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I swear I thought I was going to a party.

I had a new suit made of blue corduroy and new black shoes that came with a free pack of playing cards. I was seven years old.

My father drove me to a house that I had never seen before. Mother refused to come with us. The last I saw of her was a tear-blotchy face staring down from the window of our room at the Randolph Hotel in Oxford.

The door to the house opened, and a man with a stubbly chin shook my hand. He led me into a room where dozens of other boys in blue suits and black shoes were playing board games and trading marbles.

“Good-bye,” my father said, and shook my hand. His face was hard and serious. He tasted the sherry that the stubbly man had poured for him. Then he put his glass down on a bookshelf and walked away from it.

I went around showing my cards to people. I said I knew some games. This place had a smell to it—boot polish and old breadcrumbs and spilled milk gone sour and the flannelly warmth of our blue corduroy.

“This is a neat party,” I told the man. His hair was threads of black and gray. It looked sharp, like steel wool.

“Did you say something?” he asked me.

“Where’s my dad?” I flipped my cards from one hand to the other, hoping he would ask about them.

“He’s gone.” The man crouched down until I was no longer looking at the buckle of his belt but at his face. “Your father has gone home. I am Mr. Vicker and I am your housemaster. From now on, you must call me ‘sir.’ ”

I reached out and touched his hair, sure that it would cut my fingers the way paper can cut you.

He swatted my hand away and stood. The hard creases of his trousers fell back into their lines.

“When can I go home?” I asked.

“You can go home in about three months.”

“Three months?” His voice reached me as if it had been shouted into a canyon. I knew then that I had been tricked and that this was no party. I ran out to the road, through the part of the house where Mr. Vicker lived. This part had a different smell, of liquor and coffee and the sweetness of pipe tobacco sunk into the wooden floors.

The road was empty. The place where my father’s rented car had been parked was empty, too. It was so dark I couldn’t see the tops of the trees.

I didn’t know how to get back to the Randolph Hotel and imagined that my parents had already left there. They were on their way home to America. Between me and them lay a long thundering journey with only a little airplane window to look out of and clouds like a cauliflower jungle far below.

I tried to remember if my parents had told me I’d be coming to this place. Perhaps they did. Most likely they sat me down and gave me a long talk, but I must not have been paying attention, because perhaps the television was on in the other room and I was trying to overhear the show.

I walked back into the house and asked Mr. Vicker, “Where’s the ocean?” If I could at least find the sea, I thought, there might be some ship heading home, and maybe if I scrubbed the floors and washed dishes, they would let me stow away.

Whenever I talked to grown-ups, I looked down at my feet. My mother had tried to stop me doing this, but I couldn’t help it. After I’d finished talking to Mr. Vicker, studying my new black shoes, I looked up. But he had walked off.

All of the parents were gone. Mr. Vicker cleared away the half-full sherry glasses.

The boys in blue suits still played in their room. A couple sat in the corner crying, but the rest seemed glad to be here. A few had gotten into fights and had bloody noses. Others sat trying to fix their new toys, which were already broken. I found myself a quiet spot between two garbage cans. I squatted down and watched the crowd, trying to measure out in front of me the space of three months.

The house was huge and it went up and up. I found my name written on a piece of sticky tape in a dorm. The sticky tape was on a bed rail.

I got into the bed with my clothes on. I didn’t even take my shoes off because I was afraid that someone would steal them.

There were twelve beds in the dormitory, each one black-framed and heavy. Our blankets carried a mothballed mustiness. Every boy had a locker, a brass hook for a towel, and a mug to put his toothbrush in. The floors looked raw and splintery, as if beds had been dragged across them.

As if he knew what I’d been thinking, a boy heaved his bed into the middle of the room. Written on the waistband of his underpants in heavy black marker, I read ELAGNITHGIN. It looked like a code, the kind that you could only break with one of those code rings that come in cereal packets. I immediately convinced myself that I was the only boy in the school without a code name on my underpants. Just as I was about to burst into tears, I realized that this boy had his underpants on inside out, and in fact his name was Nightingale, and the marker had soaked through the band. Nightingale stood on his bed and made a trumpeting noise. Two other boys pushed his bed down to the end of the room until it crashed into the wall and catapulted Nightingale into some thick red curtains.

Mr. Vicker turned the lights out. He warned us not to talk. Then he told me to take off my shoes and asked me if all Americans slept with their shoes on. I dressed in my pajamas and hid everything else from my suitcase under the mattress.

It was quiet for a while. Yellow-orange streetlights lit up raindrops on the windows. The lumps of my shoes and clothes and toilet kit under the mattress made it difficult to sleep.

A rustling made me open my eyes. The other boys in the dorm were all around me. They had slithered without a sound from their beds. Stuffed into each boy’s pajama trousers was a stuffed bear. They reminded me of gunfighters, with Colt Peacemakers tucked into their belts. Nightingale leaned forward. “Where’s your animal?”

The others leaned forward as well, and I felt their breath on my face.

I had a bear named Oscar. My father won him in a fair by throwing wooden balls at coconuts, which were set up on sticks. If you knocked the coconut off, you got a prize. My dad threw a ball so hard at a coconut that the nut smashed in half, but the rest of it stayed on the stick. You could tell it had been glued. The coconut man said no prize. When my father heard this, the veins in his neck stood out. He talked to the man in a voice so low that I couldn’t hear a word. Then the coconut man stuffed a bear into my arms so quickly that it knocked the wind out of my lungs. My father asked the coconut man for his name and when the man said Oscar, that was what we named the bear. He had a bell in his ear.

When I fished Oscar out from under the mattress, Nightingale took him away. “We got to Christen him,” he said, and opened the window and threw him outside.

I heard Oscar’s ear bell ring as he landed in the bushes.

The crowd around me filtered away into the shadows of the dorm. Their bare feet padded on the floorboards.

“You’re a Yank,” Nightingale told me, as he climbed back into bed. It seemed he was only trying to be helpful, as if maybe I didn’t know.

I waited for a while and then whispered, “Nightingale!”

His blankets shuddered and his head with its porcupine hair popped up.

“Nightingale, where are we?”

“You’re in England,” he said. “At the Dragon School.”

“For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful.”

Chair legs scraped across the floor and I sat down at a long table that was jammed with other boys.

Plates slid from hand to hand and on the plates were pieces of fish that smelled like a campfire. One time at home, a trawler dumped its catch in Narragansett Bay and the fish washed ashore ankle deep. The water was rainbowed with their oil. These flattened-out, smoky things that found their way to each boy at the table must have washed ashore someplace, too. Or maybe the trawler caught fire.

I stabbed it with my knife.

“Watkins.” Fingers drummed the table in front of me. They were fingers that had nails bitten down to the quick.

When I looked up, I saw a fuzz of rusty red hair and under that a face with eyes the same color blue as on my mother’s Royal Copenhagen china.

“I’m Henry Bessom.” He pulled his fingers back, as if I might stab them the same way I was stabbing the fish. “I’m your Pater. It means you’re new here and that means we can call you a New Bug. I’ve been told to look after you. I been here already two terms. I can punch you if I want.”

Mr. Vicker told me to eat my fish. He told me they were called Kippers and I couldn’t leave the table until mine was gone. He said he’d keep me there all week if he had to. Some boys had already gone down to the linoleum-floored area, where lockers lined the wall. Others were trampling the frosted grass outside.

I looked at the stab marks in my fish and saw that oil had leaked from the wounds. I remembered how oil from the dumped catch had stayed on Plum Beach weeks after the tide had gathered the fish and swept them out to sea. You could dig down in the sand and see it still, blue and red and gold.

When Mr. Vicker wasn’t looking, I slid the fish off my plate and put it in my pocket. Then I went outside to fetch Oscar.

The other boys left my bear alone after that. It was only for the Christening that someone could throw your stuffed animal out the window and not get into a fight. It was the worst kind of insult to have someone torture your animal and pull its head off or fill it full of toothpaste. You had to defend the animal because it could not defend itself, and it was a cowardly business to beat up someone’s bear. And the first thing I learned at the Dragon School was that this was no place for cowards.

It made me laugh to see how some of the toughest bully boys had the most dog-eared, sad-faced old stuffed animals. They gave the animals dumb names like Poopie and Woo-Woo, and talked to them after the dormitory lights had been turned out. It looked as if the only reason these boys felt they had to be tough was to make up for how sappy their animals were. But that was an opinion you had to keep to yourself.

Bessom and I walked across the road to school. He had put his Kipper in his pocket too, so we both took them out and dropped them on the road. Then we waited on the sidewalk until a truck ran over them.

Bessom had a Swiss Army knife on a cord attached to his jacket. It had three blades and he showed them to me. “You have to understand,” he said. “You are a Little Man here. Everyone who’s been here longer can call you Little Man, and the longer they’ve been here, the more times they can say it. I’ve been here two terms already.”

“You told me that.”

Bessom fell quiet for a moment. He had forgotten what he was talking about. Then he breathed in suddenly and kept talking. “I’ve been here two terms longer, so I can call you Little Man-Little Man. There’s another boy named Watkins in the school, and he’s been here for years. He could call you Little Man so many times it would take him all day. I’m going to call you Little Man now. Just to show you.” He stared at me. “Little Man-Little Man.”

“Little Man!” I shouted in his face.

“You can’t do that.” Bessom put his hands deep in his pockets and jangled the treasures inside. “You got to do what I say. All right?”

We walked to a hall called the Big Hall. Hundreds of boys were standing there in rows. I didn’t see any girls. The teachers told us to shut up.

A man stood on a platform at the front of the hall and everyone stopped talking. Bessom whispered to me that this was the headmaster. The man stood there for a while, pleased with the silence he had made. From the earthy color of his clothes and the way his feet were planted on that platform, the headmaster looked to me like a man carved from the trunk of a giant tree. Nothing could move him, or even put a dent in the iron-wood frame of his body. Then he breathed in so deep that the sunlit dust around his head swirled into his mouth. “Books!”

Down the line came blue books with Hymns and Prayers for Dragons in gold on the cover.

Another teacher played the piano while we sang, and the dust that had gathered on it in the holidays jumped from the polished wood. It swirled through sun that hung in honey-colored beams across the hall.

I thought about the dust that would be settling now in my room at home and on my stuffed animals staring dumb-faced out the window. It would have settled on their eyes and made them blind.

The first thing I saw when I walked into the classroom was Nightingale. Now that I had a better chance to get a look at him, I noticed he had the roundest face I had ever seen. He had so many freckles that I found myself wondering if he had more freckle on his cheeks than pink. When he wasn’t looking, I tried to count the dots. He had a short, thick body that made me think it would be difficult to beat him in a fight. He was the kind of boy who could not run fast, but if he got a hold of you, you’d have some trouble.

Nightingale was standing on a desk and the front of his jacket was plastered with fuzzy-felt animals he had pulled from a board. Nightingale looked over my shoulder at Bessom. Bessom pushed past me. “You can’t touch the fuzzy-felts! We’ll all get extra work if you do.”

“Not on the first day, Bosom.” Nightingale jumped down from the desk. He walked over to me, until our noses were only an inch apart and I couldn’t focus on him. “Did you know that we call him Bosom?”

Bessom looked at me and then down at his shoes.

I knew then that from now on I wouldn’t be doing what Bessom said and I wouldn’t be letting him call me Little Man. It was an automatic historical fact that nobody named Bosom has ever ordered anyone around. It seemed to me you had to figure out people pretty quickly at the Dragon School. Who you could trust and who not. You measured them up fast and went with your instincts. And you knew that at the same time people were measuring you up and it would take a lot to change their opinions. It brought no real respect to be good at classes, but you could change their opinion if it turned out you were good at sports, or if you were hurt in a game and did not cry. The only thing you were truly stuck with was your name. I had already seen how some names could ruin your life. With luck, news wouldn’t travel across the ocean from America that I had once been called Watkins-Bare-Botkins.

There was no point having a first name at the Dragon School because nobody used it. Instead they took your last name and said it to themselves a few times, rolling it over on their tongues. They found out if it sounded like another word, or an animal, or a part of your body. If nothing came up, they’d add an o to the end, or ers and see if that worked.

You could be born with a name that you thought sounded fine until you reached the Dragon School. Then someone would spit the name back in your face in a way that would change your whole life. So if your name was Codrington, you might never have known until then that your name sounded a little like Cuddlybum. But from then on your name would be Cuddlybum, and not just until the end of the Dragon School but until the end of time. You knew suddenly that deep into the future, you would find yourself one day walking into a building in the city to ask for a job. And the man behind the desk would take one look at you, jump to his feet and yell “Cuddlybum!”

I got named Watty Dog. Not because I looked like a dog or walked or smelled like one, but because of the senior boy whose name was also Watkins. From then on, he was called Big Watty Dog Watkins. He did walk like a dog. He didn’t swing his arms when he moved and his head bobbed up and down. His paces were so long that at first the teachers thought they could make a long-jump champion out of him and for a while they had him out in the rain at the long-jump pit, scrabbling down the ash runway and swan-diving into the sand. But Big Watty Dog Watkins couldn’t jump like a dog. All he could do was walk like one.

It was Nightingale who named me Watty Dog, and officially changed the other boy’s name to Big Watty Dog. Nightingale named most people. It was sort of his job. I wondered if, in the ancient days of blue-painted Briton warriors and armor-chested Romans crashing together in the fields of English summer wheat, every town didn’t have someone like Nightingale to name each family and make sure the name fitted and stuck.

Nightingale said that because the other Watkins and I had the same name, we must be related, even if the link was someplace back in the time of mud huts and Romans, when one of Nightingale’s ancestors had sat on a tree stump and scraped at the crud in his beard, thinking out family names. It didn’t matter that Big Watty had blond hair when mine was brown and a crooked nose when mine was straight, so you could tell he wasn’t related to me.

Big Watty Dog heard about me and my new name. He took the slipper from under his bed and walked all the way across school to hit me with it at Bun Break one day. Bun Break came every morning at 10:30. Mostly there weren’t any buns. Instead they gave us tea and biscuits printed with the word NICE, which we used to throw at the Kindergarten students on our way back to class. Big Watty said if I kept calling myself by his name, there’d be trouble. I tried to explain. He hit me again and I dropped my biscuits.

At least I wasn’t called Cuddlybum. Or the one great name that was so cruel it didn’t need to be changed. The name you didn’t use if you wanted to be kind to this boy, even though it was his real name and it seemed to be everywhere—on his locker, on every item of his name-taped clothing and called out in the thunder of the headmaster’s voice across the Big Hall. Ramsbottom. You looked at him and you could tell he had been suffering since birth or even before, as if some echo of the name had found its way into his mother’s stomach and the unborn Ramsbottom had heard and understood. He had grown tall, but flimsily. His knee joints looked like tennis balls under skin where the veins all showed through. Tripping him up on the soccer field, which I did most days, was like sticking a broomstick into the spokes of a fast-rolling bicycle. He’d nosedive into the mud and yell “Just shut up! Just shut up!” even if no one was talking.

The teachers had their other names, too. Inky, Bleachy, Waa-Waa, Splash, Casc, Putty. Their beginnings all seemed lost. Nightingale and I would lie awake at night and say the names over and over to each other, waiting for the spell to break and for the meanings to come clear. But it seemed that in the old days, they had used a different method for naming. Maybe it had to do with being good at rugby or soccer or swimming, or with a certain color hair that had now thinned to nothing. We never found out. The spells never broke and the teachers wouldn’t tell.

•  •  •

I found a blob of modeling clay attached to my desk. It had been shaped to look like a radio. As soon as I opened the lid of my desk, people yelled, “Bug! You’ve been bugged!” They cupped their hands around their ears and pretended to listen through the bugging device, as if they could hear each thought inside my head.

Then the teacher walked in, and the smiles dropped off our faces.

We didn’t call our teacher Mr. Winter. We called him Pa Winter and it was the same for all the teachers at the Dragon School. He wore a thick tweed suit with a matching waistcoat and had leather patches on the elbows of his coat. He also had leather buttons on his jacket, which looked like tiny flattened soccer balls. You couldn’t usually see his eyes, because his glasses were so thick. Once in a while, he took them off and massaged his temples. Then you saw that he had a young face and it was only the suit that made him look like an old man. His cheeks were very pink, and sometimes he held his hands gently to his face as if his skin was sensitive and it hurt him to shave every morning.

He was angry about the fuzzy-felt board and all his fuzzy animals being crumpled. He used the fuzzies to teach us French and Latin. He smoothed out the wrinkles with his long-fingered hands. Pa Winter had a temper. The first warning sign was a twitching of his lips. As soon as I saw that twitch, my bowels cramped and I wanted to crawl under my desk, as if to take cover from an air raid.

I was introduced as “Our New Friend from the Colonies,” and made to point out where I lived on a globe. It wasn’t a big globe, and I almost couldn’t find Rhode Island. Eventually I tracked it down. The state was painted green, like a lump of snot under the flexed arm of Cape Cod. The space was too small for Rhode Island to be spelled out, so all they put was RI.

Speaking like an American seemed far worse than having a name that could be twisted into body parts or ugly animals. I got a feeling of what was to come, and knew that the only way to stop it was to learn how to speak like the English.

At the end of the day we all filed into our classrooms and did homework. The hardest time was after dark. Pictures of home appeared more clearly, like radio waves suddenly free of static. I picked Pa Winter’s globe off his desk, found Rhode Island, and Blubbed over the spot. Crying was called Blubbing at the Dragon. With the magnifying glass attached to Bosom’s Swiss Army penknife, I scanned the blob of Rhode Island, looking for the contours of Narragansett Bay. But it was useless. America could hide under my palm and the whole big blue of the Atlantic disappeared beneath my outstretched hand.

The hallway echoed with coughing and whispering and the grumble of crank-handled pencil sharpeners. Pa Vicker walked up and down the corridor on patrol. He wore crepe-soled Desert Boots that made almost no sound. I listened to how the whispering stopped as he moved from classroom to classroom. When he came close, I’d set the globe on the floor and write out my homework. Pa Winter had given us a drawing of a barnyard scene, and we had to name all the animals in French: La vache. Le canard. Le cheval. And then the ones I didn’t know, but had to make up—Le tractère. Les cloudes. La piglette.

Pa Winter had a system.

He’d call on you in class and you’d have to stand up. Then he’d tell you to recite your homework from the night before. If you screwed up, he’d put a black mark next to your name. If you didn’t fumble, then you’d get a red mark.

Three red marks and he’d give you a chocolate bar. They were big bars, too, and he had a box with all different kinds.

But three black marks and he would beat you. You’d go to his house after school, stopping to collect your sneaker from the gym. Before that, you’d have put on every pair of underpants that you could find as padding. He’d hit you six times with your sneaker and then you had to shake his hand. As you were leaving, he’d give you the same kind of chocolate bar you’d receive if you had three red marks, except that now your butt was on fire. Either way, you walked home with a slab of chocolate.

In the first month that I had Pa Winter as a teacher, I was beaten three times and received seven candy bars.

Sometimes I’d find myself at the end of a long line of boys outside Pa Winter’s study. Each of us carried one sneaker, mostly the kind made by Dunlop and called Green Flash. I’d hear the fump-fump of a sneaker connecting with a boy’s butt, but couldn’t see anything because Pa Winter always shut the door. As the line grew shorter, I sometimes couldn’t stop from crying and even asked to go ahead of people in the line. It was the waiting that I couldn’t take.

Once I stood next to Cuddlybum. He was very thin and pale. You could see the wandering red path of veins under his skin. Cuddly always combed his crow-black hair very neatly, which set him apart from the rest of us. He had two huge bristle brushes that he used each morning, one for each side of his parting. Cuddlybum also kept a bottle of perfume in his locker, because it was his mother’s brand. He liked to smell it and be reminded of her. Like me, he almost never saw his parents in the term-time. They lived in Portugal, where his father was in the British embassy.

Cuddlybum pulled me out of line, even taking hold of my elbow the way teachers do. “You can’t let Pa Winter see you cry, Watty.”

I looked at the other boys to see if they’d been watching, and they had. From the expressions on their faces, I knew that Cuddly was right. I saw how important it was. If I cried, I let everyone down, even if these were the hardest tears to choke back.

So I never let Pa Winter see me cry again. Always I waited until I was out of his study and had gone to the end of the corridor. I touched the smoothed wooden ball at the head of the banisters and once I had touched it, I allowed the tears to come.

For the first few days, I cried after the dormitory lights were out. I pressed my face deep into Oscar Bear’s foamy yellow stomach, because I didn’t want anyone to hear me. I didn’t cry in the daytime, because there was too much else going on. After a while, I also stopped crying at night. Instead, I begged to be sent home. I didn’t beg to the teachers or in letters home to my parents. I lay in my bed after dark and begged the great forces of magic, good or bad—whichever would listen—to send me back across the water. I offered up toys and money, then teeth and hair and fingers.

I imagined myself appearing suddenly on the beach. I’d make my way up the steep slope of the garden and find my way inside. Wandering the corridors, I’d see the dining-room table, which had been made from the timbers of a ship. I’d see the lamp with the cracked blue glass and the painting of a boy on a green bicycle.

But if the forces of magic were hard on me that night, I’d appear farther from home—in Jamestown, maybe—and have to cross the bridge, hundreds of feet above the water, before I could reach the house. Or out on Dutch Island in the middle of the bay, where the black-and-yellow spiders lived. I’d have to swim across and scrabble ashore over the barnacled rocks. As their cruelty increased, the forces sent me farther and farther away. And they asked for more payment. Arms, legs, my sight. I gave them what they wanted. Some nights, if these dreams had come true, I’d have dragged myself home from the Canadian border blind and deaf and mute and on bloody stumps, with nothing more than my chin to move myself along.

The truth was that there were no deals to make. I would just have to wait it out. Sometimes I felt like a bug trapped in a bell jar: I could see outside and imagine all the things I’d be doing if I were free, but the only thing to do was wait until someone set me loose.

We sat two boys in each bath, knees pulled up to our chins. A matron named Charlotte sat on a chair beside us, reading a book. Before coming into the bathroom, she would stand in the hall and tie her long hair in a knot at the back. As the evening went on, this knot would come gradually undone, until the shiny, red-brown strands fell down across her cheeks. She always had a slight squint, as if the wind was in her face.

Earlier that evening, as we scraped the last clumps of beans and toast from our plates, Pa Vicker had made an announcement that we should go to Charlotte if we had any problems we wanted to talk about. On the way upstairs, Nightingale warned me never to discuss problems with Charlotte. “Once a boy did that and in a week he was gone and we never saw him again.”

I looked at Charlotte through curtains of steam that rose up from the bath. I had been thinking hard of a problem I could talk to her about. It was something in her smell of worn-out perfume and the tap-tap of her shoes and her sighing that made me want to be near her.

After baths, Nightingale led me down to the Medicine Room, which was really just another bathroom.

Charlotte sat on the toilet seat and had two bottles set out on the floor. One bottle was filled with bright-red syrup and the other with luminous yellow. “Cough or a sneeze?” she asked Nightingale, when we appeared in the doorway. With one quick movement, she shook the hair out of her eyes.

“Both,” Nightingale told her. He leaned out over the bathtub and sucked down a teaspoon from each bottle. The sides of the bathtub were streaked with red and yellow dribbles of syrup. Then Nightingale pointed at me. “He has both, too.”

Charlotte looked half asleep. Her voice didn’t rise above a murmur. “It’s an epidemic,” she said.

Nightingale crawled into the bath and licked up the dribbles of syrup.

Charlotte told him he was disgusting.

The syrups both tasted the same. They burned in my throat and made my tongue go numb.

After that, we went every evening to the Medicine Room, like grown-ups having an after-dinner drink, the same as Pa Vicker’s port and cigars, which kept him company at his desk as he worked late into the night.

•  •  •

After Nightingale and I had got back from the Medicine Room, Cuddlybum went around the dorm asking what our families did.

My dad was a scientist, I told him. A Geophysicist.

Nightingale’s dad was a chartered accountant.

“No, no, no!” Cuddly shouted. “What did they do in the war and what did they do back in the time of Henry the Eighth and what is your family crest?”

So while Nightingale was railing on Cuddly about how his grandfather had been a boxer in the Army and gave people the One-Two punch, I thought about what my family had done hundreds of years before. I didn’t know. It had always surprised me that other boys could say what their great-great-grandfathers had been and where they lived and how they had become famous.

I didn’t think my family had been in any wars, and hadn’t discovered any islands in the South Pacific or been in Parliament. There was a mountain range under the Atlantic Ocean named Watkins Ridge that had been named after my father and he said it was as big as the Rockies. He came home from work one day and stretched out a huge map on the dining-room table. It was a diagram of the mountain, done in blue ink and looking like a computer printout of someone’s heartbeat. But neither Cuddly nor Nightingale seemed impressed, since the whole thing was underwater and therefore you couldn’t climb it and put a flag at the top.

This threw me a little, since I had never thought an underwater mountain was any less important than one that was above water. I sat there for a moment with a gray cloud over my head, but then I had an idea. “Of course you could climb the mountain,” I announced, “if you had one of those special underwater climbing suits.”

All talk stopped in the room.

I didn’t even wait for their questions. “I can’t believe you don’t already know about them. God.” I clicked my tongue and rolled my eyes. “Well, my dad’s got one and so have I.”

“You do?” Nightingale had already begun to strangle his bear out of jealousy.

“My dad and I go walking right out into the middle of the ocean. Just like going for a walk in the park. We have special climbing boots and oxygen tanks. It’s all quite dry inside.”

I didn’t need to say any more. Even I became lost in the daydream of wandering with my father across the great underwater plains through forests of kelp, and of climbing the Everests of the Atlantic. I imagined all of us, Nightingale, Cuddly, my father, and me, strolling along with our hands in our pockets the way we always did, as if we did this every day and were not even very impressed by it anymore.

But then the conversation turned back to what our families had done and where they came from.

My father had gone to Canada in the 1950s as a javelin thrower for Wales in the Commonwealth Games. He came home and married my mother and they both emigrated to Alberta. After that, he worked for Shell Oil up in the Yukon until he had enough money to move down to the States and put himself through school again. I knew that my father’s family name used to be Moore, but that one of his ancestors once got drunk in a pub with some sailors and when he woke up, he was on a ship heading to the Crimean War. So he jumped overboard and swam to shore and changed his name to Watkins.

And I knew that people on my mum’s side of the family had once come from Italy and smuggled crystal and rum into Cornwall, but got left there when their ship went down.

Cuddlybum was going on about how he could trace his family back to William the Conqueror and how his family crest had been granted by King Henry the Fourth.

My grandfather on my mother’s side designed steam engines for Babcock and Wilcox in Pembroke Dock in Wales. He was working out in Singapore when the Japanese invaded. I was told that he had stood on the veranda of his hotel and heard a strange squeaking sound coming from the hills. It was the Japanese soldiers, who were all approaching on bicycles. They had come so far that the tires had all popped or worn out, so the soldiers were riding on the metal wheel rims, and that was what made the squeaking sound. He escaped just before they stormed the city, and my mother still had the compass that he used to find his way out through the jungle.

My other grandfather came from a poor family. He had been a dynamite boy in a Welsh mine at the age of fifteen. At sixteen, he ran away to London and became a policeman. He was savaged by a dog one day and married the nurse who stitched him back together. After that, they lived outside London, in a place called Sudbury-on-Thames. But years later something happened, something that was never made clear and never talked about. The family just suddenly packed up and moved back to Wales. I heard that my grandfather had taken a bribe and later got blackmailed. So he had to run away, back to Southerndown in Glamorgan. I doubted if my father ever forgave my grandfather for allowing himself to be blackmailed.

My grandma had a maid called Hettie.

My Uncle Bill was a porter at Heathrow Airport.

All I knew was fragments that didn’t fit together.

Then Nightingale lost his temper and gave Cuddly the One-Two punch and I was glad that the subject would finally change.

But it troubled me. I knew my ancestors must have done something. I knew we didn’t just evolve out of a rock pool a hundred years before on Pwyllgwylod Beach in Pembrokeshire. I felt ashamed of my family for not having a coat of arms granted by Henry the Fourth, and did not know what excuse there was for not having led at least one famous cavalry charge.

I figured it would be up to me. Everything else seemed suddenly unimportant.

Just before Lights Out, a girl walked into our dorm. She was Pa Vicker’s daughter and the same age as us. For a moment, she just smiled. Then she pulled her nightdress up around her chin. I had never seen a naked girl before.

Then we all had to show her our dicks, which was a rule. Nightingale showed his first.

She ran away when Pa Vicker came up the stairs, ringing a bell and shouting. “Pajamas, Prayers, and Potty!” He said he would read us a story.

While he read, we sat on our beds and ate toothpaste.

When the story was over and the lights had been turned out, I watched raindrops spread huge across the ceiling, projected by streetlights outside.

As I drifted off to sleep, I dreamed that I could hear my mother calling my name from America.

The dorm lights hadn’t been off more than fifteen minutes when it was decided that we would have to raid the dorm downstairs. I had been asleep, but now with a dorm raid about to start, I knew there’d be no chance of trying to doze through that. All of the dorms were named after famous astronomers. Kepler, Tyco, Galileo, Copernicus. We were Kepler, and to our minds, Copernicus had already been destroyed.

An adult might not think that there’d be much in the way of weaponry in a dormitory room for seven-year-old boys, but the way we saw it, everything was a weapon. And no excuse was too small for taking your pillow and slamming it down on your next-door neighbor’s head. There were other weapons, too. Slippers. Blankets. Entire mattresses could be used against the enemy.

It was decided that Bosom would open the attack by sliding down the stairs on a mattress. Bosom was not in agreement on this, so he was tied to that mattress with several linked-together belts. And a sock was put in his mouth to discourage any lack of fighting spirit. Unfortunately for us, and especially for Bosom, the dorm downstairs had also decided to launch a raid. They were already coming up the stairs, a half-naked tribe of midget savages, when we pushed Bosom down onto them. He took off like a man on a bobsled and sent them flying in all directions.

My job was to stand at the top of the stairs with several toothpaste tubes lined up along the top step. When the enemy was within range, I stamped on the toothpaste tubes, one after the other, and sent jets of brightly colored Aquafresh and Close-Up down on top of them.

Soon they had beaten us back into our dorm, and all you could hear was the thump of pillows striking bodies and grunts as the blows connected, sending boys airborne across the rows of beds. There was also a frantic squealing from the bottom of the stairs, where Bosom was trying to spit out his sock and untangle himself from the mattress.

As always seemed to happen in dorm raids, one after the other, the pillows started to rip. Nuclear mushroom clouds of feathers sprayed across the dorm, and soon we were ankle deep in what looked like a hundred exploded chickens.

We didn’t know it then
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