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AUTHORS’ NOTE


If you’ve heard our podcast, you can probably imagine the meetings we had about this book. Long, meandering, disappearing up conversational cul-de-sacs, usually going nowhere, sometimes weirdly entertaining. How could we attempt to recreate, in book form, a podcast in which two women exchange random thoughts, occasional pleasantries, fatuous double-entendres, real-life challenges and often sudden bursts of something approaching wisdom?


While some of the great media beasts can delight us with a book a year, we always seemed to have excuses … or reasons … for why we couldn’t get started. Too busy. Too many teenagers. Too tired. Too scared. And then, well, you know what happened. A pandemic struck the world and no one could leave their homes. There was no real excuse not to get on with something. It turns out there was stuff we hadn’t said, after all. And now we had time to say it. Like a lot of people, we both felt the need to keep our minds busy in order to fill the anxiety void with something. A lot of this book is about everything we’re still trying to fathom out. We’re experts in nothing, despite both thinking we knew it all not that long ago. Which is odd.


We have written this book in the closest thing we could get to conversational form, so one of us writes a chapter and the other one responds to it. If we’d tried to write as we actually speak it would have looked like a Year 7 drama class gone wrong, and we’d also be interrupting each other all the time. Absolutely nothing in this book is an attempt by either of us to tell anyone how to live. It is not a bible for midlife. Nor is it meant to be an incendiary literary device. We both try to acknowledge and understand our own privilege, because we know that not everyone gets to write a book. And if at times you think you can do better – well, we are kind of with you on that …


You don’t have to agree with a word we’ve written, by the way. We might have changed our minds too by the time you get to the end of any given chapter. But that is the fabulous art of female conversation. We are all practitioners of it, but by no means qualified in it.


So, basically, pop this between your ears and give it a shake-around if you fancy. If you don’t, simply bung it in the regifting drawer. Just remember not to give it back to us, please.


Fi and Jane
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HARK AT HER:


MIDLANDS MOTELS
AND JUDGING
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JANE







YOU LEARN TO PASS JUDGEMENT long before you know you’re doing it. Conveniently, the past is littered with women who were no better than they ought to be. Like that so-called saint, Joan of Arc – ideas way above her station. Anne Boleyn? A right piece of work. Marie Curie – no doubt her lab work was commendable, but there’s photographic evidence she had an issue with flyaway hair.


We like to think we’re better than that now, but try sticking your head above the twenty-first-century parapet and see what happens. Express an opinion, state a fact, be yourself … it’s dangerous stuff. You’re asking for trouble.


In my 1970s adolescence, the No Better Than They Ought To Be’s were everywhere you looked. We even had one or two in our street. They weren’t astride the national stage, these women, they were brazenly living their lives in the suburban North of England. Back then it wasn’t always obvious to me how they’d strayed from the path of righteousness exactly, although I knew enough to understand that a serious commitment to fags and bottle-blonde hair might well be indicators – clues that something was not quite ‘right’.


These ne’er-do-wells were certainly all over our very small telly, too; cheeky staples in costume dramas, heavily corseted with full, heaving bosoms and rouged cheeks, wisps of straw still in their golden tresses, as though they’d popped up for air after a rural romp. Every one of these shows seemed to me to be set in Cornwall. Or on the high seas. Or on the high seas just off Cornwall. And everything was firmly at some unspecified point in days of Yore, a time when men strutted about in breeches inspecting things with their hands behind their backs and women said, ‘Oh master’, and nine months later a nervy housemaid was dispatched to get the hot water and towels.


Fast forward to the advent of The Brothers, risky peak-time Sunday-night fare about battling Brummie siblings running a haulage company. The glamour! No bosomy wenches here, but a fair few low-cut tops in difficult fabrics. Probably no good after the first wash. The Netflix generation, raised on high-octane, glossy entertainment, do not know they’re born. Still, 1970s Britain, replete after a traditional roast with a proper hot pud and custard to follow, sat transfixed. As far as I recall, there were no breeches in The Brothers, but at least one couple had a very messy divorce. Wine glasses were thrown about. No doubt the fault of the lady, she’d have egged him on. Women did that.


In Soapland, many a plot was driven by the woman in a fake-fur coat with attitude to spare and what we all knew to be the burden of a ‘reputation’. Men didn’t have reputations. Or if they did, they were always accompanied by a woman saying, ‘Oh, don’t mind him! It’s just his way!’


Lots of the female characters in Coronation Street had reputations, but my early favourite was Vera from Crossroads. If you weren’t around at the time, you’ll need to be armed with some basic information about the show and a willingness to suspend your disbelief. Here we go then, and don’t say you weren’t warned. At a time when I doubt Britain had a single actual motel, Crossroads was set in a top, possibly four-star Midlands motel, close to the region’s dazzling motorway network. It attracted a range of guests, both shady and sophisticated. It was Vera’s fate to be attracted to many of them. And it’s fair to say that a good many suitors hopped onboard.


Miss Vera Downend (she would never have been a Ms) was the Crossroads Motel’s hairdresser, who lived and loved on a houseboat. Vera – played by the wonderfully named Zeph Gladstone – was a foxy brunette, I should emphasise, but otherwise she exactly fitted the ne’er-do-well bill. Wiki now describes Vera – to my shock – as a ‘tart with a heart’. I suppose it’s true: Vera’s suitors came, and then they went. Sometimes with better hair, because she was a damn good hairdresser. When I got home from school, homework dispensed within thirty minutes or less (‘Jane needs to apply herself …’) I’d immerse myself in the messy affairs of King’s Oak, the Midlands. And even my pea-sized brain was receiving some important messages. You could be a Vera. You could live in wacky, alternative, water-based accommodation and have a string of lovers between bubble perms and blue rinses, but chances are you would not find yourself sitting pretty at sixty-five with hubby safely tucked away on the golf course, something unctuous in the slow cooker and the prospect of a couples-only river cruise up the Danube hoving into view.


Oh, these wrong’un women like Vera had spectacular flurries of excitement. Wild peaks of ecstasy, troughs of despair. Brimming with confidence, and sometimes almost predatory, they may – fleetingly – have had a better time than the rest of us, but there was always a price to be paid. They got the candle-lit steak (steak!) dinners and trips away, but you knew there’d be no big white wedding for the saucy minx who led the gent astray. He’d no doubt go on to find lasting happiness with a handily placed local virgin, while the hapless vixen died toothless and alone in a filthy hovel with only her schooner of gin for company. The hovel would definitely be filthy, because women of that sort have very low hygiene standards. If her hovel had a fridge (and I accept it’s a big if), she would not bother to clean behind it. My adolescent self was beginning to get it. Women, it seemed, had some choices to make. Do you want to be one of them, or one of the other sort? Stuck on your houseboat waiting for a debonair car salesman called Lance or Vince to pluck up the courage to leave his missus, or a contented life in suburbia with a decent, dependable Brian, someone who knew his way around loading a dishwasher? I could be a woman people talked about, or a woman who talked about the women people talked about.


To be fair, the chances of me flouncing through life as any sort of temptress already seemed remote, even in 1980. I think that dream had died the night that year when I saw Debbie Harry fronting Blondie at the Deeside Leisure Centre, standing on tiptoe on soggy squares of carpet on the ice-rink. She was unimaginably beautiful, a pop goddess, simply luminous. I was fifteen, in a Marks and Sparks ski jacket with contrasting dark- and light-blue panelling, squinting because I hadn’t wanted Debbie to see me in my NHS glasses. This meant I couldn’t really see her very clearly, but I saw enough to know when I was beaten. ‘Atomic’, ‘Union City Blue’, ‘Heart of Glass’. My fists clenched with both excitement and fear, deep in the pockets of my ski jacket. Now this – this was power, and it felt dangerous. Power in a raw, pulsating, uber-female form. Centre-stage, her hands on her hips. Looking us in the eye. Daring us not to be captivated. Power I would never have.


I interviewed Debbie Harry decades later and made a near-total hash of it. I walked into the Woman’s Hour green room and there she was – by then, very definitely, Deborah Harry. DEBORAH. In dark glasses, looking at her phone. Bored, no doubt, at the prospect of yet another encounter with someone who’d be terrified of her. What do you say to her? Did I tell her about my unforgettable night in 1980? I don’t think I mentioned it – I’m pretty sure I just burbled an introduction and I do remember she was somewhat dismissive, only to apologise later in the studio for being rude. It didn’t matter, Deborah, dismiss me all you like. I will always be in awe. I remain very much available, should you require someone to de-clag your shower drain or take your pet tarantula for a stroll.


So it was becoming clear: temptresses were taller than me, didn’t shop at M&S, tended not to have abundant and unruly mops of hair, and if they were staying up late at night it was for something more exciting than listening to BBC Radio Merseyside’s coverage of Liverpool FC’s European Cup campaigns. I accepted my fate. I was to become one of the judgers, not the judged.


And it’s definitely much easier being in the majority. Much safer. And so much fun! Welcome. You’ll like it here. We’re never short of entertainment. Always something new. Women just keep on popping up, saying and doing silly things and, frankly, asking for it. That’s when we pounce.


It’s worth saying that consistency is not required when it comes to casting judgement. Unless you want to be consistently inconsistent – that’s fine. There’s always been a good journalistic living to be made in Cutting Her Down a Peg or Two, too, if you’re prepared to do it.


I know we all admire the scorching wit, the artistry and the courage of the great female writers and columnists who knock the stuffing out of the patriarchy week in, week out. I actually enjoy reading them. But I doubt they earn as much as the women who specialise in the art of building her up, knocking her down and then sticking a fashionable boot in. I enjoy reading them, too.


Don’t feel guilty about it! It’s only a bit of fun. No one remembers anyway. Well actually, that’s not entirely true. Just as I can still picture the face of the reporter who knocked on my door when I was getting divorced and asked, ‘Do YOU think they’re having an affair?’, shamefully, I do recall the newspaper columnists who’ve said anything about me. I can probably quote exactly what they said. Imagine what it must be like to be forever in their sights, unable to do anything without it being picked apart. So it’s wrong to say no one remembers. You’ll probably remember if it’s about you, I’m afraid.


Still, as every woman knows, we must all develop a thicker skin and move on, as it’s our fault for being over-sensitive. We can also help ourselves. There are some areas where women and girls continue to go wrong. For a start we persist in going out and about, quite shamelessly in possession of our female bodies (sometimes even after dark, taking our chances, keeping the car keys bunched in our fists).


Occasionally we seek to change those bodies. We may lose or gain weight, for example. This is very dangerous, and a clear provocation to others.


So, you’ve lost a few pounds of lard. On the one hand, well done. No one likes a big lump of a thing. I imagine you were pretty lazy before, lolling around in front of Lorraine on that huge flat-screen telly and gorging on More-Chocolate-than-Biscuit biscuits. Just waiting for the sweet relief of Lambrusco o’clock. So you finally do the decent thing – pop on some sportswear and drag your lumpy carcass around the park a few times. Knock the twenty-three units a week on the head. Limit your carbs. Follow the advice of all the contributors to those ‘My Ideal Weekend’ supplement features – you know, the loose-limbed miracles, the egg-white omelette and steamed fish brigade. The weight drops off. Slowly at first. But soon you really do start to look ‘better’, and people comment. Have you reached your ‘perfect weight’? Well, bully for you, darling – because now you need to be very careful. Very careful indeed.


Are you looking a bit scrawny? I’m only asking because I’m worried about you. I know it’s never good to be carrying extra timber, and you were always on the big side, weren’t you … but really, being thin can be terribly ageing. And you’ve always looked so youthful! Nothing wrong with a little of what you fancy. Men like something to grab hold of. And who the hell wants to be around some joyless Jessie limiting the parmesan shavings on her rocket salad?


No, far better to be a little chunkier. Come on, ladies, don’t deny yourselves – life is for living. May your sirloin always come with thrice-cooked chunky chips. May your syrup tart be laden with a canister of full-strength squirty cream. May your … Oh, you get the picture. Enjoy!


But not too much, because then you’ll be fat. And fat is wrong. Being fat allows other people to have a view of you. They can lounge on their sofas, watch their very own flat-screen tellies, burp occasionally, scroll on their phones and pass judgement on you as part of a traditional bit of ‘me time’. It’s relaxing. And we all need to relax, don’t we?


Being in shape means you have self-respect. Standards. A woman should also be well groomed, but not to the extent that she seems to be trying too hard. So it’s essential to wear make-up, as blemishes, bumps and unattractive redness will alarm decent folk, but it must be applied properly. No one must know. If you have dreadful wrinkles, if your facial features are sagging and droopy, do consider Botox. It’s just considerate. Think of others!


Don’t have too much Botox, though, because that will make people laugh and they’ll point and stare and accuse you of trying to stay absurdly youthful.


Dress fashionably, but beware: if you dress too fashionably, you run the very real risk of being mutton dressed as lamb. And no one wants that. The cut-off point for high fashion is about thirty-one. Perhaps mid-thirties if you’ve kept yourself in trim.


And, whatever you do, don’t get to forty and slide into the elasticated-waist abyss. Where’s your self-respect? You don’t have to give up on looking stylish, you know. It’s such a shame that so many women seem to get beige and stay there, forever frumpy. Is it any wonder their partners stray?


Oh yes, partners. You must get married. But not too often. Once is preferable. But if there’s infidelity, be prepared to stick around. That’s absolutely the right thing to do. What, he’s done it again? And you’re still there? What kind of an example are you setting here? Don’t be a doormat. The whole world’s laughing at you.


Remember to have children. But not just one. And, crucially, not too many. And absolutely do NOT give them silly names.


Make sure you keep working. It’s vital for your self-respect. Get a nanny if you have to.


NEVER neglect your children. What’s this about you pursuing your career and leaving someone else to bring up your own flesh and blood?


There are opportunities here – I’ve been a fool! Let’s turn it into a bit of entertainment. Not a return to the stocks or the ducking stool, something much less dreadful. How about the ‘Hark at Her Roadshow’? Like the Radio 1 Roadshows of my youth, only without the giveaway biros and the men in too-tight shorts who should know better.


‘Hark at Her’ could travel the land, park up in a lay-by, and every community could supply women to sit on stage while the crowd had a bloody good go. Chances are they’re doing it anyway, so why not in public? Raise a bit of money for a local charity? The lady who’d got a bit above herself. The woman who’d put herself about a bit. The one who’d let herself go. There’d be a host – an older regional TV chap in a novelty bow tie works well in these sorts of situations – and we’d make sure it didn’t get out of hand. I’d host it myself, but in truth I’d rather be in the audience. Sitting comfortably, with my tribe. Delighting in the special thrill that only comes with another woman’s downfall. Poor thing.


FI


SISTER, SISTER – HOW GOOD it is to hear someone of your calibre admitting to a bit of ‘Hark at Her’-ing. I think it’s a habit we all have but pretend we don’t, like nose-picking, and occasionally just switching off In Our Time if it gets a bit dull.


But my first thought on reading this was that I am so envious of you actually seeing Blondie live. So very envious. I worshipped at the Debbie Harry altar, but only from afar. She never graced our rec. Her appearances on TOTP are seared into my teenage memory. The way she barely danced, barely smiled, but just radiated. Hers was such a powerful image of beauty and talent, wasn’t it?


I’ll confess that I don’t understand much of what you say about Crossroads. We weren’t allowed to watch TV after school, not until all homework/flute/oboe practice was done (‘Fiona is a very diligent pupil …’), but as you have literally three times as many A-Levels as me, you can be the judge of whether that policy worked or not.


We’d hit TV after dinner, so my diet was Dallas and Dynasty and then Knots Landing – the TK Maxx of American soaps. From what you say of the stunning motel on the ring road of modernity, the same themes and memes for women existed, with shoulder pads. Just thinking about the role of Sue Ellen in Dallas makes me queasy now. A fragile, beautiful drunk, trapped in a cruel marriage – I hope that these days we’d only see that kind of shit go down in a documentary by Stacey Dooley about coercive control. I hope it wouldn’t be considered entertainment. Then there was Pam with her enormo boobs just simpering away at Bobby. And Charlene Tilton, whose nominative determinism meant she literally tilted when she walked because she, too, had enormo boobs. Do you remember Donna? A kind of Wafty Background Woman Without Bosoms – the Nice biscuit in the variety biscuit box. And then we had matriarchal Miss Ellie in all her frumpy tent frocks. As a woman past her sexual sell-by date all she was allowed to do was lay out lots of breakfasts for people on the windy Southfork terrace and pass the orange juice around. Good God, Jane, how did our generation come out of all of that as sharp and independent as we are?


But if we have been raised to look at women just as I have done there – and it is telling that I have rushed to judgement on all of them – how do we train the next generation not to? Is that even possible? Is modern TV encouraging something different? I think the runes are so good and yet so bad. On the one hand we have that family of Kardashians who only wish to be judged. There is no other plot. It is their simple, and well-exploited, reason for being. Their enhanced body shapes alone make me livid – yet I stare at them just like everyone else does. They are the only four women on the planet who look like that – yet about 1 billion kids probably seek to emulate them. You could literally call their TV show ‘Hark at Them’.


But, on the other hand, there is so much stuff we watch these days that is healthier than anything seen on the Southfork terrace. Most of our shared household TV-watching is American-sitcom based. British soaps just feel like self-harm. And so we’ve done Modern Family, The Goldbergs, Life in Pieces and Black-ish, and in all of them the women tackle the judgement of other women head on. It’s in their scripts and plots all the time, along with themes of bullying and teens being mean and sexuality in flux and all of that – a wonderful mish-mash of non-judgy humour. The moms are portrayed as heroes, but blissfully flawed ones, too. Every single one of them drinks a bit too much wine from time to time (but not so much as to be sad like Sue Ellen), they aren’t always comfortable with having curbed their careers for their kids and they find endless joy in affectionately barracking the men they are with.


Is there some comfort to be found in the sheer choice we have on offer to us as viewers and individual commentators now? As we’re all hiving off into these separate existences where we don’t feel as if there is only one set of people in front of us, is it possible that the narrow gauge of acceptability remains – but there are just lots of gauges? You can have your Kardashians and I’ll have my Claire from Modern Family, my daughter will have her Billie Eilish and we might all end up a bit happier.


You are so very right to investigate the notion that we only have ourselves to blame. Is it the right time to wheel out the mighty Maya Angelou quote: ‘I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.’ I really, really, really want to live this way but … on my way out of the door to a night on the town, do I apply myself to thinking of several empathetic ways in which I might make my friends feel fabulous that evening, or do I mostly just check my reflection in the hallway mirror and hope we’re off to a low-level lighting venue that won’t expose the wrinkles and the chin hair too much? I could pretend it’s the former, but it’s usually the latter. Although all the outside influences might be allowing us – and positively encouraging us – to indulge our judgemental side, ultimately we all have a choice to suspend judgement. In the moment we choose not to take it.


Oh, and by the way, I did meet Debbie Harry once. We were having our toes done on neighbouring pedicure chairs in a nail bar. She leaned over and said she liked the colour I’d chosen, a dark morello-cherry red. I stared at her as this sentence formed in my head:


‘You are one of the most wonderful creatures of sass and voom on this planet, and I can’t thank you enough for simply being out front in a band way back in 1980, and then looking after someone you loved – probably at a cost to yourself and your career – and for then coming back and doing your stuff in a tracksuit and not giving a shit and still saying things of merit and writing a searingly honest autobiography with all the horrid stuff about sexual assault in it.’


What I actually managed to say was: ‘Would you like to use it too?’ while thinking, ‘Boy, she looks old.’


Mea effing culpa.


Oh, and how soon can we get the roadshow up and running? That’s a genius idea. Can we call it The XX Factor?
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GOOD HAIR DAYS:


SHADERS AND TONERS
AND SELF-DOUBT
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FI







CAN WE TALK ABOUT HAIR, PLEASE?


Some people might be able to tell you the story of their lives in albums, or in books, or in landmark world events – I can tell you mine in hairstyles and hair colours. I can date an event against the background of straight or curly, wafty or in between. There has, quite simply, been a lot of hair in my life.


It’s taken fifty-two years of follicle adventure to get here, and to save you having to break off to do an image search, ‘here’ is straight, longish, with a bit of a fringy thing going on and the colour is currently brown. It’s not just any old brown though. It’s a bespoke dye that comes from a selection of tubes, which is then mixed up and plastered all over my head by Fran, a clever twenty-three-year-old Italian/Essex hair maven at the salon round the corner whom I could not live without, and whom I see more often than my best friend.


Nothing about my hair is natural any more, and just having hair takes up an absurd amount of time. It touches most areas of my life. It governs more than my daily routine. I can’t go on holiday to anywhere with more than 60 per cent humidity, and I’d struggle with no electricity supply for the many appliances needed to get it looking right, so camping is out. Rain is problematic for the same reasons. Windy days are to be feared. My hair doesn’t move of its own accord – only after applying three different products can it sway gently in a breeze, and if left to dry naturally it resembles spun sugar, and cracks accordingly.


Mine has been a tempestuous love affair with my hair and the industry surrounding it.


It started with ‘Sun In’ which, as every teenager from the 1980s knows, is the gateway drug to full-on hair abuse. Spray it on and watch as a strange orange gaudiness spreads across your scalp. We were seduced by the name and all it conjured up and, just to reassure you, it does still work in the gloom of an English summer. When we’d dried up our hair enough with the low-level bleach of ‘Sun In’ there were also the weekly doses of ‘Shaders and Toners’ – those little sachets of promise available for 79p in Boots or Woolworths. They were perfect entertainment for boring Saturdays in a small market town in Hampshire when you were not brave enough to nick a frosted-pink lipstick. They were meant to be temporary, but they really weren’t. We’d go for weeks with strange purple-reddish tints in our hair even if we’d bought ones that claimed to do something blonde. Or ‘ash-blonde’, as the S&T brand-development team would say. The names of hair colours always made me laugh. Warm amber? Iced chocolate? Copper-gold? These evocative, daring descriptions were full of promise yet unrecognisable as actual colours. Who has ever walked into a room and said, ‘Which one is Sharon?’ for someone to reply, ‘Oh the one over there, with the champagne-gold hair.’


Once we had made our way through this hors d’oeuvre of temporary colours, the time came – around the age of fifteen – for the main course and some permanent statements. I experimented with full-on bleaching for a while, which did not suit either my reddish complexion or the family bath towels. When a pay packet allowed, there were lowlights and highlights and keratin treatments and sitting under hot lamps with foils. I’ve bought oils to rub in and sprays to wash out. Over the decades I’ve walked into hairdressers with pictures of Farrah Fawcett and Annie Lennox, expecting both to be achievable. Tired hairdressers have looked at me askance and shaken their heads slowly but firmly in the same way that a bartender in Wetherspoons might if you waltzed in and asked for a dirty martini served with a fresh olive, a twist of lemon and poured over crushed ice in a crystal glass, please. I have had many, many epic hair fails. In my graduation picture my hair is channelling King Charles (the one with the spaniels) with its height and curls. It was 1989, but that is still no excuse. About a year later I look more like the spaniels. I’ve gone overnight from hair so long you could plait it like a Swedish folk singer to so short you couldn’t really see it. As you can imagine, the intervening years are all over the shop. When my first grey hairs arrived I had no qualms or inner conversations with myself – it was simply an excuse to spend even more time and money with The Frans.


And of course I should know better. I’ve read the Narcissus story in its many different forms throughout my life. I can sing all the words to Carly Simon’s ‘You’re So Vain’. I know that vanity is bad. From an early age we are taught that it rots your core, draws you into the well; it promotes in you a shallow disregard for the more worthwhile pursuits in life, and polishing up its shiny veneer will cost you proper relationships and feelings. I know this message. You know this message. It is there, where all seeds are sown, in our universal childhood.


I was a bit chubby as a kid. Not bounce-me-round-the-room chubby, or tut-at-mum-in-the street chubby (see earlier ‘Hark at Her’ chapter), but I wasn’t svelte. It didn’t bother me until around the age of ten, and then suddenly it started to bother me a lot. Being still in the habit of running everything past my lovely mum, I asked her why I was a bit fatter than my older sister. I did this while sitting on my bed of an evening around the time we’d say our prayers. And we did say prayers – every night as kids. We went to church on Sundays and sang in the choir and said grace before meals, and we knew our Bible stories. I liked it all back then, although I don’t, in my adult life, subscribe to any faith and my mum doesn’t any more either; but if you do and it brings hope and warmth then good for you. I imagine we were doing it for those reasons at the time, too.


Anyway, I remember saying, ‘Mum I don’t like being chubby, in particular I don’t like my legs,’ or words to that effect, to which she replied, ‘God made you in his own image,’ and left it at that.


It was a tad confusing. Even though we lived in a small hamlet in the middle of rural Hampshire and there was no internet to tell me things outside of my own world, I knew that it was unlikely that God had indeed made me to look like Him because that would mean that He looked like me. I hazarded a guess that literally nowhere in the world was there a depiction of God as a ten-year-old with her dad’s knees and a rumble of podge across the thighs who was currently sporting some cut-off dark-pink denim shorts and a much-sought-after pair of Abba clogs – yes kids, BRANDED ABBA CLOGS! They were a work of merchandising genius and I had worn my mother down with my endless requests for them. I’m not surprised she’d looked upwards for support. Anyway, I knew that this image simply hadn’t caught on across the ceilings of chapels in Rome, or the stained-glass windows in the church up the road or any of the books we sang hymns from at school. Personally, I think the C of E could have done with upgrading the image of the Good Lord from time to time – it seems odd to have Him stuck in just the one style: flowing white robes and the slightly wavy but well-groomed hair. In fact, nowhere in the pictures I had seen from the Bible was there anything other than pleasing imagery of the human body. Every illustrator of Jesus on the cross had quite a thing about abs, none of the disciples were fat. Mary had nice hair considering she’d been on quite a ‘journey’, and she didn’t seem to have put on the pregnancy weight that engulfs many of us later in life.


Don’t think I’m being sacrilegious – I am not decrying faith for a moment – but don’t you think the artwork that comes out of it could do with being a bit more, er … all-embracing?


Back in my ten-year-old world I do know that my mum was just trying to be wise and instil in me a hearty disregard for my own reflection, but it made no sense at all to be told that appearances didn’t really count when that clearly wasn’t the case. The twin engines of myth were revving up by that age, though, and Mum had backup because the other Exocet missile about to hit me as a young woman was the one that tells us that someone will ‘see’ us one day. Someone, somewhere will see through the veneer and they will come to love us ‘warts and all’ (although, if you do have warts, do get yourself to the clinic). We’ll stand in the shadows of the dance floor and our prince or princess will come and take our hand, he/she/they will lead us to a golden future and see us for our wonderful selves. Together we’ll waltz past the thinnies on the dance floor on to a life of fulfilled love and happiness. So we mustn’t worry – how shallow those vain beauties are, how unfulfilled their lives will be! This message powers through literature – Austen, the Brontës, George Eliot – all the stuff we were about to start reading at school. Although again, rather confusingly, when any of those big stories of love and life come to the screen, even the plain people are gorgeous.


But you know what these stories are meant to tell us. You know the formula. And, just like a book or a film or a TV show, we become programmed to expect the right resolution. So this should be the point in the chapter when I tell you how the story of my life in hair has reached a climax and how I have finally achieved a sense of maturity, and the realisation that all of my follicle dalliance was shallow and stupid. It should be like the forty-seventh minute in Death in Paradise where the Chief has a sudden light-bulb moment, and he looks knowingly into the middle distance as the pieces of the puzzle fall into place. It should be the moment in a Morse where he puts on a bit of opera, Lewis shrugs his shoulders, they go for a pint and for a nanosecond all is right in the world again. I should be about to reveal to you the sheer relief and pleasure in finally being able to just go grey and to put all of this nonsense and expense and time, not to mention the chemicals and the plastic, behind me.


But I am going to disappoint you. I’m going rogue on your sense of sensibility. I know what I should now be doing with my hair at the age of fifty-two. I should be chopping off the age-inappropriate length. I should go for a more ‘manageable’ style. I should ditch all of the silicone-based frizz-easing products. For heaven’s sake, I work in radio. Ours is, thankfully, not an industry where appearances matter. Added to that, I work at Radio 4 – which, as well as being the home of the nation’s brainpower, is also the home of bad hair. I love and admire many of my colleagues but, in a line-up, you could identify a Radio 4 native based on their unkempt barnet. Everyone has ‘intellectual’ hair. Or maybe my colleagues just don’t have combs.
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