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I missed the ‘Summer of Love’ because I was between the first and second year at senior school. Too young, obviously. But we certainly knew about it, my friend Nancy Passarelli and me. We heard our parents talking about it, saw photographs in the Daily Sketch and listened to Radio Caroline. ‘Are you Going to San Francisco?’ sang Scott Mackenzie. No, we weren’t. Nancy went to Sorrento with her parents. I went to Hemsby Holiday Camp in Norfolk with mine. We had a lot to catch up on when we got home, mostly me listening to Nancy who’d done much more exciting things with her Italian family, like swimming in the Mediterranean Sea, eating pasta, tasting wine for the first time – and falling in love with her cousin Giovanni. All that happened to me was a spotty boy asking me to dance at the holiday camp clubhouse one night and my father seeing him off because I was too young. Just gruesome and dead embarrassing. My face turned the same colour as my hair.

The holidays were always over in sixty seconds flat. No sooner had we broken up than we were back again at St Hilda’s High School for Girls, yawning through lessons, queuing for our disgusting smelling lunch, rolling our waistbands over to make our skirts shorter and, as usual, getting into trouble. We got into trouble a lot at school. Well, me more than Nancy. I mostly got told off for looking out the window during French or drawing cartoons in Maths. Even in Geography, which I really liked, I could go a whole lesson and not remember a thing. Then whichever teacher it was would say something like:

‘Why don’t you pay attention, Susan, and use the brain God gave you?’

I never knew what to say because I didn’t know why the others could concentrate and I couldn’t, why I was so different. Next was: 

‘Detention, tomorrow, four o’clock.’

Nancy always took the mick out of me, ’specially when she got better marks.

That was probably how I missed the lesson about sexual reproduction in Biology. What I heard was, ‘sectional reconnection’, so my wandered off somewhere else. Apparently, it was the proper, technical stuff that Miss Warren taught us that day, not the sort we giggled about in the toilets. All I remembered was I got an order mark for plaiting my hair behind the desk lid.

Every miserable school report I brought home said the same thing: ‘Could do better’, in almost all the subjects, except English and Art. I’d go in to see Dad after he’d eaten his tea and face his disappointment. Then I’d hear him and Mum have the same conversation, with Dad saying:

‘She gets more like your sister every day.’

‘She can’t help what she looks like. Some people like red hair. And it’s not like we see Feeona that often, thanks to you.’ 

‘The reason we don’t is she’s irresponsible! A she-monster, with a mouth like a Clydeside docker and manners to match. We don’t want Susan to behave like her a well as look like her.’

I thought ‘she-monster’ was a bit much, she was hardly Godzilla. Personally, I thought Dad didn’t like Auntie Fee because she wore nice clothes and laughed a lot, two things Mum didn’t do. That was another thing I did wrong. Laugh. I nearly got thrown out of the Brownies for laughing too much. But Nancy said she’d leave if I did so they let me stay. I didn’t get into Guides because of my reputation so Nancy didn’t join, either.

I used to go round to Nancy’s house whenever I could. They had a Dansette record player and her parents had lots of records. And friends. She and her older brother, David, shared a Beach Boys LP.  Our favourite was, ‘I Get Around’.  And they had singles, too, ‘Papa-Oom-Mow-Mow’ and ‘The Monster Mash’ – we used to dance about looking creepy. I envied her having a big family, five kids, the way they talked all the time, shared each other’s food, and nobody went to bed till hours after dinner. Dinner. We called it ‘tea’ at home. It made me feel ashamed of how ordinary we were. Mum and I used to eat our evening meal earlier than Dad. When he got home from work, Mum would sit with him in the kitchen listening to the radio while I stayed in the living room so as not to bother him. They only spoke if he wanted the salt or asked if she’d paid the gas bill, or something dull. I could hear through the connecting door, but I didn’t really bother listening because I was usually drawing, or reading. Children’s television was over by then. When he’d finished, I had to go in to say goodnight before I went to bed.

The Passarelli kids had English names because Nancy’s mum said their surname was foreign enough. Their Italian granny, Nonna, lived with them. She wore her black headscarf, even indoors, and grinned showing her gappy teeth. She pointed at me once, gabbled in Italian and Nancy’s Mum replied. Next day Nancy told me that Nonna had said: ‘She has the eyes and the hair of the devil, that one!’. And Mrs Passarelli said: ‘Nonsense, Nonna! She’s lovely, she has the same colouring as Moira Shearer’.

I was used to comments about my red hair, but never about my eyes. Did the devil have blue eyes? And who was Moira Shearer? I never sat next to Granny Passarelli after that. David knocked around with us sometimes. He was two years older, so really adult. One day, round the back of Mr Passarelli’s shed, the three of us tried to make roll-up cigarettes out of newspaper and dried grass but it wouldn’t stick properly and they tasted disgusting. It was the Easter holidays, I think, because there was white blossom on the pear tree. Mrs Passarelli called for Nancy to come in and do her piano practice, so David and me were left alone together, and he said:

‘Have you ever done the kiss of love?’

I just gulped. The what? He rolled his eyes at me for being a scaredy-cat. 

‘It’s all right. It doesn’t hurt. Nancy’s done it.’

‘What? With you?’

‘No, stupid. That would be ‘—-'...'

I thought he said ‘incense’, because they were Catholic. 

‘...she did it with Ian next door.’

I was puzzled. If Nancy had done anything like the ‘kiss of love’ with incense she would have told me about it. And Ian looked like a gnome, anyway. I didn’t want to do anything with David apart from just muck about. But he went on and on.

‘I’ve done it loads of times. You’re not really grown up until you have. Come on!’

‘I’ll give you two bob.’

‘What do I have to do?’

‘Pull your dress up.’

I did and he put his hand down my knickers.

‘Now you put your hand down my pants.’

Immediately I felt something warm and flesh-like but stiff. I pulled my hand back but he held it there with his free hand. Then I felt him squeeze me between the legs, on my minnie.

‘Just hold my willie for a little while.’

So, we stood like that for a minute or so and then he said, ‘We can stop, now. Don’t tell anyone what we’ve done because it’s sacred.’

So, it was a Catholic thing, I thought. I swore I wouldn’t tell, not even Nancy. I wasn’t likely to anyway because if it meant I wasn’t a virgin any more no-one would ever want to marry me. Then he said:

‘I’ll have to owe you the two bob till I get paid for my paper round.’

Once I’d done the ‘kiss of love’, though, even though I stayed quiet about it, I started noticing boys. And talking about them. And thinking about them. Not David, of course, who never came up with the two shillings. All the noticing and talking and thinking about boys meant I paid even less attention in class. Nancy got really fed up with me: 

‘You’re so boring, going on about boys all the time. We haven’t even started bleeding, yet.’ 

‘Bleeding?’

‘Periods. You’re not supposed to like boys until then.’ 

‘Periods of what?’

‘You’re so thick! Bleeding? You don’t remember? In biology.’

‘No.’ 

‘And the playground, afterwards? Pretending bleeding to death? 

‘Yes. I didn’t know what all that was about.

– You are so useless!

I met David round the rec a couple of times and we did the kiss of love again in the bushes behind the park keeper’s hut. I didn’t mention the money he’d promised, it seemed a bit, well, ‘off’. He tried to kiss me on the lips once, but I wasn’t having that. Snogging was too serious, or so I thought until his cousin Giovanni came to stay, the one Nancy was in love with. 

By then, it was the summer holidays again. I met him on his third day in England. He was seventeen and I could see why Nancy fancied him. Naturally, I teased her about the Nancy/fancy rhyme. But when we were introduced and he said ‘Ciaou, Susie’, I thought I would quite happily die on the spot. Nancy was more than usually cross with me. We were walking past the shopping parade on the way to the Lido to meet Giovanni, David and Ian (the gnome lookalike David said Nancy’d done the ‘kiss of love’ with) when she finally exploded. 

‘Are you totally thick or what, Susan?’ 

Like my parents, she called me Susan when I’d annoyed her. 

‘There can never be a future for me and Giovanni. And you think it’s dead funny I’m so unhappy.’ 

‘OK, you’re unhappy. I’m sorry, really, really sorry, all right? Anyway, why can’t there be a future for you and Giovanni?’ 

‘Because our babies would be deformed monsters! Or idiots!’ 

‘Why?’

‘Incest! Per carita’ de Dio!’ she yelled, and ran into the Co-op, crying.

Nancy often said things she’d heard at home without knowing what they meant. The incense thing again, though, and some Italian. ‘Dio’ meant ‘God’, I thought. Did that mean he was going to be a priest? But how did carrots come into it? There must have been something about Giovanni she knew, and I didn’t. I just thought he was gorgeous, I mean totally gorgeous and, well, totally, totally sexy. I didn’t care whether I’d have an idiot monster baby, I wanted to feel Giovanni’s olive skin next to mine, run my fingers through his wavy black hair and stare into his deep, deep brown eyes. And his full lips and white, white teeth were made for snogging. I thought about the ‘kiss of love’ thing that David and I had done and went hot all over.

There was a lot of mucking about at the Lido and we got told off by the attendant. But I saw Giovanni looking at me and I wished I’d got a bikini like Nancy (who turned up later, despite her fear of incense) instead of the one piece that Mum insisted I wear for another year, even though it wasn’t big enough to cover my growing breasts properly. It didn’t stop me looking back at Giovanni, though, and it didn’t stop me smiling when he smiled at me. And it certainly didn’t stop me squealing every time he ‘accidentally’ brushed past me in the water. Nancy was furious and hissed at me to leave him alone.

After that afternoon, she stopped asking me round and was always busy when I went to call for her. So, I was thrilled to meet Giovanni coming out of the corner shop one hot afternoon. He was opening a packet of cigarettes. Devastatingly sophisticated. 

‘Eh – Susie! Ciaou. I don’t see you many days. Why?’ 

‘Oh er, I – I’ve been busy.’ 

He lit a cigarette, offered me one and said, ‘You want to come for a walk?’

‘Er, no thank you – I mean, I don’t smoke. But I could come for a walk.’ 

My mother’s shopping list and ten-shilling note curled forgotten in my shorts pocket. I took him to the rec, to the bushes behind the park keeper’s hut where we sat down and I watched him, falling deeper in love with each puff as he finished his cigarette. 

‘You are very beautiful, Susie.’

‘So are you.’ God, I am such an idiot, I could have an idiot baby without any help. 

Because he didn’t speak much English and I didn’t speak any Italian except some dirty words David had taught me, the next best thing we could do was snog. Which we did for a long time. I was quite shocked when he put his tongue in my mouth. It didn’t taste very nice because of the cigarette, but I liked the way it felt. So, we snogged until my lips were swollen and sore and the corner shop had shut, and I was in trouble with Mum. 

The next day, we met at the rec again and snogged some more and then he did the ‘kiss of love’ thing to me, except when he touched me down his fingers went right inside and rubbed gently, round and round. It felt tingly and lovely then suddenly it spread everywhere, right through me and I went, ‘O-a-a-hh!’.

‘Ssshh.’ 

Then we heard the park keeper dragging his wire bin along the path and we scarpered. 

Next morning when I woke up, I saw some spots of blood in the bed. I couldn’t think why because I hadn’t cut myself anywhere or knocked a scab off my knee. There was more on my nightie. Was it anything to do with Giovanni? Was there a monster idiot baby inside me already, trying to get out? Mum noticed before I could do anything. Was I in trouble?!!!

‘I’m ever so sorry, Mum. I must have had a bit of an accident.’ 

She smiled. You haven’t had an accident, Sue, You’ve come on.

‘What?’ 

‘I’ve been waiting for this. We’d better get you sorted out.’ 

Next thing I knew, she’d got me into a pink elastic contraption, a bit like a suspender belt but only one hook, each side, that looped to a white haystack that went between my legs. It was so big I could hardly walk. 

‘Am I ill?’

‘No, Sue. You’ve become a woman. You’ve started your periods.’ 

The penny dropped: periods, bleeding between the legs. 

‘How long do they go on, Mum?’

‘About thirtyish years, give or take.’ 

‘Thirty years? Non-stop?’ 

Mum just laughed. I was stuck at home. I didn’t want to go out, walking awkwardly with a huge sanitary pad chafing me. And I couldn’t meet Giovanni. Imagine the shame of him seeing that. At least I wasn’t about to give birth to a monster. It finished in under a week but I left it another day, just to make sure. I didn’t know how I could get to see Giovanni. I went for walks through the park, hung around the corner shop and walked past the end of Nancy’s road. No luck. The need to see him clawed away at me inside. I re-ran scenes of our time behind the hut and, in bed at night, I touched myself where he had. But I couldn’t make the same feeling happen. 

One afternoon, coming back from the Lido on my own, I saw him coming out of the station with Mrs Passarelli and the five children. My hair was still damp, and I had my wet things in a carrier bag. I looked a right freak. Mrs Passarelli waved at me and called. 

‘Susie! Hello, stranger. Where have you been hiding?’ 

‘Um, nowhere.’ 

‘Have you just been swimming? Good idea. It was much too hot to be in London. We’ve been up to the Natural History Museum.’ 

‘Ah.’ 

‘Nancy? Aren’t you going to say hello to your friend? Oh dear, are you in one of your moods?’  

I almost felt sorry for Nancy, almost... She avoided looking at me as we all stood awkwardly, David studying his rail ticket and the younger ones whining to go home. Giovanni smiled at me a little shyly. He must have thought I’d been avoiding him. Mrs Passarelli broke the silence and I almost fell in love with her. 

‘Why don’t you join us for dinner tonight? You can ring your Mum from ours. I’m sure it’ll be all right. Mr Passarelli can drive you home.’ 

‘Oh, yes please!’

Then she broke my heart. 

‘It’ll be one of your last chances to see Giovanni. He goes home in a few days.’

Dinner was their usual chaotic meal. Nancy made sure I sat between two of the little Passarellis, far away from Giovanni. From opposite ends of the table, he and I caught eyes a couple of times, each making me squirm in my seat. Granny Passarelli missed nothing and kept looking at Giovanni, then at me and back again. Mr and Mrs Passarelli and Giovanni drank a lot of wine, Nancy and David were allowed a glass each and Giovanni a little more. As I didn’t have my parents’ permission, I had to stick to orange squash. 

After dinner, Mrs Passarelli said, ‘I think we ought to call a taxi for you, Susie. Mr Passarelli’s had far too much to drink to drive the car.’ 

Mr Passarelli was irritated, ‘Per carita’ de Dio!’

What did it mean? I stopped wondering when Giovanni came up with the most wonderful, beautiful, devastatingly gorgeous solution: 

‘I will walk with Susie to her house.’

I felt a glorious, brilliant, sexy firework explode in me. I probably just went red. Nancy certainly did a good impression of a thundercloud. 

‘I’ll go, too.’ 

And David piped up. 

‘So will I.’

The firework inside fizzled in misery until Mrs Passarelli said, 

‘Giovanni, that’s a lovely idea. You walk Susie home. Nancy and David can start clearing the table. Now.’

‘Oh what?’ / ‘That’s not fair!’ / ‘Why?’ / ‘It’s her turn!’ / ‘It’s his turn!’  

So, Giovanni walked me home. But that’s not all Giovanni did. Or all I did. Because, of course, we went the long way round. But the park was shut and we had to climb over the fence into the playing field behind my school. And that’s the best part of what I remember... his mouth tasting of red wine and cigarettes. His hands undressing me, caressing my body, that marvellous thing he did with his fingers. I felt really wet down there and I was worried that I might be bleeding. Then I forgot as his lips and teeth tickled and nibbled my nipples – the nipple part really surprised me until...suddenly, he spread my legs wide apart and pushed his willie right inside me. I must have squealed. 

‘Is OK, amore mia, I love you.’ 

‘I love you too, but –’ 

He kept pushing and pushing, in and out of me. I held onto him, started to cry but didn’t know why – until he groaned and stopped. 

I wiped down my legs with my swimming towel while he checked there was no-one around. Then we climbed back out, and he walked me the rest of the way home, holding me tight, stopping to kiss me every few yards and murmuring in Italian. I asked him what he was saying. 

‘It means my angel with the hair of fire. I will teach you Italian one day.’

Light spilling from the front door at home made me disentangle myself. My father was standing with the light behind him, but I could still see he was angry. 

‘I had to ring Mr Passarelli – we thought something had happened to you! What took you so long?’

And so on.

Fortunately, that wasn’t the last time I saw Giovanni – Dad looking furious, Mum behind him looking worried. We managed to sneak off together four times. Three times behind the park keeper’s hut and once in the little wood on the hill behind the Passarelli family’s house. I was getting to like what the two of us were doing.

When he had to go home, Nancy’s Dad drove him to the airport with Nancy and David. We couldn’t even say goodbye.

It was still hot when school went back for the autumn term. Nancy still wouldn’t speak to me and went around with Celia Brudenell. As a special dispensation, the headmistress said everyone could wear school summer dresses until the weather cooled. I missed the announcement at assembly, dreaming about Giovanni, so I went in again next day in my, shirt, tie, jumper and serge skirt, sweating buckets. Everyone laughed.

One day, Celia’s period leaked on the pale green skirt of her dress, making a great blotch on the back. No-one told her, not even Nancy (she would have told me). We were all too embarrassed. That’s how we’d been taught. A teacher must have said something at lunchtime because Celia wasn’t there in the afternoon. I was back in my summer dress and wore a sanitary towel every day after that, so as not to risk the same awful shame. 

I still didn’t pay attention in lessons but I didn’t laugh much. I was too sad that Giovanni had gone and I couldn’t write to him because Nancy wouldn’t give me his address. She also said if he sent me a letter care of her house she’d throw it away. 

The weather turned cold and we changed back into our dark green skirts and jumpers; bloody mishaps wouldn’t be so obvious. Besides, I hadn’t had a period for a while, but Mum said that was normal to start with.

During October, I started feeling queasy and being sick. Mum kept me off a couple of mornings and I went to the sanatorium once at school. It soon passed. 

In the New Year, I got three order marks in the first week for being inattentive and disruptive in class. The first was in a French lesson when the teacher asked me what ‘grands vacances’ meant, and I said ‘big vacancies’, making the whole class fall about in fits. The second was in Domestic Science for dropping a big mixing bowl, which broke. More laughter, especially from Nancy. I loathed Domestic Science, anyway, so just shrugged – and got the third order mark for being insolent, which meant a detention.

I still hadn’t had a period but the nausea stopped. There was no-one I could talk to, so I wrote to Auntie Fee and told her in vague terms what had happened to me in the summer and since, and did she think there was anything to worry about? Auntie Fee rang home the day she got the letter and asked to speak to me. It could be that I was pregnant, she thought, and I should see my doctor as soon as possible. I got a bit upset, and she was lovely, said it wasn’t the end of the world and that she was there for anything I needed, even handling my parents. Mum and Dad were listening down the hall and, even though I’d tried to be careful what I said, as soon as I put the phone down, they pounced and demanded to know what was going on. 

You can imagine the load of grief I got from them. Mum couldn’t stop crying. Dad said some horrible things about Italians and the war, and all the usual nasty stuff about ‘your sister Fiona’ and her bad influence on me. He stopped speaking to me altogether, just looked at me as though I was one of the Ancient Mariner’s ‘thousand, thousand slimy things’. I’d learnt great chunks of Coleridge for ‘A’ levels, but it looked like I wouldn’t be taking them this year. 

Mr and Mrs Passarelli came round to ours and there was a Gestapo interrogation in our living room, literally. I had to stand in front of them while three of them grilled me – Mum was still grizzling – about times, dates and locations. Dad said it wasn’t as if I hadn’t learned about the birds and the bees – which, of course, I hadn’t really ’cos I wasn’t paying attention that lesson – but when he said ‘bird’, The Ancient Mariner popped into my head again, and I laughed,

‘Except my albatross isn’t tied round my neck!’

They all looked at me as though I’d gone loopy. Dad got angrier, if possible.

‘Are you ever going to take life seriously, you little –?’

Mum stopped sobbing enough to say ‘Sshhh!’.

It was bad enough being in that situation, but ten times worse because, apparently, it was all my fault. Boys could go around having it off with girls and that was ‘sowing wild oats’, something that men guffawed about and women just raised their eyebrows and tutted. But, being female, I was some kind of immoral low life who led boys on and behaved like a cat up a back alley. If I’d been raped, it wouldn’t have been quite so bad. That much, I do remember. I wished Auntie Fee was with me. She would have sorted them out.

As soon as the doctor confirmed my little albatross, my father rang her and accused her of corrupting me. She got a train over and arrived unannounced. I was confined to my room and heard raised voices coming from the front door. It sounded like her but I couldn’t be sure until she burst into my room and flung her arms round me. 

And that’s where I am, now, still with her arms round me, ‘metaphorically’ (I was keeping up with my English Literature terms), a train ride away from Mum and Dad. And it’s where I’m going to stay, so as not to shame them. I don’t know when my little albatross will arrive because I can’t remember when my last period was. No surprise there. Sometime in August, I think. I haven’t heard from Giovanni but Auntie Fee said he’s only a boy, he’s probably scared; I should learn that men often escape the confidences? Consequences?  Condolences? Can’t remember. I was more interested in how she wound her red hair round the rollers. 
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2018

While clearing the house, the new owner found a rusting tin of Ambrosia Creamed Rice. She photographed it and posted it on Instagram with the legend: ‘Ambrosia Creamed Rice milk pudding. Made in England. Too old for an expiry stamp, even. Yeucchh. What’s a British dessert doing in my downtown Detroit basement anyway?’. Then she tossed it in the skip. 

––––––––
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1998

‘We all loved Joyce. She kept a constant feast awaiting anyone who visited, it was her claim to fame. The food, the drink, the welcome, the food, the company, the food...’

By now, the congregation of mourners was laughing, even Patsy and Mike. They hadn’t seen their father, Patrick, standing quietly at the back, ready for a swift exit. If they had, they would have said he appeared to be well, that the beard made him look distinguished. And they would have wondered whether his thin wife, Lou, knew that he’d come to their mother’s funeral.

The reception was at home in Clapham, lavishly catered in tribute to Joyce’s lifestyle. They were surprised at how many people had turned up. The rooms brimmed with family, including godfather Brian and cousins from Liverpool, despite their father’s disgrace, friends from St Barnabas’, and neighbours. 

As executors of her will, Patsy and Mike’s task was easy. Their grandmother had left everything to their mother who, in turn, had left everything to them. Their greatest challenge was emptying the many food cupboards, the American-style fridge and the two freezers. Eventually, they contacted homeless shelters and donated the contents. The last item they were on the point of giving away was an aged catering-sized tin of Ambrosia creamed rice. It epitomised their mother’s excesses. Inspiration struck Mike. 

‘Tell you what, Pats, let’s pass it round the family. Every time we visit each other, we hide it somewhere for them to find and pass on. An itinerant pudding in memory of Mum.’

He couldn’t take it back to the States on the plane; maybe one day, when he and Velma did the trip on the QE2, perhaps. 

Even after the house was cleared, the faint, pleasant odour of Sunday dinners, rich fruitcake and warm alcohol lingered in the kitchen. Breathing it in before she left Leathwaite Road for the last time, Joyce’s daughter let go her grief - but not the regret that she never entertained her Mum in Christchurch.

1978

‘Dear Patsy

Life is not the same here without you. We donot hear from Mikey often now he is in Sheffield & when he comes home he is out with his friends. He is so skinny! He must take after your Grandpa Donovan. I keep putting on weight! I’m a size eighteen now! I donot know what it is because I don’t eat much! Your Dad’s gone on one of these fad diets. Nothing but cabbage soup three days a week! It does not make for a pleasant household I can tell you! And he works late all the time so he hardly eats at home anyway. Grandma is not very well with her heart. The Dr wants to put her on a diet though I donot see the point at 82. If she wants a martini & a fag or sugar in her tea what is the harm? I joined the church and I am helping them with the harvest supper next week. It’s a lot of work cos half of them donot know a roling pin from their elbow!

Well that’s all for now. I hope your enjoying your teaching over there darling. It must be awful for you without any decent cheese! You would think with all that butter in New Zealand they would have an idea, wouldent you? I wish I could come & see you & your boyfriend & your little house by the sea. It is such a long way away. Maybe one day when Grandma is better.

Love Mum xx

PS  Have sent you a jar of your favourite pickled onions ’

1968

Patsy was furious at being forced to take domestic science at school.

‘I want to do Latin!’’

‘Girls don’t need to do Latin. Cooking’s more use.’

Joyce, while proud that her daughter had got into the grammar school, was annoyed at the airs she’d put on. Patrick kept out of it.

Patsy exacted retribution after the first practical lesson, presenting her mother with a tin of fairy cakes which they saved for when her father finished his dinner.’

‘I can’t eat another thing,’ he pleaded, ‘You always give me far too much, Joyce.’

‘You don’t have to eat it all.’

‘How can I not when you put it in front of me?’ His sizeable stomach stood testament to his weak will. 

Dutifully, he took a mouthful of fairy cake, and immediately spat the yellow mess onto his plate.

‘Jesus god, Patricia, you should’ve taken the Latin option after all.’

Joyce, outraged by his language and manners, took a nibble herself. Her reaction was a restrained version of Patrick’s, disposing of the chewed cake daintily into a tissue. 

‘How much salt did you put in?’

‘I watched how much you throw into the boiled potatoes.’

After a few further mishaps, including dropping the apple pudding on the 137 bus, Patsy was transferred to the Latin group for Spring term.

1961

At around six that morning, they were all awoken by a putrid smell emanating from the kitchen. Patsy and Mikey padded downstairs in their pyjamas to find their Mum and Grandma, in their candlewick dressing gowns, conferring in front of the Electrolux oven. The turkey had gone off in the timed slow-cooker overnight. Christmas was ruined.

Independently and jointly, the children indicated a preference for just the roast potatoes and pigs-in-blankets. Turkey was boring, anyway. Besides, there were presents to open. But their mother and grandmother, formidable women in character and girth, were determined to have it out with United Dairies, who had supplied the offending bird. Mikey hurtled upstairs to his father with the news, and returned giggling:

‘Daddy says he doesn’t give a flying fart and can’t you open the bloody windows and get some air in?’

Apoplectic phone calls resulted in an apologetic United Dairies executive at the front door, bearing three chickens. The Donovan grandparents, who had driven down from Liverpool that morning, expressed sympathy over the later-than-anticipated Christmas lunch. 

Despite the substitution of chicken for turkey, the meal succeeded its mediocre expectations. The white meat was moist, the chipolatas crisp on the outside and juicy within, and the roast spuds – as Grandpop Donovan insisted they be called – were golden brown and crunchy. And as a festive concession, the children were let off with three sprouts apiece. 
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