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 “I hate it.”

“Now I don’t think you do, Carl,” Mam said as we drove up the drive to the 

school’s main entrance. “You haven’t had time to hate it.”

“I don’t need time. It looks like that film.”

“What film?”

“The one in the prison camp with the German Nasties.”

Dad chuckled and Mam shot him a warning glance. “You’ve got to admit, 

love,” he said. “It is a bit dismal.”

“It’s nothing of the sort.” Mam thought it was dismal, too. I knew she did. 

“That’s just the weather. You wait—you wait until the sun comes out. It’ll look loads 

better.”

Dad stopped the car, pulling on the handbrake so hard I thought it was going 

to come loose. I did hate it. I hated it so bad it made my throat ache. But I didn’t say 

anything—we none of us did. We just sat there in silence for a few minutes, the rain 

pattering against the windscreen, the distant windows of the classrooms—each a 

separate building connected by roofed pathways—illuminated from the inside. They 

made me think of my friend’s dad’s aquarium, strange, glowing tanks of bizarre 

looking fish that all too often ended up floating on the surface, dead and having to be 

fished out with a little net.

I imagined a big hand coming down and lifting the roof off one of the 

classrooms—a net fishing out the lifeless form of one of my future classmates—and 

then Dad said, “Time to gird our loins and get on with it, I think. No use putting it 

off.”

A grey-haired, bespectacled woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform that wasn’t quite a 
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nurse’s uniform was waiting for us in the milk-sour lobby. Dad had lifted me out of 

the car and put me in my pushchair (this was a time before I got my first, bright red 

wheelchair), and as he wheeled me towards the woman I would come to know as Mrs. 

Attenborough, I felt myself becoming smaller as she loomed ever-nearer. She looked 

mean, with little hairs growing on her chinny-chin-chin and a pencilled-in frown—but 

when she saw us, she smiled and became a totally different and much nicer person. It 

was a good trick, and I was momentarily impressed.

“Let me guess,” she said, going down on her haunches in front of me. She had 

big knees. “You must be Carl. Yes?” I thought about shaking my head, just to see 

what would happen—but instead nodded. “Excellent! It’s very nice to meet you, 

Carl,” she said, shaking my hand. “My name’s Mrs. Attenborough and I’m one of the 

people who’ll be looking after you while you’re at Sunnyvale.”

I was about to tell her that I hated the place, but Dad skilfully cut me off at the 

pass. “He’s a little nervous,” he said.

Mrs. Attenborough got to her feet again, smiling and shaking first Dad’s and 

then Mam’s hands. “Understandable,” she said. “But there’s really no need. He’ll love 

it here once he settles in. Won’t you, Carl?”

I shrugged. My throat was aching again. Mrs. Attenborough was nice, but I 

didn’t want to be left here with her and her knees.

“Can we go home, now?” I asked Mam.

“Home?” Mrs. Attenborough said before Mam could answer (a bit rude, I 

thought.) “You’ve only just got here, pet. There’s still so much more to see and do.” 

She took my pushchair from Dad and started wheeling me away, Mam and Dad 

trotting to keep up. “Come on. Let’s have a look around, shall we?”

“Then can I go home?” 
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