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Introducing . . .


I make my bloodied, screaming entrance on 16 March 1960, in the Kinrara military hospital in Kuala Lumpur, a hospital originally opened a decade earlier to treat Gurkhas with TB.


There is nothing remotely unusual about my birth. While my mother June huffs and puffs, my father, like all self-respecting fathers-to-be at the time, paces around the golf course.


Derek (a name that has never come back into fashion) Hargreaves is a major, or is it a captain? I think he was demoted once and then promoted again. Whatever, he is an incredibly brave man, but like a lot of chaps of his generation he cannot stomach childbirth.


I am his second daughter: I don’t think he is too disappointed! He is a man who smiles a great deal, and he loves my mother.


My father loves my mother so much that almost ten years earlier, in 1951, when June has polio and is in a bad way in the infectious diseases hospital in Blackpool, my soldier dad-to-be begs compassionate leave and hitchhikes back to the UK from Cyprus. He isn’t actually going out with my mother at the time – they are on ‘a break’ and she is in fact seeing someone else. However, my father has other plans.


According to family legend, Derek comes crashing into the hospital room, where June lies bedbound and smoking therapeutic Balkan Sobranie cigarettes (on medical advice), and tells her that she will walk again. His exact words being, ‘Don’t worry, June, you will walk again, when you walk down the aisle to marry me.’


Which she does, her calliper hidden under her empire-line white dress, her proud eagle nose accentuated by a terrible haircut, the two of them beaming, beaming, beaming.


With this one passionate declaration of intent in the hospital, my father uses up every last shred of romance that he ever possessed.


Despite never having eyes for anyone else, he is not given to soppiness or extravagant gestures, hence caravan holidays. However, every week for many years he buys my mother a Walnut Whip, which he presents to her on Friday evenings, having first bitten the walnut off the top of the whip.


There is also a birthday which involves the gift of an egg-poaching pan and a KitKat, which he insists on sharing, before he coaxes my mother out of bed to poach some eggs.


When my parents are in their eighties, a very dear uncle visits. Unbeknownst to anyone, he is in early stages of Alzheimer’s and, a pint of lager in, comments loudly, ‘Well done, Derek, you took a cripple woman on when you didn’t need to, and made the best of it.’


Ha!


For years I am convinced my mother contracted polio from a trip to the cinema in Blackpool, while my sister insisted she was youth hostelling, but it transpires she had attended a swimming party at a friend’s house in Marton, near Blackpool. I have no idea how my mother knew people who had their own swimming pool, but, according to her sister this is what happened.


My mother wears a calliper for the rest of her life, graduating from a knee-length number to a monster thigh-length beast when she gets older. They are all awful, and because the shoe the calliper clips into has to be drilled by the NHS with a metal cylinder, my mother is limited to two pairs of shoes per year. Heels have to be low, solid and not made of rubber. Once, when a pair of shoes is rejected as being unsuitable, the man behind the orthopaedic counter at Blackpool Victoria sneers, ‘and we don’t do slippers either’.


I rarely see my mother angry, but on that occasion she is furious. She used to play competitive tennis, winning silver cups, her picture regularly in the paper, and now she is being patronised by this complete arsehole.


Post-polio, June is told she probably shouldn’t/wouldn’t have children and, in typical style, she has three. For many, many years, I couldn’t tell you which leg that calliper is strapped to – it is never really mentioned – and I am taken aback when other people stare. The sixties might be swinging, but they are still calling people cripples and spastics.


Many years later, Damien Hirst makes a seven-metre-high sculpture, called Charity (2003), which is a replica of a sixties Spastics Society collection box, depicting a disabled young girl in a calliper clutching a teddy bear and a collection tin. These used to be a common sight outside supermarkets; teenagers used to shove chips into the money slot in the top of the collection box. At the time I didn’t realise how offensive they were, but years later, despite being a fan of Hirst’s, when I first see Charity at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park, I cringe.


I have no clear recollections of our time spent in KL. I wish that, when I got older, I had asked my parents, both raised in Lancashire, how it felt to be in their thirties and so far away from a fish and chip shop.


I’m not sure, either, what my father is up to at this point in his career; these details are often vague, especially later, when we are stationed in Berlin, but I know my mother helped local girls get contraception and did a course in making Malaysian curries.


My mother continues to make curries throughout her life, until she is ninety: prawn and egg and chicken are her specialities. In the seventies, when we are back in the UK and everyone is experimenting with Asian-inspired Vesta ready meals, my mother continues to make hers from scratch, served up with fluffy rice, a pile of poppadoms and little side dishes of desiccated coconut, mango chutney and chopped peanuts.


I think life ‘out East’ possibly sounds slightly more exotic than the reality; my parents certainly weren’t living some Happy Valley expat lifestyle. That said, we did have a nanny, a wash amah and a gardener.


Once, while I am lying on a rug on the grass outside our home in KL, a big black mamba snake begins to slither towards little baby me, and while everyone else freezes in horror, my father arrives home from the golf club, sees it and knocks its head off with a nine iron.


Details of this incident may well be exaggerated. I am sixty-four years old now and not really to be trusted. I’ll check with my sister.


Note from Sara: I’m not sure it was a mamba, Jenny.


Early photographs show me in a terry towelling nappy, as white as a maggot and as bald as a potato. Not much has changed since. I still have the skin tones of a jellyfish but have learned to cheat with fake tan; consequently I always smell like old biscuits. As for my hair, it is short and bleached and I am waiting for the silver to invade entirely before I can give up the peroxide for good.


The crap straight, fine (aka limp) hair is inherited from my mother, who perms and rollers her own skimpy locks for years, until she opts for a silver pixie crop in her sixties and never looks back.


From my father I inherit my appalling knees. Seriously, this is a terrible piece of genetic unfairness. My sister has dainty knees but my brother and I have knees that look like they belong on an allotment. They are massive, swollen turnip affairs, hence the gag ‘I once wore shorts to a fruit and produce show and won first prize for my giant cauliflowers’. I find this joke works best if I am actually showing my knees at the time: basically, if in need of a laugh I can always get my knees out. Thanks, Pa.


My parents are extremely happy together, which obviously makes my life very difficult, so much so that I have no one to blame for anything. I am never neglected, shoved to one side or traumatised by any marital fighting, death or divorce. In fact, years later, when I am receiving some psychiatric help, one therapist suggests that my idyllically happy childhood and my loving and secure family background had ill prepared me for the real world. So, yeah, in some respects I can blame them. ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad.’ In my case by tucking me up, reading me stories and kissing me goodnight.









Funny Bones


I know from an early age that I am funny, and my sister isn’t; she is clever, that is her role. I am her fool.


When my brother comes along seven years after me (an afterthought, a terrible accident, IMO) he shifts the balance. I now have competition from someone who has the potential to be funny. I try never to laugh at him, possibly I dent his confidence. Good. The truth is, had he pursued a comedy career I have no doubt he would be quite good (haha).


To this day I insist I am still the funniest of the three of us. My sister doesn’t really ‘do’ jokes, whereas my brother retains the promise he had as a child, which is possibly why, as a criminal barrister, he has never made silk. Their loss, in my opinion.


My brother is good with dogs: he likes those whippets that can walk through an antique shop without knocking anything over and don’t bark. He is green-fingered and is the only one of the three of us who can really cook, although my sister would argue this.


Both my brother and I understand social media, my sister can’t see the point; she doesn’t get Taskmaster either. She watched the first episode of the series I did in 2023 and was left stone cold. Our phone conversation went like this:


Sara: ‘Was that it?’


Me: ‘No, there are nine more episodes.’


Sara: ‘Jesus Christ.’


Two and a half years older than me, my sister is also a qualified barrister (and the youngest female ever to qualify back in 1981). Both my siblings own those grey horsehair wigs which they keep in tins. My daughter borrows my sister’s when she co-writes a very camp play about Oscar Wilde and needs one for a court scene.


I think this sums the family up. There’s quite a lot of showing off and dressing up involved in our everyday lives. My brother is like a better-looking, younger Rumpole, whereas my sister, having left her chambers, is an adjudicator (no, me neither. I keep meaning to ask, but I fear the answer will be long-winded.) My sister is the most academic of the three of us and does history degrees for fun. During Covid, she gets a first in ‘blah blah’ from Birkbeck. She also belongs to a book club which to my knowledge has never ever chosen a readable book. I think my sister can be amusing but she is too clever to be funny, whereas my brother and I aren’t.


Our father is funny, he has funny bones. I suspect he was funny from birth. The middle one of three sons, as a small boy he has the blond curls of a Pears soap baby. His older brother Stanley is also funny: funny in a much broader ‘funny man telling jokes in a pub’ way. My Uncle Stanley retains his Blackpool accent all his life; my father doesn’t. My father becomes plummy in the army; after all, he is an officer.


His younger brother, Tom, is a stranger, really. He marries a woman called Easter, moves to the States and works for Mattel, which means our cousins, Carole and David, have better toys than us. Eventually, Tom becomes a part-time figure skater in New Zealand (seriously) and is a very early adoptee of the word processor. He sends us printed-off computer-typed annual Xmas round robins which are always a bit ‘showy off’.


My mother is always a bit anti Uncle Tom, especially after he insists on having their dead mother’s grandfather clock transported out to New Zealand, against everyone else’s better judgement. By the time it arrives, it is, inevitably, all smashed up.


‘I could have told you,’ snaps my mother.


Meanwhile, Stanley works in cars and marries Dorothy, who is lovely and has a glass eye, and together they raise a good-looking and rather glamorous family in Oxford.


My cousin Lesley is a rather sexy girl and Lord Lichfield, the famous royal photographer, ends up taking topless photographs of her, which Uncle Stanley is very proud of. We are all shown the contact sheets.


My Uncle Stanley makes me laugh. He comes to stay with us and spends hours in the toilet, reading the Sun and smoking. He is deliberately ‘very common’. Years later, back in the north and a widower, he decides to buy a little terrace cottage in the centre of Lytham, and when he views a likely property the sixty-something owner, herself a widow, is greeted with the words ‘I’ll take the house and I’ll take you with it’. Stanley and Brenda live very happily together for years, until Stanley smokes a leg off, catches one of those horrific flesh-eating illnesses in hospital and dies. He was good fun.


My father is not really suited to civvy street. When he first comes out of the army after the war he goes to Africa to sell bicycles to the natives, catches malaria and has to come home, whereupon, having walked in and out of a bank interview, he rejoins the army. During his military career, he works in intelligence, pilots one-man submarines and jumps out of aeroplanes.


The parachuting screws up his knees, and at some point in the eighties he has them replaced. I think the new ones are made of plastic, because whenever he sits near a fire he jokes that he can smell them burning. Occasionally the malaria also flares up and he spends several days bright yellow and shaking in bed.


Once I am old enough to tell the difference, I realise my father isn’t like other fathers, who rarely speak to their daughters or their daughters’ friends, men who disappear behind newspapers and choose what to watch on the television. Despite being an army major, my father is not a disciplinarian. He likes fart jokes and made-up stories and in the summer he wears a sarong in bed. My mates sleeping over have never seen anything like it.









‘Comedy Roots’


The first time I ever laugh so hard I think I am going to be sick, I am on my father’s shoulders and he is walking us home from the corner shop in Blackpool where we have bought broken biscuits for half-price. I am probably about three and for now we are ‘home’ from the Far East (as people used to say). The reason for my hysterics is that my daddy pretends he can’t remember where we live. ‘Is it this one?’ he asks, actually opening a strange gate and proceeding to walk up the path. ‘Nooooo,’ I squeal. ‘Noo, not this one,’ until eventually he finds the right gate and the right path, and I am weak with laughter and relief.


It is 1963 and at the time he is briefly home from doing a tour of Arabia with the peacekeeping Trucial Oman Scouts, which btw, according to the internet, were ‘a highly respected impartial paramilitary armed security and rural police force, regarded as a well-trained, well paid and efficient military unit’. I’m not sure how well paid my mother thought they were.


As a Trucial Oman Scout my father wears an Arab-style red and white headdress and rides around on camels, living from one desert camp to another. In some respects, the Oman Scouts are the last of the Lawrence of Arabia style of soldiering.


My father has a touch of the Boy Scout about him: he likes opening a tin with a knife and whittling a stick. Because of his peacekeeping duties I don’t see my father much between the ages of two and four, when he is recommissioned and we are packed off to Berlin.


While Pa is in Arabia, my mother, my sister Sara and I live in a thirties house in Blackpool quite close to our maternal grandparents, Tommy and Jenny 1.


By this time, Tommy (orphaned tragically young) has done very well for himself, and my grandparents reside in a large detached house on Preston New Road, complete with a rose garden and a poodle called Mitzi. My grandmother isn’t very imaginative when it comes to names: neither of her daughters have middle names and, after Mitzi dies, another Mitzi takes her place.


I have never owned a dog myself. My parents buy my brother a Westie called Humphrey after my sister and I leave home (spoilt), but I have always been very drawn to poodles – poodles and dachshunds, they’re the only dogs for me. In the absence of both, I have a fifties porcelain poodle on my bedside table – just the one: any more and I’d be in danger of turning into one of those women who ‘collects china poodles’. You’ve got to watch it. Humphrey the Westie eventually develops doggy dementia, starts weeing in the wardrobe and has to be put down. I hope if I start weeing in the wardrobe someone will put me down, too.


I remember my grandparents’ big house on Preston New Road well, because when I am very little and we are home from Singapore for Xmas (I spend the first two years of my life in KL and Singapore), I fall down the toilet in their massive black and green art deco-style bathroom, and none of the grown-ups revelling downstairs (all cigar smoke, cheese straws and trifle in a cut-glass dish) can hear me cry. I think my sister can, but she pretends to be asleep.


My grandfather Tommy is mostly humourless. He is missing the septum to his nose and only has half a little finger on one hand. I believe he lost the top half in an incident involving one of the first electric garage doors on the north-west coast.


He is also a Freemason, which is odd, but I think it may stem from needing to feel accepted, having been brought up in a children’s home.


As a young man Tommy works on Blackpool Pleasure Beach, taking money for rides, but one of the bosses spots his potential and helps him into the legal profession. Possibly a lot of funny handshakes are involved?


A fully qualified solicitor, he has an office in the centre of town, with a secretary who sits outside the inner sanctum typing letters on a proper clickety-clack typewriter.


My grandfather is very, very dark. When he visits us in Singapore he is frequently mistaken for a local. Tommy Hesmondhalgh is an unusual-looking man, not handsome, but extremely charismatic, a bit like Humphrey Bogart.


By contrast, my grandmother is very fair-skinned. As a young woman she has a long auburn plait, which for a while is kept in a tin in the attic. But by the time I come into her life, she is sixty and her hair is silver-white. Tommy is very thin on top and he wears what little hair is left slicked back with Brylcreem, hence the antimacassars on the backs of their chairs.


Tommy and Jenny are very dressy: Tommy wears three-piece suits with braces, sock suspenders, tie clips and cufflinks. His collars are studded. My grandfather comes home from work and changes into a red satin Chinese smoking jacket and a pair of those lozenge-shaped leather slippers. Once in his smoking garb he proceeds to sit in an upright wing-backed chair, smoking. Tommy smokes Players or Senior Service through a silver cigarette holder and drops ash into one of those magical ashtrays which swallow down the ash when you press a knob. Inevitably he dies of lung cancer, which my nana refuses to believe has anything to do with the fags.


Tommy and Jenny keep their large television hidden behind the doors of a teak cabinet. My grandmother likes nothing better than sitting on the sofa, eating Pontefract cakes and knitting, while simultaneously watching the television. Her favourite programmes are Coronation Street, Come Dancing (the original Strictly) and, to my burning shame, The Black and White Minstrel Show. She is a little woman and when I picture her sitting on that sofa, her feet don’t touch the carpet.


Tommy and Jenny also have an oriental black and gold lacquered drinks cabinet which is mirrored on the inside and houses golden cockerel-headed cocktail sticks and jars of maraschino cherries. It smells divine.


I cannot remember my grandfather ever really laughing or telling a joke. When my father asks my mother to marry him, Tommy goes to bed for a week with a bottle of champagne. He isn’t celebrating, he is sulking; he doesn’t want my mother to marry my father on account of the fact that Derek is a soldier and, worse, he wears a duffle coat! This coming from a man whose older sisters had been working girls in Preston. Not streetwalkers, you understand; they might have been sex workers, but they were carriage trade only, no street-corner blowjobs for them.


My grandmother is light to Poppa’s dark. She is originally a mill girl, working in one of the cotton mills in nearby Preston. These mills were notoriously loud and, as a consequence, my grandmother went deaf very young. ‘I never heard a bird sing after the age of fourteen,’ she repeats frequently.


Jenny comes from poor stock: there is boozy Welsh blood on her father’s side, a mother who looks like a witch and a number of siblings: Ida, who lives for a long time in Florida and famously never set foot in the sun – ‘lovely skin’ – and Emily, who is one of the original women football players on the famous Dick, Kerr Ladies team founded in 1917. She also has a number of brothers, most of whom seemed to be called Bert.


My grandmother is so northern that for years I think she has a cousin called Armoury Jane. Turns out she is saying ‘our Mary Jane’.


Once Tommy starts to do well, my grandmother enjoys spending his money, and goes to Blackpool shopping most days. She is the type to match her handbag to her shoes and always wears a hat when going ‘out out’.


Hats in the sixties and seventies remain on the head, even when sitting indoors. She is also partial to a brooch, and her jewellery box is a constant trove of delight for me, my sister and our cousin Elizabeth, or ‘the Three Graces’ as she nicknames us.


I once catch sight of her getting dressed. It’s the seventies but she still wears a corset with a suspender belt attached. She has lovely legs and tiny feet.


In the huge matching his and hers mahogany wardrobes, my grandmother stashes her many pairs of shoes, leather, patent and suede, in all colours and all with a heel. Her furs are zipped into plastic and stored in the upstairs attic space. Me, Sara and Elizabeth spend hours snooping through Nana’s old treasures, marvelling over the oil paintings my mother did in hospital while recovering from polio. They are amazing, especially the one of the nun. Many years later I am told it was a painting by numbers kit.


Tucked away in a drawer is a miniature salt and pepper cruet set, a sachet of mustard and a serviette saved from a Pan Am flight to Majorca in 1965. As a child, this souvenir represents the highest level of sophistication and we are allowed to ‘look, but not touch’. It is the most glamorous thing I’ve ever seen, only to be beaten some years later by my Aunty Aileen and Uncle Richard having an avocado bathroom suite installed, complete with a semi-circular corner bath.


As a result of doing well and coming up in the world, my grandmother is a terrible snob. She reads the Daily Mail religiously, but occasionally she forgets who she is and licks her plate.


Jenny 1 is a good, plain cook. When my grandfather dies, we all go back to their house in Poulton where she has made a large meat and potato pie. Cutting into the crust, revealing the bubbling gravy beneath, she announces, ‘Eee, Tommy would have loved this.’ It is served with red cabbage, obviously.


My mother doesn’t inherit Jenny 1’s dressiness, but her older sister Aileen does. Aileen is ninety-eight now and registered blind but can still pull an outfit together better than the rest of us combined.


Other things I remember about visiting my maternal grandparents include tinned peaches and Carnation milk for ‘afters’, the smell of tomatoes growing in my grandfather’s greenhouse and the insane habit my grandmother has of putting Lux soap flakes in my bathwater, regardless of the fact that, just like her, I am massively allergic to anything perfumed.


My grandmother is regularly given residential coal tar treatment for psoriasis (literally bathed in tar and bandaged) but she refuses to believe that I might have similarly sensitive skin. When I come up in hives, she accuses me of ‘showing off and giving myself rashes on purpose’. ‘Attention-seeking,’ she tells my mother. ‘She’s a giddy kipper, that one.’









In the Blood?


Be it a blessing or a curse, I believe in being born funny. I can spot a funny child from a distance. It doesn’t happen often, and I’m delighted when it turns out to be a girl.


I think we’re used to seeing boys fooling around, pulling faces, being physically idiotic. Little girls being overtly funny are a rarity, but when I see them my heart races. I imagine it’s like having red hair and spotting another redhead, that instant recognition.


I have spotted them all over the world, on buses and an Australian tram. I saw one in a fruit and veg shop in Camberwell, another in an airport. Of course, there are millions more, but some will know it and hide it like a birthmark.


The entertainment blood in my family can be traced back to only one person: my father’s mother.


Lilian, or Daisy as she is sometimes known, is a peculiar character, and by the time I know her, my paternal grandmother is an unattractive woman, with dramatic eye bags, a wobbling throat and filthy, inch-thick prescription lenses, behind which watery, pale blue eyes bulge foggily.


It is hard to imagine she has ever trodden the boards, that once upon a time she was a dancer, some kind of high-kicking Tiller Girl-cum-chorine, who performed in Blackpool, but where I’m not sure.


Blackpool is and always has been a mecca of entertainment venues. My father never talks about his mother’s show business career because he is embarrassed by her. Pa, having made his own way in the world, and reinvented himself as a jolly, slightly posh type, is mortified by his mother and yet, as the only son who has returned to live on the north-west coast, while she is still alive he remains resignedly dutiful, until she finally goes into a home and dies.


I don’t go to the funeral, I’m not that fussed. I remember seeing the relief on my father’s face, but also the sadness.


I never see any physical affection between my father and his mother. He wears a slightly pained expression whenever she is around. I think she triggers his migraines. But after Berlin, when we are back living locally, he offers to help her with any house repairs and religiously invites her for lunch every other Sunday.


My mother dreads these dates, but, equally dutifully, and with gritted teeth, roasts a chicken and makes lemon meringue pies.


The general consensus is that Nana Hargreaves has given up and refuses to move with the times. Lilian hasn’t updated anything since 1949 and, in stark contrast to my other grandmother, adopts a strange old-fashioned style of clothing. This includes pleated woollen skirts, thick nylon tights the colour of dead salmon and cardigans which reek of mothballs.


She lives on Woodland Road, near Stanley Park in Blackpool, in a dingy Victorian red-brick two-up two-down with a scullery at the back. Compared to my maternal grandparents’ homes, the huge house on Preston New Road, followed later by their pin-neat retirement home in Poulton, visiting it is a shocking experience.


Nana Hargreaves is to all intents and purposes chairbound and lives with a shadowy, lank-haired woman named Mrs Cree, who walks with a stick and has teeth like crooked yellow tombstones. Cree sleeps upstairs, while my grandmother beds down in the front parlour, next to a piano that is never opened. The place is full of clutter but contains nothing you ever feel like picking up or touching.


And yet, this is not the full picture, because there is sepia photographic evidence of a once lithe young woman, captured in a coquettish dance pose with what looks like a toy Scottie dog at her feet.


My grandmother is a young woman in this photograph: what on earth is the act and what part does the dog play?


By the time we come along, she has long stopped dancing and her husband has dropped down dead on the street soon after the war, his head riddled with shrapnel. His name was Leonard and once upon a time his family owned a shop selling prams and baby accessories in Leicester.


How they met and how she transformed from Little Miss Twinkle Toes to hunched toad is not something I ever bother to ask.


I am embarrassed about her, too. I hate visiting her house and I hate her coming to ours: she is smelly and gives you thruppences wrapped up in handkerchiefs crusted with dried snot. When she gets older, my mother makes her sit on newspaper when she visits, because she has given up attempting to get to the bathroom. On these occasions my mother wields the electric carving knife with an extra degree of ferocity.


I think my mother’s frustration with her mother-in-law stems from an incident she tells me about when I am old enough to understand its significance.


My parents had been stationed in Cyprus. It is the mid-fifties, before any of us three were born, June and Derek are coming home on leave and this time it is Lilian’s turn to be visited first. My father is scrupulously fair about things like this, and so my exhausted mother agrees. Arriving back late and starving from the journey, my parents turn up at Nana Hargreaves’s horrible house, only to find that her idea of a welcome home meal is to open a tin of Spam. ‘I was going to buy a tomato,’ she remarks, ‘but I forgot.’


Over at Jenny and Tommy’s, my maternal grandmother would have killed the fatted calf, in the form of a nice roast with all the trimmings and a trifle to follow.


My biggest phobia growing up is turning into the wrong grandmother. People often comment on how similar our hands and fingernails are and I feel hot with the worry of it.


What if I turn into a dreadful fairy-tale grotesque, too? After all, I have her blood. Maybe living in a horrible house with an equally petrifying ‘companion’ and allowing budgerigars to kiss me on the lips is my destiny, too?


As it happens, I do take after her in some respects. I, too, am a crap cook, but if my child was coming all the way home from foreign climes, I’d at least make an effort and go to Marks!









Otherness


Unsurprisingly, show business is littered with army brats. There is something about changing schools frequently that gives you the chance to reinvent yourself, to make a new impression and be a slightly more exciting version of yourself: ‘Look at me, look at me, look at me.’


It also means that sometimes my father is absent for long periods of time.


I first realise that I don’t really know my dad when my mother, sister and I go to a railway station to meet him from leave. This is in the early sixties, I am around three years old and have already moved three times, from Malaya, where I was born, to Singapore and back to the UK. On our return from Singapore we are living in Blackpool while Pa is on camel duty in Arabia and we don’t see him for months on end. The fact that he is coming home is very exciting. In a scene that makes watching The Railway Children years later slightly triggering, I remember waiting on the platform and Sara suddenly running at what to me looks like a complete stranger, shouting gleefully, ‘My daddy, my daddy’, while I, a confused but crafty three-year-old, quickly suss the situation and decide to copy her. ‘My daddy, my daddy,’ I parrot, running at this man’s legs and clasping him around the knees.


Luckily, my father is an easy man to get to know again, and by the time we are home we feel like old mates.


My mother doesn’t work, unlike her sister who studied science at university and worked in a lab with Margaret Thatcher, experimenting with ice-cream flavours, before teaching chemistry (with mixed results) at the school I later attend. June didn’t really find her ‘thing’ until she married my father and became a full-time army wife, either following him around the world or single parenting when the posting wasn’t family-friendly.


Naively, I decide that polio may have had something to do with my mother’s lack of career, but she later tells me she was just ‘bone idle’. Instead of seeking further education, June attends a typing course for young ladies at an academy in Manchester’s exclusive St Ann’s Square and after marrying my father joins him in Cyprus as a secretary. Here she works in an office where the previous occupant had his head blown off, the bloodstains still visible on the wall.


I’m not sure what is going on politically in Cyprus during the fifties (you can Google that yourselves), but the situation means my father spends his days burrowing along underground tunnels to capture insurgents, and my mother never knowing if he, too, will get his head blown off.


Despite not being the slightest bit sentimental (this is a woman who cut up her wedding dress to make a lampshade), my father is my mother’s hero.


When we get older, the two things June forbids my sister and me from doing ‘when we grow up’ are typing or teaching. She thinks secretarial work would make us miserable, while being teachers would make our pupils miserable. She is probably right.


The fact I do type for a living is beside the point; it’s just my own stuff and the spelling and grammar is corrected for me by experts. As for teaching, a few years ago I give a motivational speech to the sixth form at the school where my sister-in-law teaches drama and halfway through I call one of the boys a cunt for yawning in my face, so she was right about teaching.


I never manage to be in the right place at the right time to go to nursery school, but by the time we pack up the Blackpool house and leave for Berlin my sister has completed a term at primary school and already been labelled ‘bright’. I don’t recall any trauma over yet another move; my wicker rocking horse from Singapore comes with me and so does my sister, my mummy and, of course, my daddy, who will be living with us full-time, apart from when he has to go away on ‘manoeuvres’ and sleep outside in a special sleeping bag and eat out of tins with no labels. Is it Spam? Is it sponge pudding? Some of these tins end up in our kitchen cupboards.


Arriving in Berlin, we are put in temporary accommodation for a couple of weeks, and Edinburgh House is my first experience of hotel life. I am very much taken by the lifts; in fact I still get excited in a lift, unless it’s small, liable to break down and stinks of piss.


Our eventual address in the Charlottenburg district of Berlin is 32 Kiplingweg, which is at one end of a meandering cul-de-sac of semi-detached purpose-built houses, next to a row of garages. Our house, like all the other houses, is a pale grey pebbledash with parquet floors, a sitting room, dining room, kitchen and cloakroom downstairs and four bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. There is a loft, too. I remember seeing my father carrying our Christmas presents down the metal ladder one Xmas Eve when I am about seven and thinking I must never tell my sister (who is ten by now and, being ‘bright’, probably knows).


Thus, the tricky ‘idyllic childhood’ that is to blight my life begins in Berlin. The first thing that goes wrong is that we are enrolled in the best school in the world, a school against which all other educational establishments fall horribly short. Five minutes from the Olympic Stadium, the modern, single-storey school is a celebration of sixties progressiveness combined with a touch of old-fashioned quaintness. We have an adventure playground featuring lifelike trains and folded cotton napkins on the dinner tables.


The food is delicious, the teachers are kind, next to my coat peg is a picture of three ducklings, my sister is in a classroom up the corridor, everything smells of new wood and there is no uniform. We spend a lot of time at this school drawing round each other while we lie on the floor; formal maths is ignored, although there are boxes of what look like false teeth to count if you fancy, which I don’t.


I draw pictures and write stories as soon as I can form letters.


I like drawing and I like reading; there isn’t much else to do. We don’t have a telly, we have Forces Radio and when I turn six my sister’s request for my favourite tune is played on my birthday. The song is that old classic ‘Three Wheels on My Wagon’. Originally written in 1961 with music by Burt Bacharach and lyrics by Bob Hilliard, it was released as a novelty record in the UK both in ’65 and ’66. What can I say? I also like the one about the mouse with clogs on. My musical tastes remain dubious to this day.









A Trip Down Memory Lane


I go back to the Charlottenburg school many years later to make a TV programme. Despite it having shrunk, the sight, sound and smell of it are so familiar I want to lie down on the floor and cry. If I had done, I hope one of the kids would have drawn round me.


When we finish filming inside the school, the cameras follow me as I retrace the steps I took forty-odd years ago to walk home. At the corner of a big road, I freeze. My body won’t allow me to cross, the road is too big and dangerous, I need my mother’s hand in mine. I am knocking on fifty at the time of filming this show.


Once I manage to cross the road, the cameras follow me back to number 32. All the houses have been painted white. Back in the sixties, the fences down our road were wooden and designed in a simple double-height criss-cross style. They are still there. I’ve never seen them anywhere else.


On the way, I pass the house where the nasty dog lived, leaving me with a distrust of Alsatians ever since, and the house where I used to read really outdated Bunty comics with a girl who may have been called Deborah. Deborah (or was it Belinda?) has relatives who send them over from England. She also teaches me how to do French knitting on a wooden doll with pins sticking out of its head.


My best mates are mostly boys, though, the Goldstein boys, JonJon (who once bounced on his bed and straight out of the window) and Marcus, and the Backhouse brothers, Nicholas, Timothy and Jeremy. One summer, Jeremy is a page boy at a wedding and takes to wearing the patent buckled shoes until they fall off his feet.


Back in my old garden, I search for the slope we used to toboggan down, but it has disappeared. I presume the old bombsite which bordered our back fence encroached on our land when it was redeveloped. It hasn’t: the garden is just tiny with only the slightest of inclines.


My sister and I play on that bombsite and I’m not sure my mother knows how far we go or what we get up to. These are the days of children ‘going out to play’ and sometimes we go ‘out out’. Once we climb into a hole and see the slither of a pale green snake; another time, in the rubble of what had been someone’s home, we find an intact set of Christmas tree decorations.


We are too young to know about a war that ended twenty years ago. We make a den on the bombsite, with sticks and plastic sheeting, and furnish it with wooden crates. When it is vandalised, we blame a German boy called Wolfgang, who is the local twelve-year-old thug.


We are priggish little English children, miles from home but educated at an English-speaking school and raised on a diet of Enid Blyton. There are goodies and baddies, and we are on the goodies’ side.


Our housekeeper is German, however. She is called Frau Hermann, and we love her. She is in her late fifties/early sixties at the time and has problems ‘mit meinen Gallensteinen’ (with my gallstones), her skin is very yellow, which I presume is a result of the ‘Gallensteinen’ or the fags. There is a streak at the front of her hair the colour of nicotine.


Looking back, I cannot think of anything more insane than my mother being provided with a housekeeper when we are living in what is essentially a bog-standard council house. But as far as I can remember, Frau Hermann comes every day and starts by laying the table for breakfast. This involves curling the butter with a hot spoon until it is shaped into a small palace. I know, right, in a four-bedroom council house backing onto a bombsite.


Frau Hermann’s husband, Herr Hermann, makes us a puppet theatre, and for some reason I get it into my head that their own children were all killed in the war and now he finds solace from his grief in carpentry. I have no idea if this storyline is true; as a child with a vivid imagination I will often weave fantasy around fact and, as time passes, lose sight of the original story. I have never been a trustworthy narrator of my own story, but the truth is always buried somewhere, like a plain wall underneath an abundance of Virginia creeper. In this case, the Hermanns, the decorative butter and the puppet theatre definitely existed. As for the tragically killed children, I doubt it.


Our parents populate the puppet theatre with locally bought puppets: some have wooden heads and some are rubber, some are grotesque and, looking back, possibly antisemitic. Some are characters from German children’s literature, including Max and Moritz, two supposedly mischievous little boys who got up to comical pranks, such as strangling an old widow woman’s chickens. Mischief, my arse, they were psychopaths.


Thus equipped, my sister and I start putting on shows in the basement of our house. These are performed during the summer when there is plenty of space due to no coal delivery. All the local kids gather round while Sara and I embark on interminably long-winded shows that bore our audience to the point of such tedium that they escape the torture by climbing up the coal chute and crawling out into the garden. I blame Sara. My bits are hilarious.


By the time I am six, my comedy appetite comprises scatological gags about farting and poo, and practical jokes involving putting washing-up liquid and white pepper in the grown-ups’ drinks. Black pepper has yet to be invented.


I also like getting out of bed and coming downstairs when my parents are having drinks parties, on one occasion wearing just my pants and my father’s military hat. Look at me, look at me, look at me.


I love the smell of my parents’ drinks parties, the combination of fags, booze and cigars, the little bowls of nuts and crisps, the rigmarole, my mother dabbing scent behind her ears, the bursts of laughter, women shrieking, men chuckling. I sit on the stairs and listen. Sometimes my sister joins me and we creep into the kitchen to get a midnight feast. Both of us have woollen long-tailed Wee Willie Winkie hats that we wind around the bottom half of our faces to stifle the giggling and prevent recognition. We aren’t the children of a British intelligence officer for nothing.


At this point in Pa’s career, he is a member of BRIXMIS, which, if you look it up, is described as follows: ‘Brixmis (the British Commander-in-Chief’s Mission to the Group Soviet Forces of Occupation in Germany) is one of the least-known elite spying units of the British Army.’


I’ll leave it there for now. It is a strange sort of spying if you ask me; it seems to be done with the complete consent of the Russians, who even send us a weekly ‘Russian rations’ box containing butter and a big chicken. If I was making this up, I’d add more weird stuff, but everything is very ordinary, only sometimes it isn’t.


BRIXMIS has a mission house in Potsdam, a city that was bombed down to 20 per cent of its existence during the Second World War, sort of like Coventry, but not.


The mission house is a white Palladian mansion, overlooking a lake which divides East from West Berlin. On occasional Friday afternoons, my sister and I are picked up from school in an olive-green BRIXMIS car with a badge on the front and driven with our mother to the mission house. Here we have a posh weekend break with breakfast served under silver cloches and all that jazz. It is infinitely grand and, every Xmas, Santa turns up at the annual children’s party, which is on this ludicrous scale, complete with a Trafalgar Square-sized tree. One year I win a black and white soft toy in the raffle. I presume it’s a squirrel but it turns out to be a skunk. I am rather embarrassed of my skunk. No one wants a toy skunk.


My parents buy us wooden toys from Potsdam. They have a very individual smell; whenever we unwrap a wooden toy, we inhale its scent and then exclaim, ‘Ah, Potsdam.’ I swear I would still recognise that smell today.


The BRIXMIS mission house is eventually sold to the German fashion designer Wolfgang Joop (a different Wolfgang, I presume) and again, thanks to the power of that telly job, I am allowed inside to snoop. Gone is all the traditional posh if threadbare pomp, the white linen and silverware. Joop has modernised the fuck out of the place and it’s magnificent. The man has made a fortune out of flogging his fashion wares around the world and as a result has one of the best private collections of art I’ve ever been in gawping distance of.


In the garden, perched on a little jetty over the lake, is a familiar piece, a miniature version of Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North looking out over the water.


We used to swim in that lake. Once it got dark, searchlights from the ‘other side’ would swing across its inky darkness, and, rumour had it, if you dipped your fingers too far over, the soldiers manning the lookout towers would shoot you. They certainly had the machine guns to prove it.


Swimming is a big thing for me and my sister. We both learn very young in the officers’ club in Singapore, which again conjures up this rarefied lifestyle which is in stark contrast with my parents’ Lancashire roots. My father is totally at ease with this weird straddling of two very different worlds. He is a man who fits in and makes friends wherever he goes.


Neither of my parents sound northern any more. My father’s accent is incredibly convincing, my mother’s occasionally strays into ‘posh telephone voice’, especially if she’s been hobnobbing with the very gentrified, which occasionally they do. My father is an officer: there are certain expectations, social gatherings, dinners and receptions, and my mother is an officer’s wife. She knows the drill and occasionally has to wear long evening gloves up to her elbows and keep smiling.


In Berlin we swim in the huge local Olympic pool, which is exhausting for a six-year-old. Even the walk from the changing room is a bit of a trek.


Returning to the area with my partner for my fiftieth birthday in 2000, and doing all the tourist things, I am slightly overwhelmed by the Olympic Stadium. It is such a thrusting monument to Nazism, I find it extraordinary but chilling.


I swim a lot in my twenties and thirties, but get lazy in my forties. My sister doesn’t; she keeps going. She swam around Greece a couple of years ago. This is very typical of Sara. She is a very small but determined woman, like a miniature lady Jack Russell.


The night before her first marriage, she pops to a local indoor pool for a relaxing forty-length swim and is offered a child’s ticket.


We attend ballet classes, too, in a dark basement where a fat German woman barks orders and a thin man plays the piano. I want so desperately to be good, but sadly neither Sara nor I show much promise and neither of us is ever chosen for solo roles.


However, I’m grateful to the fat dance teacher for lowering her massive arse onto my lap when I sit cross-legged, thus forcing my knees to the floor and consequently rendering my hips flexible for life. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work for Sara: she is as flexible as a frozen leg of lamb.


It is in Berlin that I develop a taste for Bratwurst with sauerkraut. I enjoy the squeak the sausage makes against my teeth and the way the skin pops when I bite down on it. I still do. There was a Bratwurst chain in London for a short while about ten years ago, called Herman Ze German. I loved their slogan, ‘Our Wurst is Ze Best’, and I loved their sausages. Mmmm, Bratwurst.


I genuinely believe living in Berlin affected my taste buds. As an adult I much prefer a European breakfast to a disgusting English fry-up. I like smoked hams and waxy cheeses, hardboiled eggs, pumpernickel, pretzels and strong German lager (not necessarily for breakfast).









The Usurper


During the summer of 1967 my mother is pregnant with her third child. We are caravanning in the Italian Lakes. Our tiny Sprite 400, the smallest caravan in the world, parked up by Lake Como, famous now for being where George Clooney has a house.


Back in ’67 something has gone wrong with the water in the lake and all the fish are dying. Unknowingly, my sister and I float out on our blue and red lilo and find ourselves surrounded by bloated dead fish, lying belly-up. My sister, typically, remains tight-lipped. I, typically, fall instantly to pieces.


A young kitchen porter from a nearby hotel rescues us, swimming through the water, batting away the corpses and towing us back to land. As he drags us to safety, I notice half the fingers on one hand are missing: horror is always in the detail, so is comedy.


Dead fish still upset me, and I’m not relaxed around a fishmonger’s. Fortunately, I live with a similarly fish-phobic man, which makes life easier as I’m not likely to open the fridge and encounter a dead trout.


Geof (aka the old man) was traumatised by a fish incident as a child, too, having choked on a fish bone, which resulted in him and his family missing a holiday-bound ferry.


Consequently, we both have a bone-free fish policy in the house and our favourite piscine treat is a cod loin that has been breadcrumbed and baked (aka big fish fingers for neurotic adults).


Other memories of this pre-new baby holiday include daily ice-cream excursions with our out-of-uniform ‘holiday Daddy’, as glamorous as a film star in his sunglasses, while Mummy rests her vast bump.


On the long drive home, our shoulders peeling (Factor 50 is yet to be a ‘thing’), we pass a roadside stall selling fancy porcelain dolls. They have painted faces, flouncy silk petticoats and lacy bloomers. I want one desperately, but my mother thinks they are ‘common’. Years later she won’t let me watch Magpie on ITV for the same reason. Sadly, I have always been slightly drawn to the common.


I do have dolls. I have ugly Damas, with her waxy yellow face, and Potsy, a black porcelain baby doll, who cracks her head open falling down the stairs and is sent to the dolls’ hospital to be repaired. When she comes back, Potsy is no longer a baby: they’ve fixed her head by gluing a black curly wig over the hole and she looks a great deal older, like a toddler, I decide. Her transition unnerves me.


My brother Benjamin Thomas is born on 9 August 1967, bringing the number of Leos in the family to three; my mother (Taurus) and me (Pisces) are outnumbered.


He is an accident. My mother is thirty-eight, I am seven, my sister almost ten. We might still suck our thumbs, but we are out of nappies. Who needs another baby? My mother is offered a termination, but she bottles it, that insistent voice in her head, ‘What if it’s a boy, what if it’s a boy?’


I think my mother presumes my father really wants a boy, but I don’t think Derek is fussed one way or another, not until Ben arrives and they are both smitten.


The day my mother gives birth in yet another military hospital, my sister is invited to Diana Greenleaves’s tenth birthday party and, for want of anyone to look after me (Frau Hermann is on annual leave), I am dragged along.


In the sixties, children’s parties are a sadistic mix of competitive fun (e.g. musical statues and pass the passive aggressive parcel) and upsetting memory games, including that old blood-chilling favourite, the tray game. This involves being given a piece of paper, a pencil and a minute to look at twenty items arranged on a tray, before it’s whisked away, and you must quickly write down as many items you can remember. Spoiler alert: safe bets include an egg cup, a teaspoon and a safety pin.


On this occasion, after Diana’s birthday tea, all the little girls in their sticky-out party frocks and patent shoes settle down for a nice general knowledge quiz. Great: what could be more fun for a seven-year-old?


The look my sister gives me when I say the capital of England is Paris stays with me for a long time. It is powerfully withering, considering it comes from a buck-toothed kid who is still only nine. Having a ‘bright’ sister is a curse, I decide.


At this point my father turns up: we have a new baby brother. I try very hard to sound pleased and excited. The cuckoo has landed and is safely in the nest.


In actual fact, he is still in hospital. We visit the tiny miracle the next day and make all the right noises over a little bald head, until my mother decides to do a nappy change, only to discover her son’s penis is missing. The wrong swaddled baby has been brought in from the nursery.


Drat. If only she’d kept quiet, I could have had a younger sister to boss about.


Recovering from the birth of this brother, my parents send Sara and me to England as unaccompanied minors, to stay with our grandparents (Tommy and Jenny, not the Spam-eating toad).


We travel with labels around our necks, and, as part of our special treatment, we’re offered a tour of the cockpit. All the other children stare at us. I love it. Immediately, I wonder if anyone thinks we are orphans and experiment with looking sad.


On the way ‘home’ we hit very bad turbulence, which coincides with the lunch service. In 1967 you get a proper hot meal with every flight, and as the plane bucks about the sky, peas and Yorkshire puddings roll up and down the aisle and my sister is sick into a paper bag. Somehow, she manages to regurgitate an entire Yorkshire pudding.


So now I have two things that frighten me – fish and turbulence. I am starting to learn that bad things can happen without any warning.


Once we are safely landed, Nana and Poppa take us to Poulton-le-Fylde, where they now live on a neat little cul-de-sac, in a smart little red-brick fifties place with an alpine rockery, crazy paving and a terracotta rabbit.


A terracotta rabbit which, I notice recently, now resides in my sister’s London garden. How does she do it?!


Once ‘home’, we play with our cousins. Cousins are useful because they have to play with you. It’s one of the rules: you are thrust into each other’s company, because your mothers are very obviously sisters with similarly big noses and a matching way about them. My mother and my aunt are mistaken for each other even into their nineties. They certainly aren’t identical, Aileen taking after her father, being so much darker than June and calliper-free, but there is something about them. They are a pair and throughout their lives people refer to them as the ‘Hesmondhalgh Girls’. Their love for each other and their increasing reliance on each other, especially in old age when both are widowed, still makes me cry.


My Aunty Aileen also has three children, Nigel (bright), Elizabeth (strong-willed and dimpled) and Jonathan (like Ben, just a boring baby).


My sister and I compete for Elizabeth’s affections: she is dark and bonny, younger than Sara but older than me.


I get a lot of her hand-me-downs. Sara isn’t ever really big enough to pass me down her clothes. At sixty-six she still wears a white T-shirt which once formed part of her second son’s prep-school PE uniform. His name tag is sewn into the neck. Jasper last wore it when he was twelve.


By the time we return to Berlin for the autumn school term the baby brother is still there, taking up carpet space, his shitty terry nappies soaking in a bucket of hot water and Milton sterilising tablets, my mother and father putty in his tiny hands.









All Change


After four years of the best time of my life so far, our Berlin bubble bursts.


It is time to say goodbye to the place where we learned to ride our bikes, roller skate and hang out with our mates who live down the same road.


In Berlin, I even have a sworn enemy called Nigel, whose teeth I can still picture. I throw snowballs at him in a weird Mills & Boon/slightly over-excitable way. I hate him, I love him.


Obviously, I know the rules. I am used to people leaving. People leave all the time. There is always a new girl or boy that we have to be ‘especially nice’ to. I just never thought we would be the ones doing the leaving.


It happens quite fast, and the details are blurred. It may have had something to do with my dad being caught taking photographs of Russian tanks; it may not have had anything to do with that at all. Maybe our time was naturally up and a new posting simply inevitable.


At least we are coming back to the UK, but not to the Lancashire coast. My father is summoned to the other side of the country, to County Durham, and, obviously, we go with him, to Barnard Castle, to another pebbledash house that somehow never feels entirely like home.


In line with army regulations, my mother packs up 32 Kiplingweg. As an army wife, you are counted in and counted out of your quarters: every teaspoon is accounted for, everything belongs to the army, the furniture is not yours, you must only take what you actually own.
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