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CHAPTER ONE

Along with the rest of the staff, the chaplain at my school failed to notice that the place had long since been taken over by Jews and Asians. He was the kind of chirpy Englishman who Christians think of as ‘a character’ but we Jews prefer to call ‘a wanker’.

His sermons, which everyone had to sit through on a Friday, came from an endless, dreary repertoire of anecdotes of his parish days in some county or other that wasn’t London, all involving the same pitiful cast of quaint English grannies. Neither the setting nor the characters meant anything to his audience, most of whom had barely been outside the M25, and whose grannies weren’t quaint and tended to live abroad. The headmaster would do his runaway-vibrator-up-the-arse routine – fat red face shuddering itself into a purple frenzy of mirth, while the rest of us picked our noses and stared at the ceiling.

It is not surprising, then, that during the optional Wednesday service, everyone who could claim even a toe-full of non-English blood would head for the chaos of the Jewish assemblies in the classroom block. Each year-group was assigned two adjacent classrooms, and a different assembly would be given in each room by a pair or trio of sixth formers, who were supposed to deal with a different aspect of Judaism each week. This enormous operation was monitored by a harassed-looking Dr Kuper from the physics department who trotted between the ten rooms, poking his head round each door to check that the matters under discussion were of a religious nature.

Some of the duller assemblies would be spent persuading Dr Kuper that the welfare of Tottenham FC was of key significance to the place of the modern Jew in contemporary London. ‘But sir! Hoddle’s useless. He’s lost it. And Clive Allen is a waste of space unless he gets decent service from the midfield. It is essential for Jewish self-respect that we bring up a ball player of Mabbutt’s quality from the reserves.’

If the sixth former taking the assembly was a good talker, however, Dr Kuper didn’t have to be persuaded of anything. Any subject under the sun could be discussed, with one eye on the door, the slightest movement of which would bring about an instant and seamless leap into theological matters. By the time I was in the sixth form, I loved giving these talks more than anything. As long as you could make them laugh, the younger boys would worship you, and you could pass yourself off as a man of infinite experience.

I used to read the first few chapters from biographies of the rich and famous and adopt their childhood sex-lives as my own. Kirk Douglas had a particularly good story involving a married woman, a ladder and a pair of curling tongs, which I had used several times in my suavest you’ll-never-guess-what-happened-to-me-this-weekend manner. This reading was essential research, because the good-looking amongst the thirteen-year-olds tended to be more sexually experienced than me.

The main topic of conversation was always, invariably, sex.

The worst mistake was to start the assembly by asking them to shut up, because they never would. You needed an arresting opening. So I would start by quietly drawing a diagram on the blackboard. Curiosity then brought the noise level down.

‘Can anyone tell me what these are? These two curves. Anyone?’

Stillness. Tension.

‘They are known as outer labia. Now you’ve probably all seen a pair of them somewhere or other before, and wondered what purpose they serve. Technically speaking, are they or are they not part of the vagina proper?’

Silence. Awe. Adoration.

‘Well, this is a matter of some contention amongst experienced lovers. It is usually agreed upon that they are, if you like, the entranceway to the vagina. To ask whether or not it is actually part thereof is rather like asking whether or not a door is outside or inside a house. The question is purely semantic. The key fact to remember is that however useful a door is for getting into a house, it must not be mistaken for the house itself. There are far more interesting things inside, concealed from the casual observer. Always remember – a courteous guest does not spend long admiring the paintwork on his hostess’s porch, he heads straight for the living room, compliments her on the family portraits and warms his hands at the hearth. This little dot here represents the hearth – the fireplace – the focus of social activity. It is always further from the doorway than you expect, but it must be found quickly, before you (or your hostess) cools down.’

Wonder. Respect. I am a God.

‘Now – your invitation will often specify certain dress codes. Formal: condommed, or informal: au naturel. It is worth noting that a hostess of a social gathering will often specify formal dress simply as a matter of course. It is more important to gauge her character than to read the invitation. Often, one impresses by turning up to a black tie party dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, so to speak. Try wherever possible to get away without wearing a condom. The experience is far better: more daring, more exciting, warmer, wetter. They only ask you to wear one as a test of your skill and enthusiasm – rather like asking a concert pianist to perform with gloves on. If you are asked to put one on –’ enter Dr Kuper. ‘– either at home or in the synagogue, you should do so without the slightest hesitation. It is worn on the top of the head as a sign of devotion and respect to God, often clipped to the hair to stop it blowing away in the wind. It is very embarrassing to have it fall off at the wrong moment. While the devout wear one all the time, most of us only put one on during worship. These days they come in a number of amusing shapes and sizes, but I always find that the fancy ones never fit properly. Women, as you all know, are never required to wear one, though the orthodox sometimes shave off the hair and cover up with a wig.’ Dr Kuper looks puzzled by the laughter at the last comment, so I ask him a question. ‘I think it’s an important part of Jewish identity to be seen wearing one as often as possible. I wish I had the courage to wear one to school. What do you think, Dr Kuper?’

‘Well, Mark, I used to wear one as a child, but I stopped as soon as my parents let me. I found it caused embarrassment. People would comment, and I got stared at, so I just stopped. I prefer to have my head as nature intended it.’

He is interrupted by peals of laughter, which he chooses to ignore. ‘Well done, Mark. Good assembly,’ he says. Then he leaves.


CHAPTER TWO

We were only allowed to start taking Jewish assemblies from the start of the sixth form, and it was at my third one, long before I had my crowd-control technique sorted out, that I found myself behaving strangely. The beginning of the sixth form was a difficult time for me, and it was extremely important that I established myself quickly as a cool person. I had spent my first five years at the school marooned in the social backwaters of the unsporty homework-doers, and in the first few weeks of the sixth form, for the first time since we had arrived, social status was up for grabs again. This was down to the fact that we were now allowed to wear our own clothes (it had to be a jacket and tie, but at least it wasn’t school uniform), so the new divide between the fashionable and the unfashionable created opportunities for crossing the previously unbridgeable gulf between the elect (the Lads) and the rejects (the Spods). Also, it was just beginning – just beginning – to be cool to be clever. That was where my opportunities lay. If I wanted to leave school with any self-respect whatsoever, I had to let everyone know as quickly as possible just how fucking clever I was.

This effort to reinvent my personality, combined with the fact my life had been turned over by the arrival of Barry – a new boy in my year – put me in a state of permanent nervous tension. My brain was in overdrive. I think this is why I went a little too far in one Jewish assembly. I had to do well. I had to be clever.

I was taking the fifth form, who were notorious for being the hardest group to control, and was trying to spin out some bullshit nicked from Burt Reynolds’ fifteenth birthday party. It wasn’t really working, and I could tell that the group were getting bored and were about to start taking the piss out of me. So I turned on a boy called Robert Levin – it was just a way to get myself out of a potentially embarrassing situation, really.

Levin wasn’t the usual victim type – he wasn’t small, he wasn’t ugly, he wasn’t a Christian – in fact he was a pleasant, friendly kind of guy. It just so happened that five years earlier he had tossed off Jeremy Jacobs in a jacuzzi. No one actually knew whether or not the story was true, but everyone had heard it, and it was constantly told and retold around the school. Even if you didn’t know anyone in the fifth form, you would have heard of Robert Levin, and you would know that he had tossed off Jeremy Jacobs in a jacuzzi.

The story was so catchy, so neatly alliterative that it was almost certainly a malicious fabrication, but it was widespread enough to have acquired the unchallengeable status of a School Myth. The fact that Jeremy Jacobs had left the school years ago, before the rumour emerged, made the story even more convenient, since everyone’s sexual insecurities could be focused on one person.

Every conceivable torment had been visited on Robert Levin, ranging from the most basic daily taunting, through to notes about killing gays being left in his schoolbag. Given that his life at the school must have been one of absolute misery, he dealt with it pretty well. I remember, the first time I ever met him, I asked him casually (as everyone did) whether or not it was true about him and Jeremy Jacobs, and he just shrugged it off. He didn’t even get cross with me – he just ignored it.

So, when I felt the assembly slipping away from me, and I saw Levin in the corner of the room, without looking at him I gradually changed the subject to masturbation and jacuzzis. Suddenly everyone was listening again. I held their attention, because I didn’t allude to anything directly, I just subtly slid between the two topics – first I talked about how friends occasionally jerk each other off, and about what this means, then I mentioned how bathroom decor said a lot about one’s sexual tastes, and how convenient jacuzzis are for masturbation. Then I just started chatting about how it was a shame Jeremy Jacobs had left the school because his parents had a lovely jacuzzi that he could have told us all about, and on and on I went, with everyone in the room laughing. I don’t mean to brag, but I was being very funny – and not in a coarse way, because I was alluding to things very subtly. I didn’t even look at Levin, and I never mentioned his name. It was hilarious. I was being very, very funny. It was one of those moments of complete power. I had that audience absolutely at my command.

Having said that, I have to admit that a lot of people were laughing too hard. They weren’t really laughing with me, more at Robert Levin – and in a nasty way. This pissed me off, because I wasn’t being cruel. I was just being funny.

Levin, obviously, wasn’t amused. He didn’t look angry, though. He must have been annoyed, but it really didn’t show. His face was completely blank. He just stared at me, almost as if he was listening attentively to what I was saying, and trying to remember it.

At the end of the assembly, after I had stopped talking, while everyone else filed out of the room, he stayed in the same position, still sitting down, still looking at me. It felt as if he was waiting for me to finish, even though I already had. The way he looked at me, in the empty classroom, with voices echoing into the room from the corridor, stopped me from leaving. He was making me wait for something.

He stood up, walked to the door, and gently closed it. The room went quiet. When his eyes moved from the door-handle back to my face, I felt a collapsing sensation in my chest.

Still he didn’t speak.

It was up to me to say something first.

‘Don’t take it the wrong way,’ I said. ‘It was only a joke.’ He didn’t move. He didn’t even seem that angry – his body looked completely calm – but there was something frightening in the air. I noticed for the first time that he was bigger than me.

‘Look, I wasn’t laughing at you,’ I said. ‘I was just having a joke. I was only protecting myself – they were all about to turn on me. Some of them were laughing at you, but not me. That’s what I meant. I’m as pissed off as you are that they took it the wrong way. I’ve got nothing against you. They’re the wankers. They’re the ones you should be angry with.’

When he spoke, he spoke very quietly.

‘But it’s you I’m angry with,’ he said.

He said it so softly that I opened my mouth to say, ‘What?’, but closed it again. I had heard.

I felt the collapsing sensation again.

‘You don’t look very angry,’ I said, and forced out a laugh.

Then some lower school boys came in for a lesson, and Levin left.

I should have punched him.

During a school career you’re bound to humiliate the odd person out of pure malice here and there. It’s not as if having an enemy for life ever did anyone any harm, and I certainly didn’t give a toss that some little squit in the fifth form now hated me. The problem was just that the episode left a nasty taste in my mouth. I’m not the kind of person who mopes around feeling guilty about every little social slip-up, but whenever I remembered what I had done, I couldn’t help feeling that in some personal way I had … well … betrayed myself.

It all got confused in my head with these thoughts I was having about Barry, the new boy.


CHAPTER THREE

Barry had joined the school three weeks earlier, at the start of the sixth form. There was a tradition at the school that any new boy would be ignored by everyone except the Christians for roughly a year. While this operated perfectly well for all the other new sixth formers, it didn’t work on Barry because he managed to ignore everyone else before they got a chance to get in first and start ignoring him. It wasn’t even as if he was being actively aloof, he just gave the impression that he had no interest in acquiring friends. Given that he also happened to be six foot two, was built like a God and had the face of a movie star, it is easy to see how he managed to intimidate every boy in the school without even trying.

His unrevealing expression preyed on everyone’s paranoia about their own bodies. Just standing next to him, you began to feel ugly, short, hairy and awkward. People felt his eyes burning on their spotty chin, their shiny nose, their greasy hair or too-short legs. Everyone was afraid of him.

But we couldn’t stop looking at him. At least, I couldn’t stop looking at him. I’m not into self-analysis, but I have to admit that Barry was doing strange things to my mind. I kept looking for him in crowds. When the door opened in the sixth-form common-room, I couldn’t stop myself spinning round to see if it was him. In the dining room, I wouldn’t sit next to him, but I would wander with my tray until I had at least seen where he was eating before I took my place. I was – sort of – obsessed with him.

The only time I managed to stop thinking about him was in the gaps when I found time to worry about myself.

What the fuck was happening to me? Why couldn’t I take my eyes off him?

And I couldn’t help feeling that I wasn’t the only worried one. Wherever Barry went, I could detect a little change in the social temperature. Sometimes it got hotter, sometimes it got colder, but once his presence had been noticed it never stayed the same. It was almost identical to what happened when there were girls wandering around the school.

Even the School Animal – the boy who could fit eighteen two-pence coins under his foreskin and regularly proved it – even he seemed slightly cowed in the presence of Barry. He quietened down a bit. And he certainly didn’t get his dick out and start asking around for coppers. Somehow, Barry put people on their best behaviour.

Everyone noticed him, that much was obvious. What I needed to know was whether or not I was noticing him more than everyone else. It sort of felt as if I was.

Do you see what I mean?

It was a very worrying time for me.

Let’s face it – Barry was sex on legs. And I … well, I wasn’t.

I have a huge hooked nose, I am perpetually covered in stubble whether I shave or not, my hair is wiry and my eyebrows look like two moustaches. I am an anti-Semite’s dream. The Ku Klux Klan would pay a fortune for pictures of my face to stick up all over American classrooms to frighten little girls.

Don’t get me wrong, though. By the time I met Barry I wasn’t one of those adolescent turds who’s too paranoid about their appearance to notice that there’s a world beyond the pus on the end of their nose. Quite the opposite. I had gone through that phase, and was just beginning to reach a point where I was comfortable with the way I looked. I felt distinguished. And I liked the fact that stupid people recoiled from me, because I wouldn’t want to talk to stupid people anyway.

Everyone knows that a man doesn’t need to be good-looking to be attractive. So, being ugly was an advantage since it would force me to make the extra effort to get noticed. Ideally I wouldn’t have had myself quite so hideous, but still … I could live with it.

Stupid people recoiled from Barry, too. I thought I might be able to use this shared experience to somehow make myself his … ally. That’s a good way of putting it. I’m not the kind of jerk who runs around trying to make friends with people, but I just thought that Barry would be a useful person to have as an ally.


CHAPTER FOUR

Getting to know Barry wasn’t easy. The mere thought of starting a conversation with him put an apple in my throat. When I once actually spoke to him, I had to force the words past several basketballs lodged throughout my respiratory system. As a result it came out three times louder than I intended, and Barry’s first impression of me was, ‘COULD I BORROW A PENCIL, PLEASE!!!’

This pissed me off. It was a very bad start. For several weeks I had nightmares in which beautiful women stripped off and offered their bodies to me while I kept my clothes on and asked them questions about pencils.

Throughout my pencil-impotence nightmare phase I hovered around Barry at school, hoping to find some other opening to start a conversation which might compensate for my bad first impression. Once I successfully managed a ‘No, Room 63 is that way,’ which came out quivery, but at a natural volume, though I didn’t feel that this exactly burned my existence as a person very deep into Barry’s consciousness.

Then, one weekend, I was wandering around London when I saw him drowning in the Thames. I stripped off all my clothes, leapt into the river, tore his ankle free from the reeds which were dragging him down and hauled him to the shore, where I revived him with the kiss of life.

Or maybe that was just a dream.

What actually happened was that Barry was on a geology field trip when he stumbled on a kerbstone and fell into the road, knocking himself unconscious on the tarmac directly in the path of a juggernaut with the driver asleep at the wheel and severed brake-cables. Luckily I happened to be passing by, but since Barry was an exceptionally diligent geologist, he had filled his pockets with too many rocks for me to be able to drag him from the road, so I had to sprint uphill, leap onto the moving juggernaut, wrestle the slumbering trucker from the wheel and steer us into a nearby marsh from which I swam to safety just in time to revive Barry with the kiss of life.

This is how I became his friend.

Yes?

OK, OK, so I’m not exactly being literal here. If you want the truth truth, as in pissboringgrowabraincan’tyouthinkofanythingbetter truth, the fact of the matter is that Barry and I took the same school bus, so, bit by bit, I managed to familiarize myself with him.

There.

Crap, isn’t it?

Actually, now I think of it, it’s a bit more interesting than that, since the politics of where you sat on the school bus was an intricate subject, heavily complicated by the fact that the coach was shared with members of the adjacent girls’ school. In Barry’s first week, when he arrived and sat in the third row from the front, this was a revolution. It represented a fundamental undermining of years of tacit negotiation and not-very-tacit fights. He was the kind of person who could have gone straight to the back seat, but probably should have undergone a couple of weeks in the second or third row from the back, then he just turned up and sat in the third row from the front! It was unbelievable!

Once, when a first year sat next to him, a) he gave him the window seat, and b) they had a conversation. I couldn’t believe it! I couldn’t fucking believe it! It just wasn’t right.

The standard, accepted, handed-down-through-generations seating plan for the coach was as follows:







	
Front Front:

	
Teachers.



	
Back Front:

	Sad cases, Christians, uncool 1st–3rd forms, ugly girls.



	
Front Middle:

	Cool 1st–3rd forms, uncool 4th–6th forms.



	
Back Middle:

	
Cool 4th and 5th forms (heirs to the back seat), 6th-form scientists who think white shoes make them cool, stray obnoxious masochistic 1st–3rd form Jews who enjoy getting beaten up.



	
Front Back:

	
Sexy girls.



	
Back Seat:

	
Cool 6th-form boys.



The differentiation between front middle and back middle was vague, to say the least, so as you can imagine, the 4th and 5th forms were a key period for establishing the five people who would eventually graduate to the back seat. It is worth noting that one’s school status did not necessarily correspond to one’s coach status, partly due to the presence of girls, but mainly due to the gradual erosion of conventional snap judgements through the course of twice daily exposure in an enclosed space for seven years. People who would normally not acknowledge one another’s existence in the school corridors were eventually, after three or four years, forced to come up with some kind of mutual greeting for when they caught each other’s eye getting on and off the coach. This could be anything from a smile or a nod, to a ‘hello’ or a punch in the face, but it was at least some little gesture of mutual recognition.

My fourth and fifth years were dominated by an ongoing conflict with the coach prefect of the time, a fascist army-boy called Michael Carter. This conflict was mainly contrived by me, since I knew that I had to provoke him in some way if I wanted to get bullied, which I desperately needed to happen in order to show that I could stand up for myself – which was necessary in order to graduate from front middle to back middle, putting me in a position where I would be able to move to the back seat when the sixth form came along. Obvious, really.

Provoking Michael Carter was easy. If he got on the coach and started talking to Petra (the chief sexy girl of the period), I would kneel on my seat, face the back of the coach, and ask him polite but curious questions.

‘Michael, why are you talking to Petra when you know she doesn’t fancy you? Michael, why are you doing that? You know she doesn’t fancy you, so why are you talking to her? Why, Michael? Tell me. I’m only curious so that I can learn from your vast sexual experience.’ He would usually tell me to shut up and face the front, in which case I would say, ‘Are you asking me to do that so that you can make a stand in front of Petra? Is that why you’re asking me to sit down and face the front? Is it just to show that you’re an authoritative person? Do you think that will make her fancy you? Does that tend to work, in your vast sexual experience, Michael? Tell me, I want to learn.’

I would continue in this vein until he came and hit me.

If he got on the coach and didn’t start talking to Petra I would turn round and say, ‘Michael, why aren’t you talking to Petra today? Why aren’t you talking to her? Is it because you’ve finally realized that she doesn’t fancy you? Is that why? Is that why you aren’t talking to her? Don’t you think you should keep on trying, Michael? You never know – she might start fancying you if you keep on trying. Is it because you’re not wearing your army uniform today, Michael? Is that why you’re not talking to Petra? Is it because you know you look much sexier in your army uniform? Is that why? Tell me, Michael – I want to learn from your vast sexual experience.’

I would continue in this vein until he came and hit me.

The longer I managed to wind him up, the harder he hit me, but it was definitely worth it. Thanks to my relationship with Michael Carter, by the end of the fifth form I was at the very back of the middle, almost at the front of the back. (This put me extremely near Petra, who I secretly thought fancied me – but that’s another story.)

As a result of all this, by the time I was in the lower sixth, just as Barry arrived at the school, I was at last taking my place on the back seat. I was one of those people whose coach status was considerably above their school status, and if it hadn’t been for the fortunate coincidence of Barry getting the same bus as me, I don’t think I would have stood a chance of ever getting close to him.

A few weeks into the sixth form, once I felt he must have at least become aware of my face as something vaguely recognizable, I walked up to him at the coach-stop and started talking to him. I was psyched up – I was calm – I was ready for anything – so I just went for it.

‘Cold, isn’t it?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Coach is a bit late,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Mind you, it is November
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