
and upset can sometimes lock a personality in the past, stunt its
growth. For whatever reason, playing the role of a sensible
adolescent is currently beyond Paul’s capability.

After last break, there is double classical studies with Mr
Llewellyn, a towering giant of a man with a strong Welsh accent.
The older children call him Boyo, which he doesn’t seem to mind one
bit. Ancient Greek mythology miraculously manages to grab Paul’s
attention. He likes hearing about all the gods on Mount Olympus,
especially the thunderbolt-wielding Zeus.

Both classes have been a novelty. Beyond what floats and
sinks, the sciences weren’t really taught in primary school. And
classical studies wasn’t even on the curriculum.

Doing homework is tricky. Finding a quiet space is impossible
in a raucous house of rowdy kids. His dad suggests Paul’s bedroom,
which he shares with Darren, but Paul doesn’t want to do the work
upstairs. He can’t on his bed because Darren’s bed is too far away
to use as a table, which means he’d have to kneel on the floor and
use his own bed for a desk. That won’t do. Besides, the echoey room
lacks a carpet, feels bleak and is uninspiring.

Paul decides to hunker down in the dining room at the smoked
glass table, which his dad purchased from the shopping catalogue.
Paul diligently labels the ocular drawing as neatly as he can,
trying carefully not to spoil his first homework assignment with
scruffy scrawling and smudges. And he almost succeeds. It wouldn’t
be entirely fair to blame his shabby efforts on his siblings
milling about, the chained-up dog barking in the garden or John
Craven reporting kids’ news on the television. He just can’t
concentrate. As neatly as he tries, scruffy is as scruffy
does.

“Why don’t you just copy off one of ya mates?” Darren asks,
dropping Paul’s efforts back on the table. “That’s what me and
Jason do.”

“Whatcha do tha’ for?” Paul glares at the ink scrape left
behind on the page after Darren snatched it from under his
pen.

“Argh! Stop whinging, it was already crap.”

Darren and Paul’s personalities often clash.

“Daaaad! Tell Darren.”

“Babby.” Darren gives a swift shove to the back of Paul’s
head.

“Get lost, Scabby.”

“Wet bed,” Darren retorts.

Akin to scrapping hyenas, the noise from their constant
bickering grates on their father.

“You wet the bed last, not me,” Paul attests.

“Darren! Stop tormenting your brother.” Their father intervenes
without missing a single frame of television programme.

“I’m not!” He gives Paul a swift slap across the head. “He’s
jus’ being a babby.”

“Daaaaad!”

“Well, pack it in. Drive me up the bloody wall, the pair of
ya.”

Darren makes his exit. At least Paul has an explanation as to
why he never sees his siblings doing homework. He decides that,
although the advice came from a dubious source, namely Darren,
he’ll heed it.

St Joseph’s expects students to cover their exercise books and
text books, to protect them from damage. Teachers suggest they use
wrapping paper or pages from a wallpaper sample book. Paul’s dad
tells him that newspaper will do. In fact, newspaper is used for
many things in Paul’s home: lighting fires, padding out oversized
shoes and lining the budgie cage. It’s used as toilet paper and,
when winter is severely sharp, placed between the blankets on
Paul’s bed. And now, covering Paul’s school books. There is always
a pile of newspapers propping up the cushion of his dad’s armchair.
The springs snapped long ago and a two-foot stack is the only thing
that stops his dad’s bottom from slumping onto the
floor.

Later, in bed, Paul thinks back over his first day.
‘Dissatisfied’ would be his initial summation. He arrived believing
St Joseph’s would be different, exciting even. Instead it felt
oppressive, more like a battleground than a playground. The
students are bigger and there are way more of them. Paul felt
vulnerable without his old mate, Bobby. Felt like he needed to be
more on guard for bullies. Bobby now sits on the other side of the
classroom and Shane? He’s been lost to another class entirely.
There are more subjects, unfamiliar ones, and the coursework is
difficult. The teachers are sterner, like newsreaders: St Jude’s
were more akin to Blue Peter presenters.

Like his brand new uniform, today was a new start. Yet Paul
has begun in much the same way as he finished St Jude’s, bar one
change. He really is attempting to act less babyish, although not
at home. There he can breathe out. There he is happy to revert to
his normal self.






 



Chapter 2: The Cane


Carole is showing Paul a different, slightly quicker way to
school, one that deviates away from the bus route. Their journey
takes them down some lengthy residential roads — leafy streets with
large houses and long driveways. The homes of the
better-off.

“One day I’ll fly
away,” Carole sings, running ahead and
flapping her arms like a goose in flight. Paul briefly considers
flapping his arms and joining in but he doesn’t know the song.
Instead, he watches the gap between them widen.

“Wait for me!” he cries out. “And sing something
different.”

“Sandy, can’t you
s—” Carole blasts out a line from one of
her favourite songs.

“No, not that one, you always sing that one.
Sing something I
like.”

“Like what?”

“Um, I don’t know. What about… um, what about…” Paul wracks his
brain.

“Kiss me, honey
honey,” Carole pouts, approaching Paul and
trying to land a kiss.

“Get off, ya nutter, you’m showin’ me up.”

Paul pushes her away and sprints off down the road. Carole is
a swift runner and soon catches up and it is only with threats of
violence that she relinquishes the idea of planting a smacker on
him.

She continually tries to mollycoddle Paul who puts on a show
of pushing her away, yet still encourages these raggedy shows of
affection. Something that, he decides there and then, for the
hundredth time, must stop.

At a main road junction along the way, Paul spots, Bobby and
his older brother Liam, who is in the same year as Darren. The
foursome walk the rest of the way together.

On the approach road, where the buses from various areas of
town converge, a lad from St James’s, the school opposite, is
giving them the middle finger and heckling from behind the safety
of the hedgerow that segregates the two rival schools. Clashes
between pupils are customary amongst the ruffians in attendance.
Like opposing football teams, fights, though less frequent since
the teachers’ exerted efforts to expel troublemakers, happen
whenever certain individuals meet.

“Come and ‘ave a go if ya think
you’m ‘ard enough,” Liam sings out in
response. Likewise Bobby and Paul join in by waving fists
interspersed with giving reversed V-signs.

“Come and ‘ave a go if ya think
you’m ‘ard enough…Come and ‘ave a go if ya think you’m ‘ard
enough!” they menacingly chant. Carole
doesn’t get involved and carries on her way. From behind the hedge
the boy feels quite safe.

“Piss off you bummers,” he shouts, running back towards his
school.

Liam gives chase, heading for a known gap in the hedgerow. A
shortcut made by St Joseph’s pupils who trample through it to reach
the swimming pool. On neutral ground, for it is shared by both
schools, it has long been a flashpoint where countless skirmishes
have taken place. Bobby and Paul also run after him but the boy
sprints away and vanishes from sight. Liam spots a friend near the
main doors and off he trots.

The 1980s that Paul witnesses, much of it over the shoulder of
his father when reading the paper or watching the news, are quite
troubled times. Conflicts are rife and picking a side, regardless
of small details like right and wrong, means that Paul supports
Iraq over Iran simply because he likes the letter Q in their name.
In Northern Ireland, Paul takes the side of the Catholics over the
British Army, regardless of the terror and murder conducted by both
parties. At present, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan shares the
headlines with a fiend terrorising women in the North of England: a
man dubbed the Ripper, yet to be apprehended. The local papers
write about football hooligans who run riot every Saturday. Local
gangs, notorious about town, that wait to ambush apposing fans as
they make their way through the underpass to the
grounds.

His dad says, “Thatcher and her cronies have waged war against
the poor.” Paul has felt this first-hand through the hole in his
shoes and the rumble in his tummy. Never will he forget witnessing
his father’s despair and seeing him cry. Paul doesn’t need to
concern himself with which side he is on: his school uniform,
Catholic religion, birthplace and working-class accent decide it
all for him.

To reach the playground quicker, Bobby and Paul slip around to
the back of the school. In the main kitchen, the cooks can be heard
clattering about preparing for lunch. Behind the bike sheds, out of
view of kitchen windows, they find a group of smokers puffing away.
It’s not the wisest place to smoke because the teacher’s carpark is
on the other side of the bike sheds. The children depend upon there
being no late arrivals: teachers normally arrive long before the
school buses, but just in case someone keeps an eye open. Jack and
Noah are there, and so is Darren. Jason is not. He’s decided that
because he’s turning sixteen in a couple of weeks, he may as well
quit school and look for a job now. Jason will leave without any
qualifications. Paul’s dad doesn’t think it a problem: he allows
it. Darren and the older boys finish smoking and depart. Jack,
Noah, Paul and Bobby, who doesn’t smoke, hang around.

Like before, the cigarette is well past halfway before Jack
passes it on to Noah. Paul is thirds and glares with intent as he
watches the cylinder burn down with each of Noah’s drags. Before he
gets his chance, Mr Kelson, one of the deputy heads, rounds the
corner coming from the carpark.

“Right! You, you, you and you,” he points, “my office,
now!”

He’s obviously not yet acquainted with the names of these
first-year students, although he couldn’t help but recognise both
Bobby, who looks like his brother, only with lighter hair and Paul
who also bears a family resemblance with his scruffy
locks.

Mr Kelson has a frightening reputation for being heavy-handed
with the cane, yet despite the fact that Bobby is a non-smoker and
Paul hadn’t even touched the cigarette, they don’t protest their
innocence. They go along for the ride out of a sense of
camaraderie. Slipping into the room and taking a discreet position
to the side, Mr Jordon, one of the sports teachers, is the
designated witness. To unnerve the boys, Mr Kelson puts on a good
show. Jack, Noah, Bobby and Paul wait in that order in line as
Kelson parades back and forth.

“Hh-eed my warning,” he hisses. “Hh-ere at St Joseph’s we
instil Hh-onesty and Hh-armony, we do not except falsehoods and
anarchy.” Mr Kelson should have more consideration when emphasising
certain words. He’s not called Dr Death-breath for nothing. He
menacingly stares into each boy’s face as he passes by.

“Who is your form tutor?” He stops abruptly in front of Jack
and leans in.

“Mr Harrison, sir.”

“And yours?” he asks, moving on to Noah.

“Mr Harrison.” Prompted by a stern glare, Noah hastens to add,
“Sir.”

“And you?” The protruding hair on the surface of Mr Kelson’s
bulbous nose actually touches Bobby’s face who, like a boxing
champion, stares forward without flinching.

“Mr Harrison, sir.” Bobby swiftly answers, and Mr Kelson only
has to nod at Paul to procure his answer. “Mr ‘arrison,
sir.”

“Hhhhhhhhh.” Mr Kelson aspirates the entire contents of his
lungs. “Hh-arrison,” he corrects. “It’s not ‘arry, it’s
Hhhh-arrison.”

Paul holds back the comical urge to explode and roll about the
floor choking. The funny side of dropping his aitches is not lost
on him, and if anything is to rid him of this bad habit, he may
have just found it in Mr Kelson.

From his umbrella stand behind the door Mr Kelson makes his
selection. Picking up one cane, bending it and then swiping the air
to produce a whoosh which promises to sting, only to reconsider his
choice. His third choice pleases him. Paul is fully unnerved by
this spectacle. Mr Kelson actually begins to limber up by rolling
his shoulders and stretching out his arms to rid them of any kinks.
He rises up on tiptoes and, with a spring and a quick downwards
flick, strikes. The boys stoically receive two swipes of the cane
across an open palm with the minimum of flinching. Not one of them
cries out in pain, even though Paul, whose dad also uses the cane
at home, can vouch that Kelson’s strikes hurt like hell. Mr Jordon
signs his name in the punishment book as witness and the children
are free to go.

This episode marks Paul’s introduction to corporal punishment
and it’s not something he’d blindly rush to receive
again.

In registration, the boys brag about how high Mr Kelson leapt
into the air and how much the cane didn’t hurt. Paul also testifies
that it wasn’t a big deal. Carole enters the classroom.

“Dad says,” she has the awful habit of starting conversations
midway through, “to stop begging for money off Paul as we can’t
afford it.”

Message delivered, she turns on her heels and leaves the room.
A few giggles go out but Paul is unconcerned. Carole didn’t even
look at him, such was her concentration in relaying their father’s
exact words. Mr Harrison does, however, fully comprehend that she
is referring to the school fund as requested yesterday, and he
doesn’t mention it when marking the register. He does, however,
remind the children that some of them have yet to return the
permission slips for their visit to the zoo and that a packed
lunch, raincoat and spending money must also be remembered. With
all the newness of day one, their day out had mostly been
forgotten. The children bubble with excitement.


*****

Paul’s first lesson of the day is RE, Religious Education. The
teacher is a nun, fully decked out in penguin suit and crucifix.
Her name is Sister Mary Ellen. She’s as ancient as the Old
Testament, and although she appears wrinkly and frail, she slams
down her bible with such force the bang shocks the class to
attention, shattering any impression of her fragility. The stories
of Paul’s dad about being raised by wicked nuns in an orphanage
prejudice Paul’s view. He sees her more like a witch than a saint,
and as the lesson goes on finds no contradiction to the
assumption.

She begins by telling the class that not all the stories in
the Old Testament are true. The Word of God, as taught to them in
primary school, is now to be viewed as simple parables. Teaching
tools to be interpreted, to help the children learn about faith.
Paul is baffled and feels he’s been lied to. Yes, he admits that
Adam and Eve being ancestors to all the humans on the planet
appears a bit far-fetched, as does two of every animal repopulating
the earth after the great flood, but he’d learned to accept those
tales as fact. Now he must reinterpret them or, failing that,
dismiss them altogether. However, Sister Mary assures the class
that the New Testament is entirely true.

“What about Joseph’s dream coat,” Paul calls out, “is that
true?”

“Let’s turn our attention to the worksheets in front of you,
shall we?”

“Jonah eaten by a whale,” Paul continues, “is that rubbish
too?”

“WORKSHEETS!” Sister Mary yells. “Silence, you girls. Hush now,
class.” Her frustration is clearly mounting as she struggles to
settle the students who are as equally perturbed by the revelation
as Paul pretends to be.

Paul sucks his teeth in the style of Mr Abraham, a Jamaican
neighbour who curses whenever a kid’s football goes near his car.
It’s not used as a racial taunt, it’s just something Paul’s picked
up. It mostly goes undetected. Then Jack decides to echo the sound,
which in turn provokes a similar noise, only louder and longer from
across the room. Sister Mary’s face twitches. She is becoming
riled. The importance of controlling her new class is of paramount
importance if she is ever to be respected. And thus starts a fad.
Whenever silence disturbs Paul’s chaotic equilibrium, he sucks his
teeth, letting out another little tchrrr! A great way to break the
monotony of a group at study. It begins a chain reaction. Many in
the class partake, the sound becoming ever louder and longer and
escalating into a lengthy crescendo that only Jack can
accomplish.

No consideration is given to Wilma, a girl with Jamaican
parents, but accidental racism isn’t a concern when you’re stunted.
She does, nevertheless, join in. Paul would adamantly deny being
racist: he knows it exists but it’s not something that effects him,
being white. He is, however, proud of his father’s dark-skinned
heritage. It’s the only special thing Paul has, the mystery, the
possibilities of the unknown. For all he knows he could be an
Arabian prince, or not. Still, it’s a possession and perhaps not
one always valued, although it is something that he appreciates
more with age. The bottom line is that he has been taught,
‘You’re not better than the next man and
he’s not better than you’, to coin one of
his father’s many phrases. So throughout the lesson, and much to
her annoyance, Sister Mary fights to keep control.

“Break time detention! You and YOU!” Sister
Mary points to Jack, who produced the loudest sound, and Paul, the
instigator. Turning abruptly to search the faces of her class, she
asks, “Anyone else?” The children stay silent, and for the
remainder of the lesson, there are no more
tchrrrs.

In the playground, whilst Jack and Paul pick up litter as
penalty for their crime, Bobby can be seen leading a
‘One Step Beyond’
conga line in the fashion of Madness, his musical heroes. Shane is
there and a few of his old classmates like Andrew Gold and Anthony
Hayes. Andy and Bruno, Bobby’s new friends, and many of the boys
from Paul’s tutor group are involved. It’s a long line, getting
longer by the second. Barry who used to bite has joined the
end.

Paul isn’t entirely satisfied in the way things are turning
out. Whilst Jack and Noah are okay friends, he feels he’s losing
Bobby to Andy, and he doesn’t like it.

*****

Before lunch is Paul’s first ever foreign language lesson:
French with Ms Germaine, an alluring young lady, whose appearance
at the far end of the corridor alters the behaviour of the animated
children. The lively playground energy of both girls and boys is
subdued in an instant. Paul can guess why. Ms Germaine, in her
early twenties, is radiant, chic and so unlike the majority of
stuffy staff members.

“Bonjour, les élèves,” she seduces with an accent,
“asseyez-vous, s’il vous plaît.”

Her words, some kind of French witchery no doubt, magically
captivate those alongside Paul. He can sense her spell transforming
the children into teacher creeps. Noah and Bobby fall over each
other, rushing to offer assistance. Predicting the books she
carries will be a hindrance as she attempts to unlock the door. The
loser, Noah graciously steps aside.

This ingratiating manner lasts the entire lesson. When she
calls for a vol-un-teer
to pass around the exercise books, Jack also
raises his hand. He grins back at Noah and Paul, batting his
eyelids, when he becomes the chosen one.

Ms Germaine writes a few sentences on the board. She reads
them out, then, with one hand poised behind her ear, gestures to
the class to repeat after her. It takes a couple of attempts before
the class sing out as one. Individuals are then chosen to utter the
sentences alone so Ms Germaine can correct their
pronunciation.

“No, no, no!” She cuts short Paul who struggles to get his
tongue around “Je m’appelle Paul,” and “Comment allez-vous?” His
Black Country accent is an injustice to the soft and smooth
intonation required by Ms Germaine.

“Intonation is equally as important as pronunciation.” She
demonstrates to the class. “Comment allez-vous?” Her tone starts at
a high pitch, which is light and lively, and falls continuously
throughout the sentence. The class mimic her accent.

The children are instructed to copy what she writes on the
blackboard. A simple enough task that even Paul manages without a
thought. Yet, when some students ask for assistance, wanting to
know if what they’ve written is correct, Paul realises it’s a game.
However, other than sticking his hand in the air, he can’t figure
out how or why it’s played. There is no backchat or teeth sucking,
only questions for the sake of questioning. Being a diligent pupil
is no game he’s ever played.

When Ms Germaine begins her next lecture, Paul zones out.
French drags on a little too long and his interest loses out to the
somewhat stagnant scene through the window. There isn’t much to
look at other than empty sports fields, an isolated tree and, in
the distance, an iron railway bridge. Paul is feeling sleepy and
can’t wait to shake off this suffocating lesson, one where he
instinctively knows his disruptive behaviour would be rebuked and
not welcomed by his spellbound classmates. Lacking stimulus, his
head starts to dip. Flashes of last night’s dreams invite him back
to the Land of Nod. Dreams, the only indication that he must have
gotten at least a few winks of sleep. A milk crate behind the door
of the sports hall. And there, in the bottom of one of the return
bottles, his dog Red staring up at him
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