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Now


So how shall I begin? With Once upon a time, maybe. The tropes of fairy tale are here, after all – a locked door, a widower, a wicked stepmother, or a twisted version of one at least. But those words are loaded, tied; they demand a happily ever after to close our story, and I’m not sure there is one, not yet.


Besides, Cinderella was never your scene: ‘Don’t bank on a handsome prince, Dido,’ you would sneer through the cigarette smoke that trailed permanently in your wake; that cloaked you, tracked you, like a cartoon cloud in Bugs Bunny. Like Pig-Pen’s flies. ‘If they do bother to show up it’ll be late, and then they’ll only beg or borrow. Or worse.’ And the twelve-year-old me would roll her eyes, like the girls in books did, and think, Those are your princes, Mother, not mine. And I’m not you.


But I am, aren’t I? Though it’s taken me four decades – half a lifetime – to admit it.


I used to rail against my inheritance, the pieces of genetic jigsaw puzzle that make up half of me. I thought I could overwhelm them, drown them, if I found him – the man who’d given me his pale skin, his plumpness, his pathetic hope in one true love. When he failed to show up on the doorstep or in any of the faces I followed in town, I turned to friends to fill the gap – stole their habits, their hair colour, their hatred of soul music. I turned too to characters I borrowed from books in the hope I could carry off their courage, their capability, or at least their slick, smart one-liners. But acting was your forte, not mine, and one you failed to parcel up and pass along, offering me instead small ears, an extended second toe, and a lifelong dislike of marzipan. Amongst other things.


But back to the story. I know how it begins now. And where. This, the first words will spell out in black-and-white Times New Roman, is the story of us, of you and me. And how we got here – to this strip-lit room on the fourteenth floor of a hospital in Cambridge. Some parts of the tale you will not know at all, or even be able to spot yourself in the cast. But, as Pied Piper, that is my prerogative – I can dance a merry dance to other houses and other cities to show you scenes that shaped our path. And, though you might not take a starring role, you are ever-present, your influence reaching across years and oceans. I know that now.


Some parts you will recognize, though they will appear distorted, skew, as if seen in a fairground mirror, or through time-thickened glass, told as they are from the haze of memory and my myopic gaze. If you asked Tom, or Harry, they’d give you a different version: a shrunken picture, like a view through a wrong-ended telescope; or rose-tinted, perhaps, embellished with sequins and a glitterball that dapples the scene with some kind of magic.


But this story – our story – has no enchantment. There is no fairy godmother, no genie, no amulet or grail.


There is just us. Me and you. And a tangle of secrets and lies, of second guesses, of half-formed hunches Chinese-whispered into tangibility; of poorly timed honesty, and misplaced blame.


But I am getting too far ahead of myself again.


Let’s go back to the start, to the seed of it all.


Are you listening carefully, Edie? Then I’ll begin.




The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe


August 1976


It begins in a back garden in Essex in the long, hot summer of ’76. The summer you inherited a set of keys from an otherwise estranged great aunt, and we moved from a single bedroom in a South London squat to a ramshackle red-brick semi; if not in the country, at least in the leafier part of smalltown Saffron Walden.


‘Small town, small minds,’ you say, as now-to-be neighbours watch us through twitching nets as we drag dustbin bags and old crisp boxes from the back of Maudsley Mick’s Transit. I stare back defiantly and march up the path, ignoring the trail of tampons, tubes of paint, a potato masher that I leave in my wake. I am still, of course, happy to style myself as you – my swearing, cigarette-smoking slip of a mother. Because you – and Mick, and Toni, and the revolving cast of misfits, dropouts and almost-damned that bed down on borrowed floors – are all that I know.


But that is about to change.


Mick leaves as soon as the last suitcase is pulled down onto the pavement.


‘I don’t have to go,’ he offers. ‘I could stay to help. Unpack and stuff. I don’t mind.’


But you do. ‘We’ll be fine,’ you insist. ‘Won’t we, Di?’ You look over at me, teetering along the neat flint of our new garden wall.


I nod, and hop down from my tightrope, insinuate myself around your legs, under one arm; a determined barrier between you and this man-boy who has shared your bed – our bedroom – for the last four months.


‘If you’re sure,’ he says.


‘Oh, we are,’ you reply.


Mick shrugs and turns to go but you, feeling sorry for him, maybe – or yourself, more like – pull him back and into an embrace. I feel his leg nudge me aside, hear the wetness of his tongue against yours and think of the eels we saw once on the Old Kent Road. I shiver despite the heat.


The kiss lasts for two minutes and twenty-three seconds. Enough time for my right foot to go numb. Enough time for the peeping Toms and Tinas over the road to have raised their eyebrows and formed clear opinions of just who is moving into number twenty-seven.


‘Something to remember me by,’ you say as you gently push him away, then haul me up onto your hip in one practised movement.


‘I’ll see you again, won’t I?’


Even I, aged six, can sense the desperation in his already speed-jangled nerves.


‘Maybe,’ you say. ‘But this is a different world out here.’


And I watch triumphantly as Mick, defeated, retreats to his van and reverses down the mews and out towards the A11.


‘Just us now,’ you say.


Just us. And at those words I feel the air crackle with possibility, with the attention I might now get, the adventures we might have. Overcome with this unnameable electricity, I hug you hard, my arms enclosing skinny ribs, my face buried in Mick’s sweat and your patchouli that forms a damp patina on your neck.


‘God, you’re getting heavy,’ you say, dropping me down onto tacky tarmac. ‘I’ll be inside.’ And you walk, hips swinging, towards the house. ‘Fuck it’s hot,’ you add under your breath. Then louder, for me, ‘I wouldn’t stay out too long. You’ll burn.’


‘Fuck,’ I repeat when you have disappeared into the gloom. The word feels delicious in my mouth, and dangerous too. Like the liqueur chocolates that the skinny ginger-haired man let me have last Christmas, then laughed as I danced with him around the front room in my tinsel hat and boa. ‘Not so funny now,’ you said when I threw up on his shoes.


I swallow the word down, then check to see if our audience has heard me. But the curtains are pulled against the noonday sun now, and so, sighing dramatically, hips swinging in imitation, I take thirteen steps up the path and into our new life.


‘It’s smaller than I remember,’ you say, your voice tinged with a disappointment that threatens to seep into me via a special osmosis, a gossamer thread of connection that, despite its apparent lightness and fragility, seems forged of an element so unbreachable it could form a wall to block munitions or stop mighty armies in their tracks; could fell, even, their monstrous number.


I feel my face fall, even though this is more house than I have ever had, or even imagined. Though in my conjurings, there was markedly less dust, fewer paintings of naked ladies, and more zoo animals. However, one of the ladies has no pubic hair, like me, and I am filled with a sudden hope that I will be spared this strange, animal fur.


‘I like it,’ I say, hoping words will make it so.


And, abracadabra, they do.


‘Oh, so do I, Di,’ you say. ‘It’s perfect. It always was. Though any place where my mother wasn’t was bloody paradise back then.’


‘Back when?’


‘God, nineteen-fifty-something. Fifty-six? Fifty-seven? I don’t remember. I was six.’


Six. My age. I feel a prickle of delight at the symmetry. A barley-sugar sweetness swallowed by wonder at what kind of paradise could be had without a mother.


‘Christ, I’m starving,’ you announce then, a change of subject swift and effective: a speciality of yours. You open the fridge, a hulking, humming behemoth of a thing that lights up like a stage as the door opens and closes, a feat of unfathomable magic that will continue to amaze me well into my tenth year. You, however, are less easily impressed, regarding the empty shelves with disappointment rather than disbelief. ‘They could have at least left some bloody butter,’ you opine.


‘Maybe she ate it all before she died,’ I suggest, trying to lighten your gloom myself. ‘Or maybe she preferred margarine.’


‘No one prefers margarine,’ you say. ‘No one worth knowing, anyway. And not the point. Someone’s been in and had away with it, and the fucking Hockney.’


I have no idea what a Hockney is, but it cannot possibly be as delicious as the lunch you eventually assemble – crisps and a hunk of sweaty cheese from the corner shop.


‘I’ll get real food tomorrow,’ you say.


But I’m not complaining. After a diet of sloppy stews and stir-fries cooked with stolen electricity, the tingle of salt and vinegar on my tongue is luxury, a feast fit for a princess. I flick the light switch next to the table on and off, on and off, my finger circling the smooth Bakelite.


‘All right, Di, it’s not a bloody disco.’


I pull my hand away, leaving us bathed in a sodium glow.


You sigh and snap the light off. ‘Don’t,’ you say. ‘That stuff costs money now. Besides, it’s giving me a headache.’


Within half an hour the headache has forced you upstairs to ‘lie down for a minute’.


‘You must be tired too,’ you insist when my face falls at this disappointing news.


I shake my head. I’m not tired at all, and besides your room smells of old person.


‘Well, explore, then,’ you say. ‘But don’t go too far.’


‘How far?’ I ask, wondering if this new house – this new life – comes with a frontier.


‘Timbuctoo,’ you reply.


‘Where’s that?’


‘The end of the road.’


I listen to the tread of your bare feet on the narrow staircase, counting the steps as you turn left on the landing into the front bedroom. Seventeen. I hear you flop inelegantly onto the bare mattress of your bed; the sheets and duvet still stacked on shelves or wrapped in black plastic, where so many things will remain for weeks, months even, until you finally admit this is home. Then the house is silent but for the insistent buzz of the fridge and the flies that hover lazily over our leftovers.


I am alone.


The realization is both thrilling and terrifying, and the urge to race after you and cling to you like a raft from a sinking ship immense. But you are ill, or your version of it, and I can already imagine your groan as you push me off: ‘Not now, Di.’ So instead I sit on my hands and cross my legs until the need has passed. And then I hop down, pick up a crisp that has hidden itself under my chair and, with the sliver of potato dissolving on my tongue, explore the four rooms that make up our downstairs.


After five minutes the possibilities have been exhausted. There is no cellar, no secret passageway to France that wolves might slink through in the night, and, worst of all, no Narnia at the back of the larder, just two tins of pineapple, though admittedly these hold an exoticism all of their own. The mantelpiece offers up no genie lamp, just a dust-dirty ashtray that fails to emit anything more than filth when I rub it. On the other hand I have found a glass marble that looks like an eye, two old pennies, and a dead beetle, all of which are now rattling satisfyingly in the pocket of my purple shorts.


Maybe there’s something outside, I think to myself as I press my face to the downstairs lavatory window. But the glass is ridged, cobbled, and all I can make out are overgrown shrubs, a tangle of green repeated in fisheye circles. A forest, I decide with delight. Because a forest is where all the best stories begin: where Red Riding Hood meets the big bad wolf; where Hansel and Gretel find the gingerbread house; and where Max makes mischief of one kind and another and sets off to find the Wild Things. And so, out of the back door and into the woods I go, my flip-flops slapping against my heels, my tongue clacking out my horse’s hooves, off to seek my fortune, rescue my damsel in distress, and meet my handsome prince.


And within minutes I manage all three.


The stretch of land nearest the house is clogged with slowly browning rose bushes and the desiccated heads of overgrown hydrangea. There are no wolves here, I think, no dragons. But at the end of the garden rise beanpoles and beyond them hang the low-slung branches of someone else’s chestnut tree, the ground beneath brindled with light. This, this is my secret garden, I think, and, bold as Mary Lennox, though not half as belligerent, I head into the thicket to investigate.


I have never seen fruit on a tree before, understand even less about harvest times, though I know a plum when I see one. I reach up and pull one from a branch, bite into it and, gagging, quickly spit out the shrivelled, bitter flesh. Then I watch, fascinated, as ants swiftly colonize the bolus, swarming over it as if it were a careless drip of jam.


I look up. The garden is darker here, cooler, overshadowed by the houses behind the wall. Show-off houses, Mick called them when we drove past earlier; fat mansions with their own serried ranks of look-at-me leylandii standing sentinel over their wide, well-stocked land. ‘Still got burnt lawns same as everyone,’ he said. You ignored him, so I did too, and instead stared, mesmerized by their smart red brick, their singularity. Now I am staring again, and want to see closer. There is a wall between us and, astonishingly, thrillingly, a gate. But when I rattle the rusted handle I find it locked. I make a mental note to hunt for the key in the house, buried as it might be beneath floorboards, or guarded by a troll.


But, for now, there is another way in. From where I stand I can climb, nimble as a monkey, into our apple tree, then haul myself higher into their horse chestnut until I am peering out through a crackle of papery leaves onto enemy territory. And that is when I spy them, from my crow’s nest aboard the Hispaniola. Not pirates though, or Indians, or any foe I have come across, but a boy and a girl, completely naked, their sunlit skin tanned and shiny, their hair spun from straw into pure gold as if by a miller’s daughter. This in itself is treasure enough, but the real diamond in my discovery is that they are sitting in the makeshift blue lagoon of a plastic paddling pool: a thing even I know is contraband in this drought.


She, my age or thereabouts, is sitting sideways, one hand on her hip in the manner of a diffident mermaid; he, older, unimpressed, is idly kicking a plastic boat towards her. And in that instant I fall in love. Not just with him, though he is the better part of it, but with them both, with the whole scene: the house, the garden, the magazine perfection of it. And I want very badly to be in this picture. So badly that the want is a physical thing, a hard ball of need that sits and swells in my stomach with the crisps and cheese. So badly that I, in my only act of daring to date, dangle myself from my vantage point, then drop down onto their lawn, flipflops, dead beetle and all.


Their heads turn and mouths gape in perfect synchrony.


‘Who are you?’ the girl asks first.


‘I—’ But my bravery is used up now and I can barely stammer out a ‘D-Dido.’


‘That’s not a name,’ she says, matter-of-factly. To which I have no answer. ‘Anyway, what are you doing here?’ she asks. ‘This is our garden.’


I look sideways at the boy, whose eyes are wide but his mouth closed now, holding in a smile.


‘I asked you a question, young lady,’ the girl demands. She is standing now, both hands on her hips, a perfect miniature mother, or the ones I have read about.


‘It’s hot,’ I say, pointlessly, face reddening as soon as I’ve said it.


‘You can sit in our pool if you like,’ the boy says. ‘There’s room.’


I feel the ball of want, of hope, fragment and scatter; butterflies soaring into my throat and down into my very toes. ‘Thank you,’ I manage to whisper. And without another word, I kick off my flip-flops, pull down my purple shorts and Wednesday knickers, slip off my vest top and climb in.


The water is warm and milky.


‘It’s from the bath,’ the boy says. ‘The news said you could use that.’


I wonder whose water it is, or was, as I raise and lower my legs, watching my pale thighs shrink and grow in the deceptive opacity.


‘You’re fat,’ the girl observes.


‘Shut up, Harry,’ the boy urges. ‘You’re not allowed to say that.’


‘Well, she is,’ the girl – Harry – replies. ‘You can buy slimming drinks. It’s in my mummy’s magazine.’


I am too busy marvelling at the name Harry – Ha-rreeee – seeing how it feels on my tongue, to realize she is addressing me.


‘Are you talking to yourself?’


‘No,’ I lie. ‘And anyway fat is a feminist issue.’ I repeat the words you spelled out for me from the torn piece of paper Toni had pinned to the bathroom door.


‘What does that mean?’ Harry asks.


I shrug. ‘I don’t know. It was in my mummy’s magazine.’


She smiles then, and, encouraged, I kick a tidal wave across the bathwater and sink the boy’s boat.


‘Oi,’ he says. But he’s smiling widely now, too, and sends an arc of water soaring over us.


‘To-om!’ Harry complains, and kicks both feet furiously.


‘Tom,’ I say to myself, feeling the shape of the word, hard and round like a pebble, as I do the same.


Soon all three of us have turned the peace of the Fenjal lagoon into a raging sea that slip-slops out and soaks into the hard earth beneath, our legs tangled and toes pushing into who knows what.


‘Harriet?’ comes a voice.


I look up to see a woman stalking across the lawn. She is a stretched, hardened version of the girl sitting next to me, wearing an immaculate white kaftan and straw hat, and carrying two plastic beakers, one blue, one pink.


She stops short of the paddling pool, staring first at me, then at the shipwreck we have created, then back at me again, unsure, I assume, which disaster to deal with first. She picks me.


‘And who might you be?’


Where your voice is low and rounded, like the smoke ring from a cigarette, hers is precise, sharp, like glass. But fragile, as if it, too, is ready to snap.


‘Dido,’ says Harry.


‘Die-doe?’ She repeats the name as if it’s a dirty word, or a lie.


‘Dido Sylvia Jones,’ I say quickly, as if the rest will balance it out; make it a real name after all. ‘The Sylvia is after a woman who wrote poems and put her head in an oven.’


‘Really.’ Her face is taut and unimpressed. ‘And where exactly did you spring from, then, Dido?’


Harry looks blankly back and I realize I never told them, because no one asked. Maybe they think I am a fairy child fallen to earth. Or an orphan. It is on the tip of my tongue to say the last one, to see if she’ll adopt me, so I can live forever in the big house with the paddling pool and beakers of orange squash. But Tom pipes up, ‘She’s moved to the house over the back, haven’t you?’


Astonished at his soothsaying, I am only able to nod.


‘Really,’ the woman repeats. ‘And where is your mother?’


I look at Tom to see if he knows that too, but it seems his psychic ability has dried up for the day.


‘Lying down,’ I say. ‘She said she’s buggered from the move.’


I feel the minute change of air pressure as clearly as if it were the clang of a bell. And I realize in that instant the potency of words, their inherent magic to disarm and disturb, and realize too that this one – buggered, I assume – has damaged only me, marked me out. And I vow to try to mind my language. Once I know what is and isn’t permitted.


It is Tom who breaks the tension as he lets out a snigger.


‘That’s enough, Thomas,’ his mother snaps, her voice rising. ‘And close your mouth, Harriet, you’ll swallow a fly.’


The pair do as they are told, clamping their lips between their teeth to stifle the thrill, and are handed their beakers as reward. I look hopefully at the kitchen, but there is no squash for swearers.


The woman turns to me again. ‘Does she know you’re here?’


‘Sort of,’ I say.


‘What does that mean?’


‘She said to explore, but only as far as Timbuctoo.’


The woman raises an eyebrow in disbelief and I wonder if Timbuctoo is a bad swear too.


‘It’s true,’ I insist. ‘She doesn’t mind, as long as I don’t talk to strange men or try to bring home dogs.’


‘What about your father?’


‘I don’t have one.’ It is my turn to be matter-of-fact. This is the most questions anyone has ever asked me in a row and I am quite pleased with myself for getting most of them right, even with the ‘bugger’ thing.


‘Everyone has a dad,’ says Harry.


‘Well, I don’t,’ I declare. ‘I thought it was Denzil, but Edie said don’t be daft because he’s black.’


‘Good lord.’ The woman touches the palm of her hand to her hair, which is held up with an invisible force, folding in on itself at the back. Neat, coiled, like her. ‘How old are you?’


‘Six years and seven days,’ I say, still truthfully.


‘You’ll be in Harry’s class, then,’ says Tom. ‘She’s seven in September.’


‘Well, only if she’s at the same school,’ his mother corrects. Then turns to me, concern edging her voice now. ‘Where do you go to school?’


‘I don’t,’ I reply. ‘Toni teaches me at home, and sometimes Chinese Clive who isn’t from China at all, he’s from Jamaica, but he loves pork balls with sweet and sour. But that was in London. Edie says now we’re in the wretched provinces I can go to an actual school, so I’m starting at St Mary’s in three weeks and two days.’


‘We’ve got Mrs Maxwell this year,’ Harry says. ‘She’s fat and old and Karen Kerr said she once hit Brian Banner with a board rubber just for coughing too loud.’


‘She didn’t,’ Tom retorts.


‘Did too. You’re just cross because you haven’t got Miss Wicks any more.’ She turns to me conspiratorially. ‘He loves Miss Wicks.’


She draws out the vowel to a long ‘urrr’ and with it I feel a strange sting, the first, it will transpire, of many. Confused, I quickly offer up the only school story I know. ‘Edie says in her old school in Cambridge, which was all girls and you had to wear hats, one girl nearly got expelled for kissing the music teacher.’


I do not tell them the one girl was Edie – you – but the woman’s lips thin anyway.


‘And just who is this Edie person?’


It is my turn to look incredulous. ‘My mum, of course. She’s really called Edith but she hates that and our surname because of the pay-tri— pay-tri something. She says for her thirtieth birthday which is in four years eight months and . . . seventeen days she’s going to change it.’


‘What to?’ Harry asks.


‘She said Moon or maybe Nefertiti. But Toni – she loves women – told her to stop being mental.’


‘That’s enough.’ The woman ponders this latest atrocity. ‘Well, this isn’t Timbuctoo,’ she says finally. ‘This is the Lodge. And it’s high time you two came in before you get sunstroke.’


Tom stands up, obediently, and for the first time I see him in all his naked glory.


And so does she.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Thomas, sit down,’ she says. ‘Or put some clothes on.’


‘It’s all right,’ I say. ‘I’ve seen loads.’ And I have – Maudsley Mick’s, Chinese Clive’s, and all the others who think I’m still asleep when they creep out for a pee in the middle of the night. ‘It’s only a penis,’ you said then, and I repeat it now.


But the words fail to have the calming effect I was aiming for.


‘Inside, both of you,’ she says, then turns to me. ‘And you’d better run along, too.’


‘I can’t,’ I say.


‘Why ever not?’


I point at the tree. ‘The branch is too high on this side.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’


I am expecting to be led solemnly round to the front of the house, all the while hoping for a reprieve, a stay of execution, to be invited into the fairy-tale castle, even if it is by the ice queen. Incredibly, inconceivably, I am offered the next best thing: a gleaming talisman in the shape of an old iron key, a key that wasn’t in a drawer or a magic lamp but in the gate itself, on this side of the wall. She turns it and it sounds a delicious clunk like a full stop.


‘Bye, Dido,’ Tom says.


‘Ciao,’ I say. ‘It means hello and goodbye.’


‘Chow,’ mimics Harry.


‘Oh, do come along,’ her mother pleads. And this time both children obey, their glimmering bodies galloping ahead of her across scorched lawn.


You forgot to lock it, I think. But I do not say it. Instead I slip my feet into my flip-flops, pick up my pants and vest from the lawn and slide the key quietly, carefully out of its lock. And, as I feel its weight, its power, its importance, I realize that I have found exactly what I’ve been looking for after all. I’ve found my Narnia, my Neverland. And in it are no fauns or crocodiles or talking beavers, but a would-be Wendy and a not-at-all-Lost Boy, and a world of what I will later find out is called normal.


But for now, to me, is pure enchantment.


And with the key to this Wonderland clasped tightly in my hot, damp hand, I dance up the path to tell you all about it.




Hansel and Gretel


August 1976


There’s a Polaroid in my purse – it used to be stuck to our fridge with a Busby magnet, do you remember? A blurry snapshot of a boy and a girl – Tom and me – in ersatz German costume squinting at the camera, hand in sweaty hand, faces red from the polyester heat. Do you remember that day?


That was the day you met him.


It was almost September, a Saturday tagged onto a summer that was turning Indian in its persistence. The garden matched our carpets in swirls of brown and burnt umbers, and any fruit that had managed to claim enough water to swell beyond a pip had long since dried to raisins or been reduced to a wasp-blown corpse. I’d grown an inch in height – tall enough to reach the cupboard in the bathroom where the tablets were kept. Yet time refused to obey similar rules, elongating hours into what felt like days, or standing still entirely.


Because they were gone.


Every day, since our paddling pool meeting, I’d slipped through the gate in the wall; every day I’d found the garden deserted, the house locked, the curtains drawn. I worried they’d all died in the drought. Or moved away, horrified at the arrival of a girl with a strange name who said ‘bugger’ and thought nothing of a penis. It wasn’t until the eighth afternoon, when I came across a fat grey woman who was in the kitchen feeding a thin grey cat, that I found out they’d gone on holiday.


‘Cornwall,’ she says, her cheeks wobbling like pink blancmange. ‘Three weeks, same every year. Didn’t they tell you?’


I shake my head.


‘You’re in the old Henderson house, aren’t you?’


‘Henderson-Jones actually,’ I say. ‘We’re just Jones because of – ’ I try to remember if this is about men or racists or poor people – ‘something bad,’ I offer.


The cat woman frowns, her forehead creasing easily like a thin sheet.


‘You’re related?’


I nod. ‘Only no one told us she was dead for ages so we didn’t even go to the bloody funeral.’


The woman’s cheeks deepen to a ruddy scarlet. ‘Right, well, shoo now, I’m locking up.’


So I shoo, and come running home with my news.


‘They’re not dead!’ I announce. ‘They’re just in Cornwall.’


‘Good as, then,’ you sigh from the sagging velvet of the chaise longue. You spend a lot of time on this piece of furniture, claiming it for yourself, nesting on your back in the cushions with a novel and a jar of nuts.


‘Three weeks, she said, so that’s . . . thirteen days to go.’


‘Who’s she?’ You open one eye, look hard at me. ‘The cat’s mother?’


‘No, the cat feeder. She had a moustache.’


Other mothers, older mothers, would have pointed out it’s rude to stare, rude to even see these things. But you just snort out a ‘Ha!’ and close your eye again.


‘Why are we just Jones?’ I ask then. ‘I couldn’t remember.’


The smile that had lingered on your lips at the thought of the cat lady slips quickly and you stand and push past me into the kitchen. ‘Who’s asking?’


‘The cat feeder,’ I reply, following you. ‘And me.’


‘Because . . .’ you begin. Then change your mind. ‘God, Dido, will you just stop with the Spanish bloody Inquisition?’ You pull a pink cocktail cigarette from the packet, your seventh of the day so far, and light it leaning over the gas cooker. I hold my breath as I wait for your hair to catch fire. It doesn’t, and I am almost disappointed.


‘Go, go and read a book or something,’ you say, flapping your left hand.


And the conversation is over.


I stamp up to my room, lie down on my bed – a narrow, rigid thing that, unlike yours, and to my continual chagrin, holds no princess-and-pea potential, though at least, you tell me, no one died in it – and, huffing audibly, calculatedly, take a foxed and faded copy of The Velveteen Rabbit from my bedside table and turn to page one.


I am a precocious reader, taught by Toni who labelled the squat with zeal and a Dymo printer for the benefit of both me and a brown-toothed Frenchman. Toilet, table, tangerine, we learned. Bathroom, bastard mice, bong. There, though, the books had dull covers and duller contents, and, worse, were borrowed from the library so that by the time I was half a chapter in, we had to return them to Mr Higgins with his sallow skin and sour-milk smell.


Here, there are books galore and all of them mine: Woolf and Wilde, Waugh and Wharton, alphabetized and coded by size and colour. I have built myself a reading fort, watched over by a stuffed raven in a glass dome, a creature I found in the attic and you deigned to keep, despite your tangible disgust. You have your own treasures, anyway – a wardrobe of shot silk and black taffeta and furs that promises adventures but, when I climb inside, offers up only mothballs and worm-chewed wood that cracks underneath me, an accident that sends you into fits of laughter, hurting my pride, if not my bare behind. And so as you retreat, revel in costume changes, I strike out into my own make-believe, a world populated by rabbits that come alive, by boys that can fly, by mothers who make picnics, plait hair, and wait patiently for their husbands to come home.


Later you climb into bed with me, whisper a smoky ‘Sorry’ into my neck, and then haul me up so we can dress as ‘ladies’, sticking feathers in our hair in the flyblown mirror; dabbing our necks, our wrists and, to my fascination, the hard bone between my nipples, with a deep-amber liquid from a label-faded bottle; painting our lips with a coral stick as thick as clay. The day after that, still in our finery, we go to town and buy scratchy school shirts and checked dresses and, to my delight, red T-bar sandals. And the day after that we get rocket lollies in Glover’s and eat them in the market square watching the fruit and veg men whirling closed paper bags of hard potatoes and fat Cape apples, copying the egg man calling out his price for a dozen. But really, this is white noise, set-dressing. Because what I am really doing all this time is counting down the days until Harry and Tom come home.


I awake on the twenty-eighth of September – D-Day – to a hammering sound outside my window. On the other side of the curtain is our garden, then their garden. And in their garden is a man in shorts with a moustache, only a proper one this time, and he’s up in the tree doing something with wood.


‘Edie!’ I yell. ‘Trespass!’


‘Jesus, fuck,’ comes your voice from the other side of the landing. ‘What time is it?’ There’s a pause. Then, ‘Not even ten, yet.’


‘But there’s a man,’ I insist. ‘In the garden.’


‘What?’


The threat – or maybe prospect – of a man, even a trespassing one, lures you out of bed, and you appear at my side naked but for a string of beads and a pair of black knickers. Then sigh heavily. ‘He’s not in our garden,’ you say. ‘He’s over the back.’


‘What if he’s a burglar?’ I suggest.


‘Hardly,’ you say. ‘He’s got loafers on.’


We watch him for a minute, see him swap the hammer for a saw, see him flex it professionally, like the magician from the Palladium about to slice a lady in half.


‘What the . . . He’d better not be bloody chopping down that tree.’ You bang viciously on the window.


He glances over, sees us, and waves. Then cups one hand to his ear as if he has misheard.


You open the window to point out his folly. ‘You’d better not be chopping that down, I said.’


‘I . . . er, Mrs Jones?’ He points at you, confused.


‘What?’ You look down. ‘Oh. Fine. Hang on.’


You stalk back to your room, then return pulling on Maudsley Mick’s Grateful Dead T-shirt. ‘I said you’d better not be chopping that down,’ you yell. ‘And it’s not Mrs anything.’ You pause. ‘It’s Edie.’


‘Call me David,’ he yells back. ‘Hang on. Do you want to come down? Be easier to talk then.’


‘Fine,’ you hiss, and, leaving the window wide open to the world, you march downstairs in your cigarette-burned top and knickers with me in my apple-print nylon nightie hurrying behind.


Call-Me-David is also called Mr Trevelyan, which gives me another fat fact to keep safe in my pocket: ‘Tom Trevelyan,’ I say to myself while you discuss the wood and the weather and when we got here and why. ‘Harriet Trevelyan.’


‘It’s her birthday party today,’ a sentence finishes, and my ears prick up. ‘That’s what this is for. Should have done it weeks ago but we were waiting for the Wendy house to arrive. This is the platform, see.’ He pats the wood that is already stretching across two branches as if it is a horse or a hound. ‘Then the house will sit on top. Won’t be done before the party, though.’


‘What a shame,’ you say, with no hint of irony, which, for you, is astounding.


‘Apparently so,’ he says, his voice tinged with regret, and inevitability. ‘It’ll be me shut in there later. In the doghouse.’


You laugh loudly, affectedly, so that he smiles.


‘You should come,’ he says. ‘Both of you.’ He looks down at me, finally. ‘You must be Dido,’ he says.


I nod eagerly, thrilled that they have told him my name, bestowing me with importance.


‘It’s fancy dress,’ he warns. ‘I said we shouldn’t bother, just let everyone wear swimming costumes, but it’s all planned, see, on the invites.’


‘Oh, we can manage fancy dress, can’t we, Di?’ You don’t even look at me when I offer an emphatic yes.


‘Three o’clock, then. And sorry about the noise.’


‘De nada.’ You dismiss the inconvenience as if you are waving off a fly.


‘I’m sorry?’


You smile again. ‘Spanish. It means “any time”.’


By three o’clock I am dressed in a hastily assembled hotchpotch of your old yoga leotard stapled with crêpe paper leaves then safety-pinned to size, topped with a tiara plucked from a silk-lined case. And I am delighted, though unsure as to who or what I am supposed to be.


‘Gaia,’ you explain for at least the third time. ‘Mother Earth. The queen of bloody everything.’


I like being the Queen of Bloody Everything, even in an itchy leotard and a crown that pokes my left ear uncomfortably, and I march regally around the downstairs and then along the path to the door where, behind the wall, things are happening.


From my bedroom observatory, I’ve already watched a trestle table being laid with a red paper tablecloth and white paper plates, seen the quoits and beanbags set out, noticed the hired-in umbrellas raised for shade. But there has been no sign of Tom or Harry, only their nameless mother and David arguing over the Wendy house, which is, apparently, the wrong sort of pink. But now I can hear squeals and scattergun laughter, the slaps and monotone of a clapping game: I went to a Chinese restaurant to buy a loaf of bread-bread-bread, he wrapped it up in a five-pound note and this is what he said-said-said.


‘Come on,’ I plead, my legs jiggling with want.


‘Coming,’ you claim. But it will be another four minutes and ten interminable seconds before you appear at the back door in your bikini and a black wig from Great-Aunt Nina’s costume box.


‘Who are you?’


‘Cleopatra,’ you say, lighting a cigarette from the packet stuck into your bottoms. ‘On holiday.’ You slip the lighter back into your bra top, and turn the handle of the now permanently unlocked gate.


‘Shall we?’


I have seen moments in films, on television, where a person walks into a room and everything goes pin-drop quiet, either because their beauty requires that degree of reverence, or their dastardly deed silent fury. This moment, I think, falls into the latter category.


I close the gate behind us, thinking that’s what they’re all waiting for – the children with quoits poised in their hands, the mothers by the trestle table with cups of tea. It takes me a moment, after I’ve spotted an Indian, two cowboys, and four princesses, to notice that not one of the grown-ups is in a bikini. Not one of them is in fancy dress at all.


‘Bollocks,’ you hiss under your breath and give my hand a squeeze. But I, in my first act of defiance – and disloyalty – do not squeeze back. Instead, sensing the enormity of your mistake, I let go.


‘Edie,’ a voice says eventually. ‘And Dido. Glad you could make it.’


It’s David – Mr Trevelyan – emerging from the kitchen with a plate of sausages on sticks.


‘Interesting outfit,’ he says, raising his eyebrows and pulling his lips in to stifle amusement. And in that instant I have a vision of Tom: the same eyes, the same smile, and search frantically and fruitlessly for him in the crowd.


‘Sorry,’ he adds, ‘I should have said it was just the kids. But you look great, really.’ He looks at the mother. ‘Doesn’t she, Angela?’


‘Angela,’ I say to myself. The word is golden, a precious treasure in my mouth. Because she is – an angel.


Angela – Mrs Trevelyan – doesn’t answer, just makes the thin-lipped face again. So you, of course you, stride up to her and offer her your hand.


‘Edie,’ you say. ‘I think you’ve met my daughter.’


She takes your hand briefly before dropping it as if it is hot, or dirty. ‘Yes,’ she says. Then, ‘She has my key still. Clearly.’


‘She tried to give it back,’ you say. ‘But you were away.’ You take a drag on the cigarette, blow out a lungful of smoke. ‘So where is the birthday girl, anyway?’


‘Oh.’ She shakes her head, irritably. ‘In the Wendy house with Tom. She doesn’t like her costume. Says it’s too hot.’


‘It’s Gretel,’ David says. ‘You know, German thing. Pinafore.’


‘Tom is perfectly fine as Hansel,’ Angela continues, ‘so why she’s making such a fuss about it I don’t know.’


‘Tea?’ offers David. ‘Or something stronger?’


The voices have recovered from the shock of us and rebuilt to a steady hum and tinkle, and I have no idea what you say in reply, or even if you do, because all I can focus on now is the wooden house. I very badly want to see inside, see them. And I, I think to myself, am the Queen of Bloody Everything, so I can do what I bloody well like. And I slip quickly across the neat, beige grass to do just that.


The house has a real plastic window with red gingham curtains, and smells of paint and newness. Inside I can see Harry sitting cross-legged and crossly on the floor, and can see, too, the end of Tom’s legs sitting opposite her.


‘Hello,’ I say, stepping inside. Then add, pointlessly, ‘It’s me.’


‘Hello, Dido,’ Tom says.


Harry says nothing and I notice her face is red and puffed from crying.


‘What’s the matter?’ I say. ‘If it’s too hot you could take off your knickers. Edie always says that helps.’


‘It’s not because it’s hot,’ Tom says knowledgeably. ‘It’s because of it being Gretel and I’m Hansel and it’s her birthday party not ours.’


‘Well, it is,’ says Harry. ‘And I never picked the costumes, she just went to the shop and got them.’


‘They cost five pounds for three days,’ Tom says. ‘Which is a lot. That’s why Mummy’s cross. And anyway there isn’t a choice because she hasn’t got another.’


And then I have an idea so brilliant in its simplicity that for a second I really do feel invincible and all-knowing.


‘We could swap,’ I say. ‘Me and you.’


Harry stops sniffing and looks harshly at me, and, like Tom with his father, I see her mother’s thin lips in hers. ‘Who are you even meant to be?’ she says.


‘Gaia,’ I say. ‘She’s a queen. Of everything.’ I do not say bloody because I know now from saying it to the man in the corner shop who smells of dog that this is a mind-your-language word and for in-my-head-only.


‘You look weird,’ she says eventually.


‘But it’s not hot,’ I say. ‘And the leaves rustle.’ I wiggle my hips to prove it.


And that, plus the crown and the title, are enough, it seems. Because within less than a minute, Harry and I have wriggled out of our outfits, exchanged them, and emerged from the Wendy house, thrilled with our new incarnations, however ill-fitting.


You are at the trestle table still, but with a glass in your hand now with what could be wine in it, or wee. I have seen both before, from when our water got cut off and the toilet blocked, but, as you are drinking this, not pouring it down the sink, I assume it is wine.


‘Oh!’ you exclaim. ‘You’ve swapped. How clever.’


But not everyone sees the genius in this plan.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Harriet,’ Angela snaps. ‘That’s not yours.’


‘It’s Dido’s,’ she says. ‘I liked it more.’


‘I don’t even know what you’re supposed to be.’


‘Mother Earth,’ you say, one eyebrow arched in daring.


‘Of course,’ Angela says. ‘Who else? Honestly, Harriet. I’ve got the camera ready so we can have you and Tom and the playhouse. It was all planned.’


‘So Dido can be me,’ says Harry, still sing-song happy with her paper leaves and paste diamonds. ‘I don’t care.’


And that is how the six-year-old me comes to be stuck to our fridge, standing proudly in front of a flamingo-pink Wendy house and flanked by two prouder red-faced parents, not even my own. But do I care that I’m just a stand-in for another girl? A surrogate for Harry? No, I do not. Because now my hand is in Tom’s; now, you see, I am in the picture, their picture. And you? You are nowhere.


I will spend the next twenty-seven years trying to recreate the perfection of that Kodak moment, that camera-ready version of my vision of family. I will squander days, weeks, months trying to pull it, rabbit-like, out of a hat; tracking it, trying to follow the trail of breadcrumbs I believe must have been laid for me, if only I look hard enough.


God, what must you have thought, Edie?


And yet now, here we are.




The Princess and the Pea


June 1977


It’s June 1977, and the Jubilee. We’re not celebrating because you don’t believe in the Queen or any of the royal family. ‘She’s a bloody sponger,’ you tell me, ‘a drain on society, her and all her inbred offspring.’ And so I slip the sheaf of red-white-and-blue-themed drawings I have painstakingly traced out into the wastepaper basket. But the commemorative coin I queued for – holding out my clammy hand for Mrs Bonnett, and expressing my awe in solemn turn – this I pluck from its plastic case and drop into the dark-glassed Marmite jar with my marble and the various buttons and bits of broken china I have dug up in the hard mud of our now-wilderness.


I still have these treasures, and more. All squirrelled away in a suitcase under my bed. Found objects, and kept objects; postcards from far-flung places and notes passed under desks in the tick-tock tedium of double physics. And evidence, always evidence. A box of delights, and of danger too, like the Ark of the Covenant it sits, two rusted clasps all there are to keep it from releasing its unfathomable power. But we know where I learned that trick, don’t we? Though your secrets were less conveniently corralled. Instead you scattered them about like so much ephemera, pushed them into crevices, between cracks in the floorboards, or locked them, skeleton-like, in your cupboard.


But I’ve lost the thread again, strayed from the path, and there was a point to this story.


The Jubilee summer. Do you remember?


By June I have never been more in love with the world – with our world. Of course, there is a list of things I would alter, were I in charge: the dust that clings to curtains and coats every flat surface, choking me when it billows from pillows, gathering in a clod on my finger when I draw a ladybird on the mantelpiece; the dirty laundry that piles inelegantly in the corners of our bedrooms, until, exasperated, you finally pull out the terrifying twin tub and spend a day sweating over suds with a pair of wooden tongs as long as my arm; the persistence with which you demolish my book fort and filing system, knocking over ramparts, dropping unread copies of Crompton carelessly on my ‘finished’ pile, pushing Blyton back on a shelf between Dahl and Dickens.


But, while I covet the Lodge, with its sharp lines and neat piles and air fresheners in every room, where the beds are always made, the toilet always lemon-clean, and the overall effect one of walking onto the set of a television sitcom, I am happy with our house. Because it is just that: ours. There are no strangers asleep on sofas or, worse, in our bed when I wake up; no kitchen thieves to ‘borrow’ my bananas, or make my Milky Bar disappear in a foolish lapse of concentration. We are lords of all we survey, Queens of Bloody Everything, and my future, it feels, is assured.


Until one Saturday in Jubilee June.


Because while I revel in the peace, you have been going quietly spare. You wander restlessly, an unsettled cat, so that I am almost scared to let you out in case you don’t come home; I remember a story in a comic about buttered paws, and wonder idly if it might work on you.


‘I miss London,’ you announce at breakfast.


‘I don’t,’ I say quickly. ‘It smelled weird and I saw a man do a poo in the road.’


To my relief you laugh. ‘Oh God, I’d forgotten that,’ you say. ‘But still, you’ll be the one begging to go back when you’re sixteen and climbing the walls.’


The image is compelling as I see a supersized sixteen-year-old me scaling the ceiling like a spider girl. ‘No, I won’t,’ I snap. ‘And anyway we’re not going because we live here now, so there.’


‘Christ, Dido, I only said I missed it, not that we’re getting the next bloody train.’


But despite your reassurance, so scared am I of losing it all – the house, the Lodge, this life – that I lock myself in the bathroom and refuse to come out until you agree to my demands.


‘What are they?’ you ask, half amused, half weary.


‘To always live here forever,’ I say. ‘Unless we move into the Lodge.’


‘Well, that’s never going to happen,’ you tell me. ‘And I can’t promise we’ll always live here either. Not forever. What about when you go to university?’


‘I shan’t go,’ I reply.


‘Your call,’ you say, a frequent mantra and one that Harry revels in with its offer of free choice, but one I secretly resent, preferring rules and boundaries so that I know where I stand.


‘Then I’m not coming out.’


‘You’ll starve,’ you try.


‘I’ve got garibaldi biscuits,’ I snap. ‘And I can drink water from the tap so I won’t die of thirst either, if that’s what you’re hoping.’


‘I’m really not, Di,’ you say. ‘In fact, I think this is marvellous. Your first protest. Wait until I tell Toni.’


At these words, I know I have lost. But I still manage an entire morning until the pull of the Pipkins theme tune being played loudly from the living room becomes too much to bear and I unlatch the door and stomp down to the sofa, refusing your arm around me, but accepting the cheese on toast you offer as a peace treaty of sorts.


‘What if I asked them here instead?’ you ask after a while. ‘Toni and . . . the others.’


I try to focus on Hartley and Topov, try not to let the butterflies in my stomach flap their frantic wings again. ‘What others?’ I say.


‘I don’t know, Denzil? Chinese Clive maybe?’


‘He won’t want to come,’ I say. ‘There’s no pork balls.’


‘Probably not,’ you assure me. ‘But I’ll ask anyway.’


So it is in this precarious landscape that I find myself in Jubilee week: a world and future I had assumed was assured now ever so slightly in the balance. Because, despite the lack of readily available takeaway, Chinese Clive has agreed to come, and so have Toni and Denzil and, to my serious concern, Maudsley Mick.


‘We can have an alternative Jubilee,’ you say. ‘Without the Queen.’


I sigh in exaggerated disappointment, because what, I think, is the point of a Queenless Jubilee? But by Saturday afternoon, my sulking has slipped into a frenzy of anticipation. Not for our party, which I am still studiously ignoring, but because they are late, and you are weakening.


While you skulk inside in the half-cool of the house, I hang over the gate, mouth gaping at our neighbours as they troop round the corner in their paper crowns and fake ermine, waving plastic flags and bearing paper plates of fresh-from-the-oven sausage rolls and neat, shiny halves of devilled eggs. It is not so much the festival I feel I am missing out on, as the food. At home you are in a determined grow-your-own phase and every meal is accompanied by a mound of bitter, stringy mung beans from the cultivator on the counter, and a dollop of home-made hummus. But out there are Wagon Wheels and Majestic wafers, packets of Salt ’n’ Shake crisps, and bottles of Corona cream soda or, even better, Sodastream. Harry’s father brought one home and let us all have a go, making cola and Irn-Bru and cherryade until the six ridged bottles were filled and capped and lined up in the door of their enormous fridge. In ours sits a pint of silver top, a carton of orange juice and a half-empty bottle of vodka, the last of which you are drinking right now.


‘I wish they’d all bloody shut up,’ you snap from the sofa. ‘God, I can hear Mrs Lovejoy from a mile off, she’s like Foghorn flaming Leghorn.’


But I ignore you, as well as your demands to stop staring and come inside, and shut the bloody door at least, and carry on swinging backwards and forwards, feet firmly wedged between the wooden struts as I watch the world go by without me.


By three o’clock you can bear it no more and tell me to ‘Just bugger off there, then, but don’t expect me to join in. If anyone needs me, I’ll be here. Plotting a bloody republic.’


And bugger off I do.


The seats at the tables are all taken so I squeeze between Harry and Tom, nudging my bum onto a quarter of her wooden chair, a sum that does not quite add up, however hard I try.


‘I thought you couldn’t come,’ says Tom.


‘Edie said,’ affirms Harry. ‘Because of the Queen being horrible.’


Two seats down, Mrs Payne, mother of Brian and owner of a gravity-defying hairdo, glares pointedly at me. I didn’t say it, I think. Harry did. But it is never Harry’s fault, I am beginning to discover.


‘She’s not horrible,’ I say quietly. ‘Just why should she be in charge and have loads of money instead of me or you?’


‘We do have quite a lot of money,’ says Harry. ‘Daddy said we’re getting a new car next month. A Cortina.’


‘What about the Capri?’ I ask, thinking of its sleek pleather seats and the satisfying clunk-click of seat belts into slots; its smell of tobacco and newness and success.


‘Someone poorer will get it,’ says Harry matter-of-factly. ‘Maybe you could have it?’


‘Harry!’ protests Tom.


‘What?’ she asks, genuinely baffled.


‘I’ll ask Edie,’ I say. ‘When I get back. She can’t come because she’s waiting for Toni.’


‘Who’s Toni?’ Tom asks.


‘Duh. Her mum’s best friend,’ answers Harry. ‘The lesbian.’


Mrs Payne’s face flushes from pale blancmange to raspberry jelly and she casts a glance for Mrs Trevelyan to intervene. But Angela is conveniently serving pineapple on sticks to the Lawson twins and is blissfully unaware of the X-rated conversation at our end of the trestle table.


‘What’s a lesbian?’ asks Tom.


‘They kiss other women,’ I say. ‘But they can’t marry them or have babies.’


‘Because no sperm,’ hisses Harry.


‘Is your mum a lesbian?’ asks Tom.


Harry pulls a face. ‘No, silly, or how did she have Dido?’


‘But she did kiss Toni once,’ I whisper.


Mrs Payne slips out of her seat. But I am enjoying commanding an audience for once, Brian and two of the Gibbs girls now rapt as well.


‘It was in bed. They weren’t wearing anything. I think they rubbed each other, too.’


I made that bit up. I don’t know what you did, or for how long. All I know is that I woke alone, and when I padded down the landing and checked, Scooby-Doo-like, behind all the closed doors, it was Toni’s room I found you in, wrapped around her naked body, your hand between her legs, your lips against her neck.


‘Edie?’ I asked quietly. Then louder, because I needed a wee and the toilet was blocked, again. ‘Edie!’


You shifted, and as you did, Toni kissed your hair and you moaned. Then you lazily opened your eyes and brought them into focus. And saw me.


‘Di?’


Toni sat up and I saw her breasts, white and veined and pendulous. I was fascinated by breasts at that age; had seen at least five pairs, but yours were my favourite. I preferred them small and stiff, not these hanging mammaries that seemed so cow-like in their swaying.


You pulled a T-shirt on, one of Chinese Clive’s, and pushed yourself up from the futon. ‘Do you want some breakfast?’


I nodded solemnly and, still staring over my shoulder, allowed myself to be led from the room.


That was six months before we left the squat. And a lifetime ago it seems now, yet still its ripples are felt in every corner of the pond. The beginnings of them fanning out that hot afternoon in June.


‘Are you a lesbian?’ asks Brian Payne.


‘No,’ I say decisively, and focus entirely on Tom. ‘And nor is Harry.’


I feel a Clarks’ heel kick sharply at my shin.


‘What?’ I complain. ‘You’re not.’


But I know what Harry’s protesting against. Not the declaration, but about letting slip that we’re so sure.
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