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For Mum, Dad and Michael


 


I will give you each a copy of this book


with certain pages folded down.


Skip past those, they are not for you.


 


If you stop making eye contact with me


I’ll know you disobeyed me.










Chapter 1


PLAN A


In June last year, at the age of twenty-eight, I moved into my parents’ house for a month while I sorted out a new flat. Now, I love mum and dad, I’d fling myself in front of a bus for them, although not if asked. But I hadn’t lived with them for years because a) I am an adult b) their house is uncomfortably clean and c) despite being made by them and from them, I am nothing like them and this irritates us all.


Returning to the family nest was an unappealing option, but the alternative was a month spent catnapping on bus journeys, washing in the rain and hiding the fact that I never went home. I was hardly known for my hedonistic ways so suggesting all-night clubbing every night of the week would lose me friends quicker than a BNP facial tattoo. I had to call that Plan B.


A few months earlier, I lived in a nice flat in north London. Nice but extremely small. My boyfriend Craine and I lived in such close proximity we had started to cleave to each other’s contours like fleshy jigsaw pieces. I had to stick a leg out the front door to wriggle into my jeans. Numbers 1, 2 and 5 had already caught me in my pants, it was only a matter of time before 3, 4 and 6 joined the Bum Club and I wouldn’t be able to look anyone in the eye when I put the bins out. Despite the squash, Craine and I rarely argued but I suspect it was because there wasn’t room to gesticulate. If you folded your arms, you got wedged and only buttered elbows set you free.


In a bold move I decided that we would move out. We would simply find another flat, I explained to Craine, look, there are loads of buildings in this city and we only need one. I gave a month’s notice, during which time Phase Two of the master plan really let me down. We started house hunting, then house searching, then surrendered to house rummaging with unattractive whimpering noises. There was nothing for us to live in. I started eyeing up skips.


With hindsight, I think that this was the Real World I’d heard so much about. I didn’t care for it much, the novelty soon wore thin. Obviously I had heard of the recession, I was aware of it but so far it hadn’t troubled me. It wasn’t like I spent my days slurping champagne and laughing on yachts; champagne and boats make me queasy, I’d be a sick-spattered millionaire. I just didn’t engage with things that bored me. I am a stand-up comedian – I tell jokes for bits of money, I don’t have home contents insurance, I’ll never have a pension and yes, I’ll probably die in a gutter, but at least I won’t be bored. If anything, I bet spending my eighties as a penniless tramp will be a little too ‘interesting’.


But despite all my evasive manoeuvres, Real Life had found me and touched me with its boring clammy finger. Apparently the recession had affected house prices which meant that people weren’t selling so people who would’ve bought their first homes were forced to rent and the misery was trickling down from home-owners to people with aspirations and down to us scum with no such hopes. We just wanted to hire a room, with a sink, perhaps a bit of electricity, but we found nowhere that satisfied this extravagant brief. Nowhere we could live without daily tears and smothering ourselves in anti-bacterial fluid.


I’m sure at this point there will be readers poking this book into their toaster, furious at my stubborn insistence on living in the most over-priced, over-crowded city in the country.


‘There’s your problem Nat, you div!’, you’re probably yelling at my singeing pages. I acknowledge that point, but I will always be a suburban dweeb dazzled by the Big City. Plus, London contains my friends and my work and without those I’d be at a bit of a loose end. So dig me out of the toaster and let’s move on.


I spent a month with estate agents leading me around grotty, smelly little grief pits, until I felt like a doctor in an STI clinic, reacting tactfully to strangers showing me disgusting things.


‘Okay, what’s this? Window mould? Actually on the glass? That’s all right, it happens to most men, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. And how nice, a door swinging off its hinges, no it’s . . . it’s welcoming. “Come in,” it says. “Heck, I’ve done half the work for you!” And . . .? A triangular kitchen that ends in a point so sharp you can’t open the washing machine door wider than a sock? Right. Well no, I haven’t seen this before but I’m open-minded. In fact, my mind’s probably open wider than your kitchen appliances! I’m sorry, that was rude of me.’


I reconsidered the appeal of nooks, crannies and alleys. I’m a quiet sleeper, maybe I could stow away somewhere? Craine snores but forget him; it was every woman for herself now. I started eavesdropping on the bus: ‘Did you say your aunt got six years for GBH? So sad. And now tell me, New Friend, did she begin this crowbar-twirling frenzy from a one- or two-bed? Zone 2 or 3?’


Looming over all this was the horrible threat of having to slink back to our parents’ homes. That was all right for Craine, his parents lived in a lovely house in Bath, where he had a gorgeous view of the Cotswolds from his bedroom window (that’s the hills, not the fit neighbours opposite). Plus, his relationship with his parents was very different to the one I had with mine.


Craine is the youngest of four brothers, by thirteen years; he’s a bonus ball baby! It doesn’t matter what he does, because all his brothers have achieved things like homes, careers and children so polite you could eat your dinner off them. (You shouldn’t but if you did, they’d be really decent about it.) This leaves Craine free to do anything with his life. Which is lucky because he’s a stand-up comedian too.


‘Oh well,’ his dad once said to me gamely, ‘he’s not hurting anyone . . .’


I’m the oldest child of a meagre two. It’s a more high-pressure role. I’m the one that has to pioneer and make all the mistakes first. And I’ve really taken that obligation seriously over the years.


The Craines Senior are very different from my parents, being replete with religion and good manners, but they’re equally idiosyncratic. For example, if you find yourself dining at the Craine house, don’t squeeze the ketchup bottle too hard. For reasons of economy, his dad waters down the sauce with vinegar so it is unexpectedly runny and an over-enthusiastic squeeze results in a pile of ketchup queuing patiently by your plate. I thought the money saved in making the ketchup go farther was probably squandered on the extra detergent needed for the tablecloth, but I never voiced this opinion; Mr Craine is a man of keen intellect and a firm stance on the merits of wetchup.


If you manage to take the ketchup situation in your stride, you’d be a fool to relax – you’re not out of the woods yet, my friend! The runny ketchup has probably dampened your love of ketchup, while piquing your interest in the supporting act, vinegar. But try and enjoy the vinegar and you’ll notice that shaking it on a pile of chips leads to nothing but wet chips. That’s right, the vinegar has been watered down with water. Again for reasons of economy and again, I suspect, any savings gained are reabsorbed into the stockpile of inedible chips.


If you left the dinner table at this point and decided to cleanse yourself of a confusing ten minutes, that would be understandable, but rash: for squeezing the pump on the handwash will send soapy liquid shooting aggressively over your shoulder. It’s also watered down! (With a runny liquid I supposed was water but could have been vinegar. I never felt curious enough to taste it.)


I loved this combination of economy and eccentricity in the Craine household and always wanted to join in. I suggested that, what with water in the vinegar and vinegar in the ketchup and either or both of these in the washing-up liquid, the Craines should just have Generic Kitchen Juice, for washing, seasoning, baking and any other needs. Mother Craine looked rightly repulsed but Father Craine’s eyes took on a gleam of inspiration. I felt that he should just swing around a thurible of the stuff like a madcap Catholic, soaking guests and leaving them free to squeeze it out of their hair when needed. I’m sure his only objection to this was low-church religious ideology and vinegar in the eye.


So Craine was going to return to his idyllic life in Bath where, he assured me, it wasn’t perfect, because ‘all the tourists can get really annoying’. I slapped down this whinge, pointing out that tourists were proof that a place was nice. Trust me, picking through tourists was not a daily hassle in Watford, where my parents lived. But Craine promised that he would visit me A LOT. And I promised I would visit him EVEN MORE.


‘No, no’, he said, ‘I want to come and see YOU!’


A tender squabble less about love than the fact that no one’s parents are as annoying as your own.


 


At this point, I had a fairly amazing relationship with Craine and an ok-ish one with my mum and dad. Not perfect, I didn’t visit as often as I should and maybe those times were only when my car broke down or another tax year approached and yet again I’d forgotten to find out how tax works. Every year I thought, ‘This’ll be the year!’ But you know, it never was . . .


It didn’t help that my parents had long ago convinced themselves that I was a moron, and I was reluctant to leave behind a life of giddy freedom to return to a house where I was treated like a lunatic child. Years ago they decided: ‘Natalie may be good at school but she’s an idiot otherwise,’ and like the obedient mollusc I am, I grew into this persona until it fit like a stained glove. I swear I’m fairly competent most of the time, but the moment I’m back in the family home, all the jokes about my ineptitude make me paranoid and incapable. I blame their expectations of my idiocy for my . . . well, acts of idiocy. I guess they could claim that their expectations are founded on my years of idiocy, but at this point it would all get a bit Catch-22.


It had got to the stage where I was not allowed to cook in my parents’ kitchen, sit on their pale-coloured sofa or perform a variety of everyday tasks. I wasn’t even allowed to walk with a pen because, ‘You know what you’re like’. It was a very clever ruse this, to sigh and say, ‘You know what you’re like’. Any attempt to defend myself sounded like a lack of self-awareness.


They said if I walked around with a pen I’d draw on the walls. Accidentally, I assume, not because they thought inside me was a troubled six-year-old scrawling ‘basterd’ behind the doors. Nor, I think we’ll have to accept, did they hold my comedic genius in such high esteem that they feared the muse would seize me and I’d start ecstatically scribbling jokes over the wallpaper.


Their concerns were obviously nonsense; I’m an adult woman with winter coats and my own furniture. I even had a credit card, once (until loved ones tore it from my grasp). But when mum and dad told me I wasn’t allowed to hold a pen when I walked, I couldn’t put one foot in front of the other without lurching at the walls with pen-filled hands. And that was all their fault.


Complaining was pointless, because this was the system we’d always followed; they’d say I was an idiot, while they were infallible and I’d go along with the charade because it made me feel safe. (Following the same instincts, I’d rather microwave a gluey supermarket croissant than savour a nice buttery, flaky, fresh one because that’s what I’m used to: home is suffocating on wet dough.)


To maintain the delicate status quo, I would ignore the rare occasions when my parents were wrong. Like when mum polished the hallway floor until it gleamed, which was very pleasing to the eye. So pleasing that it felt churlish to point out that she’d buffed up a death trap. The floor was so slippery, when I stepped on it I invariably skidded into the cupboard under the stairs, which is not my favourite place. They keep the potatoes in there. Their anaemic little roots give me the creeps and the genius who named them ‘eyes’ didn’t help.


Despite these peace-keeping efforts, I didn’t know if I could face returning to a house where I wasn’t allowed to use the oven, where conversations began, ‘You know that film? With the man? Come on, you do!’ (In an aggrieved tone that said I was the one being difficult.) Where dad felt compelled to list a burp’s probable nature based on earlier meals. It was a characteristically methodical approach to life but I didn’t know WHY in the name of sweet noseless relief he thought we wanted his bodily functions to come with footnotes.


I could only speak for myself, but I’m sure I’ve never seen him belch and hungered for further information, or stood vigil outside the toilet, pleading for intel. Dad has an archaeologist’s mind, eager to investigate and interpret. Sadly, without qualifications or a dig-site he is forced to look within.


 


Still, it was undeniably time for Plan A, so I called home:


 ‘01923 . . .’


 ‘Dad, you don’t have to say your phone number, I just dialled it.’


 (Deeply suspicious tones) ‘Who is this?’


 ‘I’m clearly a woman and I’m calling you “Dad”. Come on.’


 ‘Oh hello. (Silence.) Well, I’ll get your mother . . .’


 Winning the hearts and minds, I congratulated myself as I heard him stomp off. Now to point this charm offensive at mum.


 ‘Natalie?’


 ‘All right Muvver.’


 I should flag up a small peculiarity in our house. My mum has a typical Watford accent, with tones of her East End heritage popping out in Cockney phrases: ‘Pfft. I should coco!’ ‘Right. I bet you . . . should.’ From dad you get a Dutch accent defending its territory against an invading Watford influence. It’s not a happy blend. You won’t hear this accent on your Sat Nav any time soon: ‘Left at the . . . eh, tiny garden grass disc, oh shiser, thingummy, ROUNDABOUT! Bollocks, missed it.’


 I grew up sporting a chirpy Watford voice that took a light beating when I won a scholarship to the nearby private school. I then dragged it to Oxford University, where it got utterly annihilated. I returned after one term with an upper-class accent that my family genuinely struggled to understand, though they admired it greatly. It was impressive, just a bit impractical – like I’d returned home with a peacock under my arm. ‘Everyone, this is Jeremiah. He’s going to live in the bath.’


 So, I enunciate like a lady advertising pantyliners until I go home, then all my inner Watford bubbles to the surface. The moment I put the key in the door I slide down two or three socio-economic groups. I don’t mind having two voices, I just can’t talk to mum before a gig or my vowels get confused and it takes an emergency call to a posh mate to straighten them out, or risk the Artful Dodger hopping onstage. So for the duration of my stay you need to imagine my voice box demonically possessed by the Queen and Babs Windsor. Two gals I’d like to think would rub along cheerfully enough in this unlikely event.


 But back to the charm offensive, where I was possibly leaning harder on the second word than the first.


 ‘Natalie? I was watching Neighbours.’


 ‘You’re always bloody watching Neighbours. You know those two episodes a day are the same right? You’re not that forgetful yet, are you? Anyway, less of this boring chat . . . Craine and I haven’t found a new flat yet.’


 ‘No?! But you’re both so efficient and organised and not stupid in any way.’


 ‘I’ll ignore that.’


 ‘I’ll just say it again.’


 ‘Can I come home and stay for a little bit? Just a little bit, a month or so. I’m sure we’ll find somewhere soon.’


 (An admirably small silence while she quietly chewed her fists.)


 ‘Of course! That’ll be lovely!’


 Mum often says things like, ‘That’ll be lovely’ when faced with situations that clearly won’t be. As if by saying it, through sheer determination and big smiles, she can twist reality. This was particularly evident on bad family camping holidays. ‘Well, isn’t this FUN!’ she’d beam brightly, as we huddled in a tent flattened by rain so apocalyptic it felt clear that God did exist and he hated us.


 That was fine; if mum wanted to ignore the truth, I was happy to join in. It would be lovely! We’d spend lots of time together! Playing board games, going for long walks, maybe a bit of badminton, heck why not? Lovely. Fun!


 


I have a younger brother, Michael, who wisely moved abroad and sidesteps much of this shit. He once said that he left to get out of my shadow and be his own man, neither statements I took seriously as I could smell the Dawson’s Creek on them. Michael lives on a small island in Thailand and his life may or may not be evolving into a limerick. I’m withholding judgment ’til Barbra Streisand gives him a diamond.


 We’re very different people. I take a particularly firm stance on people who travel abroad to ‘find themselves’, arguing that it’s pretty optimistic to assume your ‘self’ is waiting for you on a tropical beach, as it’s just as likely to be sitting expectantly in Slough. But no one ever checks Slough first, do they? My brother poo-pooed the Slough theory and went Travelling. Or ‘Unemployment, the World Tour’ as I privately dubbed it.


 That quip (though thigh-shiveringly hilarious) wasn’t accurate; as usual I had sacrificed Truth on the altar of LOLs. Michael was a diving instructor, a cushy job but nothing that a clown like me could disparage. He went Travelling four years ago and mid-travel, at the furthest point away from us, he stopped. This might not surprise you, given the unlovable family traits I’ve already paraded before you, with the misplaced pride of a toddler with a newly christened potty, but it horrified us.


 When he stopped moving, we pointed out that in order to be Travelling you really need to keep moving. It’s that sort of a verb. Semantics didn’t dislodge him, he simply said ‘I live here now’ and we said, ‘No, but . . . because . . . oh.’


 Mum fumed: ‘If I’d known this was going to happen I’d never have let him out the bloody house.’


 We resorted to cheap tactics, declaring ourselves Trick or Treating at Death’s door, but the webcam betrayed our ruddy fibbing faces. So for the time being we let him stay in his house on stilts in the sea and on the boat in which he sailed to work whilst frequently reminding him that ‘quality of life’ was highly overrated, despite the happiness he thought he felt.


 We occasionally revived the campaign to bring him home: ‘Mum found a lump! In the duvet, but still . . .’ Or we’d swear that dad was developing brain problems (stick him on the phone for five minutes, the evidence stacked up), but Michael wouldn’t budge. Strangely enough, lumpy beds and dad babbling about a man he once knew (. . . or was it a shop?) weren’t enough to tempt him off his beach. And so, for now, I was stuck dealing with mum and dad alone.


 While my brother looks like dad and thinks like mum (it’s less horrific than it sounds), I’m untraceable to either of them. We’d always agreed that I was the cuckoo in the nest, an anomaly some joker sneaked into a family too polite to return me. I wouldn’t take any blame for this, they were my creators, if the end product displeased them they had only themselves to blame. Who breeds their own nemesis? Idiots and those bugs whose children eat them. The only thing we appeared to have in common was a big chin. (We don’t share it. A big chin each.)


 Dad is half Dutch, half Indonesian, a blend that sounds exotic but the reality looks like an Asian Mr Bean. He emigrated from the Netherlands to England when he was eighteen; on a visit to the Moederland we spotted why: Dutch women are huge! They took my understanding of ‘leggy’ and popped heels on it. We joke that dad emigrated in a bid to find a woman small enough for him. He doesn’t find this as funny as we do, as the bid failed and mum, Michael and I are all very tall. I guess it’s not that fun to be mocked for your height by three gangling bastards, one you wed, two you made, all of whom should treat you nicer.


 Inexplicably, dad went straight from the Netherlands to Watford, an unremarkable medium-sized commuter town in Hertfordshire. When I asked why, he sighed dreamily and said, ‘I’d always heard so much about it . . .’


 ‘Like what?’ I demanded: ‘Rumours of its ring road? Folk tales about its really big Yates’s?’


 Still it worked out for the best, as Watford is where he met my mum. She was born and raised here and wisely left to sail around the world with the Merchant Navy when she was eighteen. She and my godmother have been drunk/stranded/arrested in most international ports. I’m doing my best to continue their legacy but so far all I’ve managed is a parking ticket in Hartlepool.


 Mum met dad on shore leave and they were soon engaged. The blushing bride-to-be celebrated her engagement by buggering off back to sea. I’m not replete with manners but even I thought this was cheeky.


 She always defended it airily: ‘Oh, he had a cat for company and I brought back knick-knacks.’


This may explain dad’s fondness for novelty figurines; for a year they were his substitute for a real life woman. Let’s not dwell on that scenario, just don’t leave him alone with your Wedgewood.


 These two created a mixed-race genetic tombola, which my brother definitely won. He’s a symphony of rich brown colours, while I am a ringtone of yellows and greys. He looks like something you’d carve out of mahogany, I’m the proud owner of an overbite and jaundice and would only be hot stuff in Springfield.


 Mum once cracked the quip, ‘Natalie got the brains and Michael got the looks,’ but we refused to chuckle at something that made him feel thick and me feel ugly. Plus, we queried the bountiful reserves of ‘brains’ and ‘looks’ that Lord and Lady Plentiful thought they were dishing out. Michael and I have nothing in common but DNA and our love for each other. We’d rescue each other from a burning building, but if we then ended up in hospital beds next to each other the chat would run dry.


 ‘Hot in there, wasn’t it?’


 ‘You are not wrong.’


 Yet we always united against mum and dad when necessary. The joy of a four-person family is that every argument can split neatly into two against two, which feels like a nice sporting fight.


 Since Michael left, all our fights had been wonky and less satisfying. We either split two against one and the outcome was obvious or we descended into three-way yelling. I was thinking of recruiting a ringer, an ex-politician with debating skills and time on his hands who would always take my side. But I didn’t think I could afford a good one and I didn’t want a bad one sleazing over mum and nicking our cash.


 


Whingeing aside, I was genuinely very grateful to have a home to go to. It was very kind of my parents to have me back, I was aware of how much trouble I’d be in without the luxury of this safety net. I was very lucky. I reminded myself of this regularly; especially on my seventh day back home when we discovered that dad had never heard of Facial Soap so had spent a refreshing week using mine on his body willy-nilly. (If only it was just on the nilly . . .)










Chapter 2


OL’ CREAKY AND THE BETRAYER


The final step in dismantling my adult life was to bring all of my belongings back home. Unfortunately home was already full of my parents’ stuff. I was basically inserting my life into someone else’s, like reluctant Russian dolls. So my life had to be packed away into the garage. But mum couldn’t just dump it in there – no, that would be ‘messy’ – so she arranged everything into a bizarre bedsit layout. I hoped this wasn’t a hint, I didn’t want to live in the garage.


The arrangement looked unnervingly like some sort of Art. I had to browse for my books and clothes through ladders and twine. If Bear Grylls has a library, I imagine it’s like this. Poor sod, no wonder he spends so much time in the woods.


Mum interrupted my moaning about Bear Grylls to say, in an unnaturally chirpy voice, that we just needed to compromise and we would get along fine. I couldn’t really see where she was compromising, whereas I was having to do things like Washing Up As I Went Along, meaning I settled down to eat knowing what every meal looked like in rinsed-out remnant form. Yummy. I always thought this would be the weak point of X-ray vision: ‘Here’s sexy Jake, dipping for a kiss, and we know what his bladder looks like.’ Where’s the mystique?


Still . . . I hadn’t lived at home for years; perhaps mum was ‘compromising’. For all I knew Monday was Gun Club night and every Tuesday she hosted mixed-doubles nudey wrestling. Perhaps she was graciously suspending these activities while I was there, but I was unconvinced until I found concrete evidence, like a bullet-riddled jockstrap in the magazine rack.


 


I perched on one of the sturdier piles of life-detritus and phoned Craine.


 ‘Yesterday’s Aubergine Mousse,’ he greeted me fondly. We’d never really settled on pet names for each other so we used arbitrary words and let tone do the work.


 ‘The Bitumin-Dipped Weasel,’ I reciprocated. ‘I’m in the garage,’ I said sadly.


 ‘OK. Feel around the walls, you’ll reach a door eventually.’


 ‘I’m not locked in. Mum stuck all my stuff in here.’


 ‘What, everything?’


 ‘Yeah.’


 ‘So you get out of the shower, wrap a towel round yourself and head to the garage for pants and socks?’


 ‘Fine . . . Nearly everything. I’m allowed one box at a time in my room. I’m dressing by Lucky Dip, I look mentally ill.’


 ‘I heard a thing on Radio 4 or one of those, where when things are bad you write down all the positives of your situation.’


 ‘Why?’


 ‘To remind you of them. And stop you going on at me, you moany cow.’


 


I sloped up to my bedroom, in clothes that already smelt ‘garagey’ and made my list. It read: ‘Carpet, Stocked fridge, Good mattress’. I had clearly over-estimated myself, it would seem that I am a creature of very basic needs. I was tempted to nudge the list up to a more respectable length by adding, ‘Get to know mum and dad better’, but I wasn’t sure if that definitely counted as a good thing. The day before, I’d learnt that dad liked to indulge in after-school snacks after work. I found him nibbling through a plate of cheese and cheese and onion crisps. (I know it’s confusing written down. It made more sense on the plate, but only a bit.)


Snack time was quite endearing. Less welcome was the revelation that dad and I STILL bickered constantly, this wasn’t just a mid-nineties phase. On my first night home, we watched TV in frosty silence for forty minutes, after a squabble about a hole in my tights dragged on through dinner and was such an enemy of the general will to live I was surprised the food on our plates didn’t collapse and rot. My final word on that matter: I was right. Tights don’t become useless once they get holes at the toes, they evolve into leggings. It’s the Circle of Life.


Those peaceful forty minutes came to an end at about the forty-minute mark, when dad started talking. He was reading aloud from the newspaper, as I lay on the sofa with a crisp sandwich. The decision to move home had been a panicked last-minute one and so I suddenly had to kick a 10–20 a day habit. I had to do it instantly as my parents thought that I had stopped smoking six years ago, because that’s what I told them. I was aware that the nicotine withdrawal was not going to help familial relations. The only way to stop myself from screaming and sucking on the car exhaust was constant snacking. My hands were on an endless merry-go-round of poking things at my face.


So I twitched and nibbled, dad read to us and mum watched her usual autopsy/crime drama, CSI: Someplace. Nothing said ‘home’ to me like a rib-spreader advancing on mottled blue flesh, so it was an idyllic family scene except we hadn’t asked dad to read aloud: quite the opposite. Mum kept shouting ‘Shut UP!’ and cranking the TV volume up to ear-bleeding levels. The living room vibrated with the sound of a woman being raped to bits. It was a blunt way of saying ‘I’d rather listen to brutality than your idea of chat.’ Mum and dad watched so much of this gruesome stuff, you could merrily butcher someone in our back garden, knowing that if they stumbled upon the scene their only concern would be whether they’d seen this one before.


Dad was reading out an article about a woman who went back home to live with her parents and how it destroyed her self-esteem and made her feel suicidal. This was dad’s idea of a Welcome Home. I was surprised he didn’t just leave me out some towels and a razor blade. I informed him that, unlike her, I didn’t feel like a failure.


‘Really?’ he said, in tones of great surprise.


‘Yes, actually,’ I replied. Thanks to four years as a gigging stand-up comic I was no longer troubled by much in the way of ego and the little I had was seemingly indestructible, an emotional cockroach surviving in the most hostile environs, such as that conversation.


Dad turned the page. And began talking again.


‘Oh. I see your um, whatsit, that chap’ (this vagueness despite the fact that the name was right in front of him and he had brought the subject up in the first place), ‘your Colin Firth’ (we don’t own him, we just like him) ‘is in a new thing called The King’s “Speech”’ (this last word said like it’s a made-up word). ‘He’s the um, the one that came after Henry.’ (‘Edward?’ we suggested. Simply because the royals don’t have much imagination with their kids’ names and because we seemed to have been dragged into a desperate, confused game of charades.)


‘Yes,’ said dad and he subsided for a bit.


We thought he was done; we dared to hope so. But no, dad is a long-reigning champion of the never-ending, droning sentence that makes people want to punch themselves in the face. To general despair and eye rolling, he began again:


‘Looks like he’s going to get a thingy . . . a gold er . . . well, probably gold-plated . . . gong?’ ‘Oscar, I believe it’s called, I believe . . .’


I took one for the team and created a diversion so that mum could skip out and pop her head in the oven. I told him that I needed to be in London tomorrow so I’d walk to the train station with him. In return he regaled mum and I with the tale of how yesterday he had got a train at 11:06 that was in fact, actually, the delayed 10:45. Fancy that!


 


And that was the first night of my Month At Home (as I had formally named it. Just so we all knew it was temporary and would soon be over. If you want, feel the weight of the right-hand side of this book and scoff at my misplaced hope). I went to bed soon after to sniff my handbag for old cigarette smells. Then crept back down for one last glass of wine, to ease myself through this tricky transitional period. There’s little sadder than tiptoeing past your sleeping parents at midnight, avoiding the third and ninth steps – Ol’ Creaky and the Betrayer – to get another glass of cheap red wine.


Dad had evacuated all the good wine from the house as soon as he heard I was coming back. He had no shame in saying, ‘You can’t have a glass of wine, there’s nothing cheap enough for you.’ Every time I wanted to open a new bottle he would taste it first as if he was in a fancy restaurant, swilling the wine around his mouth, smacking his lips, before he’d pronounce this 2010 vintage ‘rough enough for you’. Other times he’d conclude, ‘Oh no, this is too nice’ and screw the lid back on.


When my parents drank they were ‘enjoying a nice glass of something,’ when I drank I was apparently a shambolic tramp, trousers held up with discarded dental floss, doing wet burps and defending her life choices. Admittedly, it was hard to entirely refute that image when I found myself necking sherry in bed: stupid rummaging for wine in the dark.










Chapter 3


LADY WATFORD


Watford is my hometown; I was born and raised there. It’s bred no loyalty in me, I’ve simply had twenty-eight years to eye it up and hate it. Test me on my dislike – I promise you, I will have prompt and vehement answers.


My parents and I have never seen eye to eye on Watford. They say it’s nice, I say they’re confusing ‘nice’ with ‘horrible’, probably, I console them, they’ve got a bit confused by Nice biscuits, which is an irresponsibly confusing brand name.


‘No,’ they snap, ungratefully shaking off their blankets, ‘we are not confused, it is NICE.’


‘Yes, yes,’ I coo, tucking them in harder.


Watford is one of those places where if anyone is ever, inexplicably, listing its charms, they will invariably say ‘good transport links’. This means, ‘don’t worry, you can leave it quickly’. A town that uses the M25 as a permanent emergency exit is not going to reach Venice/Disneyland status any time soon. If a friend said he had a new girlfriend who was brilliant because ‘we’ve got no mutual friends so it’ll be easy to dump her without awkwardness,’ you would not leap to peruse your hat collection.


I will concede, in the Pro column, it is near where Jane Austen grew up, plus the nearby M25 and canal make it a good base from which to see out a zombie apocalypse. Other than that, I’m all done, thanks. Watford is a place where a man will call another man a ‘legend’ for giving him correct change . . . from the till, in the shop where the Legend works. Thankfully Man A rarely wields civic authority, otherwise his low criteria for legends would have us prancing through the streets daily, waving effigies of That Bloke Who Gave Ian Correct Change.


The prospect of moving back was daunting; when I left I was adamant I was gone for good. Growing up, Watford felt so far away from The Fun. The mysterious unspecified Fun I suspected everyone was secretly having. Aged fifteen, my Saturdays followed a religiously rigid schedule of travelling alone to Camden, London. Home of arty, alternative types like me who were misunderstood everywhere else. My only companion, an inch-wide red streak in my hair. I only had that thanks to WEEKS of silent weeping over breakfast. And sure, maybe the packet said ‘Warm Chestnut Brown’, but I’d left it in for an hour and it was definitely red.


Every week I’d reach Camden to realise:


 


1. I’d spent all my money on my train ticket and I was hungry,


     having shunned a packed lunch.


2. Camden scared me, the people looked weird. I’m all for a


     bit kooky but of rein it in chaps!


3. My proudest possession, my Spliffy jacket, suddenly felt


     silly somehow.


4. That man was whispering ‘skunk’ at me but I didn’t smell,


     did I? Did I?


 


I’d hide in McDonalds, eke out a Happy Meal, unable to share its joy, then scurry back to Watford, full of my stories of the Big City. ‘Yeah, well Camden,’ I’d sigh on Monday at school, ‘it’s just got so commercial?’


Even at twenty-eight, with the Spliffy jacket in the loft, I still wasn’t reconciled to the geography that Fate had dumped on me. I was the plucky brain-box who strode off to the City of London (twelve miles away) to conquer the world (do stand-up comedy in small rooms above pubs). Now I was back, because I’d fucked it all up. It felt so humiliating. I had to assume it was character building. Either that or Life was a masochistic bitch, brainstorming ideas with a drunk.


 


Over the years I had become pretty comfortable with failure, and after four years as a stand-up comic I was pretty much on spooning terms with the concept. Not that my career was going that badly, more that you hone your set through a hundred tiny failures, of moments when you pause for a laugh that never comes or comes but isn’t big enough and you realise that bit needs to be shorter, that bit needs to come earlier and that bit isn’t funny and never will be. Failure starts to feel like a helpful straight-talking buddy, maybe she’s a little blunt sometimes, can hurt your feelings a little, but she’s just trying to help.


 However I couldn’t see this situation in quite such matey terms. I’d worked so hard to build my independent adult life on my precarious career. It had been a laborious slog, constructing it one tiny piece at a time, and now The Real World had stamped all over my Lego spaceship.


 


When I left home it felt like a fresh start, I left behind my friendless former self and was free to reinvent myself: ‘’S’up guys, they call me The Luurts. Guys . . .?’


In Watford I felt haunted by Younger Me; the sort of lonely girl who’d spend Friday night wearing Just Seventeen’s recipe for a raw egg hair mask. Regrettably Just Seventeen did not stress the importance of rinsing this mask out with cold water. I used hot water and cooked an omelette into my scalp. It looked like I had flung sanity to the wind and fashioned a hat of puke. Eggy-headed teen Nat dogged my footsteps. Of course she wasn’t bothering me alone, former school ‘friends’ helped.


Some years earlier, Michael was back for an annual visit and we were dancing in a nightclub, as best we could, given the stickiness of the floor. If you ever feel unloved, walk through a nightclub in Watford. The floor will hug your every step, grasping at your feet with a needy, alcoholic clinginess and you’ll feel adored.


Now, contain your surprise but I am a brilliant dancer. Well, not me exactly, Drunk Me. Drunk Me is brilliant, I hope you all get a chance to meet her. I’m sure you will; she’s around a lot. She funks out and quips like her life is a well-scripted sitcom. As Drunk Nat grooved sassily and Michael nodded encouragingly, a girl approached, an old foe from school. She’d been one of the rich cool girls, but a Watford version; if I were a bitch I’d call her Daddy’s Lidl Princess. So I shall.


Daddy’s Lidl Princess had always liked to point out my flaws, as if they weren’t immediately bloody obvious. It was like we were on a shopping channel for social outcasts: ‘Let me just measure that . . . yes, the trousers end a full two inches above the ankle. Perfect nerd measurements, a modern classic here, these will flap quite audibly as she runs to double Latin.’


She hove into view – it pained me to note that she’d put on a little weight. She hauled her dimpled bulk towards me, waited for her hula hoops of flesh to settle back into spam-like stillness, snorted, ‘Where did YOU learn to dance? The library?!’ Then dragged her meaty carcass off with perfect comic timing.


The thing with ‘slams’ is that they don’t need to be clever or even make much sense, they just have to be quick and nasty. That’s why I glaze over when people tell me about the great comic they saw who ‘slammed’ a heckler. It’s easy to make a drunk look stupid, they do most of the work for you. As this drunk learnt, frozen mid-Macarena.


 


This time around, I was trying to keep a low profile while I skulked at home for an . . . indeterminate amount of time. Skulking was proving tricky, however, as mum is a local celebrity; she has taught at the local school for 140 years, so countless generations have passed through her dubious care. In Next, teenaged boys greet her with scared grimaces; I assume because she once taught them, or perhaps she gets tanked up and fights strangers in the evening. (Who knows? Everyone’s entitled to a little privacy.) In the supermarket, children’s eyes widen at the sight of her buying ham like a normal human. Tugging their mothers’ bootleg jeans, they whisper, ‘Missis Luurtsema is out of school!’, as if surprised she wasn’t packed away at 4pm along with the crayons.


I wish. Instead, she would come home and yell at me for my inability to follow her (stupid) favourite dishwasher-stacking system. Or drag me into the forceful current of her Plans for the Day. Whenever I’m home, I bob in mum’s wake while she strides around flapping her multiple To Do lists. From day one, I was spending my afternoons following her around the shops, enticed out with, ‘Come out – treat yourself! You’ve worked hard today, I’ll buy you one of those soups you like.’


I learnt to dread The Bits. If I helped mum and dad with The Big Shop, I knew what I was letting myself in for. I cleared out my diary; I brought a book. But whenever mum assured me that we were just ‘popping in for bits’ I would be outraged to find myself standing in the biscuit aisle an hour later, feeling like the victim of a glorified kidnap. Staged by the only people likely to pay a ransom. Obviously, Craine would in theory, but I’d be dead by the time he worked out his online banking.


It’s not that mum was a dithery shopper. If anything, she was too decisive and I’d get railroaded into Yakults. I don’t like doing shots of booze, no matter how cool it looks in films, it makes me feel queasy. So there’s no chance I’m going to begin the day by flinging back a neckful of sugary gloop, thank you.


The main reason these shopping trips got so lengthy was the amount of time mum spent deliberating over a parking space. Is there enough room for me to get out? She’d peer around and agonise, as if I’m the size of a hippo and always exit a car by flinging the door open and waiting for a crunching noise to tell me what’s out there.


Usually such a decisive woman, parking is her weak spot and I couldn’t stand it. I’d hop out and do a cheeky Charleston to demonstrate the ample room, but she was never convinced and we’d nudge in and out of the space while she calculated its pros and cons. I’d get irritable and start asking exactly how long was she planning on staying? Was the Asda car park our new holiday home? If not, did the spot have to be perfect? Really, only the car has to like it and it seemed content enough.


She’d ignore me to pursue her musings: ‘Is it me? Does it really tick all the boxes? Has it got the Wow Factor?’


Mum whinges about the time I ‘waste’ on lie-ins, but arguably I recoup these lost hours by parking decisively and leaving the scene swiftly, while she measures up her parking space for curtains and invites friends around for a second opinion.


Another anxiety was about people opening their car doors onto hers. I was adamant that she’d be liberated from this paranoia if I just went at her Renault with a hammer. Then she could drive a battered crapwagon feeling serene that the worst had already happened. Mum had a better solution: Mother and Child parking bays. Roomy enough for her liking and with the added perk of a potential row with someone who objected to her abusing the system.


Her argument was, ‘Well, they didn’t have them when you were small and I needed them, so I’ll use them now.’ I assured her that nappies had come along in leaps and bounds too; I could shimmy into a Pampers if that would make her feel better. She’d fiddle with the radio and ignore this.


Really deep down, she did know that she was in the wrong and this is her least favourite place to be, except perhaps the spidery bit of the garage. So she would park and get out, desperate to be challenged so she could grab me and declare, like Oscar Wilde in a noisy room (she will never just say something if it can be announced), ‘THIS is my child!!’


I had no interest in being used as a prop in her shameful antics so as soon as the handbrake was on I’d slither out of the car and scuttle off. She’d pursue me, trying to stay close enough to the car that if some poor sod glanced at it she could interpret it as criticism and retort with the killer line, waving my struggling body aloft.


‘Well,’ she’d defend herself, in wounded tones, ‘he was judging me.’


‘Too bloody right he was,’ I’d snap, wriggling free and fixing my collar, ‘you’d just chased me across a car park. That’s not normal, even for Asda. You looked like a short-sighted Child Catcher.’


The second reason shopping trips took so long was the number of times we had to have these conversations:


‘Oat and raisin cookies or white chocolate ones?’


‘I don’t really like cookies, they’re just big, damp biscuits.’


‘You have to have them, they’re on offer.’


‘It doesn’t mean you have to . . .’


‘Oat and raisin or white chocolate?’


‘Fine. Oats, please.’


‘I’ll get you both. Now could you eat your way through four packets?’


‘No! I’m munching through two under duress, can we not add to the pile?’


‘FINE. Oh no, no, you’re very welcome.’ (Followed by some resentful muttering about not knowing why she bothers.) Mum has never understood that shopping should be consensual, not a fight where the loser has to face a week of food they don’t like.


Operation Interminable Shopping Trip didn’t speed up once we were out of the car and through the first two or three arguments. At this point, Lady Watford would bump into various members of her vast social circle and stop to chat. Her mates would usually have a teenaged daughter hovering awkwardly by their side. Not my mum of course, she had a daughter who was nearly thirty lingering withered by her side.


I’d venture a bit of chat with the other daughter. (‘How’s work?’ ‘I sort of arrange buns in a shop on Saturdays.’ ‘Right, of course. Soooo . . . That Justin Bieber, eh?’)


We reached a new low when my opposite number was a five-year-old girl. Our mums nattered while we loitered awkwardly, staring at our shoes. I tried to extend the hand of friendship by staring at her shoes, but she didn’t like that and started to cry. I blamed myself but really, she brought nothing to the table. Time to accept personal responsibility, you tiny dullard.


Mum’s friends would always ask about my work. ‘It must be so glamorous being a comedian,’ they’d assure me. I’d rack my brains and fiddle with the mushrooms. I’m not very good at boasting, plus between you and me, my store of things to boast about is pretty meagre. I’m browsing amongst ‘The Time I Stood Next to Neil Gaiman’ and ‘Sometimes at Gigs I Get Free Sandwiches’. Comedy is 50 per cent exhilaration because ‘that new bit worked’, 20 per cent gloom and 30 per cent ‘why oh why isn’t the M4 moving? I’m so very tired.’


One day I just wasn’t ready. I was exhausted, I was driving so much for gigs at this time that the day before I had passed a garage selling petrol at a relatively cheap 128.7p a litre and had swerved into the forecourt before I realised that I was not actually in my car. Luckily I didn’t come to this realisation mid-suck on a petrol pump, gloating over Nectar points.
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