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            PRELUDE

         

         A woman lies unconscious on the carpet of a smart Westminster apartment. She is not young but still pretty; one red high-heeled shoe has fallen off. Nearby is a small but solid statuette of a buddha.

         A younger woman, not dissimilar in colouring or build, lies with her eyes closed, half-hidden under a drinks cabinet. Her fingers clutch an empty bottle.

         An hour passes.

         Outside it is night time, a cold wintry night. The street lighting is good and shines on the mansion block. A car is driven up and parked neatly. A tall woman gets out, her face pale, her hair dark, her eyes blue. She lets herself into the block, goes up to the fifth floor in a wood-panelled lift with elegant grill doors and lets herself into the apartment.

         The older women still lies on the floor. At the sound of footsteps, she moves slightly, makes a small noise.

         ‘Oh, no!’ The tall woman gasps, rushes to her side, crouches down.

         The older woman lifts her head fractionally, opens her eyes and mutters in an angry, distorted voice, ‘Leave me alone! Don’t be a bore!’ Her head flops down again.

         The new visitor sits back on her heels, flushed and breathing heavily. She rubs her face, then peers forward again. She touches the woman’s face, a loving gesture. She sits back again. She hasn’t seen the other woman under the cabinet.

         She stands up and nearly trips over the buddha. Now she sees the other woman. She gives a small scream which awakens neither of the unconscious figures.

         The tall woman’s gaze swings from one fallen figure to the other. She turns her back and walks quickly out of the room and out of the flat, closing the door behind her.

         
            [image: ]

         

         After about half an hour, the young woman under the cabinet rolls over and, hanging on to the furniture, totters to her feet. She sees the unconscious woman and bends closely over her, pushing aside the abandoned shoe in the process. She retreats a little, stands, swaying slightly. Eventually, she picks up the bottle and takes it over to a large desk where she places it next to a large black telephone.

         She lifts off the receiver and, with some difficulty, dials 999. As she talks, she glances back over her shoulder, as if suspecting the other woman might suddenly rise up again.
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            CLEO

         

         Why did we hate her? Why did what happened happen? Why did we want to love her? Or perhaps we didn’t. Was she the worst mother in the world? Was I the worst daughter in the world? This is the story of three sisters and their mother. Their story, not hers. My story by the end. The father comes in too. If I was writing the blurb, I’d use words like shocking, inexplicable, thought-provoking. But in the end it’s probably quite a usual story, apart from a wild few moments.

         I was born 100 yards from the only bomb that fell in Oxford. My mother went out to feed our chickens. So the unlikely family story went. Julie was never a chicken-feeder. I wonder how much of our doomy world is due to being conceived and born in the war. Think of all those Home Service bulletins on the progress of the fighting boring into peoples’ psyche, ‘Hull has suffered over seventy bombing raids… Life is carried on amid burnt and wrecked homes, churches and shops…’

         I was born into a generation of warmongers or avoiders, anxious hysterics, always stressing about what happens next. Answer: communism, nuclear weapons – more wars.

         My mother, Julie Flynn, was elected a Labour Member of Parliament in 1950, the second election after the war. Think fragile beauty but tough as Boudicca. Red hair too. I inherited a faded copy.

         The only person with whom I can discuss the past is my sister Millie, although her memory is what’s called by her long-suffering carers ‘in and out’. Last time I visited the creepy home where she resides, she entertained herself recalling the afternoon we climbed up a tree and peed onto the grass below. We were hoping, of course, someone would pass. No one did. Quite a feat, all the same, for two girls, ten and not yet seven. We had to stand on a branch, knickers pulled down, legs apart. I guess that’s when my penis envy kicked off. Not. That’s Di’s province. Sort of. Was. In fact peeing dangerously from a tree was more her thing altogether. Di was the brave, adventurous one. Now and again Millie floated the idea she was a feminist but for that you’d have to believe Mary, Mother of God was a feminist. Quite clearly, the only classic feminist in the family was our mother.

         I grew up adoring doubt, irony, sarcasm. I enjoyed annoying people. Pointless point-scoring was one of my favourite occupations. So I became a writer. And this is our story. The sisterhood. Millicent, Diana and me, Cleopatra. Millie, Di and Cleo. As events confirmed, I was the bad one. There was a little girl who had a little curl right in the middle of her forehead and when she was good she was very very good and when she was bad she was HORRID.

         My father Doctor Brendan Flynn arrived back from the war in 1946. I was four years old and we had never met. He gave Julie plenty of notice and we were all well prepared. Millie (named after Millicent Fawcett) was eight, Di six, both in their school uniforms, me in a green nursery pinafore.

         Our mother stood looking out of the window. ‘Here he comes!’ We clustered round her. ‘As carefree as ever.’ Her face sharpened. She turned away and waited for the doorbell to ring.

         How splendid it was to have his square face, his crinkly brown hair, to hug his heavy, masculine body in our house of girls!

         He sat me astride his knees and, after staring into my face for a solemn moment, smiled, ‘Hello, little girl. I can see you haven’t missed your dada.’

         Millie, bossy and jealous as always, interrupted this important bonding. ‘How could she miss you when she’s never met you? I’ve missed you.’

         ‘Of course you have.’ Brendan stood me down and drew Millie forward with his long arm and I noticed the thick fair hairs on the wrist. He stared at his eldest child admiringly. ‘You’re a fine girl now, aren’t you.’ Although born and brought up in England, he could sound Irish on occasions. Perhaps he did it on purpose to annoy Julie.

         ‘I was four when you went away to the war,’ continued Millie, seeing opportunity to show off her maths, ‘same age as her now.’ She pointed a disparaging finger at me.

         Di stayed outside this family get-together. She could scarcely remember our father, although, unlike me, she had been alive when he left.

         At this point Julie pressed forward. That summer’s day she wore my favourite dress, soft grey, printed with doves, a gentler image that belied the reality. Not long after this home-coming, I gave up searching for it.

         ‘Now, girls, if you leave your father alone he might be able to relax and tell us some of his stories.’

         Thus cued, Brendan, who had seemed perfectly relaxed before but wanted to placate Julie, sat back in his wood-framed chair and pronounced ruminatively, ‘Ho hum.’

         ‘Off you go,’ said Julie briskly.

         ‘So off I went,’ echoed Brendan, ‘in my smart Royal Army Medical Corps uniform, part of Operation Torch, heading for Algiers. The waves glittered in the sunlight as our ship passed the great rock of Gibraltar but then out of the wide blue sky came the black-eyed Hun…’

         ‘Do you see what a brave father you have!’ interrupted our mother with glinting bitterness.

         Ignoring this, Brendan moved on smoothly from tending the sick in the desert to working in a hospital in Italy.

         ‘Your father is a Surgeon General,’ interrupted Julie again. ‘He’s very clever. He cuts off legs.’

         ‘I’m even cleverer than that,’ said Brendan. He leant forward to a small case at his feet and took out a hairbrush. ‘Look at this.’ We girls crowded round. It was an ordinary man’s brush but the wooden back was intricately carved. ‘Look closer.’

         ‘Royal Army Medical Corps,’ spelled out Millie.

         ‘1944,’ mouthed Di.

         ‘What is it, Dada?’ I nudged him crossly because I couldn’t read.

         ‘A brush that two Partisans made for me. You see, Yugoslavia down one side, Italia the other and your dada’s name at the top.’

         ‘But why did they give you it?’ asked Di suddenly. She had taken the brush and was turning it in her hand.

         ‘That’s the point, dear girl.’ Smiling, my father took back the brush. ‘I didn’t cut off their legs.’ He glanced at my mother.

         She gave him a narrow look which I soon knew for myself from times when I’d failed in one way or another. ‘Tell your daughters, darling, why you spent so long getting back from Italia.’ In her view she could have stood as an MP in the ’45 election if he had been there.

         We three girls, with our expectant blue eyes, lined up to know the answer.

         ‘Ah, there’s a tale! A good friend of mine, Squadron Leader Razor Brown, who was due for a spot of leave, had a Mosquito handy – the aeroplane not the insect – and when D-Day came round, we took off for months, flying wherever we wanted, not to Asia, of course; the dear old Med mostly, island hopping – Mykonos, Paros, Sicily, poor sad Malta, bombed nearly to smithereens, that sort of thing, landing on sand or dirt and sometimes even grass…’

         At this point, I stopped listening. Even then, I wanted to be the one who told the stories.

      

   


   
      
         
            MILLIE

         

         Of course Mummy always loved me best. It was just my hard luck that she saddled herself with Di and Cleo – called after a cat, although she believes it was Queen Cleopatra. I don’t expect my darling mother wanted more children but birth control was still a pretty hit-and-miss affair in the forties, or I suppose it could have had something to do with Dada’s Catholicism but I doubt it. Mummy once confided in me that I was the only good thing that came out of sex with Dada.

         Poor old Dada. He didn’t have a clue how to deal with Mummy. During the war we were so close, darling Mummy and me. For four happy years we slept in the same bed, we breathed the same air, we ate the same food. ‘Lightly, always lightly, Millie,’ that’s what she would say, ‘More butterfly than buffalo.’ We looked at the world with the same eyes. We waved the same red flag of socialism.

         Naturally, it was a shock when I was thrown out of her bed to be replaced by long-forgotten Dada. ‘I still love you most of all, darling,’ she whispered as she showed me to the box room.

         How huge Dada seemed that first afternoon when he dropped in with his little case as if he’d been round the corner for four years! First the house shrank, then beautiful Mummy, then all of us, like those shrinky-dink toys.

         ‘Well, what a fine big girl! Are you really and truly Millicent Flynn?’

         ‘Yes, Dada. I am eight years old. My birthday is on September 15th, I was four when you went away to fight.’

         ‘Sure you were.’ He didn’t really talk like an Irishman but he gave the impression of Irishness. ‘But your dada didn’t fight, my darling. He’s a doctor. A healer. A surgeon. A man to save lives.’

         This contradiction was annoying. A poor opening to our relationship. I knew he was a doctor. I was using ‘fighting’ in a far more general sense. I looked to Mummy for understanding but she launched him on war stories.

         He recounted them with Cleo on his lap, sucking her sticky fingers and rolling her little eyes. As usual, Di was far away in her own world. I decided Dada was trying to woo us as Othello… I spake of most disastrous chances/Of moving accidents by flood and fields… Even at that age I loved Shakespeare and found it easy to remember lines. I didn’t always know what they were saying but I knew it impressed Mummy.

         After a bit I went over and tried to take Mummy’s hand. She looked at me vaguely before whispering, ‘It must be Cleo’s bed-time,’ so I knew she wasn’t any keener on Dada’s exploits than I was. We’re kindred souls, we really are. Were. Even now I find that hard to write.

         The morning after Dada’s arrival, he walked Di and me to school. He put us on either mutton-chop hand and exclaimed, ‘What a lucky man! Two gorgeous girls!’

         I looked over my shoulder to see if Mummy was watching from the door but she’d gone inside with Cleo. Cleo only went to nursery in the afternoon. She was quite backward, although imaginative, by which I mean she made things up when she couldn’t be bothered to work out the truth. I suppose that’s why she wrote her first novel, although it doesn’t explain its success. Which doesn’t mean I don’t love Cleo now.

         It was just hard when Mummy had made me think she loved only me.

      

   


   
      
         
            DI

         

         Nobody noticed that I wanted to be a boy. Apart from my loathed and idiotic school uniform (the grey wool knickers were as thick as carpets and later made sanitary towels seem like liberty), I wore trousers or shorts all the time, hacked off my hair with kitchen scissors and took long strides, with a touch of swagger à la Scarlet Pimpernel. I recognised men led more interesting lives.

         Of course I never liked our mother or I might have been more impressed by her stellar career. I happened to prefer Brendan, our father.

         The day he came back from the war I felt my heart bursting with pride. He began to tell us about the bombing of the ship that carried him to Africa – the HMS Avenger. 516 men died. I was only six but I could picture it all, the men trapped down below, the men swimming to the shore which wasn’t far away, the heroic Doctor Brendan Flynn towing one man to safety, tending to others.

         ‘I crouched on the shore, a red sun setting to the west, towards you girls in Oxford, England. I’d only left a few days earlier and now I was staring at a blazing ship, black figures, as small as beetles, arms and legs spread, jumping from the deck, and there were still men inside, heading fast to Davey Jones’s Locker. The ship lurched, slipped and slid below the red-tinged waves…’

         ‘Oh, Brendan! You’ll frighten the girls with such horrors. Tell them about the desert, the camels. Aren’t they called “ships of the sea”?’

         Despite this annoying interruption by our mother, Julie, Brendan carried on, skipping over the seas to Italy.

         ‘So up the hill we climbed, grappling with poisonous spiky thorns, ducking the bullets dancing down on us like little fiends. A yell here, a scream there, not enough stretchers, not enough men to carry the stretchers if there had been any and only the one medic – me!’

         I was enthralled. But I was quiet, silent, no indications of what I felt. Nobody noticed my flushed cheeks and quick breaths. Millie was busy showing off – ‘I know where Gibraltar is, Dada, and Tangiers and Cairo!’ – like a schoolgirl jumping up and down to catch the teacher’s attention.

         Millie has been clever all her life, but oh so needy! After that first day, she never made a play for Brendan again. Poor Millie! Like the British with the Americans, always looking for a special relationship with Julie. Cleo was only a baby, a sharp-eyed little creature. Julie hated anyone else being the centre of attention, even her own husband back from the war. Particularly her own husband back from the war.

         But I realised Brendan was a hero.

      

   


   
      
         
            CLEO

         

         Julie Flynn prided herself on being an intellectual, despite having no links with university. There was nothing fancy about Brendan’s doctoring: he just happened to be a junior doctor at the Oxford Radcliffe Hospital. But, after they met, Julie, working in a glove shop, managed to infiltrate herself into lectures, talking groups and private musical parties, despite being tone deaf. In fact that’s how they first met. Brendan’s then girlfriend, who was a student at the university, had taken him to an event where her then-boyfriend, also at the university, had escorted her. Quick as a flash Julie swapped one for the other. She was always hooked on winning against the odds. It strikes me now that her admiration for mind over matter, for triumphing over adversity, was the reason she despised her daughters. We bored her. We had too much, ‘everything a girl could want’, as she informed us often.

         Julie had an important friendship with Drusilla who had a small clever don for a husband, but loved my mother more. Lesbians were unremarked back then. Drusilla’s voice was very oddly accented.

         ‘Julie, dearest, you have to accept that the USSR has nothing to do with the Russians.’ She was my mother’s only friend who was not a committed fellow-traveller or socialist as they were called then.

         Drusilla was witch-like, with oily grey curls, sharp nose and black eyes underlined by heavy bags. My mother, of course, was the prettiest woman in Oxford, petite with coiled dark-red hair, sapphire-blue eyes and a pale, delicately freckled skin. She only tolerated Drusilla’s love because, through her husband, the small don Angus who taught PPE, she could enter grander university circles.

         Drusilla eventually became a writer of novels based on the Greek classics and highly acclaimed in a cultish way. Since she was my godmother, I ended up with the complete oeuvre. I passionately adored them and finished reading the last one on my twelfth birthday, also the day that she died by her own hand. I can still remember the final paragraph:

         
            ‘The great hero was shot in the heel by the cowardly Paris. And so Achilles closed his weary eyes. But, seeing no more, there came even louder to his ears the songs of the Cyclades which escorted him upwards to the land of the sun.’

         

      

   


   
      
         
            DI

         

         Julie became less fiendish after she was elected to parliament. Her seat was a suburb of London so she told Brendan to find a job in the city or else commute to Oxford and she moved the family to Golders Green.

         ‘Do you like it, darlings? How could you not like it? Don’t you think the air is fresher here? Do you like your new schools? Have you made new friends?’ She could ask a range of questions and never hear the answers. I suppose she felt it was enough to ask.

         I loved the house. Its big garden led down to Hampstead Heath where I soon discovered wild animals, eccentric men and a few women who were as wild as the rabbits, badgers and deer. I was Diana, the goddess of the hunt, the moon and nature.

         Our mother didn’t believe in curtailing her daughters’ freedom which was fair enough because she didn’t offer alternatives and it saved her a lot of trouble. Both she and Brendan worked very hard making the world a better place, never forget that. Brendan, who had been a general surgeon, turned himself into a knee and hip specialist and worked for the NHS at the Royal Free Hospital. He was no easier to pin down than Julie but he had a different way of asking questions,

         ‘I hear you were out all yesterday evening, my darling Di?’’

         ‘Yes, Dada.’

         ‘And what a beautiful evening it was. Did you see the hares running through the yellow gorse?’

         Here I would try and work out which answer, yes or no, would more easily lead us out of deep waters. The previous evening I had been camping in the Heath woods with a man called ‘Bear’ who taught me how to light a fire by rubbing sticks together.

         ‘Hares play in the morning, Dada.’

         ‘True enough. What a nature lover you are. I expect you slept well after all that fresh air?’

         I wondered whether the latest au pair noticed I had not returned until dawn. I should point out that Bear was not a dangerous man, merely an ex-soldier who had not found himself able to fit into society. There was never any question of him molesting me.

         ‘Yes, Dada.’

         Since it was teatime, I knew he wouldn’t have finished work and had merely dropped into the house on some unknowable mission. He would not have time to pursue his questioning or even pose supplementary questions to Millie and Di. Although gathering corroborating evidence was not his style. He believed in freedom too.

         Millie’s idea of freedom just then was to gather her friends in her bedroom and paint each other’s lips red. After they’d achieved womanhood in that simple way, they settled down to read The Merchant of Venice or As You Like It. At this point in her life, Millie hadn’t decided whether to be a swot or a beauty so she pursued both with equal success. She was top of her class in every subject except maths. She said, disdainfully, ‘I’m leaving that for the men.’

         So naturally I took up maths.

         It could have been Bear who tipped the balance when I started pestering Brendan and Julie to let me go to boarding school.

         ‘Diana does seem a very outdoor sort of girl,’ murmured Brendan. I’m sure he hadn’t told Julie about Bear. They never talked about important things. But he must have had some qualms about my choice of companion.

         ‘I need space,’ I told them, ‘or I shall run away.

         Merrydown House was in the Sussex countryside which gave it a head start over any other kind of freedom, and the rules, as far as I was concerned, were merely there to be broken. I found a friend there too: Hazel. Hazel and I were the only two Catholics in the school and were taken off to the local church on Sunday by a taxi driver trusted by the school.

         I suspected almost immediately that he was an old soldier – just about every man was then, even if they did perfectly normal jobs. He was handsome in a taciturn way and listened politely to Bear’s war stories as retold by me.

         ‘He was dropped onto an island. Hot as hell, even though it was still May. Crete it was called, and one day the Nazis came floating out of the sky, thousands and thousands of them, driving Bear and the Allies further and further until they were dead or crowded like cattle onto one small beach. Poor Bear expected a German POW camp, or to be drowned as he fled, or blasted into small chunks…’

         ‘Don’t say such things!’ Hazel was shocked. But she liked being shocked. That’s why we became friends.

         ‘I just might climb out of the window onto the roof.’

         ‘It’s dangerous, Di. You can’t!’

         Her mother worked as a secretary to her father who was an MP so we had that in common too.

         Our taxi driver was called Tom Pomeroy, which one bright day he told us was an ancient Norman name meaning King of the Apples. He was so hopeless, long and thin. So easily bullied. I bullied him. Forced him to sell me cigarettes and one day I got caught smoking behind the church and he got sacked. Poor old King of the Apples. Not really like big hairy Bear on Hampstead Heath, although they were both outcasts, created by different wars. Their reject status seemed to offer a clue to what the world was all about.

      

   


   
      
         
            MILLIE

         

         Mummy invited me to lunch at the Houses of Parliament on my sixteenth birthday. 1954. I’d finished my O-Levels (a year earlier than most children) and for once books weren’t staving off waves of boredom. Boredom was the principal enemy for all girls of my generation. Almost everything we did was to stave off boredom. Even the word now brings that sense of inaction, of the impossibility of anything interesting or surprising – or just anything at all – happening, and the total incapability of taking action to make anything happen. Now when teenagers lie around helplessly it’s called ‘depression’ or ‘stress’ but then it was simply boredom.

         In the end, and to my rage, Di came too, sulking and hideous in her school uniform. I was wearing a cherry-red dress with a white Peter Pan collar which was my birthday present. I knew I looked beautiful.

         Also at the lunch was Mr Mulcahy MP, Julie’s friend. As soon as I saw his son Eddie, I felt my life changing, a great churning of the wheels. At first sight, just as the saying goes. I managed to overlook the fact he was also the brother of Hazel, one of Di’s friends. He was eighteen, I was sixteen and two days, older than Romeo and Juliet. As we sat in the House of Commons dining room we looked into each other’s eyes and found love. My eyes are blue, his a splendid amber circled with black lashes, reeds round a mountain pond.

         Up till that moment the visit had been formal, exhortations from Mummy, long lectures from Mrs Mulcahy, shorter lectures from me. My exceptionally good memory allowed me to say nonchalantly, ‘By the thirteenth century, a parliament, coming from the French parler to talk, had become a meeting where the King asked English barons to raise money for fighting wars mostly against Scotland…’ But all this fell away the moment I looked into Eddie’s amber eyes. He had olive skin, a smallish, straight nose, a well-sculpted, wide mouth and a tall, spare figure. He was about to go to London University.

         He said, ‘You’re very unlike your sister.’ He could not have known what a good start he’d made.

         ‘I have another even younger sister called Cleopatra.’

         ‘You should be called Cleopatra.’

         ‘We call her Cleo.’

         At this point, Di looked up from guzzling a lump of meat. ‘I suppose you’ll be sent to Korea?’

         Eddie turned from me reluctantly. ‘Sorry?’

         ‘There’s a war in Korea, I believe, North v South. Men of eighteen and over doing their National Service tend to get sent there.’

         ‘I’m deferring my National Service until after university.’ Eddie frowned and pushed his hair back from his noble forehead.

         ‘Don’t you want to carry a gun, stamp out evil in the world!’ She spoke in a low, intense voice.

         ‘Oh, shut up, Di.’ She was such an idiot.

         ‘Girls, please!’ At the word ‘Korea’ Mummy and Mrs Mulcahy had stopped their conversation about the Prime Minister’s annoying personal habits.

         ‘But Julie…’

         ‘I am your mother, Diana…’

         ‘Mother, Korea is being fought at this moment by chaps like Eddie. I just thought…’

         ‘Thank you, dear. I suspect we don’t need your thoughts on far-off battlefields.’ She smiled at Mrs Mulcahy.

         Looking back, Di’s point of view was impressive for a fourteen-year-old. Although I’m so well educated, I prefer to get it from books whereas Di was always interested in the world. She was also fearless whereas I am full of fears.

         ‘We’re in the House of Commons, Mother, where this afternoon our Foreign Minister, Sir Anthony Eden, will speak about the UN’s role in making peace in Korea.’

         How did she know that? I didn’t know that.

      

   


   
      
         
            DI

         

         The evening when Millie and I returned from the House of Commons, Brendan was making a cup of tea in the kitchen. Julie never made herself a cup of tea.

         Millie went upstairs immediately to savour her first male conquest in private so I had my father to myself. I followed him into the living room and sat opposite him, hands firmly on knees. He should see I meant business.

         ‘Brendan.’

         He frowned. ‘I bet you don’t call your mother Julie.’

         ‘I do. And she hates it.’

         ‘I suppose we like to think of ourselves as your parents.’

         ‘You may.’ I gave him a meaningful look from under my eyebrows and as he stared back at me, blue-grey eyes, brownish hair, thick eyebrows, squarish face, I recognised myself.

         ‘What’s wrong, Di?’ He sighed and folded away a newspaper.

         ‘I am putting up with Merrydown.’

         ‘You chose boarding school.’

         ‘I need to have hope.’

         ‘When I was fourteen – you are fourteen?

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I tried to join the Merchant Navy. I was tall for my age like you and thought I’d convinced a captain, but he merely rang a priest and the game was up.’

         ‘Were there lots of ships in Liverpool?’

         ‘Lots and lots. Even more priests.’

         ‘Did you run away because of your parents? They always seemed …’ I hesitated ‘… kind.’ Grandad and Nana who we met once a year were small and round. Grandad smoked outside their little house, leaning on the side of the wall, and Nana crossed herself before eating.

         ‘So what do you want to do?’

         I floundered.

         ‘Perhaps you would like to go on an outward-bound course this summer?’

         ‘Bound for where?’

         Brendan smiled. ‘I send my teenage patients to one in Devon. It helps them to get their strength back.’

         ‘I’m strong already.’

         ‘You could use your strength. Climb trees, swim in ice-cold rivers, dangle off cliffs, build tunnels.’

         ‘Like training to be a soldier.’ I hoped my voice was nonchalant.

         ‘I’ll put you down for it.’ Brendan knew me better than I thought.

         Hazel was unimpressed by my news. ‘It’s for charity cases. You know, duds, my mother gives it money. I’d never want to go.’ 

         ‘You think everything’s very nice so I don’t expect you’ll ever change.’

         ‘Why ever should I?’

         I went by train and bus to outward bound. I felt like an escaping prisoner. Adults had got used to children travelling alone during the war so it wasn’t unusual for a fourteen-year-old girl to do such a long journey on her own. I had a suitcase with me which was very light because I packed it myself with tooth things, socks, an extra pair of socks, a packet of sandwiches and a small bottle of Tizer. That was a treat to myself bought with my pocket money. No backpacks for girls then. So I tied my school sweater round my waist and got on with it.

         It was a very hot day but I didn’t mind that either. By the time we reached the dramatic South Devon coast, my head out of the open window pulled down as far as it would go so that I could smell and feel the movement of the waves, I was ecstatic with the joy of life.

         There were several of us on the stubby old bus that bumped its way from station to village. We were all misfits. There was the girl with a misshapen back, a pair of twins who were so blond as to be almost albino, a fat boy, most unusual then, and, just as unusual, an Indian who looked delicate and, judging by his cavalry twills, rather grand. I hoped there were some stronger specimens on the course.

         We were met at the village by a thin, harassed-looking woman with hair flying around her head, who herded us into a decrepit van without windows but fitted with two benches.

         ‘Come. Come. Come,’ she yapped, like an anxious sheep dog.

         Obediently, we climbed into the van. A dark smelly heat overwhelmed us. The Indian, who was next to me, rolled his eyes and I rolled mine back. He turned out to be a son of a VIP who’d been conned into the course by the demented man who ran it, Major Charlie Slipshott.

         Slippers, as he liked to be called, met us as we fell out of the van. We gaped up at him.

         ‘All survived, have you!’ he shouted, as if disappointed. ‘Vi, take them off to their quarters before they start running away.’ At any other time he would have been certified, laughing manically as the men in white coats took him away, but it was still less than ten years after the war and army folk with a bit of a pension found solace in all sorts of unmonitored ways.

         After my return, I asked Brendan, ‘Wherever did you find the Major?’

         ‘Old Slippers? Didn’t I say. Came across him in Africa. Later he got nabbed by the Nipps. Never quite the same afterwards. But full of vim.’

         Vi, still impersonating an anxious sheep dog, led us across to two corrugated iron Nissen huts which retained the air-force insignia painted on them.

         ‘Mind the barbed wire,’ she yapped. If she’d said ‘Mind the bombs’, I wouldn’t have been surprised. ‘Girls here. You have a mirror and a basin. Boys over there. There’s an outside tap.’ It was one of the first times I felt glad to be a girl. While I bagged a bed under a window, a scene developed as the twins fought not to be parted.

         ‘Never mind,’ said Vi, capitulating as both Tiggy and Rolo spouted tears. ‘I always keep one spare room in the house, you can have that.’

         On the first morning Slippers looked us over as if we were new recruits and shouted (he never lowered his decibel level), ‘Filthy lot, aren’t you! Get your swimming togs and we’ll shimmy down the cliff for a nice cool bath.’

         We trooped after him, over dry grass and prickly heather till we were on a narrow track and I suddenly noticed the shimmering sea below us. A very very long way below us.

         ‘Down we go!’ bellowed Slippers. I later discovered this was his party trick for all the new intakes. He enjoyed unashamedly the pallid terror and shaky protests, better still those who turned and ran.

         ‘Beatle-headed loons!’ he called after them. ‘Didn’t Mummy and Daddy tell you we’re outward bound?’

         A little girl – Maureen, as I discovered later – sat down in the path and cried. She should have left the course then and there.

         Once Slippers had caused what he considered his fair share of terror, he pointed to a path, not easy but navigable as it zig-zagged gradually downward. The old hands took to it confidently and Suraj and I followed. For me, excitement trumped any fear and Suraj, it turned out, when in India during the summer months, lived halfway up the Himalayas.

         The sea was bliss. I can still remember it now. Despite the hot sun, the waves were high and rolling towards us with white tops breaking as they fell. Since I had brought no swimming suit or towel I strode in wearing my underclothes, certain that the sun would dry me afterwards.

         The following morning, Slippers turned us out early. ‘Abject drudges, today we’re climbing up instead of down!’ he shouted. He was wearing a very odd red hat which I was told had been given him by the Free French in the Second World War, although it was more like the hats worn by the sans-culottes who stood by Madame Guillotine and watched the aristos have their heads sliced off. ‘Into the van!’ He paused as loud groans rose. ‘Ha! Perhaps some of you prefer to run.’

         In this way six of us found ourselves running beside the van on a day when the temperature reached ninety degrees. Of course we had no water so after a bit we flopped slower and slower.

         ‘Might lose a few here,’ gloated Slippers leaning from the window. ‘I expect you’ll find the van more agreeable now.’

         Actually we didn’t but we wouldn’t and couldn’t run any further so we collapsed onto the ground. We were on a wide expanse of scrub grass where a few sheep cropped hopefully so Slippers drove round us in circles, shouting and waving imprecations, ‘Vile worms! Creeping toads!’ It definitely seemed better to be outside the van.

         At that point an antique tractor pulling a ramshackle trailer appeared. Already realising we would survive only by our own efforts, we ran over, screaming, shouting, waving. We must have looked as mad as Slippers who had already driven off at great speed, black smoke hanging in the air behind him as the exhaust pipe barely skimmed tufts and molehills.

         ‘Aye. Aye.’ The driver of the tractor stopped beside us with an attitude of resignation. I realised that being accosted by a group of shrieking young persons (teenagers not yet recognised in those parts) was not a new experience.

         ‘We need a lift to a high place!’ We all yelled different things but that was the summary.

         ‘Aye. Aye.’ He was a man of few words, his face encrusted with weather, his empty pipe protruding like a dragon’s tongue.

         Meanwhile a line of sheep advanced, pace quickening, bleating loudly until they were gathered round with expectant expressions on their long faces.

         ‘Aye. Aye.’ He motioned backward and we saw the trailer was piled high with loosely tied hay which the more enterprising sheep were already tugging out, some standing on their hind legs. It seemed this was a place for innovative energy.

         After we had emptied the trailer, without waiting for another ‘Aye. Aye,’ we bundled into it and set off across the expanse. The bleating sheep were left behind, the sun shone in a deep blue sky and once again I felt the thrill of freedom, a heady ringing in my ears which I still recognise on any challenging assignment.

         The high place was a ruined watch tower further up the coast, ruined in the sense it seemed about to fall down but was still at least six storeys tall.

         ‘Get up there you laggards and pea-shoots!’ Slippers exhorted unwilling climbers up some very unstable ropes and didn’t even turn to look at us. To my surprise, I noticed the little girl, Maureen, already a long way up.

         ‘We don’t have to climb,’ said Suraj, sitting down and gracefully crossing his legs. Although I admired his calm determination, I could never resist a challenge.

         I was halfway up, swinging out from a crumbling parapet, when I heard a rumble, a yelp. Stones fell from above, followed by a scream and a falling body. I couldn’t actually look because I was clinging to the wall, praying the whole place wouldn’t collapse around my ears. I did hear the wallop as the body hit the baked ground.

         The drama was so sudden that the world seemed enveloped in a crimson blackness. How did I get down? How did the others on the tower get down?

         It was my first experience of death and the shock was great enough to confuse my perception. The falling body belonged to Maureen, a victim for Slipper’s obvious rage. But inwardly I did not feel any great desolation, sympathy or horror. Somehow I had always known that tragedy was at life’s core. An analyst might point to that first violence as a signpost to my subsequent career, which has included so much death. But I believe I was always like that: poor Maureen losing her nerve and letting go of the rope merely pointed the way more clearly. If I took any message, it was ‘Be braver or you will fall.’

         I did hear the screaming girls, the silent boys, Slippers bellowing, ‘What has that stupid girl done now! Just look, you dolts, and see what happens when you don’t hang on!’

         I suppose she was laid out in the van. Perhaps I remember sliding down somehow and red blood on the ground. I certainly remember trudging the very long way back to the Nissen huts, none of us talking. I think there was a storm on the way but none of us even mentioned that. I suppose Maureen was eventually taken away in an ambulance. It was too late for dash and sirens.

         There were still four more days left of the course and so complete was the silence on the death subject that it might never have happened. If there’d been a telephone we could have called our homes, perhaps some would have asked to be taken home, but we might as well have been on the moon. Possibly Vi’s anxiety reached a higher pitch and Slippers became slightly subdued, but on the whole it was as if nothing had happened. If the police became involved, I never saw even one blue-coated Bobby. Death, it seemed, was not the end of the world.

         When I got home and Brendan asked me how the week had been, I answered, ‘Fine. Great fun, actually.’

      

   


   
      
         
            MILLIE

         

         My first date with Eddie was at an Italian espresso bar. He picked me up on a scooter outside school under the eyes of a bunch of jealous girls. I felt so sophisticated sitting side-saddle on that scooter, then swinging about on a red plush stool with a jukebox playing ‘That’s amore’. I can even remember a line, ‘When the moon hits your eyes like a big pizza pie’. Even that seemed romantic at the time, although I had recently fallen in love with Byron and my usual taste in music was for Verdi.

         ‘You seemed older in the House of Commons,’ Eddie commented as I sipped my espresso. The espresso machine had only just arrived in London and was as exciting as the arrival of tobacco or potatoes from the New World or opium from China. I had been reading De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821) and the coffee bar with its pulsing beat and orange lights was as close to an opium den as anything in my experience to date.

         ‘I’m sixteen. How old are you?’

         ‘Eighteen. I’m working in my father’s office, then in the autumn I’ll start my degree in Oriental Studies.’

         He would know about opium dens. ‘I’m leaving school this term and going to a tutorial college.’

         ‘In London?’

         ‘In Victoria.’

         ‘London University is further north. In Gower Street.’

         When we first met, love made it possible for Eddie and me to carry on conversations like this for ages. Then after a while we moved on to deeper questions. We were serious people who might have seemed dull to some. Looking back at the me then, it’s strange that being very clever and very beautiful didn’t add up to very interesting. I didn’t have any sense of humour for example. Life has always seemed too important to mess about with endless jokes, like Cleo does. Identify the important questions and find the answers, that’s how it seemed to me. Love, Marriage, Belief. Big words. Eddie and I felt the same way so, there we go, dull.

         Cleo and Di had none of my attributes but scored much higher on the interesting front. They believed that all I wanted was love because I loved Mummy so much and even though she loved me more than either of them (she positively disliked Cleo and Di certainly disliked her), she could be beastly to me at times.

         Eddie and I never made love before we married. Possibly that is dull too, although perfectly normal for the fifties. All that repetitive petting (naturally the female was the pet – cat? dog? bear?) was so inelegant and silly. Heavens how I longed to pose naked on a bed! Or just anywhere. Would you like to sin/With Elinor Glyn/On a tiger skin/Or would you prefer/To err/On some other fur…

         I was always an old-fashioned sort of girl.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Mummy only realised I had a boyfriend on my eighteenth birthday. She had been given four tickets for Tosca.

         ‘Can Eddie come too, please Mummy? Please?’ As so often, we stood in the hallway of the Golders Green house while a taxi waited to whisk her away.

         ‘Eddie who? There’re only enough tickets for you and the girls.’

         She was so pretty, although into her late forties. She wore her red hair in bright curls round her face and pearl studs in her ears making her bright eyes brighter.

         ‘Eddie Mulcahy. You know him Mummy. He’s often here. You know his parents.’

         ‘Him. Well, tell Cleo she can’t come.’

         ‘Please, Mummy.’ There was that pleading again, ‘Can’t you tell her?’

         ‘Darling Millicent, do you think I have time to talk to a bad-tempered twelve-year-old (Cleo was fourteen) about something as unimportant as opera.’ She put a wealth of scorn into her voice. ‘Perhaps you have heard the word “Suez”,’ she continued in satirical vein. ‘Our young soldiers embarking for Egypt with guns on their shoulders. That’s where I’m going this evening.’

         ‘To Egypt, Mummy?’

         Mummy, already on her way, swivelled like a dancer at the door. ‘Are you sure you really won a scholarship to Oxford? I am going to attend a debate in the house about the Suez Canal. Of course we shouldn’t send our boys. We must pull them back.’

         Game set and match. I let her go. I never tried to compete. On this occasion I understood that what seemed like cruelty was explained by the fact she never went to university. Many mothers are jealous of their daughters. Oscar Wilde noted, ‘As long as a woman can look ten years younger than her daughter, then she’s satisfied.’ It’s known as the Electra Complex. But to be honest, Mummy did look ten years younger than me.

         It was the start of the summer holidays and both of my sisters were at home. We sat not speaking at the kitchen table where Helga, the current housekeeper, who was Swiss, fat and spotty, owing to her passion for (Swiss) chocolate, had placed soup made from a (Swiss) Knorr packet, a pile of sliced white bread and (Swiss) triangles of cheese. She was very homesick, poor thing.

         If Dada was at home we ate in the dining room and Helga served us stewed meat. Poor overworked Mummy was never at home. I suspect she liked food as little as sex.

         Usually, I read a book at mealtimes – I found Swinburne went well with eating – all those florid phrases like a mouthful of creamy soup. That evening I left my book behind.

         ‘I’ve asked Eddie to come for my opera birthday outing. Would one of you mind standing down?’ I felt I was putting it in a grown-up rather than a sisterly way.

         ‘Me! Me!’ they both yelled together. This was disconcerting.

         ‘Don’t you know we both hate opera. All that desperate screeching,’ Cleo expanded. ‘Don’t you know anything about your own sisters!’

         Di said nothing. It often wasn’t worth her speaking when all she was doing was waiting to escape, although I didn’t realise it at the time.

         ‘Opera fills me with ennui !’ Cleo shuddered theatrically.

         ‘But you’ve never been to one.’

         ‘I can imagine !’

         She could of course. That was her talent – imagining things. Also, she’d probably heard Eddie and me playing Otello and Madame Butterfly and Tosca on my wind-up gramophone. I liked opera because it was romantic and I didn’t take much notice of the fact they all ended tragically. I still believed in happiness then. Dada hated opera.

         So Eddie and Mummy and me went to the opera and in the foyer we met a friend of Mummy’s called Billie Fiddler. He was not as bad as he sounds, although he had a thick Scottish accent. I was pleased she had a friend because she would be happier. I always wanted Mummy to be happy.

         In the second interval after Tosca has pleaded with Scarpia for her lover’s life before stabbing him to death, Mummy and Mr Fiddler, who was some sort of union leader, said they weren’t enjoying it and went off for a meal. Eddie and I sat on little gold chairs sipping lemonade. I showed off a bit – after all, it was my birthday.

         ‘I’m so looking forward to Cavaradossi singing O dolci mani.’

         ‘But it’s so sad.’ Eddie stared at me. ‘Almost unbearable.’

         ‘Virgil wrote Amor vincit omnia but I know what you mean. Death is going a bit far.’

         Eddie’s amber eyes glowed. ‘Millicent…’ As he paused, I thought how sweet it was that he used my full name, even if I would have preferred to be called Daphne or Penelope or Calypso.

         ‘Will you marry me?’

         Had he really said those words? I remember the hot flush that swept through my body and into my face.

         ‘Of course we’d be engaged for quite a long time. Until you’ve finished your degree and I’ve finished my post grad and got a job.’

         Eddie definitely was dull and he truly loved me and I did him.

      

   


   
      
         
            CLEO

         

         Weddings bring out the worst in everybody, particularly the bride’s mother. Julie wore white of course with a silver trimming and a veil. No, I must have misremembered that, even she wouldn’t be so idiotic. She must have worn one of those hideous fifties petal hats that clasped the head like a perverted biker’s helmet. Except she would have made it seem charming.

         The trouble was that Millie, my famously beautiful sister, had just finished finals and was worn out, overweight from all the comfort-inducing sugar buns and nervous about her beloved, that is, Eddie. She feared she didn’t love him as much as Eloise loved Abelard but she really did want to have sex with him. Or someone. She confided that to me. Also, she believed in marriage and they both went to church every Sunday, hand in hand.

         Actually I respected them for their belief, even though it was a bit sudden in Millie’s case, and now and again I felt jealous enough to go with them. But somehow I ended up making fun of the gurgling priest who never turned to look at us or the ear-numbingly out-of-tune choir or the congregation who mumbled and rumbled like old trains going through a tunnel. That’s always been my problem, so blinded by the incidentals that I can’t see the point.

         The wedding service was in the barn-like modern church nearest our house and Julie had invited as many politicians as she thought would help her career. Since it was early September and the General Election was on October 8th, meaning most MPs were busy harassing their constituents, she didn’t get much of a take-up. Worse still, she’d spotted a very pretty, much younger rival standing for Finchley, more or less on our doorstep.

         ‘Margaret Thatcher,’ she hissed as we set off for the church (having given up waiting for Di who was supposedly coming from America), ‘a grocer’s daughter with a millionaire husband and a face like decorated granite.’

         ‘She’s Conservative,’ I said, mock innocent, ‘Why ever would you want her at Millie’s wedding!’

         ‘I don’t want her, you idiot!’

         As I said, weddings make people behave badly. Or maybe that’s politics. The Labour Party had been out of office for nearly eight years and swapping beloved Clement Attlee for Hugh Gaitskell (another neighbour) had made little difference. As a would-be journalist, I was going one evening a week to a class on political theory under a bridge in Southwark where all the men wore beards and all the girls wore glasses. ‘It’s the economy, dear…’ our ‘facilitator’ liked to say. She had a tragic home life and always turned up late with signs of tears. ‘…forget equality, fraternity, freedom.’

         I thought of her when I saw a huge slogan draped over the hall adjoining the wedding church, ‘Life is better with the Conservatives, don’t let Labour ruin it.’

         ‘I expect Mrs Thatcher put there,’ I commented, but not loud enough for my mother to hear.

         Of course the car stopped directly in front of it. To do Julie justice, she got out and, perching on her stilettos, gave it a long appraisal, wondering perhaps how to get it down.

         ‘Less memorable than Macmillan’s “You’ve never had it so good.”’ A guest joined her, staring upwards. It was one of Julie’s bachelor admirers, the short, fat one, nicknamed Dopey by me because he looked like the Seven Dwarfs dwarf who had the biggest nose and a habit of shutting one of his eyes. He was actually a brilliant economist – or so Julie, lowering her voice in unconvincing awe, told me now and again. All her men-friends were brilliant and useful, of course.
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