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Introduction

 


Playing Out - Swings and Roundabouts outlines the
first ten years of Paul’s life. Abandoned by his mother at six
weeks old, he lives alongside three brothers and a sister being
raised by their lorry driver father. Struggling to cope, their
father does his best to provide but living on state handouts means
the children often go without.

Being motherless has a huge
impact on every aspect of his existence. In way of compensation, swings and
roundabouts, Paul is afforded the freedom to roam. Hardships
aplenty, lacking the nurture that often comes from a motherly
embrace, Paul is being sculpted, his life is playing
out.

Set in the 1970s, the older reader can
enjoy a nostalgic trip down memory lane and the youngsters can view
the offline existence of kids who wore flares and had bad hair.
Products and television programmes, toys and confectionery, the sweetest of memories entwined
with the roughness of a working-class environment. Street games,
scrumping and sewage tunnels. A patchwork quilt of Paul’s memories
stitched together using a rather coarse yarn makes this story a
true account of British social history that is both poignant and
humorous. All the main elements of the story are genuine incidents,
although many of the people and places have been distorted to
protect the guilty and to assist with the flow of the
narrative.

 


 



Chapter One: Meet Paul and his Dad

 


Perhaps, as he’s so often
heard, scraggly-haired Paul really is a magnet for misfortune.
Maybe trouble does attract trouble because, following close at his
heels, pursuing classmates chant, “He’s a tramp, he’s a tramp, he’s a
tramp.” It
begins with a request from Paul to play and a swift refusal on the
grounds of no tramps allowed. Then a second plea, voiced in a most
cajoling manner, which is met with a shove from Anthony Hayes, a
few giggles and the impromptu chorus of “He’s a tramp,” which quickly escalates.
Backing away from the jeers, this pack mentality terrifies the
six-year-old and his pulse races. He flees, and a chase around the
infant’s playground ensues.

Paul bolts past his classroom window.
Allies Bobby and Shane, members of his gang the Anti-Creeps, look
on from inside. Sentenced to playtime detention for some earlier
transgression means they cannot support him. He has no idea how to
dispel the chase, which consists of both boys and girls. Under
normal circumstances, with Bobby and Shane by his side, this
wouldn’t have happened, they being the roughest, most boisterous
rascals in Green Class. But it is happening now, and he has no plan
other than to run as fast as he can. At the entrance to the junior
children’s playground, he sees one of his older brothers, Darren,
who advises, no, orders him to hit them. So grabbing a fist full of the first
child’s jumper, Paul pulls Barry, who bites, towards him and
punches him on the nose. He does the same to Anthony Hayes and then
Derek Cole and the pitchfork mob then hastily disperse.

 


***

 


Paul comes from a broken home
with boarded-up windows, peeling wallpaper and, on the floors
that are covered, threadbare carpets. His mother abandoned the
family six weeks after his birth. Leaving “the three eldest” boys,
Mark, Jason and Darren, and the “two little ‘uns”, a girl named
Carole and new-born Paul, in the hands of their lorry-driver
father. He is a tall man who carries no extra fat on his slender
frame. Dark-skinned, tanned like Aladdin. His origins are unknown,
which leaves lots of fantastic possibilities for Paul to ponder.
His dad often mentions his past, tall tales about crossing the Gobi
desert on foot. He says a lot of things. He talks to his children,
shouts too, but generally talks. He takes the time to explain and
speaks with authority. Paul's dad is strong-willed with a unique
perspective of what is right and wrong: there are never any shades
of grey. More a thinker than a feeler, he doesn’t believe in
mollycoddling his children.

Love is more a concept than a product, an
auricular experience implied or derived from one fact. The children
accept they are loved because, despite the noisy chaos that
accompanies five, their father, unlike their mother, has stuck
around and hasn’t placed them into state care. He has often
unnerved his wide-eyed children with horror stories of his own
tragic childhood, being beaten and terribly mistreated in what he
refers to as “the cottage homes”. In jest, and occasionally
frustration, he sometimes threatens to shove them all in a home for
a single moment of peace. However, a slight twitch at the corner of
his mouth always betrays the mischievous smiles that he tries to
hide.

Paul’s father, who was raised by nuns from
birth, has no experience of a family life and struggles to cope.
But cope he does. Determined to save his children from the wicked
clutches of orphanage nuns, he takes whatever help and advice the
welfare workers offer. It was under their instruction that, when
his estranged wife decided she wanted to take ten-week-old Paul
after all, he was handed over. Some weeks later washerwoman-gossip
made its way across the back garden fence. News that Paul's mother,
who happened to be newly pregnant, had moved on leaving Paul with
some random family. It infuriated Paul's father to hear that this
juicy piece of tittle-tattle had been doing the rounds for some
time and so, without delay and with little disturbance, Paul was
back within the family unit.

In those first years finding responsible
childminders eluded Paul's father. There were no close friends or
relations he could call upon for help. He discovered that he
couldn’t depend on the goodwill of local babysitters, and even
those who charged a fee were somewhat unreliable. Paul can recall
his sister Carole, in the absence of the childminder, tumbling from
the dining-room table. He retains this cloudy image, complete with
sound, as one of his earliest memories, perhaps because it was
partly his fault. The pair of them, sitting on top of the table
squabbling. She grabbing for a wooden donkey head, part of a
condiment set, and following it over the edge as it rolled to the
ground. At first she didn’t cry. Then she saw blood dot the floor.
After which she rattled a whole row of houses with her howling
screams. Another teenage babysitter brazenly displayed a love-bite
on her neck. She saw nothing wrong with bragging about getting
Mark, who was only seven years old, to supply it. So after many
letdowns and dodgy incidents, Paul’s pragmatic father concluded it
would be best to resign from his job to become a stay-at-home
parent.

Be under no illusion that Paul’s father is
a saint. Like most parents he has good and bad moods and, when his
patience is tried, he disciplines his children the old-fashioned
way: a spanking on the bottom, a bare bottom, swiftly administered
in the schoolyard. Served in front of classmates, teachers and
parents, it’s a stinging reminder of whose word is final.
Fortunately the notion of embarrassment, just like Paul, is still
undeveloped, although next time, he will come when called. Figuring
out parental logic is never easy, and for a cheeky child born in
the year of the monkey, differentiating playful behaviour from
being naughty is also tricky. Perhaps stumbling down the stairs and
then receiving a smack for crying is deserved. It is quite
possible, although Paul doesn’t remember if a verbal warning
preceded the event, nevertheless a soothing hug from a soft-eyed
mother isn’t the way of things in his rowdy house.

To help neutralise some of the household
turbulence, the children’s father enforces continuity and a strict
regime. Some house rules are deeply scored into the rock that is
Paul's brain. Bed at six-thirty, never hit girls and absolutely no
buts. Mark, Jason and Darren are allowed to stay up later than
Carole and Paul: for them, when the Tom and Jerry cartoon ends so
does their day.

One surety they all know is if
their dad isn’t sitting in his favourite chair doing a crossword
puzzle or playing chess against himself, he can be found having a
swift pint or two at the Beckley Tavern, one of his regular boozers. The
pub, his sanctuary from all the stress and noise, is strictly to
maintain his sanity and the mild ale he consumes is viewed as a
measured essential. Money is always tight, so all non-essentials
like sweets, pocket money, school trips and birthday presents are
privileges afforded only to two-parent families. Christmas is the
only exception: the whole family agrees that is most definitely an
essential.


Chapter Two: Toddler Paul



Toddler Paul has a tendency to lose track
and wander off. In the supermarket he looks up to discover that the
fistful of trouser leg scrunched within his hand does not belong to
his father but to another towering shopper. On a trip to the local
park with one of his brothers he continues to wander straight
through it and out the other side. Somehow he manages to cross a
busy road and is found some time later in Bessy’s sweetshop near St
Jude’s Church, which is a good twenty-minute walk away. When asked
by a policeman where he lives, he responds with the line “In a
car.” Stuck in a notion, all questions asked of him are answered
with the same three words. Rough and scruffy, it may be assumed he
belongs to a traveling family or perhaps he’s simply angling for a
ride in the police car that he sees parked outside the shop. He is
successful in that. After a bit of detective work by PC Spoon, the
local bobby, Paul is given a ride in a police car and, with two
flicks of the siren-switch, he arrives home with a pocketful of
sweets.

On school days he hears the moans and
groans of the three eldest asking if they really have to go to
school. “I can’t afford to feed you if you stay home,” is his
father’s general response. School lunches, which are free to
one-parent families, provide much of the nourishment lacking in
their regular diet of beans on toast and jam sandwiches. Hence, as
his brothers and sister toddle off to school, Paul waves goodbye,
glad that he doesn’t have to go too.

Living in a house full of
boisterous kids all vying for attention, Paul is delighted to have
his dad all to himself even if it is all peace and quiet. With the house empty, and his
father mulling over the news in yesterday’s paper, the clock ticks
so much louder. Paul must occupy himself. Riding the creaky living
room door is one way. Hands clamped on both handles, toes gripping
the recessed panelling, Paul hangs there calling to his father,
desperate to be pushed before his feet slip off. Not today. Today
his father is short with him tells him to get down before he breaks
something.

Although he’s not really meant
to, Paul,
avoiding the two loose rails, climbs the staircase bannister all
the way up to the top of the house, without touching a single step.
Then he crocodiles his way down on his stomach. In the kitchen,
using a high stool that has two steps attached, he climbs onto the
tabletop and opens a cupboard to peer in. He retrieves a block of
gummy red cubes wrapped in see-through plastic. A strawberry jelly,
which he takes into the bathroom just off the kitchen to hide
behind the feet of the cast iron tub. This isn’t the first time
he’s done this, in fact it’s the third. Two previous jellies were
discovered by his father whilst mopping the floor and returned to
the kitchen. When the family were gathered and questioned, everyone
denied hiding them. Paul, presumed to be too small, wasn’t even
asked, which is just as well as he’d forgotten he’d done
it.

With the others around it’s difficult
keeping track of all his memories. However, he does have a few
favourites that are too precious to forget. Paul used to bathe in
the kitchen sink. His dad would tease that if he didn’t pluck him
to safety Paul would be sucked down the plughole. He enjoyed
splashing his feet in a panic before being scooped into the air.
Sometimes he’d sit watching and waiting as his father attempted to
bake a cake, eager to lick the sugary mess left on the wooden
spoon. He remembers crouching behind the sofa, being shushed as he
and his dad played hide and seek with the rent-man. The man would
mill about outside the window, attempting to peer into the gloom of
an unlit room and call through the letterbox. Paul wasn’t permitted
to move until he’d gone.

One time his dad became locked
out of the house with Paul trapped inside. In those days Paul
wasn’t able to reach the latch. He barely remembers the incident
except when prompted by his father, who proudly recounts the event.
The calm way in which Paul followed instructions to drag the stool
all the way from the kitchen and across the hall. Climbing up
and, after a
struggle, twisting the stiff catch to open the front door. Thus
saving a window from being smashed and earning him a lot of
praise.

Sometimes, like today, Paul
gets to go places. Grasping tightly to a gigantic finger that looks
and smells a bit like a cigar, he trots alongside, desperately
trying to keep pace. Paul's dad walks at an incredible speed. On
some occasions, this being one, they catch a double-decker bus. As
he scrambles up the enormous stairs to the top deck, he knows that
no matter how severely the bus jerks or turns, his dad is there to
catch him should stumble backwards. Paul likes to sit at the front
where he uses the handrail to steer the bus along the route. He
isn’t supposed to block the view; his dad tells him that it says so
on a notice. Still Paul can’t resist leaning over to have a sneak
peek into the periscope of viewing mirrors that allow the driver to
keep an eye on the upstairs passengers. Paul jerks back his head
and sits somewhat nicely after he catches a glimpse of the driver’s
glance. Mental fidgeting soon commences, a battle between
should I
and
best not
wavers. Paul
understands it is wrong, and he returns to steering the
bus.

Travelling on straight roads
Paul mostly feels fine but on bendy journeys his stomach churns and
his face loses all traces of pigment. Tingling hands and a growing
weakness in his joints, he is beginning to recognise the early
signs of travel sickness just as it is time to alight the bus.
Rushing through the lively town centre in order to catch a second
bus, Paul projectile vomits with such force it splashes back from
the gutter,
splattering his ankles. A handkerchief, still warm from his
father’s pocket, wipes away traces of dribble. Paul’s dad has a
tendency to apply more pressure than is required and what in
reality is a soft cotton fabric suddenly takes on the scrubbing
qualities of unrefined sackcloth.

Paul’s father leads him towards
the town’s monument, a stately prince astride a magnificent horse.
They take a seat at the base of its stone plinth.
A short break which
allows Paul’s stomach to unfold and his complexion to return to a
more natural shade. Paul’s dad lights a cigarette and it isn’t long
before Paul is scrambling about the statue, peering up into the
flaring nostrils of the beast which appears to be glaring at him in
annoyance. Perhaps offended by the pungent waves of vomit being
released around its feet. The stench will cling to Paul for the
rest of the day.

The second bus journey, which is
moderately winding, doesn’t seem to bother Paul. He falls asleep
with his head resting on his father’s lap until they reach their
destination.

Soaring high into the sky is a block of
flats. Paul has seen these colossal high-rise structures before as
there are three towers quite close to the school his siblings
attend. Also Mary, Mungo and Midge, characters from a cartoon show,
live on the seventh floor in a tall block and Paul particularly
likes to watch them ride in the lift. Just like Midge, Paul needs
to be picked up in order to press the button to take them up to the
ninth floor. A smell of emulsion paint dominates the corridor, and
it mingles with the odour that is coming from Paul’s
clothes.

They enter the home of a
heavily-perfumed, old lady. She says hello to Paul but talks to
him no more. As she busies herself in the kitchen, Paul’s dad looks
out of the window and Paul scopes the room. The place, furnished
mainly with an echo, contains little in the way of comfort. A
two-person table with chairs, a leather sofa and a television. A
collection of cardboard boxes stacked against one wall is all the
room possesses in the way of interest. Paul is too short to see
above the windowsill so his dad pulls over one of the chairs. Paul
clambers on to it to marvel at the view. Tree tops sway beneath
him. Green patches of land and buildings stretch out as far as his
eyes can see. Scoring through them, cars creep along snake-like
pathways. Best of all, people so tiny Paul feels he could blow them
all away with a mighty huff and a puff. Left at the window to
daydream over the scene, his father takes a seat on the sofa. The
clink of cutlery and crocks attracts Paul’s attention. His dad and
the old woman sip tea and talk. There is no cake but Paul does get
to drink the overspill of tea from his dad’s saucer. The meeting
doesn’t last long; in fact, it comes to a rather abrupt end. Paul
knows his dad is upset as he can see a watery glaze within his
reflective eyes hardening to ice. The lady has asked him not to
call again, frightened that her neighbours will think he is one of
her gentlemen clients. This, the final attempt on his father’s part
to include his own estranged mother in the life of her
grandchildren, has failed. Paul, none the wiser he’s just met his
grandmother, is smitten when his dad buys him a tube of chocolate
Smarties on the way home. It has a dark blue lid with a letter B on
it, or maybe it is a D. Preschool Paul doesn’t yet know his
letters.


Chapter Three: Home Life

 


Paul’s family live in a back street, a
lengthy cul-de-sac with a large circle at the bottom. From outside
number twenty-two, his house, the two little ‘uns, Carole and Paul,
are not supposed to step beyond the two nearest lampposts. One is
down the hill outside number thirty, the other up, at number
fourteen. A third lamppost situated midway between the two, Paul
claims as his own because it stands just outside his garden gate.
On dark nights, it casts a glow upon the walls of his bedroom, the
primary light source for a room without a bulb.

Hugging the lamppost, twirling round and
around and around until dizzy. Following the embossed swirls that
decorate the base with his finger. Countless failed attempts to
shimmy up it, so he can sit on the t-bar beneath the bulb as he’s
seen bigger kids do, all hold his attention for a while.
Frustratingly he can only watch as the three eldest, Mark, Jason
and Darren, scoot off, vanishing out of sight off on some wild,
mysterious adventure. Paul’s pleas to tag along are always ignored.
His dad and brothers all agree that he is too little and must stay
where he can be seen.

Somewhat liberated from social
conventions, working-class children are often allowed to play out
unsupervised. This provides some parents an opportunity to nip down
to their local pub for a swift half. There are always enough prying
eyes about in a street like Paul’s. Chatting at the gate posts
opposite, two old women while away most of the day, smoking
cigarettes and sharing stories. Paul’s amused father speaks fondly
about how Paul used to spend hours sitting with them listening to
their gossip. Paul feels pride whenever he hears stories about
himself and he can still picture this one, first hand.

Other than not having to go to school,
Paul sees no additional bonus for being the youngest in his family.
Instead he receives a booby prize: his sister Carole. She is
currently sitting in the middle of the road using a lollipop stick
to dislodge a stubborn piece of bubble gum. She’s been told not to
do it, knows that it is dirty, even Paul knows that, but she eats
it anyway. Carole is a year and a half older than Paul. She is not
at all girly, probably because she lives in a house full of boys. A
tomboy with goofy teeth and messy brown hair. Like her father, she
is strong-willed and constantly battles him, resulting in painful
howls and slapped legs whenever he tries to comb out her tangled
tresses.

She is a strange sister. A
short while back she threw a half-ender, a piece of a house brick, at Paul's face. It hit
him above the eye making it pour with blood. The scab has not long
healed. Perhaps, when she pulled back her arm, she’d meant to drop
the brick behind her shoulder. Only pretending to throw it. Maybe
she simply mistimed the letting go part, although Paul didn’t view
it that way. He remembers her standing in front of him and lobbing
something hard at his head. Regardless, she received a proper good
hiding from their dad for doing it.

Not to be outdone by their brothers,
Carole and Paul go on a mini adventure of their own, venturing all
the way to the circle at bottom of the cul-de-sac. With a pencil
and a notepad they go from door to door as Carole copies down all
the numbers they find. Obviously the importance of listing house
numbers is worth the risk of them being sent to bed without any
tea. They remember to avoid number twenty-nine, Mr Carlson’s, the
house with all the flowers. When Carole and Paul were a little
younger, too young to know better, they picked some of his
beautiful blooms. He was livid when they knocked at his door to ask
if he wanted to buy any. He yelled, “Get up your own end, ya cheeky
bleeders,” adding, as they dropped the flowers to scarper away,
“I’ll tell your dad. I know who you are.” On that occasion they ran
back to the sanctuary of their lamppost and nothing else came of
it. Mr Carlson seems to have forgotten but Carole hasn’t and, not
wanting to remind him, they scuttle by to the next front door,
number twenty-seven. Paul notices, like on his front door, there
are a lot of twos on Carole’s list.

 


***

 


In the theme of twos, Paul's
father currently owns two pianos. Both are out tune but that doesn’t
matter as he can play the opening section of a piece entitled
‘Chopsticks’ and nothing more. The family also have two dogs.
Blackie, who belongs to Bill, their some-of-the-time lodger, is an
old blind Labrador with a tendency to drop smelly farts, and Podge
is a hairy mongrel that likes to fight. They too are allowed to
roam freely, which they do, covering great distances. Podge guides
Blackie across roads and supposedly, it is said, catches the bus to
town. Blackie, being quite fat, makes a great pillow up until a
point: a certain level of toxicity. When Blackie blows, everybody
in the house knows.

Another of Paul’s younger day memories
includes the dogs sitting by the piano. “A bit for you, a bit for
you and a bit for me.” Paul recalls his dad laughing at the sight
of them. Standing atop the piano stool, the three of them taking
turns to slather-dribble all over a Curly Wurly, a chocolate chewy
bar. The stretched strands of toffee dripping with saliva must have
looked a right sight, especially after several rounds of being
tugged from the determined grip of canine teeth.

What a mega Christmas that was,
a lifetime ago, which in reality was only eleven months back. Paul
received a white plastic horse with wheels, a pedal-car and a
cuddly lifelike chimpanzee. The car never really pedalled properly
and the steering wheel soon snapped off, leaving a jagged stump
that tore at his flesh. But the horse was excellent. The incline on
Paul’s street is steep, which made it possible to gallop almost all
the way to the bottom without stopping. He had such fun, reaching
incredible speeds. Paul's brothers showed an interest in him, for a
short time, until the inevitable. Each collision bent the wheel
axle that little bit more: the horse began to hobble and eventually
became completely lame. It was put out to pasture in the back
garden where it remains in amongst the weeds.

Weather permitting,
Paul occupies his
time giving shoulder rides to Monkey, his chimpanzee. There’s a
squabble over ownership, Darren tormenting Paul by insisting that
they had swapped toys and Monkey now belongs to him. Tugging one
hand each they tear it apart, then squabble further over its head.
Which, after tears, telling tales and smacked bottoms, Paul
rightfully gains full custody of. Hollowed out, the head becomes a
Planet of the Apes-style mask, and after his father ties knots in
the open ends of the limbs to contain the stuffing, Paul makes good
use of the slugging arms. He swings them about, clobbering Darren
hard across the back of his head, producing a rather loud clonk.
This isn’t done with malice, Paul simply complies to a slapstick
urge, a notion that flashes through his mind, one influenced by
cartoons. This action makes everyone laugh, including their father.
Darren, unable to retaliate, doesn’t laugh. However, later that
day, he bets Paul that he can’t fit a ping-pong ball into his
mouth. A challenge Paul easily accomplishes, albeit at a salty
price. Paul has fallen foul of a dastardly prank. Darren roars with
laughter. “Errr, it’s got wee on it.”

Paul spits the ball out and tries to clean
his tongue by licking his woollen sleeve, which is even more
unpleasant. Devious Darren had dipped the ball into a bowl of
Paul’s pee. Paul has been suffering with a painful, itchy swelling
of the toes. He has chilblains and has been urinating into a bowl
in the bathroom because his father believes that soaking his
chilblains in urine will alleviate some of the irritation. It isn’t
in any way a miracle cure but Paul feels a little relief whilst
bathing his feet.

As toys never
last long in their
house, other, creative forms of play naturally develop. Making
mud-pies, digging holes and collecting unlikely treasures, such as
bottle tops and ring-pulls. Paul enjoys crawling about and hiding
beneath the wooden pigeon pen in the back garden. He much prefers
to be underneath where it is dark, musty and moist, if not a tad
dangerous due to protruding nails, than inside it where the dusty
air makes him wheeze and sneeze. Lured by a feast of woodlice and
slugs, it is a haven for passing amphibians. He sometimes comes
across one whilst under there.

Paul's dad is a member of a
pigeon club.
On most weekends during the racing season his best birds compete.
He boasts that, unlike his rivals, he has never bought a single
pigeon, yet still wins many races. These victories are rewarded at
the end of the season with trophies and cash prizes. Therefore the
health and welfare of his pigeons is highly important. Darren, who
is considered to be Daddy’s pet, is
permitted to assist his father and gets to tag along, although this
is mainly on training days. As money is involved racing is taken
seriously. On race days the children are banished from using the
garden, and woe betide the forgetful child who rushes around the
side of the house, scaring away the birds. For the eldest three it
is a good time to request playing further afield than the local
back park in places like the Woodlands, down the canal or over
Windsor Park playing fields. The two little ‘uns have to make do
with the street.

Today is a race day. Carole is
once again logging door numbers and Paul is inside. He’s peering
out of an upstairs window overlooking the back garden. The silence
of an empty house is broken. Cha, cha, cha, cha, cha. Paul's dad stands by the back
doorstep, his eyes searching the skies, whilst rattling a metal can
containing dried corn. Between each strain of five shakes he pauses
a moment and then adds a chanted refrain of “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon
then, c’mon.” He repeats the sequence over and over again until a
pigeon eventually flutters from the sky to land on a nearby
rooftop.

Paul watches his dad scatter some grains
near pen’s entrance to entice the bird down. The pigeon appears
overly cautious and flaps over to perch on a chimney pot. It cranes
its neck scanning the vicinity with a beady eye. Casting suspicious
glances, it sees the man shaking a can and the boy standing on the
sill behind the glass window. Paul can barely make out the feed on
the ground. He has heard that a pigeon can see for miles and miles
and wonders why the bird refuses to be swayed. There are no cats
about, Blackie and Podge are out in the street and the neighbouring
gardens look deserted. When spooked, this coaxing method of tin
rattling and calling requires a lot of patience. Paul’s dad
possesses a finite amount which, to be honest, isn’t a great deal
especially when every minute that passes is a potential loss of
income. Normally the pigeon, hungry after a lengthy flight, would
circle around once or twice, land on a roof then, seeing the food
being sprinkled, swoop down to eat. Paul’s dad would then toss a
few morsels in the shed entrance and usher the racer further inside
whilst sliding the door closed behind him. Once cornered and caught
he would remove from its feet a rubber ring: a fat, elasticated
band stamped with an identity number, allocated before the race.
This is then enclosed inside a tiny metal canister that resembles a
sewing thimble. A clock that can’t be opened or adjusted without a
master key, one guarded by the chief timekeeper of the club, waits
to receive the thimble. Inserted into a small hole it is secured
within a chamber deep inside the clock and the time is
registered.

Mr Pearce, Bob to his racing
colleagues and who lives nearby on the main road, also keeps pigeons.
His clock has a slight time difference, adjusted to allow for
variations in distance. So precise are these calculations, every
minute is counted when determining the winner. As most of the
family know it’s all very serious and if, at this moment, Paul’s
father happens to look up at the window behind him, Paul would
surely be taught a lesson for a second time.



***

 


To toughen up the boys, Paul’s dad
positively encourages physical fighting. Not exactly a pit-bull way
of life, but on rainy afternoons, baiting one another in wrestling
matches, orchestrated by their father, is conducted on the living
room floor. Bog standard life coaching in many working-class
households of the seventies. Everyone bar Carole wrestles. She just
cheers and jumps about, appearing a lot more frenzied than anyone
fighting. Darren may be small but he whips about like a vicious
terrier and generally gets the better of everyone, even Mark, the
eldest. Frustrations inevitably flare up and, every once in a
while, hurt pride bubbles over into tears. Strictly forbidden, this
type of crying is swiftly rewarded with something to cry about,
putting an end to what should have been a bit of rough and
tumble.

Name calling and teasing
are also advocated.
Toughening to protect their core. Their father believes it
encourages them to suppress their upset emotions should children
make fun of them. He frowns upon them showing weakness, and if they
don’t hit back when punched? Well, knowing what will happen once
their dad finds out prevents any cheek-turning. Paul always adheres
to his dad’s commands. “If the teacher hits you across the head,
just say… Don’t hit me across the head or I’ll be as stupid as
you.” It
takes a lot of guts and full control over quivering lips to deliver
such a lengthy sentence. Yet it is doable because it has been done
by both Jason and Darren. The children generally do as they are
ordered. However, by default, all the things their father fails to
forbid are allowed.


Chapter Four: Yellow Class

 


As much as Paul enjoys staying
home, time inevitably ticks on. Paul’s introduction to St
Jude’s Catholic School begins in the spring following his fourth
birthday.

Mark is first to leave the house on this
particular morning. He attends senior school, which is much further
away, and dashes out the door before Paul is fully dressed. Darren
and Jason scoot off next, glad to be relieved of Carole, a burden
that normally tags along. Carole, together with Dad, accompany Paul
on his first walk to school. There are no tantrums at the school
gates. His father, eager to rush off, delivers them to the top of
the road and watches them enter the playground before waving
goodbye.

Paul attends Yellow Class,
which is split into two groups. The older children of five going on
six, taught by Mrs Coutts, occupy the desks and have to sit up
straight, pay attention and raise their hands before talking. They
also use pencils and exercise books. The younger kids, watched over
by Miss Bishop, the classroom assistant, seem to have it easier,
sprawling about the red carpet in the story time area. The smell of
wax crayons and Plasticine within the room acts like a stimulus to
Paul. He is itching to explore all the brightly-coloured toys, to
enter the Wendy house and make castles in the sandpit. At this
early stage of his schooling, excluding social skills there are no
difficult lessons. In circle-time they sing a morning song,
‘Incy Wincy
Spider’, change the cards on the weather display and adjust the
calendar. They count up to ten and, much to the children’s delight,
back down again, the best part coming after “three, two, one” when
they all jump into the air shouting “Blast off!” and making rocket noises.

All children wear plimsolls or socks in
class; shoes are not allowed. So, shortly before the ringing of
morning break-time bell, the children are sent to the cloakroom to
change for outdoor play. When the bell sounds, the doors are flung
open and out pour Yellow, Blue and Green classes, roaring and
screaming into the playground. Carole is amongst them but Paul
doesn’t want to play with her. Instead he runs around with Bobby
and Shane, the most boisterous of his new classmates. Bobby, a
blond Irish lad, is smaller than Paul yet much tougher. Bobby can
do boxing and claims to be able to fight anyone. Shane is also
Irish. A dark-haired, stocky, thick-headed boy with a hard temper,
he is also a good fighter. Unbeknown to Paul, the impressions made
in these early moments will be chiseled deep into the foundations
of his new school. A scale that measures popularity and,
subsequently, the level of acceptance within the micro society that
is his class. By the time the whistle blows for them to line up,
they are well on their way to becoming friends.

After the exertion of recess comes a
refreshing drink of milk. At home Paul never has real milk. It is
considered a luxury beyond their means so he relishes this creamy
supply of liquid calcium. Slurping loudly, the children’s drinking
straws chase every last drop around and around the base of the
bottle. Much to the annoyance of Mrs Coutts who thinks it totally
unnecessary and doesn’t mind telling them so.

In story-time, the three boys
sit together on the carpet. Paul notices that Shane has plimsolls and Bobby,
like himself, wears socks. They listen to their teacher, Miss
Bishop, read fairy tales, one of them about a gingerbread man,
their new-found friendship momentarily forgotten amongst the
jostling of fifteen children. On the turn of each new page, a surge
of panic to view the illustrations threatens to knock Miss Bishop
backwards off her stool. She tries to calm the rush by facing the
pages outward and revealing the images in a sweeping arc. Without
seeing the pictures the words of the story are lost on
Paul.

Lunch follows in the main hall. Meat,
gravy, potatoes and peas. There’s pudding too. Paul has never
tasted chocolate sponge with green minty custard, and it is the
highlight of his day. Paul passes by Carole as she stands in line
waiting to enter the dining hall. Unable to contain his joy, he
rushes over just to inform her about the green custard. Excited
ripples travel down the line: green custard seems to be a firm
favourite of almost everyone. Lunch also comes with an extended
playtime, which makes Paul adore school dinners that much
more.

The next lesson after lunch is PE,
physical education. The changing room, consisting of two benches,
two rows of hooks and two foot baths, is shared by both boys and
girls. Undressing on opposite sides of the room, the boys are much
quicker to ready themselves. Those without plimsolls walk in bare
feet because wearing socks on the parquet flooring is slippy. Bobby
and Paul slap the floor with each footfall as they walk; Shane is
told to put his pumps back on. In a dining hall cleared of tables
and chairs, the children sit in a circle and roll a ball across the
centre to a child opposite. The girls monopolise the fun by
choosing to pass the ball only between themselves. Bobby intercepts
a pass but doesn’t roll it to Paul or Shane as they are sitting
either side of him. Instead he rolls it over to a boy called
Anthony, who sends it straight back into the open arms of a girl.
Completely missing the educational part of this physical
activity.

Class resumes shortly afterwards with
threading counting beads on coloured strings and poking laces
through the eyelets of various items of footwear depicted on pieces
of card. By way of tying their own shoelaces, the able children and
those with slip-on shoes no longer require assistance at break
times. This independence rewards them with extra minutes of play,
something Paul is quick to observe. It pushes him to try harder.
The first ‘cross over, tuck under and through’ part is easy
compared to the confusing looping bit. Though he struggles, Paul is
no more than three lessons away from achieving this.

A few students are chosen at
intervals to gather around the water table. As an exercise in buoyancy,
children have to indicate which items they think will float to the
surface and which will sink to the bottom. Paul excels and receives
a red star to place on a wall chart alongside his name.

The final playtime break arrives. To the
untrained eye it seems to be much the same as the morning one,
twenty minutes of screaming, shouting and dashing about. Although
from the perspective of Ms Lammers, a teacher who is a rather
flowery soul who endorses peace and love, the playground is much
less chaotic towards the end of the school day. Young active minds
eventually begin to tire, meaning less whistle blowing, coffee
spilling and yelling.

Since his arrival that morning,
Paul has been waiting to be let loose on the toys. Miss Bishop says
that constructive play, which means sharing and playing quietly, will
follow drawing and colouring. Paul hastily scrawls a scribble using
a dark blue crayon and urgently announces he’s finished before most
children have chosen which colour to use. Miss Bishop is having
none of it and tells him if he’s finished to sit quietly and wait,
or if he prefers
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