
[image: Image Missing]


THE BOY IN THE BOOK

Nathan Penlington

[image: Logo Missing]


Copyright © 2014 Nathan Penlington

The right of Nathan Penlington to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2014

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 6571 5

Love Is All Around

Words & Music by Reg Presley

© Copyright 1967 Dick James Music Limited.

Universal/Dick James Music Limited.

Cover photo © Mieke Dalle/Getty Images. Cover design www.isitdesign.co.uk

All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.

Used by permission of Music Sales Limited.

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Book

About the Author

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1 – Obsession

Chapter 2 – The diary of Terence Prendergast

Chapter 3 – Feeling lucky

Chapter 4 – Life through a fish-eyed lens

Chapter 5 – Who isn’t a geek?

Chapter 6 – A dying species

Chapter 7 – Inside a suit of armour

Chapter 8 – The first love-letter I never sent

Chapter 9 – Journey to the outside world

Chapter 10 – Found and lost

Chapter 11 – My own private Sugarcane Island

Chapter 12 – Russell Grant and the voice of god

Chapter 13 – Love is all around

Chapter 14 – Falling into place

Chapter 15 – A half-solved puzzle

Chapter 16 – Choose wisely

Chapter 17 – Epilogue

Afterword

Acknowledgements

Sources


About the Book

As a boy Nathan Penlington had loved Choose Your Own Adventure novels. So when he came across a set of the first 106 volumes for sale on eBay, he snapped them up. Picking up the first, The Cave of Time, he was looking forward to a nostalgic trip back to his own childhood. What he discovered instead would send him off on adventure all of his own.

As he turned the pages, there was another story being written – in the margins were scribblings by the little boy who had originally owned them, a boy called Terence. There were hints on the coming adventure and jokes, but also something darker. Terence wrote about being bullied at school, the things he hated about himself, of a desperate need for friends. Later Nathan came across a few pages of dairy:

Stole money from parents, bought airline ticket, ran away to Scotland.
 Saturday – detention x2. Left school with intention to kill myself. 
Drugs … Guns?

Even though it must have been twenty years since Terence wrote those words, it was clear that they were a cry for help. Nathan decided to answer that call: to find Terence, or at least find out what happened to him.

Nathan’s search for Terence is at once funny, moving and more than a little quixotic. There would be dead ends and crossed wires, and along the way Nathan would have to face his own childhood demons. It is a story about the dark places that can exist in any childhood, but also of the sanctuary to be found in books. And at the end of his adventure Nathan would find one more surprise: a friend.


About the Author

Nathan Penlington is a poet, performer and writer who has performing alongside Stewart Lee, Daniel Kitson, Ricky Gervais and John Cooper Clarke. His most recent show, Uri and Me, toured the United Kingdom to fantastic reviews in 2011, and he is currently promoting his Choose Your Own Documentary show, itself based on the discoveries of THE BOY IN THE BOOK; that show won a Fringe First award at Edinburgh in August 2013.
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Prologue

I never expected to find adventure by placing a bid on eBay. I had bought a hundred and six second-hand Choose Your Own Adventure books simply to relive my favourite childhood stories. A few days after placing the winning bid, they arrived in a huge parcel, the books’ distinctive red-and-white covers instantly transporting me back to when I obsessively read and re-read them as a child.

Scrawled at the front of each one in sloping letters written in blue biro was the name of the boy who had once owned the books – Terence John Prendergast. As I continued to flick through I began to notice other annotations, jokes scribbled in margins, notes for future readers and time travellers. Whoever Terence John Prendergast might be, he was in love with these stories in the same way I had been.

As I reached for The Cave of Time out fluttered four small sheets of paper, which seemed to be from an old diary. Those pages contained the most heartbreaking lines I have ever read:

Posture – walk properly, when slim

No friends

laugh – practice laugh

Stole money from parents, bought airline ticket, ran away to Scotland,

came back next day.

Saturday detention x 8

Left school with intention to kill myself

This child, growing up in the 1980s, was lonely, unhappy, with no self-esteem and, as he saw it, no future.

I became obsessed with Terence Prendergast’s diary, the obsession haunted my sleep, hung over my days. I had a gnawing need to find out the truth behind those entries. I needed to know that Terence, who would now be a man about the same age as I am, overcame the difficulties and emotions that had threatened to overwhelm him as a teenager.

It was almost as if the child I used to be responded to those diary pages as I would have done to a letter in a bottle – but was I twenty years too late? Who is the boy in the book? Is he even still alive?


Chapter 1 – Obsession

There would be no story if it wasn’t for the fact I’m an obsessive by nature, a collector and a completist.

A person with an untrained eye could make the mistake of calling me a hoarder, but they’d be wrong. I don’t keep everything. I like to think of myself as a curator of a museum – the museum isn’t open to anyone else, but if it was, most of the collections would be met with confusion. At times, they make no sense to me either – the gift shop, however, is great.

We are all collectors to some degree. We all have something we covet or hoard. There would be no society without collecting. Everywhere you look someone is collecting something – refuse, tax, tickets, information. Some people’s collections are purely social – friends, contacts or compliments. Some collections are made for nostalgic reasons, allowing people to relive their childhood or buy themselves a piece of history, to keep time from eroding, to keep the past present. Most of us collect memories and experiences by splashing out on a night out, holidays, or trips around the world. Other people don’t like to waste money by collecting anything, so just allow it to accumulate in a savings account and collect interest instead.

We take pleasure from both our collections and the act of collecting itself. There is nothing as exquisite as the delight of finding the most sought-after piece for your most treasured collection. It’s a physical and psychological joy unlike any other. The opposite end of this short-lived feeling of triumph and success is the collector’s holy trinity of bad feelings – envy, frustration and despair. All collectors are permanently caught between these two extremes – the ideal of completeness and the anxiety of incompleteness.

The male bowerbird, found in Australia and Papua New Guinea, obsessively amasses and artistically displays his collections around his intricately thatched nest – flowers, fruit, shiny discarded beetle shells, leaves, feathers from other birds. He seizes anything that catches his eye, and more importantly, might catch the eye of a potential mate. The bowerbird makes the legendary, shiny-object-collecting tendencies of the magpie seem tame. He’s a cabinet-of-curiosity curator of the natural world. Try saying that three times while holding a bountiful bunch of berries in your beak.

Like the bowerbird, each of us has a unique set of objects and passions that reflect, dazzle and beguile us to want to possess them, also quite often in the hope of attracting a like-minded mate. Whether our collection is primarily concerned with the rarity of exceptional craftsmanship, precious materials and accompanying prestige, or with novelty and amusement, or whether it fulfils another more esoteric or overt psychological function, it reflects our individual taste.

However, we are judged not only on what we collect, but on our collection’s perceived completeness. As hard as it can be to know when you’ve completed a collection, it’s even more difficult to know when a collection begins. The first object might be picked up or bought at random because it looks interesting or intriguing. The second might be picked up because it’s similar to the first, but two objects are not a collection. If you’re lucky and the second object is similar enough to the first, it might be considered a pair. So when does the collection begin? With the third object? The seventh? Tenth?

Mark Setteducati, designer of toys and games, and a magician, is also a collector of pens. At the last count he had over 10,000 different pens, each one distinctive in some way – not just with a slight variation in a design element, such as colour or size, but mechanically or conceptually unique. The pens are stored in neatly labelled plastic boxes, and sorted into a taxonomy of type, including pens that stamp and squirt, frog pens, ‘screeching dolphin type pens’ (a surprising number of them) and pens whose barrels feature a scene that changes when you turn the pen upside-down – a gondola floats down a Venice canal, a London bus passes the statue of Eros in Piccadilly Circus, a semi-naked, well-built man loses his boxer shorts. Although the last example also belongs in a box labelled ‘erotic’, next to a box labelled ‘erotic (hard core)’.

Mark’s collection started when he was lecturing students on creativity. He wanted to demonstrate how the same simple object can be taken in an infinite, and surprising, number of ways. Mark sees his pen collection as a metaphor for creativity, a research library and a constant source of inspiration. Amazingly, he knows when he comes across a pen that isn’t already in his collection. In an interview in M.U.M. magazine (the Society of American Magicians’ weirdly titled publication – it stands for Magic, Unity, Might) he states: ‘It is important to actually commit yourself to collecting, to actually buy something. If I’d seen all those pens but hadn’t bought them, they wouldn’t have gone inside of me as deeply as they have.’ He’s expressing a truth about collecting – it becomes deeply ingrained in your psyche, your way of being in the world.

Habit, like collecting, is a branch of obsession. Habit is the unthinking routine that makes life possible; otherwise we’d be hindered by the hundreds of decisions we need to make in an average waking hour. Obsession is rationally unnecessary. Obsession is sneaky, it rationalises itself through the mind’s need to control, to collect, to know. Obsession itself isn’t dangerous; it’s how far a person is willing to go in pursuit of an obsession that’s dangerous – stalking, addiction and murder are at the dangerous end of the spectrum. At the other end are things like going to the gym every day, train spotting and stamp collecting. I wouldn’t like to say where I fall on that spectrum.

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, or OCD, is the medical diagnosis of a pathological condition in which compulsive behaviours interfere with the quality of life – the condition commonly shows itself in obsessive cleaning, counting and other traits that distress the sufferer. It is the inability to stop those obsessive compulsions from interfering with everyday life – for example, repeatedly locking and unlocking a door, or ritual hand washing – that causes so much suffering and anguish. Obsessive personalities on the other hand generally lead happy lives, the obsessive traits being channelled into one or two areas of compulsion that don’t interfere with living a normal life.

It is impossible to know where the obsessional elements of my personality come from, but a lot can be said for it being a product of turning inward, of examining minutely my thoughts, fears and worries during a period of time in my childhood when I was acutely ill. Perhaps this story really begins here, in my own childhood.

With no disrespect at all to my parents, I had a distinctly average upbringing. I was born and brought up in Rhyl, North Wales, a decaying Victorian seaside town halfway between Chester and Bangor. My dad was a postman, and for a long time my mum was a professional housewife before studying health and safety as a mature student. I’m the awkward middle child in a family of three. My brother is two and half years older than I am, and my sister is five years younger. All five of us shared a three-bedroomed 1930s semi in a small cul-de-sac. I like to think our parents raised us well; we went to school, we did our homework, we played out, we watched TV, we rode bikes, we read, we argued, we had fun. These are the facts of a normal, average childhood. And without sounding too dramatic, all that changed when I was ten years old.

During the last year of primary school I became ill with a flu-like virus. Up to that point I’d been a fairly healthy child – the usual knocks and scrapes, but nothing serious. I’d even managed to avoid breaking any bones. But this was a virus I couldn’t shake, and my condition deteriorated from there. For years I spent hour after hour on my own. At my worst, I was unable to do anything. The smallest of everyday tasks took intense concentration and effort.

My obsessional traits could also be said to come from having to keep myself occupied, of not allowing myself to become bored. With limited resources, the easiest way of doing that is to explore every facet, read every page, watch every episode. I have never felt that an obsession is something caused by me, but something that happens to me. I feel like I’m the soft bit of Velcro, and all it takes is for an idea or an object to come close enough to grip its hooks into me. I’m exactly the same way now. Once an idea has stuck itself to me, it’s impossible to shake off.

You can’t be obsessive without having a clear sense of the normal, or what you are not obsessed with. But we live in a time when we are encouraged to focus and specialise to such a degree that we can all claim to be obsessive about something. And if you can’t claim that, perhaps it’s you who isn’t normal. So then, to draw a obsessional circle back to the start of the argument, being normal is down to what you are obsessive about. And me? Well, I’m now obsessive about many things, including watching darts, the music of Jonathan Richman, and literature and film featuring conjoined twins. I’m obsessive about how things are done – the dishwasher has to be filled in a certain way, I have to read or watch until the end of something even if I hate every minute, when nervously fidgeting I tend to align things in equally spaced patterns. I also have a lot of collections, most of them, apart from some rare books, inherently worthless to other people.

In my mid-twenties I found myself starting to collect Kinder Egg toys, the chocolate egg with the little yellow capsule inside that contains either a plastic model to build or a painted figure. Kinder Eggs are the worst kind of collection to an obsessive personality, because they are readily available and they form an infinite series that will end only when the Ferrero company stop producing them. So the question is, once you’ve started such a collection, what do you actually do with it? Kinder Egg toys take up too much room to display individually, and are too fiddly, and essentially worthless, to want to dust. I decided to put them in a glass-fronted box, and forced myself to promise that when the box was full I would stop collecting. True to the rules of this particular obsession, I did, and since then I have never eaten another Kinder Egg. The box now hangs on the wall in my office, a gaudy collage of replica vehicles, glow in the dark faces and plastic body parts. If I had to name this work of art, it would be called simply, like all good contemporary art, ‘Untitled’ followed in brackets by ‘(The Death of an Obsession)’.

One of my largest collections is of the merchandise of Uri Geller. Uri is world famous for his ability to bend spoons with the aid of his mind, an ability that propelled him to superstar status, and to becoming one of the biggest brands of the 1970s and an enduring cultural icon. As a kid I was obsessed with trying to emulate his feats with spoons stolen from the kitchen, and over the years I’ve amassed a huge collection of his merchandise range. Since his rise to fame, Uri has produced an exhaustive series of board games, an impressive folding bike, over fourteen fiction and non-fiction books, a line of jewellery produced exclusively for the home-shopping channel QVC, a collection of psychically energised teddy bears, a limited-edition range of porcelain plates and crystal decanters, and a pop album.

A few years ago, as a writer and performer, I thought it was time to share my obsession with the world by writing a stand-up show in which the audience duplicated Uri Geller’s psychic feats – telekinesis, clairvoyance, telepathy. As miraculous as these tricks were I didn’t predict Uri Geller himself would come to see the first performance. He brought along his wife, his manager and two lawyers. As Uri is famously litigious, I was convinced that, in the worst case scenario, I would be made bankrupt by a long-drawn-out court case, and even in the best case scenario his solicitors would squash the show. From behind the curtains I could see Uri sat in the middle of the front row, flanked by his entourage. As the lights went up on stage, I had never been so scared in my life. I performed the show barely daring to look in his direction, but accidently caught his eye during a section in which I recounted the story of how Uri received his special powers from an alien being when he was three. Uri’s body language and facial expression didn’t give anything away – a professional mask of composure.

What followed astounded me. The next week Uri Geller invited me to his multi-million-pound mansion for lunch. And what a lunch. We ate nachos, custard creams and fruit cake. Uri gave me two board games I didn’t already own, versions of his books in Japanese, posters from when his live show had visited my home town, and eleven silk shirts he had worn in the 1970s, including the one he wore when he met Salvador Dali in 1975. If you were asked to invent a dream involving Uri Geller and a Uri Geller obsessive, it would read like that last sentence. I was living that dream.

Uri came to watch the show again. My obsession had taken a turn for the weird. It seemed like Uri had started to become obsessed with me being obsessed with him. It was almost impossible to know who was collecting what. But that is another story.

As a child I was obsessed with Choose Your Own Adventure books, the literary phenomena of the 1980s. The format turned the notion of fiction on its head. No longer were you just a reader on the outside observing the actions of characters. You were actually placed into the book as the main protagonist, reading a page of the story before being offered a decision that affected the outcome of the narrative.

For example, in The Cave of Time you are hiking one afternoon through Snake Canyon, a place you’ve hiked many times, but on this occasion you come across an entrance to a cave you’ve never seen before. You explore the cave for a little while, but when you leave to carry on with your hike, you suddenly discover it’s dark outside, and the steep and rocky trail is lit only by the pale silver of the moon.

You are given two options. Do you start back home and risk losing your footing in the dark? If so, you turn to page 4 and continue reading. Or do you decide to wait until dawn? If so, you turn to page 5 and carry on from there. The decision you make at this point, although seemingly simple, is the beginning of a series of choices that affect the outcome of the whole story.

Choose Your Own Adventure books rewarded you for honesty, courage and patience, but, as in life, things aren’t always that straightforward and if you made a bad decision and chose to turn to the wrong page, you could just as easily be punished by failure, or worse – death.

The Choose Your Own Adventure format is an amazing idea that could be said to have been independently created by a few different authors, mainly as a literary curiosity at the fringes of experimental fiction. The real honour for creating the phenomenon belongs to Edward Packard. He came up with what would become the Choose Your Own Adventure series back in 1968 while telling bedtime stories to his children. He would make up stories involving various characters and at certain points ask his children, ‘What would you do next?’ Ten years later, after countless rejections from publishers, and almost giving in and shutting his manuscript in a drawer forever, Edward Packard sent Sugarcane Island to a small press who were interested in innovative children’s fiction and, to cut a short story shorter, history was made. The series, starting with The Cave of Time published in 1979, went on to sell over 250 million books in America alone, and was translated into thirty-six languages.

My introduction to Choose Your Own Adventure started in 1984 with the back of a cereal box. In the 1980s the back of the cereal box was an exciting place. It either promised the immediate reward of a small plastic thing between the box and the inside bag, or, most excitingly, inside the bag of cereal itself – such as the chicken-shaped reflectors that clipped to the spokes of your bike wheels, given away free with Corn Flakes. Sometimes they advertised a special offer that demanded a more long-term commitment to breakfast in order to collect the required number of tokens to claim your gift. A Weetabix promotion for two different Choose Your Own Adventure books must have sparked something in my imagination, because I’ve always hated breakfast and detest Weetabix.

In the 1980s the Weetabix marketing team were trying to appeal to children by using a gang of five cartoon skinhead characters whose heads and bodies were formed from single Weetabix biscuits wearing matching blue jeans, white T-shirts, braces and Dr Martens boots. You could tell them apart by their accessories, their different personalities reflected by their names – the not-so-bright Brian, Brains the brains, Crunch the hard man, Bixie the token girl, and their leader, Dunk. The first adverts for the Choose Your Own Adventure promotion show Dunk pushing the other Weetabix Neet Weet Gang members out of the way. They look visibly shocked. ‘Where are you going?’ asks Bixie, hands over mouth in astonishment. ‘I’m going to read a BOOK!!’ replies Dunk. The last frame shows them all reading a book together, as Dunk decides which page to turn to next. It must have been an effective marketing campaign, at least to me.

You had to collect eight tokens for each book and on a box of twenty-four Weetabix there were only two tokens. Even at the recommended two Weetabix every serving that still equals ninety-six breakfasts to claim both books. There were five of us in our family. My mum has never eaten cereal of any kind, my brother preferred toast, and my sister has always had a thing for Frosties. My dad, however, was a Weetabix kind of man, and the bribe of obtaining the Choose Your Own Adventure books compelled me, temporarily, to become one, too. So the two of us ate nothing but Weetabix for breakfast for six weeks and six days before I’d managed to collect enough tokens for both The Horror of High Ridge and Mountain Survival.

After the excruciating ‘Please allow up to twenty-eight days for delivery’ wait, the books finally arrived. I read and re-read them avidly. I became obsessed with trying to experience every twist and turn, every happy ending, every dead-end, every death. I loved them. I bought and read more books in the series, turning down the corners of the pages, so if I hit a dead-end, I could go back and try again. Falling through the fifth dimension in Hyperspace and meeting the author Edward Packard inside his own book, breaking the rules Inside UFO 54-40 and finding Ultima the planet of paradise, being trapped in a time-loop on Sugarcane Island with an old man who repeatedly keeps looming over you – these are all moments from parallel fictional worlds that I remember as vividly as my own.

The simple mechanic of choosing where the story would go next, and which page to turn to, redefined storytelling for a whole generation. As readers we became responsible not only for the outcome of the story, but for the journey. Choose Your Own Adventure books neatly illustrated that our own lives are a tangle of narrative possibility. Reading Choose Your Own Adventure books allowed me to see that situations might be out of my control but that life was a series of choices with the potential for endless adventure. I might be on one path, but at some point in the future my story would turn a corner, and up ahead would be possibilities I hadn’t even begun to imagine. That is powerful stuff for an eight-year-old.

I’ve still got the Choose Your Own Adventure books I had when I was a child. I took them with me when I left home to go to university, where they sat between James Joyce and Samuel Beckett as examples of the greatest twentieth century experimental fiction, and they’ve moved house with me ever since. I loved them, and I still love them, so much so that I’ve collected books in the same format from second-hand shops ever since. The huge success of Choose Your Own Adventure spawned hundreds of imitators and innovators, so they are easy to find, but constantly surprising in their variety.

One of the most famous was the British series Fighting Fantasy, which started with The Warlock of Firetop Mountain. This book was the first to introduce a dice-rolling, monster-fighting element to the page-turning mechanic. I remember persuading my mum to buy me a copy from Woolworths to keep me occupied while we were spending a wet week holidaying in a chalet on Rhyl beach. I don’t know what was worse, fighting orcs and dwarfs using a dice and a pencil or the fact we actually lived in Rhyl at the time.

One unique book offered you the chance to hate humanity by becoming the biggest orc of all, the loathed British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, in the nightmarishly titled You are Maggie Thatcher: A dole playing game written by Hunt Emerson and Pat Mills. You, the reader, are physically turned into Maggie by the Tory ad agency, on a divine mission to lead Britain into the light, before your hard-hitting satirical adventure begins. The same team also wrote a special edition of the Diceman series of comics called You are Ronald Reagan, the equally nightmarish American political equivalent.

And if that is not bad enough, another book offers you the opportunity to be there in the Bible and, as it says on the cover, ‘have different adventures with your favourite Bible heroes each time you open the book’. Unfortunately, Pontius Pilate isn’t one of them.

A Choose Your Own Adventure Bible story has one huge three-letter problem: God. Every action you choose to make is futile against the desire of an omnipresent being whose will is to be done. Any decision you take can’t change the outcome of the story – it is not possible to offer Mary and Joseph a hotel room, you’re not able to say you don’t like apples – which is somewhat missing the point of being able to decide what happens next.

As a side note, I don’t know if my aversion to religion is due to the fact that there is no God, or because I was punched in the face by Simon Roberts in the middle of an RE lesson because I wouldn’t let him write on my pencil-shaped pencil case.

One religious Choose Your Own Adventure style series even went as far as offering you the chance to Escape from the Holocaust. You’ll be pleased to know that if you do manage to survive the most horrific racial extermination in history, your life always turns out well – for example, spending the rest of your days teaching in a Jewish school in America. And while the book is a completely admirable way of teaching children about the horrors of history, it doesn’t go far enough. No ending has you waking up screaming every time you close your eyes.

Religious groups weren’t the only ones to write moralizing Choose Your Own Adventure style books. The It’s Your Choice series presented you with a whole range of temptations. In Danny’s Dilemma ‘a teenager experiments with tobacco’. ‘What will he do?’ is the question on the cover. ‘It’s up to you!’ is the response.

But if you think Danny has got a tough decision, it’s nothing compared with Serena’s Secret – ‘A teenager experiments with alcohol … What will she do? It’s up to you!’ And it’s a downward slope from here as Christy is offered the chance to ‘experiment with marijuana … What will she do?’ The familiar question is accompanied by an illustration of Christy smiling pleadingly across a pool table. ‘It’s up to you!’

Once you’ve started smoking, drinking and taking drugs, the next question you will inevitably find yourself asking is Too Soon For Sex? ‘Serena [obviously she’s been drinking a bit based on her previous exploits] and James are in love and thinking about having sex. What will they do?’ You’ve guessed it. ‘It’s up to you!’

Those are just a few of my favourites from my collection, but I’ve also acquired Choose Your Own Adventure style spin-offs from cult films, such as Star Wars, the Indiana Jones series and Ghostbusters, and TV programmes, including The A-Team, Knightmare, and Dr Who; and I’ve got some featuring Marvel comic heroes, such as The Amazing Spiderman and Superman, and computer-games characters, such as the Mario Brothers, Sonic the Hedgehog and the Lemmings. It’s a bookshelf that reads like a Who’s Who of 1980s popular culture.

Other books revisit famous literary characters. Sherlock Holmes, Tarzan, the Famous Five, the inhabitants of Narnia, and Elizabeth Bennet from Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice have all had the Choose Your Own treatment. Some amazingly inventive series are more familiar to those born in the 1980s – such as R.L. Stine’s phenomenally successful Give Yourself Goosebumps. There are piles of fantasy series with masculine leather-and-sword sounding names, like Lone Wolf and Grailquest. Then there are the strictly adult only, badly written, erotic adventures that allow you to take the role of either a man or woman in a series of sexual fantasies, and the generally appalling, unimaginative spoofs set in boring temping jobs. Audio adventures on CD allow you to choose which track to play next, and animated DVD games let you decide what happens by pressing a button on your remote control. And it could be said that it all started because of that one story told by Edward Packard to his children.

I’m constantly running out of space for my growing collection, but I’d never even been close to owning a complete set of Choose Your Own Adventure novels. So, because I am an obsessive nerd, you can imagine my excitement when I found someone on eBay selling the first hundred and six Choose Your Own Adventure books from The Cave of Time right through to Hijacked!

Let me say that again – one hundred and six Choose Your Own Adventure books in one lot. My obsession compelled me to put in a bid.

Bidding ended at 9.28 p.m. on a Sunday night in May. For the last half an hour of the auction I clicked refresh every ten seconds, the price rising by a few pounds every few minutes. I calculated my maximum tactical bid, took a risk, waited and placed my bid in the final minute. Anxiously, I watched the seconds counting down, the computer mouse slick with sweat. With only ten seconds remaining, someone put in a counter bid, immediately becoming my nemesis; eBay raised my bid on my behalf, my faceless enemy raised theirs, I clicked refresh, my screen froze, I screamed.

Moments after the auction finished I received this email:

Congratulations 2manynathans!

Dear 2manynathans,

You have agreed to purchase the following eBay item from littlejim75 (J. Costello – United Kingdom) on 23 May 21:28:55 BST:

CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE NUMBERS 1 TO 106 – Item #4213774452

I’d won! I’d won!

Part of the traditional excitement of collecting is the thrill of the hunt – never knowing what you will find, or when you will find it. eBay takes that away and replaces it with the adrenalin-fuelled excitement of the auction. My body was pumped with chemicals that would take weeks to work from my system.

I paid a total of £41.01, just under 39p per book. That tactical extra 1p won me the auction. If I’d made a different decision the rest of this story wouldn’t exist.

A few days later I was woken by the postman ringing the doorbell. At his feet sat a large green box wrapped with brown parcel tape. It looked as if it had been wrapped securely but carelessly. Through the gaps in the tape could clearly be seen the letters WA ERS RIS. My brain jumped to fill in the gaps between them, spelling out a leading brand of crisps in a flavour I didn’t like. I signed for the parcel using the chewed biro offered to me. I’ve always hated using ballpoint pens, my writing has been spidery and hard to read for as long as I can remember, almost like an abstract shape of the word rather than the word itself. But with my name approximated, the box on the doorstep was now mine.

It was Saturday morning at my parents’ house. I’d recently come out of an awkward flat-share with an ex-girlfriend; it was a hard break-up. We’d been incredibly close, had more nicknames for each other than fingers to hold hands, loved and supported each other, and allowed for things that perhaps should have led to arguments. We’d become best friends, and then I became ill again. It was the first time I’d become seriously ill as an adult, and I wasn’t really prepared for the added pressures and demands that puts on a relationship, and my girlfriend wasn’t ready for the additional responsibilities of having to be a part-time carer. That is not to say she didn’t care, because she did, a great deal, but she wanted to be a lover, not just a friend. And at that time, being a friend was all I could offer. My illness was the death of our relationship. I was having a tough time coming to terms with focusing on getting better, and trying not to feel frustrated and worried that it would happen again if I ever started a new relationship.

My parents had come to my rescue yet again, offering me their spare room until I’d got myself on my feet, but that time had turned into a couple of months longer than was really comfortable for any of us. And filling the spare room with a hundred and six books that someone else had just got rid of wasn’t going to help the situation.

‘Who was that at the door?’ my mum yelled over the racket of the food processor from the kitchen. She was on a new diet, something that clearly involved grinding something that shouldn’t be ground and then mulching something soft into it.

‘No one, just the postman,’ I shouted back as I struggled to carry the box into the spare room.

My mum and dad’s spare room is just big enough for a tiny wardrobe, a small computer desk, and a single bed. Now that there was a box of Choose Your Own Adventure books on the bed it felt like a time machine – I’d hijacked the fundamental laws of the universe and I was a child again.

I cut through the tape, ripped back the flaps and began pulling out books, a tumble of titles that ranged from the prosaic Mystery of the Secret Room through the genre-defying Space Vampire to the suggestively ambiguous The Trumpet of Terror. The familiar covers of the books I’d obsessed over as a child brought back memories of leaving the light on and reading when I wasn’t supposed to, of folding down corners so if I hit a dead-end, I could turn back and choose a different path, the mystery of multiple adventures mapping themselves out before me. Now here I was, almost twenty years later, a grown man staying with my parents. Somehow, I was compelled to run excitedly into the lounge to show my mum and dad what had arrived in the post, finding it impossible to keep it a secret. They didn’t seem that interested.

Luckily, they were on their way out to do some shopping, so I had room to lay out the books on the floor in numerical order – a feat that took up all the space between the couch and the fireplace and reached as far as the dining table.

For fellow obsessives reading this book, here are the titles of all one hundred and six books:



	The Cave of Time

	Journey Under the Sea

	By Balloon to the Sahara

	Space and Beyond

	The Mystery of Chimney Rock

	Your Code Name is Jonah

	The Third Planet from Altair

	Deadwood City

	Who Killed Harlowe Thrombey?

	The Lost Jewels of Nabooti

	Mystery of the Maya

	Inside UFO 54-40

	The Abominable Snowman

	The Forbidden Castle

	House of Danger

	Survival at Sea

	The Race Forever

	Underground Kingdom

	Secret of the Pyramids

	Escape

	Hyperspace

	Space Patrol

	The Lost Tribe

	Lost on the Amazon

	Prisoner of the Ant People

	The Phantom Submarine

	The Horror of High Ridge

	Mountain Survival

	Trouble on Planet Earth

	The Curse of Batterslea Hall

	Vampire Express

	Treasure Diver

	The Dragons’ Den

	The Mystery of the Highland Crest

	Journey to Stonehenge

	The Secret Treasure of Tibet

	War with the Evil Power Master

	Sabotage

	Supercomputer

	The Throne of Zeus

	Search for the Mountain Gorillas

	The Mystery of Echo Lodge

	Grand Canyon Odyssey

	The Mystery of Ura Senke

	You Are a Shark

	The Deadly Shadow

	Outlaws of Sherwood Forest

	Spy for George Washington

	Danger at Anchor Mine

	Return to the Cave of Time

	The Magic of the Unicorn

	Ghost Hunter

	The Case of the Silk King

	Forest of Fear

	The Trumpet of Terror

	The Enchanted Kingdom

	The Antimatter Formula

	Statue of Liberty Adventure

	Terror Island

	Vanished!

	Beyond Escape!

	Sugarcane Island

	Mystery of the Secret Room

	Volcano!

	The Mardi Gras Mystery

	Secret of the Ninja

	Seaside Mystery

	Secret of the Sun God

	Rock and Roll Mystery

	Invaders of the Planet Earth

	Space Vampire

	The Brilliant Dr. Wogan

	Beyond the Great Wall

	Longhorn Territory

	Planet of the Dragons

	The Mona Lisa is Missing!

	The First Olympics

	Return to Atlantis

	Mystery of the Sacred Stones

	The Perfect Planet

	Terror in Australia

	Hurricane!

	Track of the Bear

	You Are a Monster

	Inca Gold

	Knights of the Round Table

	Exiled to Earth

	Master of Kung Fu

	South Pole Sabotage

	Mutiny in Space

	You Are a Superstar

	Return of the Ninja

	Captive!

	Blood on the Handle

	You Are a Genius

	Stock Car Champion

	Through the Black Hole

	You Are a Millionaire

	Revenge of the Russian Ghost

	The Worst Day of Your Life

	Alien, Go Home!

	Master of Tae Kwon Do

	Grave Robbers

	The Cobra Connection

	The Treasure of the Onyx Dragon

	Hijacked!





As I laid each one on the floor I examined the covers in turn, montages of adventures I’d yet to experience, yellow ant men and old professors, treacherous cliff faces and spectral native Americans, phantom submarines and mysterious temples.

It was only once I’d laid out all of the books that I began flicking through them. It seemed that they had belonged to one child. He had written his name across the top of the first page of every book.

[image: Image Missing]

By writing his name he was claiming the book was his, ensuring his ownership would never be in dispute, and perhaps hoping that if the book was found, the person would be impressed that it was his. I certainly was. Unfortunately for Terence, though, the books were now mine.

But as well as writing his name on the first page, he’d also written other things in the books, not graffitiing them but almost personalising them – scribbling out a dedication to address it to himself, grading the books in a system of his own devising with a G or B.

Inside the cover of number 22 Space Patrol I found:

[image: Image Missing]

I carried on flicking through book after book, looking for more scribblings by Terence Prendergast, pausing only to read a few of Choose Your Own Adventure’s infamous untimely demises. You run hurriedly down the spiral staircase of the Statue of Liberty, miss your footing and bang your head on the iron banister. You are told unequivocally that is the last thing you’ll see of America, or anything else. You and your friend Nick are eating berries when mutant alien bears attack you from behind. You might have enjoyed eating those berries but, as the book says, ‘not as much as the bear creatures will enjoy eating you’. You are alone on a spaceship hundreds of years from the nearest planet, with nothing to look forward to but old age and a slow lonely death – a bleak existential future for a nine year old.

Like the books, Terence also clearly had a sense of humour when it came to death. Number 45 You Are a Shark introduces children to the concept of reincarnation through an old monk who forces you to live the lives of three different animals before you can return to human form. The introduction to every Choose Your Own Adventure book always ends with Edward Packard, or the author of the book, wishing you ‘Good luck!’ for the adventure ahead, but in You Are a Shark underneath the words ‘Good luck!’ Terence has written:

[image: Image Missing]

That perfectly illustrates Terence’s sense of humour – the book is about reincarnation, and so you can’t die.

On the first page of number 29 Trouble on Planet Earth Terence does that thing that boys tend to do more than girls – write your address in relationship to the solar system. After he’s written his street address Terence ends it with a cosmic flourish.

[image: Image Missing]

Maybe he was hoping that if the book was lost, a kindly inter-galactic traveller would know where to return it, or perhaps it was simply a statement that in this vast expanding universe there is a boy in bed in Birmingham with a book and a biro. Almost directly in answer to that question, on the following page he wrote:

[image: Image Missing]

Underneath, written down the side of the same page, there is a separate entry.

[image: Image Missing]

Four years after he first read the book, Terence was reading Trouble on Planet Earth again and feeling the empty ache that we all face at different times in our lives.

Who was this lonely child who seemed to have loved these books even more than I did? I began to think of my childhood and the moments I felt lonely and isolated, and wondered if we would have been friends. Were the books a way to escape his surroundings, find adventure, test himself? Is that what they were for me? In those moments, I didn’t realise that these questions were going to haunt me for years.

I started to gather the books up from the lounge floor before my mum and dad came home, putting them back in the box in reverse order. I’m not sure what aspect of my childhood I was hoping to relive by buying these books. Perhaps it was only a retreat into a childish escape from my current situation, nostalgia as a way to take stock of the present and a way to move forward.

I reached for the last book on the floor, book number one, The Cave of Time. As I carelessly flicked through it, out fluttered four small sheets of paper. It was only as I grabbed them that I realised they weren’t pages from the book but pages from what seemed to be an old diary.

A diary belonging to Terence Prendergast.


Chapter 2 – The diary of Terence Prendergast

The diary of Terence Prendergast is small, just four folded pages pulled out of a larger diary. It is not dated, and the week contains just five days, Monday to Friday, and a place for notes, like something you’d be given at school to keep track of your homework or exams. The pages are covered with neatly written biro entries. The entries are the most heartbreaking thing I’ve ever read.

[image: Image Missing]

On the first page of the diary is a list of years, 1975 to 1990. A catalogue of schooling that seems to have been marked out of eleven according to some unknown system of preference.

I don’t know if eleven or one is the best, but whichever way the scale runs, as only January has been lived through, 1990 might still have had the potential to be better or worse than four. And who or what is the gang?

On the next page is information about the speed of light.

[image: Image Missing]

It is not unusual for a child to be obsessed with the mysteries of space and time, and the speed of light is an incredible thing to contemplate – just to think that a star could by extinct by the time its light reaches earth’s night sky. Judging by the dates he wrote in the diary, Terence is of a similar age to me, and as a kid I was obsessed by similar kinds of things too – the distance to the corner shop measured by the number of lampposts, how
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	He was born Terence John Prendergast in 1975.

	He was brought up in the Birmingham area.

	He was raised a Catholic, or went to a Catholic primary school where he was bullied.

	He started high school in 1987. He had difficulty fitting in, bullied perhaps because of his size, and as a result was shy, lonely and self-conscious.

	At 14 he suffered from suicidal thoughts.

	The pages must have been written in January 1990, meaning Terence would have been 15 at the time he wrote the diary.





	Karen is someone significant to Terence. Her appearance on his list of personal things to improve could mean his relationship with her. Perhaps a sister, or more likely she was a girl at school he had a crush on but was too shy to talk to.

	Terence was clearly a loner.

	The section about stealing money and running away seems like the story of a fantasist – somehow it doesn’t quite seem real. And if that’s not true, what else is not true?

	Terence might not be alive.

	The opposite assumption would be that Terence left school highly motivated to succeed, and now has a successful career and children of his own.
























Afterword

Everything you have just read is true, but almost a lie.

In chapter five I wrote ‘the best lies are the ones that are almost the truth.’ The reverse of that sentence could also be said to be true – the best truth is the one that is almost a lie. That is how I would define this book.

To tell the story in the best way, the chronology of some moments has been altered, moved around in time from when they actually happened. But I really did find a diary in The Cave of Time, I really did become obsessed with finding Terence Prendergast. I also became obsessed, even before I started looking for him, with wanting to tell his story. That meant documenting everything.

The story that became this book started out as a live, interactive real-life theatre show called Choose Your Own Documentary. The show allows the audience to choose what happens next, in the manner of Choose Your Own Adventure books, by voting using small electronic keypads at important points in the story. There are 1,566 different possible versions of Choose Your Own Documentary, each one documenting my journey to find the boy in the book.

Everyone in this story is real too including Dr Irving Finkel, Ruth the graphologist, Roj, Johnny Doom and Edward Packard. All conversations are taken from actual filmed interviews.

Everyone is real that is apart from Fernando. In this story, Fernando is actually an amalgamation of three people – Fernando Gutierrez De Jesus, Nick Watson and Sam Smaïl. They are my fellow adventurers, who accompanied me on every step of the quest to find Terence Prendergast. So although obsession genuinely is acutely isolating, there are moments in this book when I wasn’t actually alone, even though being on the lens side of the camera can sometimes feel like it. While writing this book I’ve fretted and worried about offending people, that it would result in severed friendships and relationships, but the story won out. One is loneliness and four is a crowd.

I found Fernando through a film- and theatre-making friend, Dorna. He was a very lucky find. Fernando has a background in directing and editing, and has a huge list of television credits to his name. He brought that experience, combined with passion and imagination, to documenting the quest to find Terence.

Fernando quickly realised that if we were going to tell the best story, we would need a bigger team, and brought Sam and Nick on board. Both of them also have years of film, TV and documentary experience. Sam has an eye for detail that can sometimes easily be missed in the excitement of filming, and Nick’s experience of filming real-life events means he’s always ready to anticipate what might happen in a given situation and to capture it on camera. Together the four of us planned, filmed, plotted and created what would become Choose Your Own Documentary.

London’s Southbank Centre co-commissioned the show and we performed a rough work in progress at the Festival Hall with additional support from Arts Council England. Those first two performances were not only nerve-racking due to their technical and narrative complexities, but in a replay of my experience with Uri Geller, they were also attended by James Costello.

Understandably, James Costello was more nervous than I was, and like a distorting fairground mirror, Nick was a blurry wobble of nervous energy greater than either of us. It is incredibly brave to allow a stranger to tell the story of your life; James watched those two shows with a combination of anxiousness and fear. One of the shows told the story of my letter to Nancy, and the other, due to some reckless decision making by the audience, ended in my virtual narrative death – the only fictional element in the show, a Choose Your Own Adventure style death specially written by Edward Packard. It was at that point that James understood why I wanted to tell his story.

Since those early performances, we have refined the show, increased the interactivity, heightened the emotional involvement, and raised the feelings of agency and responsibility. As a result, we were invited to preview the documentary at SXSW festival in Austin, Texas, in the spring of 2013. We followed this up with a month-long series of shows at the Edinburgh Fringe, the largest arts festival in the world. To our huge surprise, the show was featured in the New York Times, which was followed by an excited phone call from Fernando’s mum and dad, our photograph spread before them in the daily newspaper of one of the world’s biggest cities. They had supported the same intrepid band of adventurers, filling us with fruit and bagels every morning, while we were filming in New York. Those uncommon seeds from the cave of time seemed to have begun to bloom.

We were also awarded a Scotsman Fringe First, a prize given in recognition of ‘innovation and outstanding new writing’ in theatre. But more than this, I was most awed by the reaction of our audiences. As I hoped, Terence’s story really does emotionally resonate with people of all ages, and the need for audiences to share similar experiences is the reward for persevering when perhaps I should have given up, let things go and moved on. I have obsession to thank for that obstinacy.

As I write this, we are about to embark on a two-week run at the Soho Theatre, in London’s West End, followed by a tour of theatres across the UK. Each one of those shows is a tribute to a little boy who dreamed of adventure.

In a Choose Your Own Adventure book there is no true version of a story, no one correct path. The Boy in the Book is another path through the story of my friendship with James Costello. Is this story closer to the truth than any other version? The honest answer to that question is that there is both more truth and more fiction.

I think of the loneliness of that little boy sat in Birmingham, believing he has no friends in the world. How impossible it would be for him to imagine that his story would reach thousands of people, all of them, I hope, in adventuring through time, becoming a new friend in the process.

Nathan Penlington

January 2014
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To contact Ruth Myers about handwriting analysis: ruthmyers.com

The problem of choosing, and advice on how to choose well, is explored in: Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice, HarperCollins, New York, 2004; and Sheena Iyengar, The Art of Choosing, Little, Brown, London, 2010.

An interesting and interdisciplinary examination of obsession: Lennard J. Davis, Obsession, University of Chicago Press, 2008.

On the compulsion and practice of collecting: John Elsner and Roger Cardinal (eds.), The Cultures of Collecting, Reaktion Books, London, 1994.

Quote from Mark Setteducati, ‘My life is an invention!’, M.U.M., Society of American Magicians, February 1994, Volume 83, Issue 9, page 10.

Magic advertisements reproduced from various issues of Magigram, the magazine of Supreme Magic, 1984–1987.

Excerpt of dialogue in Chapter 11 is from Viva Knievel!, 1977, Warner Bros Pictures.

For more about Dr Bruno Furst’s memory course: youcanremember. com

Teofilo Olivieri can be found at the corner of 23rd and 6th in Manhattan, and at facebook.com/teofilo.olivieri

Lyrics to ‘Love is all Around’ are by Reg Presley, published by Universal Music.
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