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  To Lawrence and Lydia:


  sorry about the swearing.


  At least there are now plenty of 10ps in the jar.








  




  No husbands were harmed

  in the writing of this book.




  Much.
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  Shortly after he

  turns eight, Lawrence seems to turn into an adolescent, reacting

  to almost everything I say with weary sarcasm, and biting my head

  off for nothing. At the park one day we meet Billy, one of his

  friends, with his dad. While the boys play football I ask him,

  ‘You’ve got four kids. Do they ever go on at you,

  being nothing but whingey and sarcastic – even when you

  haven’t shouted at them first?’




  And he says: ‘Yes, they all do – and did.

  D’you want to know what the secret is?’




  ‘Yes, please.’




  ’don’t argue with them.’




  ‘ . . . ?!’




  ‘Be the Grown-up.’




  ‘Ah. Let me stop you there.’








  

    

  




  Introduction




  It seems to me that, with the possible

  exception of driving – and, well, medicine –

  it’s the things in life you don’t need qualifications

  for where you have to have them, and the things you really

  ought to be qualified for that you don’t. I

  don’t have an English degree – or any degree for that

  matter, which always surprises people when they hear I’m a

  writer. I never even got A for an essay. To take a better

  example, my old friend Alison went to college to learn to be a

  beautician and hairdresser, whereas the most impressive things

  she’s done – raise two children, do up several

  houses, get divorced and married again, buy a property in France

  – she’s taught herself. You need a certificate to

  practise as an accountant or a masseur, where you can’t do

  that much harm, whereas to get married – you

  don’t need anything at all. Not even a piece of paper from

  your psychiatrist saying, ‘Stephanie no longer has

  commitment issues, and can be relied upon to return to the same

  address each night.’ Or: ‘Jeffrey no longer

  shags everything that moves and can be trusted to go out for the

  milk and newspapers.’




  As for becoming a parent, the only way to qualify at that is

  to have had lots of younger brothers and sisters, but with family

  sizes shrinking you’re unlikely to get the chance. Thank

  God babies don’t turn round and say: ‘Put me down:

  you’ve never done this before.’ Or: ‘Hang on,

  you’re that girl who tried to have sex on the school trip

  to Pompeii and eats her children’s Easter eggs. I’m

  out of here.’ Mind you, once they learn to talk they

  challenge you, all right. As my sister said when her son was only

  one: ‘We don’t argue because he hasn’t got

  enough words yet.’




  And once they do, you’d better hope you’ve got the

  hang of it, because they inform you on a daily, if not hourly,

  basis that you’re failing. You’re mean not serving

  ice cream three times a day, unfair switching the light off at 8

  p.m, and cruel because you gave their brother a biscuit, which

  shows you love him more, and so on and so on. But they

  don’t question your actual credentials. And it’s the

  same with Grown-upness in general. Perhaps it should be like

  Kumon maths: you can’t move on to the next stage until

  you’ve mastered the previous one. Because no one comes

  along and says, ‘Sorry, we can’t sell you this

  suit/house/wedding package/insurance policy/car: you’re

  just too immature.’




  Maybe they should.








  

    

  




  
1 It’s Not Fair




  A Thursday morning. I’m sitting in my

  GP’s surgery, discussing the possibility that I might have

  insulin resistance, which can lead to diabetes. I’m hoping

  to blame it on heredity, but it’s starting to look a bit

  inescapable that the amount of buns, chips and toast I’m

  eating is too much for my pancreas, which I regard as a sort of

  magic organ capable of absorbing enough carbohydrates to sink a

  ferry. I’m not eating the buns, chips and toast in front of

  her – in fact, she’s never seen me eating, which

  makes it very tempting to lie. This is how people who are

  coughing their lungs up onto the surgery carpet can claim to be

  victims of passive smoking; they haven’t been caught with

  the twenty fags actually in their mouth.




  ‘I do eat some rubbish, obviously,’ I begin.

  ‘But – you know, not that much.’




  She looks at me non-committally.




  ‘And how much exercise do you take?’




  While I’m thinking what to answer to this, I try to work

  out whether, if I do get diabetes, there could be an upside.

  Sympathy? Almost certainly. A colourful newsletter from the

  British Diabetic Association or other supportive body? Hm. That

  doesn’t seem enough. On the other hand, what I’ve got

  now is a potential ban about to be imposed on all my favourite

  foods, without anything pity-inducing to whip out at dinner

  parties, like a syringe.




  She’s waiting for an answer.




  ‘Well, I walk Lawrence to school, as you know,’ I

  say. She knows I’m not making this up; she often sees us

  arriving since she has children there too. And it does take

  twenty-five pretty brisk minutes. Unfortunately she also probably

  sees Peter arriving on the days he takes him, which in any given

  week is at least two. Then there is the bus. It only goes halfway

  and is therefore almost pointless, but Lawrence forces us to take

  it on the days we leave early enough, reducing the walk to ten

  minutes at the other end.




  ‘Hmm, you really should do more.’




  ‘Right. Right. Of course.’




  ’don’t take lifts or escalators. Use the

  stairs.’




  ‘Ah, well, that’s just it you see. My physio said

  to avoid them since I fell over that time and injured my

  knee.’ This happens to be true, but I can tell the moment I

  say it, it sounds like an excuse. She moves on.




  ‘And you could lose about ten pounds.’




  Oh, this is, like, so unfair! I’m not fat. I’ve

  got a BMI of twenty-one, so there. And she’s very

  tall – and thin – a beanpole, I’d say,

  so she’s obviously biased. I mean, you know thin people

  – they always think everyone else is fat. I look at the

  floor. I don’t eat that much crap. Why is she

  picking on me, anyway?




  ‘It’s really difficult,’ I say. ‘When

  I went back on the Pill to try and deal with my awful

  periods’ – surely this will get me some

  sympathy – ‘I put on weight, and, as you know, having

  polycystic ovaries makes you put on weight anyway, so

   . . . it’s really

  difficult.’




  She looks at me levelly.




  ‘You really need to stop being so negative.’




  This is awful. I’ve gone back in time,

  to the horrendous slimming club I joined when I was sixteen. Ten

  weeks in a grim church hall during which I went from being pretty

  keen on food to obsessed. It wasn’t helped by my

  boyfriend at the time telling me to diet. Just thinking about him

  makes me boil, not to mention the fact that I’m already on

  the damn cholesterol medication. What more do they want? In a

  minute she’s going to make me stand in the corner. This is

  so unfair. I gave up smoking. Why can’t I have the

  foods I like? I remember a visit to a doctor, twenty years ago,

  when my cholesterol was first measured. She looked up from the

  results and said, ‘You realize you’ll probably have a

  heart attack before you’re thirty-nine.’




  So I went to a café and had a black coffee and a

  cigarette. There’s nothing like making someone feel

  completely powerless to motivate them to give up on life.

  It’s situations like this that make people turn to

  chips.




  The doc attempts a smile.




  ‘Look, just do your best,’ she says.

  ‘OK?’




  But my face has heated up and I can hardly look her in the

  eye. I’ve got smaller and smaller like Tom Hanks at the end

  of the film Big. Even as a voice in my head is saying,

  ‘Come on: you’re the SAME AGE’, I want

  to moan, ‘But it’s not FAIR.’




  In the end I mumble something that’s meant to be

  ‘Righto!’ but probably comes out as: ‘Yes,

  Miss; sorry, Miss. Can I go now?’ To avoid looking at her I

  pretend to look for my keys, even though I know they’re in

  my bag. She is in fact a very good doctor; I ought to be

  grateful. After all, my GP when I was a teenager was a

  chain-smoking mountain of a woman with a cough that could have

  powered the Industrial Revolution.




  But do I appreciate this? No. I fold my arms and moan.

  I’ve just been turned back into a podgy adolescent with a

  horrible boyfriend – all because I might have a condition

  commonly associated with the very old. It just stinks,

  that’s all. And you know what the worst part is? More and

  more of my life is starting to feel like this. I mean, surely, by

  the time you get lines on your face the teenage angst should

  start to recede. I mean, come on. That is so –

  lame, or whatever the word is this week, and don’t

  blame me because I’m bound to have got it wrong, so –

  whatever. I should have been a Grown-up by now. I’m

  just not. I’m sorry – OK?








  

    

  




  
2 What Is a Grown-up?




  It’s generally accepted that growing

  up is a Good Thing, but what is it, really? And how do you

  know when you’ve done it? More crucially, perhaps, how do

  you know when you haven’t? I’ve always thought that a

  Grown-up is someone who manages not to eat all the icing off

  their cake in one go, but I think there may be a bit more to it

  than that.




  So what is a Grown-up? And how do you become

  one?




  I ask Peter, who as well as being my husband is my honorary

  elder brother. He says: ‘It’s knowing when to pick

  your nose.’




  ‘What?!’




  ‘You don’t stop doing it as an adult, do you? You

  just stop doing it in front of other people.’




  ‘I was kind of hoping for something with a bit more

  – you know. Depth.’




  ‘You don’t want Depth. This is

  True.’




  ‘Yes – to the gender that picks their nose all the

  time, for example, in their cars. Why do men do that?’




  ‘You’re not writing about men, you’re

  writing about being a Grown-up.’




  ‘Not being a Grown-up. Blimey! Don’t you

  listen to anything?’




  ’don’t start getting shirty with me. I picked up

  the children today.’




  ‘Oh, here we go. I learned to kiss when I was

  thirteen.’




  ‘Yes, we all know how advanced you were.’




  ‘The difference is, I didn’t carry on into my

  twenties going on about it.’




  ‘And I hung up the swimming things.’




  ‘Men are obsessed. I was in a bar once, with a

  friend. And a man at the same table started picking his nose. It

  was disgusting!’




  ‘Urgh!’




  ‘I know. I asked him to stop and he wouldn’t, so

  we left. I really felt sick.’




  ‘Storming out, though; that’s a bit over the

  top.’




  ‘We didn’t “storm out”. There was

  nowhere else to sit.’




  ‘Oh.’




  According to him I’m always ‘storming out’

  – one reason I’m not a Grown-up. Except I’m

  not. I only do it with him, and anyhow these days I only storm

  into the next room, because when I did once storm out of the

  house it was raining and I didn’t have my key. So I had to

  wait quite a while before asking to be let back in. Come to think

  of it, maybe that is a Grown-up characteristic: Thinking

  Ahead.




  ‘So: anything else?’




  ‘I had a tutor at Sussex who picked his nose.’




  ‘Not that!’




  ‘What, then?’




  ‘Being a Grown-up, for God’s sake!’




  ‘All right, all right. Don’t bark at

  me.’




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Seeing the other person’s point of

  view.’




  ‘Now, that’s good.’




  ‘And being willing to compromise.’




  ‘Great!’




  I’ve only been on the Big Question for an hour, and

  already I’ve got the answer. This is Excellent.




  ‘You know the biography of Alec Issigonis you gave me

  for my fiftieth birthday? And the one about Patrick

  MacNee?1 They’re both

  presents I would have loved equally at eleven.’




  ‘So what, you’re saying you haven’t

  Grown-up?’




  ‘I’m saying I’m still into the same

  things.’




  ‘Why can’t you be? I loved eating cake mixture

  when I was young, and I still do.’




  ‘I thought I’d have to give up all my interests,

  like toy cars and so on, because I associated them with being a

  child, I suppose.’




  ‘And you thought you had to let go of them to move

  on.’




  ‘Also  . . . ’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I was beginning to look at pictures of women, and I

  couldn’t see how I could do both.’




  ‘What, enjoy naked women and cars? Er! Where have

  you been? Oh, naked women and toy cars. Maybe that’s

  a bit  . . . ’




  ‘And I was definitely aware, as I got to about twelve,

  that no one else around me was building models out of

  kits.’




  ‘Cars, not women, we assume. Where did you see pictures

  of women, anyway? Up there in the respectable bit of 1960s

  Sheffield.’




  ‘I found a copy of Parade magazine on the

  bus.’




  ‘Parade magazine! Ah, that evokes a bygone

  era.’




  Parade was part of the pubeless empire of retouching,

  what became later, with improved technology, airbrushing. And now

  we have Photoshop. But I digress. There’s quite a thin line

  between a nice number of toys and Too Many. A man who’s

  kept a few boxes of childhood favourites – that’s

  kind of sweet. A man living alone with several glass cabinets

  full: sad. Come to think of it, it’s the display case that

  does it; well, that combined with the likelihood of dandruff and

  crispy sheets. To know what God thinks of adult toy collectors,

  you only have to look at Al of Al’s Toy Barn in Toy

  Story 2. And the only toy who wants to spend his life

  in a museum is Stinky Pete. But let’s not forget women can

  be weirdos too. Women Can Be Weirdos 2: Say Hello to

  Teddy. Thirty-five-year-old females who have pyramids of

  cuddly toys on their beds; if I was a bloke I’d be just a

  teensy bit put off. My sister worked with a woman whose boyfriend

  – amazingly, she did have one – brought a different

  teddy to meet her after work every day.




  ‘When I was at university, a girl came to my flat and

  saw my car collection and said, “That’s a bit

  weird”.’




  ‘Lucky I came along, then.’




  ‘She was Australian.’




  ‘Oh, well then.’




  He didn’t shag her, he claims because he didn’t

  fancy her, not because she didn’t want to take her clothes

  off surrounded by rows of very small delivery vans.




  ‘But then I met a brilliant electronics student who had

  loads of cars and was completely unapologetic.’




  ‘And who had tremendous BO.’




  ‘No! He was cool.’




  ‘If you say so.’




  In order to further delay grappling with it

  myself, I decide to put the question to my sister. Of the two of

  us she was always the Sensible One – and not in a dull way.

  This, despite being three years younger. Also, she has matching

  bedside thingies in her house with integral lights, all

  coordinated, while we have a wicker table on one side of the bed

  left over from a garden furniture set that we had to throw away

  when the children jumped on the chairs and broke them, and a

  chest of drawers on the other with drawers that don’t stay

  shut. And she has alcoves in her dining room with their own

  lights. We don’t even have alcoves, unless you count

  the space between the bookshelves where Peter once found two

  sausages.




  She says: ‘Ask me in ten years.’




  ‘Ha-ha! That’s not actually that useful. Anything

  else?’




  ‘It’s when I’ve dealt with something tricky

  not too badly, i.e. not been whiny, manipulative or bossy. But

  it’s only afterwards I think, That went quite well.

  You never think so at the time. But my Inner Age is

  twelve.’




  ‘That’s very precise. How do you know?’




  ‘Because I like to talk and eat chocolate all day with

  my friends.’




  ‘A man came on the radio this morning reviewing Easter

  eggs, and said, “I’m a Grown-up: I like dark

  chocolate”.’




  ‘Well, nyeah to him. Sometimes when I’m

  driving, I think: Wow, I’m driving!’




  ‘Eeeek! So do I! But I didn’t want to tell anyone

  in case — ’




  ‘It sounds ridiculous.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Maybe I won’t put that in.’




  I like the Inner Age idea; everyone should have theirs

  measured and stored on a National Database. It’d only be a

  problem for those with something to hide. And it’d be ideal

  when choosing a mate. If your target spouse was revealed to have

  an IA below about eleven, you’d know to steer clear.




  I think, maybe, you can tell people’s

  Inner Age from their attitude to Going Away.




  The first time I ever went abroad was to France with the

  school when I was seven. I just couldn’t believe there was

  a whole country where people automatically spoke in a different

  language. And I couldn’t understand how they managed to

  answer so quickly, when they had to translate everything from the

  English in their heads.




  People who travel all the time, who don’t even take home

  the spare shampoo from their hotel, or pick up their

  business-class toiletry packs, I reckon have an IA of about

  forty. And when I get to go anywhere, I pretend to be forty. When

  I had to go to Manchester for work not that long ago, I checked

  in very straight-faced, and ordered a paper for the morning. Then

  I went up, and Rebecca, the girl I was travelling with, came in

  to compare rooms.




  ‘You’ve got a Superior Room,’ she said,

  straight away.




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘You’ve got a table and two chairs.’




  ‘Ooh, yeah.’




  ‘And how many chocolates do you have on your pillow? Oh,

  none!’




  ‘Four.’




  In the time it took her to come next door, I had eaten

  them.




  ‘And look at this!’ I showed her my shampoo and

  bath stuff – leaning on a rack in test tubes.




  ‘That is so cool! And two sinks!’




  ‘One for each hand.’




  It was so gorgeous there wasn’t even a kettle.




  I took the test tubes home, and – though it was hard for

  me – gave them to the kids. The writing paper I added to my

  foreign and hotel stationery collection, which goes right back to

  the first piece I ever saved, from my dad’s trip on the

  QE2 when I was four. It has a picture of the ship on it. I

  also have a small but treasured collection of airline toilet bags

  complete with all their pots and tubes and little combs. An

  opportunity to add to it can occur at the most unexpected

  moments. Peter’s friend Don travels a lot for work. One

  day, I was round there for some reason and the subject came up

  somehow. I think Kate, his wife, was bemoaning the number of

  airline toilet bags cluttering up the bedroom. And I said,

  ‘I love airline toilet bags.’




  So she went to get me some. And while she was handing me three

  of these things, Don came in.




  ‘What are you doing?’ he complained.




  ‘I’m just giving Stephanie some of these –

  things.’




  ‘But they’re my airline bags!’




  Immediately I recognized a kindred spirit. Well, a man who

  brought home every single one he was given – how could he

  not be? But my need to bond with the kindred spirit conflicted

  with my desire to have the bags. After all, they were Virgin

  Upper Class: black canvas with mini glass pots of toner,

  eye gel and face cream. I said, ‘Look, if he needs them

   . . . ’




  ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous! Don, you’ve got

  hundreds of these things.’




  ‘No, I haven’t.’




  I watched with deepening empathy: a man in a fairly expensive

  suit, a fund manager, in fact, battling to save his collection of

  airline toilet bags.




  ‘They’re just like us,’ said Peter

  afterwards, when I told him. He watched me unpack and admire the

  little glass pots. ‘And you’re going to use those,

  are you?’




  ‘Well  . . . ’




  He watched, shaking his head, as I put the pots back in the

  black canvas bag, zipped it up, and stored it carefully in the

  drawer under the bed with the others.








  

    

  




  
3 Part the Red Sea If You Have

  To




  Assuming that we all, consciously or

  unconsciously, base our idea of maturity to some extent on our

  parents, I realize, somewhat uncomfortably, that I’ve

  probably spent the last twenty years copying them both. But

  instead of getting the best of both, it looks as though I may

  have got the worst.




  When my mother was young, girls left home pretty much only to

  get married, so when she moved out and rented a studio on her

  own, her parents thought she – and they – had

  failed. Both she and my father had to flee their upbringings to

  gain independence but being artists, neither of them could ever

  have become proper Grown-ups anyway, which explains, according to

  Peter, why I had no obvious adults in my life from whom to get

  the idea. His parents, on the other hand, conformed far more to

  the adult norm. His mother wore an apron – an item my

  mother wouldn’t have known what to do with. And his father

  smoked a pipe, the very idea of which conjures up an image of

  confidence and more confident times, when Britain had a

  manufacturing base and a third of the map was pink. Given the

  same prop, my father would have used it to keep paper clips

  in.




  Because he clearly inherited his father’s attitude to

  practical matters is one reason I looked up to Peter from the

  word go as a Grown-up, or at least more Grown-up than I am. Apart

  from when he won’t immediately solve the exact problem

  I’ve dumped on him at that particular moment, he relishes a

  three-dimensional challenge. Things that need fixing intrigue and

  fascinate him; when he sees a loose door handle, he actually

  moves towards it, as opposed to adopting the three-pronged Calman

  approach: waggle, frown, walk away. Of course, when he

  can’t mend something, he has to contend with my childish

  disappointment, as if he’s the defective model that

  should go back in the box.




  On this point, he and Claire’s husband are engaged in a

  tacit and entirely non-mature contest to see who can be my

  mother’s favourite son-in-law. But since the Other SIL is

  Jewish and has DIY-phobia – according to him, it stands for

  ’don’t Involve Yourself’ – Peter

  always wins. OK, he tries to make up for it by tidying.

  But, you know, it’s hardly the same thing. On the other

  hand, it’s always been pathetically easy to impress my

  mother with a screwdriver, since she regards anything technical

  with a fear and suspicion bordering on the mediaeval.




  To her, How Things Work is like the Immaculate Conception to

  Catholics, a mystery that Cannot Be Solved, and one definitely

  not subject to question by a lay person. To give you an example,

  she rang me once to say she couldn’t operate her new

  tape-recorder. So I said, ‘Well, what are you

  doing?’




  ‘Well, pressing Play, obviously. And

   . . . ’




  ‘And  . . . ?’




  ‘Fast-forward.’




  So for anything that might require deployment of a

  screwdriver, her view is you’d better Get a Man In. And as

  you can probably tell from that, she generally needs to.

  Replacing a tap washer? Get a Man In. Opening a bottle of wine?

  Get a Man In. She looks upon plumbers, carpenters or any male

  purporting to carry a toolbox, as gods. Years ago, when we still

  shared a dwelling, she bought me a lamp which needed two wires

  screwing into a fitting, and she said we’d have to Get a

  Man In. We didn’t know anyone with a toolbox, so she

  thought we should ask the bloke up the road who made

  architectural models and props for TV commercials and might

  – just – have had the level of technical expertise

  needed to push two wires into a hole and tighten the screws. When

  I refused and did it myself, she looked at me in a new light, the

  way Captain Kirk used to peer at female aliens who, due to the

  limits of the budget, had had to appear in human form but were

  invariably spotted as abnormal due to being up for snogging

  William Shatner. Maybe she was wondering who my real parents

  were.




  While Mum has always tended to overestimate how complicated or

  difficult something is going to be, my father would

  underestimate. No, it was more a case of: ‘Obstacles? Get

  out of my way.’ He just wouldn’t have them. Once,

  despite having never baked anything before, he decided to make

  chocolate brownies. He refused to be discouraged by the fact that

  he had no eggs, nor could he be bothered to go out and get some.

  (You see the greed v laziness gene rearing its head, more of

  which later.) No, he just made them anyway. And naturally they

  came out flat. And what he said when he saw them was,

  ‘They’re very good as biscuits.’




  It sort of sums up his whole approach.




  He was ambitious, and when not working loved to travel. But he

  was quite childish about food, and even in New York and London,

  refused to have anything to do with Indian or Chinese. Even when

  he went to the Caribbean it had to be the French part, in case he

  was forced to eat anything he hadn’t already had in

  Paris.




  He might just possibly have been influenced by his mother

  – not someone who could see the point of changing

  countries, it seemed, unless you were fleeing. The first time he

  told her he was going to Paris, she apparently said, ‘What

  for?’




  Interesting, isn’t it, that Jewish Mothers produced such

  bold entrepreneurs. That they were allowed out of the house long

  enough to build Hollywood is impressive. And you can just hear

  Moses’ mother calling out, as the column of Israelites

  snaked over the horizon: ‘OK, part the Red Sea if you

  have to. But don’t forget supper on Friday.’

  Then, as soon as he got to the other side: ‘You

  can’t call? What kind of a Promised Land is it, with no

  phone?’ As for Forty Days in the Wilderness, I reckon

  Jesus had to tell his mother that so she wouldn’t join him.

  Actually he was in Florida.




  Anything Dad fancied doing, he’d have a go – like

  Indiana Jones trying to fly a plane in Raiders of the Lost

  Ark: ‘How hard can it be?’




  I remember, when still at that age when you think they know

  everything, asking him how a jet worked. He said: ‘It

  – goes much faster.’




  Where the difference between his attitude and my

  mother’s really showed up was when, some years after

  they’d split up, he announced his intention to open an art

  gallery.




  ‘What, and sell pictures?!’ she gasped. ‘But

  you’ve never run a shop before!’ She was so staggered

  by the mad recklessness of it, she practically had to lean

  against a wall for support. Mind you, he was going to do it with

  my stepmother, whose approach to profit and loss was even more

  dreamlike than his. He insisted, ‘A shop’s just a

  building with things in it and a till.’




  At this, Mum’s brain was practically exploding.




  ‘Well, you’ll have to go on a book-keeping

  course.’




  ’don’t be ridiculous! There’s nothing to

  it.’




  There turned out to be quite a bit to it. He did indeed open a

  shop, and did indeed not make any money. I used to wish he could

  have been Richard Branson or a billionaire Asian, but he’d

  never have managed the hours. When he got bored sitting behind

  the desk, he’d go off for a cup of tea, leaving scrawled

  notes on the door that said: ‘Back in 5 mins –

  probably.’




  As I say, I’d hoped to have inherited the best of his

  and my mother’s characteristics, but sadly you can’t

  – so far, anyway – genetically modify yourself. When

  I contemplate doing something new, I worry way too much and think

  of reasons not to do it, like my mother, then end up jumping into

  it without proper preparation anyhow, like my dad. Yes, I started

  www.badmothersclub.com with no knowledge of the internet, and

  yes, I still don’t have a business plan. Or even an office.

  And the only thing I seem to have inherited from both of them is

  the ability to gaze out of the window for a great deal of the

  day.




  My friend Mark says you grow up when your

  parents die. Or rather, you’re supposed to. He was at

  school with a boy whose father died, when he was thirteen, and he

  sort of turned into a man overnight.




  ‘His father had pissed the family money up the wall, and

  then died too early, and he just decided there and then that he

  wouldn’t leave his family in the lurch like

  that.’




  Then I remember an interview I read in the paper recently,

  with a man of about twenty whose mother had just died of a drug

  overdose. The family have every problem Social Services could

  ever imagine. They make the Gallaghers of Shameless look

  like the Von Trapps. But this eldest son has made a decision.




  ‘I realized that if I didn’t look after

  them,’ he says, ‘no one would.’




  So he’s given up drinking, got his act together and

  become Chief Carer.




  ‘Wow,’ says Mark.




  ‘Wow indeed,’ I say.




  So does losing a parent really make you Grow Up? Even one who

  hasn’t inspired you to do so by being crap?




  When it happened to me I felt it did.




  I was thirty-three at the time, and still waiting to take

  control of my life.




  I was a former waitress, secretary, on-off writer and shop

  assistant. I’d only ever had one full-time job, which

  – top marks for fashionableness – was on a music

  paper, but, no marks for fashionableness, one that nobody read. I

  left intending to be snapped up by one of the national newspapers

  who would pay handsomely for my unique insights into Contemporary

  Youth Culture. Nobody snapped. So I went to America to be an

  Independent Traveller and observe crystalline vignettes of Life

  which I would turn into beautifully wrought short stories like

  John Cheever’s. But I only got as far as Connecticut. I

  hated travelling alone, got cripplingly homesick, and when I got

  word that my grandfather had died, returned gratefully home.




  Periodically my father would take me out for lunch or tea and

  deliver stirring pep talks about the Jewish Spirit of

  Determination and Not Giving Up. For him, being not very good at

  drawing had turned out to be the ultimate blessing in disguise;

  what he was all along was a writer who used pictures to help the

  words along. With nothing going for him but a talent described by

  one of his tutors as ‘very latent’, he turned himself

  into a cartoonist and invented a brand-new style.




  The only things I’d achieved by myself – i.e.

  without his help – apart from the job I no longer had, were

  an interview with a band for a magazine on cassette, which

  struggled on for about four issues before closing, and the

  nightclub listings for a new weekly which declined to pay me. I

  was only half-Jewish, so where was the Jewish Spirit of

  Determination and Not Giving Up? Clearly in the wrong half. I was

  like an electric car with my father the battery; each time

  I’d set off seemingly with plenty of juice, then run out

  and have to be recharged. If I didn’t get my act together,

  I’d be forty, with him still taking me to parties and

  saying, ‘There’s the editor of Blah Blah

  magazine. Go and talk to him. He might give you some work.’

  I hadn’t even had the sense to buy myself three extra years

  by going to university.




  Most humiliatingly of all, I had failed to graduate in one

  very basic respect; I didn’t even own my own home. My

  sister had moved out to live with a man I introduced her to. Even

  the extra delicate girls I knew, the ones who couldn’t

  drive, or were terrible with money, even the virgins who still

  had teddy bears on their beds – even they were settling

  down. Eventually all my friends had found men with whom to buy

  flats or even houses. Meanwhile I stayed on in the building my

  parents moved into the year I was born. The low rent and central

  location had blinded me to the fact that, unmaintained and

  uncleaned, it was gradually evolving into a well-appointed,

  middle-class slum.




  When Claire was still there, it was amusing. Its

  idiosyncrasies made a handy talking point, like a bonkers or

  colourful pet. Every room had a feature which had been cocked up.

  Bathroom and kitchen had both been carved out of the original

  kitchen, but instead of making two normal-shaped rooms, the wall

  turned a corner in the middle to make a shallow V. The

  ‘breakfast counter’ along one side was incredibly

  narrow, so that you ate your boiled eggs and Hovis with your nose

  virtually touching the wall. There was a table, a black one made

  of some abnormally heavy substance, with flaps. It had to be

  positioned very precisely: an inch too far one way and you

  couldn’t get the fridge open; a few millimetres the other

  way and you couldn’t get out of the room.




  My parents had never bought a sofa or any comfortable chairs.

  There was just the thing my mother called a ’divan’,

  long and rectangular with no back or arms, against the wall. It

  was quite deep, so if you sat with your back against the wall for

  support, your legs stuck out, making you feel much younger, like

  being on the mat at school. It was always called ‘the

  divan’, and I was taken aback when it dawned on me years

  later, with the wisdom of the advancing years, that it was just a

  bed.




  When I was twenty-two and Claire nineteen, we rebelled

  violently against our upbringing and bought a sofa. It seems hard

  to believe now, the reverence with which we gazed at it from our

  sitting positions on the coffee table. It was over a month before

  we sat on it.




  But it wasn’t just the furniture I noticed in other

  people’s houses that reminded me how unGrown-up I was. They

  were living in a different climate. Like natives of a remote

  island who have never seen photography, we were the last of the

  generation to grow up without central heating. When they moved

  in, my parents had installed a solid fuel stove which heated the

  sitting room very efficiently and left the rest of the place

  freezing cold. The bedrooms had very heavy, oil-filled, plug-in

  ‘portable’ radiators – they could be pushed

  across the carpet if you threw your whole weight against them

  – which were in addition expensive and extremely

  slow to heat up. The stove ate hundred-weights of anthracite,

  delivered to the second floor by black-clad men who heaved the

  sacks over their shoulders into the coal box opposite the front

  door. The coal box was huge – three foot high, and, like

  Barbie, had no opening down below. The only way to get coal out

  of it was by Caesarean. You had to lift the immense, hinged lid,

  spread newspaper over the side, and, grasping the hod firmly in

  both hands prior to describing a scooping motion, stretch your

  torso up as far as possible and lean in. Apart from obviously

  coming out with some coal, the aim was not to fall in.




  Because we had to do this at least once a day in winter,

  nothing was supposed to be kept on top of the coal box. But there

  was no room in the hall for even a small table, so things were: a

  spiny legged lamp with raffia shade

   . . . artwork, ingoing and outgoing

   . . . newspapers, magazines, hats, gloves,

  bills and numerous things left behind by guests that

  couldn’t be put away in case they came back for them and

  they couldn’t be found. All this stuff would accumulate and

  have to be removed daily – more, if you’d forgotten

  to keep a spare hod full. You had to lean in, do one big scoop

  and retreat before breathing in too much black dust. It goes

  without saying that these were the rare occasions we all kept our

  mouths shut. Coming in alone, and God forbid if you had pulled,

  meant a lonely fumble in the dusty blackness, knowing that the

  scooping would wake everybody up. However pissed or exhausted,

  you had to reload. When the coal had burned right down, i.e. was

  red hot, the heat blasted volcanically out of the top and the

  risk to facial hair was at its greatest. And although I had, and

  have, a problem in that area, I never considered stubble-burning

  a reliable method of removal. It was only by staying well out of

  the way during loading that my father managed to keep his beard.

  Our former nanny Shea, now over eighty, still has to paint on her

  eyebrows. But if you shirked this duty, the stove would go

  out.
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