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CHAPTER 1 [image: ]



Summer 1972


‘I am the wind. I skeet across tarmac and whoosh over dale. Birds skate along my amorphous limbs and the sun bakes down on my back. I am a sirocco, hot as the desert sand. I fly. I…’


‘Yes. That’s quite enough hot air for today, Evie.’


That’s Pamela, my boss, the producer. I’m in the Woman’s Hour recording studio at Broadcasting House and I’m soundchecking for an Extremely Special Recording. Princess Anne is coming in to do an interview. Amazing. Pamela (grey hair, jodhpur bothering, cruciverbalist) pulled a few horsey strings to get the interview and, ever since, she’s been busy arranging everything with the planning and precision of a moon landing.


And who am I? I’m Evie, a silk-scarf rocking, Biba frocking, hollyhocking, cheesecloth smocking, spatchcocking, coloured stocking, list up-knocking twenty-six-and-a-half-year-old. I grew up on a small farm in Yorkshire (that’s another story) but have been living in London for the past ten years, swinging my way through most of the sixties and hot-panting my way into the seventies. All that time, I’ve been working at the BBC, which makes me, officially, a metropolitan sophisticate who knows her way round an avocado pear and The Observer colour supplement.


I have everything I could ever want in life:




	A career


	A leatherette portfolio briefcase


	An Ossie Clark poncho





When I first got to London, the only practical skills I had were knowing how to change a tyre (car and bike), tie a butcher’s knot and milk a cow. But now I am a modern woman armed with a broad range of modern skills, fully equipped to cope with all forms of modern life (cafetières, continental quilts, flashers).


What I can’t do, though, is keep Pamela happy.


‘Can you do it again,’ she says, huffing extravagantly, ‘but this time don’t lean into the microphone. It’s Princess Anne who’s coming, not Mick ruddy Jagger.’


Pamela’s standing with her arms folded, watching me through the studio glass. She has the nervy energy of an aerosol can and doesn’t look happy (she never really does). She’s in full battledress: tailored jacket and matching skirt. The skirt looks like it doesn’t really know how long it wants to be, so has settled on a compromise around the knees, exposing two heavily deniered mahogany shanks. I’ve opted for mustard trousers, white blouse, and a stirrup-themed silk scarf (in honour of our guest) but have been thoroughly reprimanded by Pamela because, apparently, trousers aren’t what one wears around royalty.


I pull back from the microphone and lick my lips, making them nice and moist. ‘Round and round the rugged rock the ragged rascal ran,’ I say, going a bit Cheltenham Ladies’ College.


As I speak, I can see Pamela playing around with the recording console. She’s frowning but this isn’t necessarily a bad thing as she frowns pretty much all the time. She flicks her eyes, cracks out a quick again and then gets back to fiddling with the various dials.


‘Round and round the rugged rock the ragged rascal ran,’ I repeat, this time giving it my best Glenda Jackson.


‘Yes. Good. We’re done,’ clips Pamela, sitting back and fingering her giant upside-down apostrophe glasses. She glances at her watch. ‘Eleven-thirty!’ She lets out another monumental huff (Pamela seems to spend all her time breathing out and never breathing in). ‘I need to see Marjorie and run through the questions. Can you get a jug of water and a glass for the Princess? And make sure the studio’s clean and tidy. We don’t want her thinking she’s walked into a garden shed, do we?’ She snatches her handbag from the recording console and bristles out the door.


The studio actually is a bit like a garden shed. The walls are panelled with wood (the same shade as Pamela’s tights) and there’s an underlying mustiness, caused by a damp patch in the carpet tiles (which I tackle with the occasional squirt of Rive Gauche). Non-garden-shed touches include a round table with three fluffy microphones, a photo of Lord Reith, and a door with a couple of coloured lightbulbs over it, each signalling Pamela’s likely reaction if you come in: green, semi-smile; red, death by a thousand tuts.


I think about all the things I have to do before Princess Anne arrives. The main one is practise my curtsey (there’s not much call for curtseying in 1972, even at the BBC) but there are other things too: make sure the recording equipment is ready, get a jug of water and clean and tidy the studio. Pamela’s also asked me to sort out the bookshelf in the editing room and make it suitable for our royal guest. By this she means get rid of the Germaine Greer (well-thumbed) and our review copy of The Joy of Sex (even better-thumbed) and then pad out the remaining books with a couple of Jane Austens and a Brontë she brought in earlier. I’ve decided not to bother doing this, though, as I can’t really see Princess Anne paying much attention to a bookshelf.


But before any of that, I’m going to sit and have a quick ponder. I love to squirrel away moments on my own, a consequence, I think, of being an only child. I’m often to be found lost in thought, weighing up debates and contemplating the important issues of the day, giving my head the feel of the Guardian letters page (the EEC, equal pay, crocheted cheesecloth crop tops).


I look down, staring at the table. Before I know it I’m tracing my finger along its gnarly old grains, picking up a conspicuous squiggle of dust. I smile, thinking of all the people in my past who’d be deeply unimpressed by this (in my village, dust is an evil greater than Satan). The dust worm stares up at me accusingly. I play with it for a while, rolling its squishy greyness between my fingers before flicking it on the floor.


Bugger cleaning and tidying.


I am a modern woman with a terracotta chicken brick and a desktop diary, living in the dirtiest, grubbiest, messiest city in the world.


And I wouldn’t have it any other way.





My dusty reminiscences are interrupted by some loud knocking and a face squashed up against the glass. It’s Joyce, a very nice BBC colleague. There are two important things to know about Joyce:




	She comes from Canada


	She works in television





Something that I quickly learnt when I started at the BBC is that it’s very tribal. There’s the radio tribe and there’s the television tribe. Each looks down on the other – radio looks down on television because it’s the Populist Opiate of the Masses and television looks down on radio because you’ll never get Bruce Forsyth on the radio. Joyce and I, though, have managed to cross this divide, bonding over a pair of green-and-silver-zigzag platform sandals – hers, not mine.


‘Are you free?’ mouths Joyce through the glass.


‘Yes,’ I mouth back (doing a thumbs up for good measure). ‘Why?’


She doesn’t say anything but just waves her handbag in the air mysteriously.





‘Where’s the old battleaxe, then?’ she asks, as I step into the editing suite.


‘She’s gone to speak to Marjorie,’ I reply. Marjorie (lovely nails, cribbage queen, watercolourist) is the Woman’s Hour presenter. She is the extremely nice yin to Pamela’s always crabby yang.


‘Great. So you’re free?’


‘Well, free-ish. Why?’


She gives her handbag another quick wave. ‘It’s arrived!’


A little thing inside me chafes.


‘Oh. Right. I see.’


‘Yeah, it came in the post this morning,’ she goes on. ‘I’d have gotten here earlier but we’ve had temper tantrums in studio three again. Bloody Gardeners’ World.’


What’s arrived is a home pregnancy test, a piece of Canadian magic that will change the world for ever (like stretch fabrics and colour telly). Joyce asked her cousin to send one over from Canada on account of me missing my time of the month. My GP, Dr Walker, is a lovely sweet old man who I’m happy to talk to about sore throats or a rabies jab but not about anything down below (especially involving sex). The specific sex was with Anders*, a very handsome intern at the Swedish embassy. I met him at a party, where, after quite a few akvavits, he told me that I had great legs (amazing) and that he was going back to Stockholm in two weeks’ time (not amazing). We exchanged numbers and the next morning, I phoned him. And that was that.


    *


    

        Name: Anders Engström


        From: Sweden


        Appearance: blonde hair, blue eyes, strawberry Mivvi lips


        Job: intern at Swedish embassy


        Seen for: two weeks


        Amazing: lovely nails, very good Strindberg joke, first fling with an umlaut


        Less amazing: lutist, a little dull, moved back to Stockholm


    


‘Evie?’


Joyce is staring at me, head fully cocked.


‘Sorry, I was miles away. Yes. I’m ready.’ I clench my fist and stick out my upturned arm.


‘What are you doing?’ she asks.


‘It’s for the test. I thought you’d need to take some blood.’


‘Blood? God, no.’


‘Oh. What do we have to do then?’


‘Pee.’


‘Pee?’


‘Yes, pee. Well not us. You.’


‘What, just pee? How can it tell?’


‘No idea. It must be Canadian magic or something. Come on,’ she says, linking her arm through mine, ‘let’s give it a try before Pamela gets back.’ And she yanks me out the door.





‘Is that it?’ I ask, trying hard to hide my disappointment.


We’re in the ladies’ loos down the corridor from the studio. Joyce has just pulled a small cardboard box from her bag (very dramatically – you can tell she works in television) and is waving it around.


‘What do you mean is that it? This is state-of-the-art stuff. It’s what science is all about. Never mind men and their bloody Apollo missions. It’s about time science did something for us women.’


She passes me the box. It’s about the size of a pack of Jacob’s Cream Crackers. It’s mainly white with stripy turquoise flourishes, making it look swish yet reassuringly clinical.


‘You’ll need to open it,’ she says.


I hesitate for a second then pull open the lid.


We both peer inside.


You can’t see much so I gently tip the box on its side and slide the pregnancy test out. Everything’s held in a clear-plastic box: there’s a tube with a blue lid, a pipette with a blue squeezy thing, and a little mirror angled across the bottom of the box like a periscope.


‘Ooooh, fancy!’ says Joyce.


‘Okay,’ I say, spreading the instructions out across an ancient basin. ‘What do we do?’


It turns out Joyce was right. Peeing is involved. We need to put some of my pee into the tube (using the pipette) and then, a couple of hours later, check whether a red circle has appeared at the bottom of the tube.


‘I’m going to need something to pee into,’ I inform Joyce. ‘I can’t pee and pipette at the same time. It’d be carnage.’


‘Can’t you just hold the pipette in the stream and squeeze?’


‘Squeeze what?’


‘The pipette.’


We stare at each other blankly for a few seconds. Absolutely nothing in our lives up until now has prepared us for this moment.


‘Hold on, I’ve got an idea,’ says Joyce. And she dashes out the room.





I fold up the instructions and put them back in the box. The box is light, far too light really for something so important. Something that could change my life so completely.


I’d have to give up my job, of course. And platform shoes and miniskirts. Music. Parties. Trips abroad. And how could I tell Anders? In fact, should I tell Anders? And never mind all that – what would Dad say?





‘Here we go,’ says Joyce, walking back in and handing me a mug (a really lovely greeny-brown one I got last year on a trip to Hornsea Pottery).


‘What am I meant to do with this?’ I ask.


‘Pee in it!’


‘I can’t pee in this. It’s Hornsea Pottery!’


‘Look, it’s the first one I saw,’ says Joyce. ‘And it’s either the mug or the pipette and a pair of Marigolds. You decide.’


I take the mug and go into a cubicle, leaving Joyce outside with the pregnancy test kit.


What I need is a fully panted test run to work out the logistics of it all. A dry run.


This isn’t going to be easy. I’m not a great aimer at the best of times (as Miss McMinn, my school netball mistress, always used to point out) and, what with the added pressure of work and Princess Anne, the potential for urinological disaster is high. It’s at times like this that I wish I were a man, although experience has taught me that men, despite obvious biological advantages, are nowhere near as good as they should be in the aiming department.


I look at the loo then at the mug then back at the loo.


‘Are you all right in there?’ shouts Joyce. ‘What are you doing?’


‘It’s a bit awkward,’ I shout back.


There’s silence for a few seconds and then…


‘Look, do you want me to come and help?’


‘Help?’


‘Yeah, I don’t mind.’ She sounds completely calm, like she’s offering to put the shopping away or something.


‘No, I’ll be fine.’ I close my eyes and take a deep breath. ‘Honest.’


‘Don’t be daft. Look, it doesn’t bother me. I helped deliver six Newfoundland puppies once – it can’t be any worse than that.’





Two minutes later I find myself crouching over the loo, pants down and bum out. Joyce, strategically positioned beside me, is kneeling on the floor holding out the mug as if she’s about to receive Holy Communion.


‘Okay?’ she asks.


‘Okay,’ I reply.


And off we go.


I had thought Joyce would be assuming the more junior position (Eric to my Ernie) but I actually think the roles were the other way round. In fact the whole thing reminded me quite a lot of my cow-milking days back on the farm, except with me as the cow.





‘Well done,’ says Joyce, as if I’d just broken the land-speed record.


‘Oh, thanks,’ I reply, pulling my pants back up with as much dignity as a shared loo cubicle allows.


‘That’s the hard part done. Now for the fun bit.’ She passes me the mug and starts getting the pipette out of the clear-plastic box.


‘It’s just like being back in the lab at school,’ she adds.


(Not a good advertisement for the Canadian education system.)


She gently lowers the pipette into the mug, gives it a good pump, then takes it out and waves it around between us.


A golden rod of glistening hormones.


‘Have we finished with the mug?’ I ask, trying to pretend it doesn’t exist.


‘Yeah, it’s test tube time,’ replies Joyce, busying herself with the box. ‘Give your hands a quick rinse if you want.’


I open the cubicle door, pop the mug on a shelf, quickly wash my hands then dive back into the cubicle to see what magic awaits.


‘What happens next, then?’ I ask, rejoining Joyce in the cubicle.


‘We wait and see.’ She’s already decanted my pee from the pipette into the test tube and is giving the tube and its contents a little swill round. ‘If nothing appears after a couple of hours, it’s negative.’ She stops swilling. ‘And if there’s a little red ring at the bottom of the tube, well…’


Well…


My whole uncertain future summed up in one hazy, hollow word.


Joyce reaches out and holds my arm.


‘Hey, you’ll be okay.’


‘Yes, I’ll be fine.’


‘Yeah. Absolutely fine. Of course. Yeah.’


Suddenly the big heavy door to the ladies’ bathroom swings open, its creaks accompanied by some rasping heavily disguised as singing.


There’ll be bluebirds over


The white cliffs of Dover


Tomorrow, just you wait and see-ee-ee-ee.


I quickly pull the cubicle door shut and we both freeze.


‘Sssh,’ I whisper to Joyce. ‘It’s Mrs Glazebrook, the cleaning lady.’


I know it’s Mrs Glazebrook (hairnet, cockney, unreliable dentures) not only because of her distinctive singing voice (Vera Lynn by way of Les Dawson) but also because the singing is accompanied by an overwhelming smell of Rothmans. The singing continues for a bit and then stops so that all we hear is the clatter of a cleaning basket on the basins followed by the occasional knock of an Ajax tin and some perfunctory surface wiping. Not long after there’s the sharp tszzzz of a cigarette being put out, more singing, a fair bit of clanking and – finally – the sound of the bathroom door opening and closing.


‘Oh, thank God she’s gone,’ says Joyce. ‘With singing like that, I’m amazed you guys got through the Blitz.’


I smile and take the test tube from her, then give it a little swirl and have a look at the bottom.


‘What do you think?’ I ask.


‘You won’t see anything yet, remember? We need to wait a couple of hours.’


I let out a sigh as long as a Tube train.


‘Look, you get going and I’ll take care of this,’ says Joyce, taking the test tube.


‘Yes, I’d better get back to the studio,’ I reply. ‘The last thing I need today is Pamela on the warpath.’


And I unlock the cubicle door, ready to embrace my future.


Whatever it is.





My future, it turns out, is waiting for me just round the corner.


Not a metaphorical corner but a real, parqueted-and-heavily-glossed BBC corner on the way back to the studio. As I turn it, several surprising things hit me all at once.


There’s Pamela, smiling grandly, surrounded by various important-looking BBC men.


There’s Mrs Glazebrook, smiling not-so-grandly (obviously struggling with her dentures), cleaning basket in one hand, my Hornsea Pottery mug in the other.


And there’s Princess Anne, smiling prematurely, looking very modern in a pair of sky-blue trousers (Evie 1: Pamela 0).


Mrs Glazebrook is mid-curtsey. As she goes down, an arm goes up. It’s the arm that’s attached to the hand that’s attached to…


Time slows to a dribble.


Princess Anne reaches out, thanking Mrs Glazebrook. She takes the mug with both hands – still smiling – and then regally, sedately, lifts it to her mouth, her hair piled high, her eyes alight and her mouth momentarily lost in a swirl of Hornsea Pottery green and brown.










CHAPTER 2 [image: ]



Summer 1972


‘Sacked?’


That’s Caroline, a magnificent Amazonian goddess in an emerald-green silk jumpsuit. It’s hard to take her seriously, though, because her face is slathered in cold cream and her beautiful red hair is full of Carmen rollers the size of soup tins.


‘Vicious old cow,’ she goes on, taking a big draw of her Gauloise. ‘I’ve always said you can never trust a knee-length skirt, darling.’


Caroline is my best friend. With her I have all the benefits of an older sister (clothes borrowing, advice acquiring, eyes opening) but without any of the drawbacks (bragging, ragging, nagging). She’s the daughter of my father’s old neighbour, Mrs Scott-Pym (the grandmother-I-never-had and a good friend to my long-dead mother), and I love her very much indeed. In fact Caroline is the reason I’m in London. She drove me down here in an open-top MG on a sunny, snowy January day in 1963, coddled in blankets and clutching a Thermos flask of hot tea. She’s the one who got me my apprenticeship at the BBC. And took me to the Albert Hall to see The Beatles. And bought me my first miniskirt and showed me how to apply mascara. In fact, Caroline has been responsible for introducing me to many things over the last ten years.


And what an amazing ten years it’s been.


I’ve seen Beatles strolling, two Stones rolling, Coward Noeling, Quant-tights holing; great trains robbed, long hair bobbed, pop stars mobbed (hormones throbbed); white heat, dancing feet, plastic seats, groovy streets. I’ve watched a World Cup win, been to West Berlin, had a fridge built-in, dyed a coat (sheepskin), made a dress (sequin), met a Redgrave (Lynn). Motorways, a trim-phone craze, All You Need is La Marseillaise. Yellow Submarine, Harpers & Queen, no more scouring thanks to polytetrafluoroethylene. Flower power, Woman’s Hour, revolving dates in the GPO Tower. Paris precarious, vexatious boyfriends (various), the age of Aquarius. Vidal Sassoon, tripped-out cartoon, women on a wage strike and a man on the moon. Power cuts, decimal nuts, shag haircuts.


Colour TV.


The Ford Capri.


Trousered princesses taking mugs and drinking pee…





‘What? She drank your pee?’


‘Well, yes,’ I say, feeling very sorry for myself. ‘It’s not my fault. The cleaner picked my mug up from the bathroom and was taking it back to the studio. I had no idea.’


We’re sat in Caroline’s kitchen. She’s getting ready to go out (hence the cold cream and Carmen rollers). She’s meant to be consoling me about losing my job but she’s far more interested in Princess Anne and my Hornsea Pottery mug.


‘But what on earth was your pee doing in a mug, darling? Honestly, I can’t keep up with the BBC sometimes.’


‘Ah, that’s my other news of the day,’ I say, feeling like Kenneth Kendall. ‘It was for a pregnancy test kit.’


‘A what?’


‘You pee in it and it tells you if you’re pregnant or not.’


‘Really! Like a Breathalyser?’


‘Well, sort of.’


‘Incredible, darling,’ she says, taking another drag of her cigarette. ‘They’ll have us whizzing around in flying cars next.’


‘Yeah, or rocket pogo sticks. Anyway, the test came out negative. I’m not pregnant.’


‘Oh, thank God,’ she replies, lifting a Gauloised hand to her forehead. ‘That’s such a relief.’


Is it?


‘The little Swedish chap was very sweet,’ she goes on, ‘but he wasn’t for you.’


She’s right. Anders is sweet. And handsome. And has extremely nice teeth. But, if I’m honest, I got a bit bored of him even before he went back to Sweden.


‘So you had to pee in a mug, then, for this newfangled pregnancy test?’


‘Well, not exactly,’ I reply. I’d hoped to avoid all the gory details but it’s no good with Caroline. She always wants to know every little thing (the gorier, the better). So I just tell her, trying to make it all sound as scientific as possible, which isn’t easy given Mrs Glazebrook, my poor aim and the Hornsea Pottery mug.


‘Darling!’ she laughs, throwing her head back (the Carmen rollers wobble). ‘It could only happen to you! I do wish you’d be more assiduous in your pill popping, though.’ She gives me a big-sisterly look. ‘Anyway,’ she goes on, getting up and walking over to a kitchen cupboard, ‘after a story like that I think we both need a drink.’


I love Caroline’s kitchen. It’s a very stylish buffet of orange plastic and highly polished rosewood. Everything’s fitted and there are clever hidden things all over the place that pull out, pop out or swivel out. The kitchen is German (amazing) and I can’t help thinking that if the Germans had been as good at building V2 rockets as they are at building kitchens, we’d probably have lost the war.


Her whole house, in fact, is fantastic. It was built last year and is a very modern mix of exposed grey bricks, big metal windows and slat-less stairs. It’s at the end of a picturesque Victorian mews, so it’s like walking through a BBC costume drama and suddenly finding yourself smack-bang outside the Trellick Tower.


‘Here you go,’ she says, landing a huge brandy glass in front of me.


I sit for a moment, swilling the syrupy burnt-gold liquid around, watching it swell up and down the deep curves of the glass.


Caroline sits opposite me, finishing her Gauloise. She has one last drag and then casually puffs out a smoke ring. ‘Well, look,’ she says, stubbing the cigarette out on a stray saucer, ‘I think it’s actually very good news that you lost your job.’


‘Thanks,’ I say, taking a big swig of brandy.


‘No, I mean it. You’ve become quite institutionalised.’


Caroline is brilliant in many ways but she has the tact of a dumper truck.


Unfortunately, though, she’s right.


‘Well, maybe I have been feeling a little stuck-in-a-rut-ish over the past year or so,’ I say, my eyes locked on the brandy. ‘But I didn’t want this to happen. This morning I had a career. A BBC travel pass. Luncheon vouchers. And now look at me. Jobless.’


She reaches over the table and takes my hand.


‘Hey, come on, darling. Where’s your pep? Where’s your Yorkshire grit? It’s 1972. A clever young woman like you can do just about anything.’


‘Anything?’


‘Yes, anything.’ She gives my hand a little squeeze. ‘It’s your chance to try something new.’


‘Oh, I like the sound of that… Something new,’ I repeat, rolling the words around in my mouth, tasting their potential. ‘Like what?’


‘You name it. The world’s your oyster!’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I think I’m too old to do anything new. I’m twenty-six.’


Caroline lets go of my hand. ‘Nonsense,’ she snaps, jolting backwards (the Carmen rollers jiggle again ominously). ‘And if you’re too old for something new, what does that make me? I’m thirty-six, darling. Hardly a pensioner.’


‘It’s different for you, though. You’re always doing new, exciting things. You’d never get stuck in a rut.’


(Caroline works in fashion. I’ve known her for ten years but I still don’t really have any idea what she does. She seems to flit around from one glamorous job to another but it’s all very vague.)


‘Darling, I’d never be seen anywhere near a rut, let alone get stuck in one. And I don’t think you should, either.’


‘But what could I do, though? I only really know about radio production and the odd bit of sound engineering.’


‘Exactly,’ she says, although I’m not really sure in reply to what. ‘Something will come along. It always does.’


(This is true for Caroline – she’s like a cat, always landing on her feet. The problem is I’m more dog than cat – and dogs tend to land in a big mess.)


She smiles her Hollywood smile, filling the room with infinite possibility. ‘Look, if you could choose anything, absolutely anything, what do you think you’d like to do?’


That’s a very good question. I wish I had a very good answer. Over the years, I’ve fancied doing lots of things (opening a bistro, winning a Nobel prize, presenting Top of the Pops) but now that I’m actually in a position to try doing something new, my mind is completely blank.


‘I don’t know… it all seems so sudden. What could I do?’


‘You’re in London, darling. You can do anything.’


I look at her. Caroline definitely could do anything. But me?


‘What a mess,’ I say. ‘I’m twenty-six with no job, no prospect of a job and no idea what kind of a job I actually want.’ I have another swill of brandy. ‘I don’t even have a boyfriend.’


‘Hey, come on,’ says Caroline, reaching out and holding my hand again. ‘London’s full of boyfriends, darling. No need to worry about that.’


I sigh, a big, despondent, clock-is-ticking sigh.


‘But I do worry. All the nice ones are getting married off. They’re dropping like flies. I’m very close to being over the hill.’


Caroline gives me an unimpressed look (possibly for my lazy use of cliché).


‘Everyone’s married by the time they get to twenty-six,’ I say. ‘John married Cynthia when he was twenty-one…’


‘Married twice, darling,’ Caroline interrupts (unhelpfully).


‘George married Pattie when he was twenty-two,’ I go on. ‘Ringo married Maureen when he was twenty-five. And even Paul had married Linda by the time he was twenty-six. And he’s the sensible one. I’m going to end up an old spinster and live on my own for ever.’


She smiles and gives my hand another squeeze.


‘You’re not too old at all, darling. Just feeling a little sorry for yourself, that’s all.’


I open my mouth to say something but she puts her finger to her lips and shushes me.


‘Look, it’s been a bad day. A very bad day, you might think. But you know what follows bad days, don’t you? Good days. You’re going to be okay.’ She lifts up my hand and gives it a big, loving, cold-creamy kiss. ‘Now, I know exactly what you need,’ she says, standing up and walking over to the open-slat stairs. ‘A little something to cheer you up. I have just the thing. I’ll be right back.’ And she slinks off, a cat with an abundance of cream.


I sit and stare at my brandy again, trying to digest the drama of the last few hours.




	Jobs lost: 1


	Lovely colleagues lost: 12


	Horrible colleagues lost: 1 (Pamela)


	Princesses caught drinking mugs of my pee: 1


	Chances of ever getting an OBE: 0


	Careers in tatters: 1


	Pregnancies: 0





I don’t know how I feel about the pregnancy test. I mean, I can hardly look after myself, let alone anyone else (especially someone with nappy needs). But I must admit, just for a minute or two, while I was holding the mug of pee, I did begin to think that perhaps – possibly – it might not be such a bad thing. It might even, conceivably, be, well… I don’t know, quite nice.


Maybe.


‘Here you are, darling,’ says Caroline, coming back into the kitchen. ‘Something from an old girl to a young girl. Well, young-ish,’ she adds, winking.


She passes me a battered Schofields bag (Harrods of the north).


‘What is it?’ I ask, taking the bag.


‘It’s something of Mummy’s. I brought it down at the weekend. It was lying around up there and I wondered if you might like it?’





Mrs Scott-Pym, Caroline’s mum, died almost three months ago now.


It happened very suddenly. One Saturday morning Caroline had a phone call from her saying not to worry but she’d gone back to bed, feeling fatigued and slightly feverish. We drove straight up, of course, finding her lying on top of the eiderdown, staring out through the window, her translucent skin stretched taut across her cheekbones and her eyes, usually so bright, dimmed and cloudy. There was lots of hugging and kissing and then Caroline went downstairs to call the doctor. While she was gone, Mrs Scott-Pym reached out and we sat there, hand in bony hand, time moving slowly around us like mist on a moor. When Caroline came back upstairs, she said she’d be okay on her own so I left, going next door to see Dad and Élise (his lovely French lady friend). And then, just like that, Mrs Scott-Pym was dead. She fell asleep in Caroline’s arms, their hearts singing and their cheeks wet with love.





I open the bag and see a plump, neatly folded bundle of beige.


‘It’s Mummy’s old mac,’ says Caroline. ‘She’d had it years. It’s probably as old as the two of us put together.’


I take it out. Its soft beige expanse is flecked with tiny pulls and splotches, marks of a life well lived.


‘I just thought you might like it,’ she goes on. ‘It’s far too nice to throw away. It’s an old classic, just like Mummy.’


‘Oh, thank you, but are you sure you don’t want it?’


‘Darling, I’ve spent the last couple of months sorting out the house and all Mummy’s things. It’s like the V&A up there. It never ends. There are more things than I know what to do with.’ She smiles. ‘I’m sure Mummy would love you to have it.’


(Caroline has already given me quite a few things of Mrs Scott-Pym’s. I’ve got her caramel-coloured mixing bowl – with all its memories of cake making, wooden spoons and buttercream – and the beautiful art deco silver hair grip she used to pin her hair away from her face. I’ve got the sleek wooden tray she filled with tea and cake (and sherry) and a small watercolour of Sadie, Mrs Scott-Pym’s lovely dog, who died four years before she did. And I’ve got A Book of Yorkshire Magic, a very special book that Mrs Scott-Pym used to do some wonderful, extraordinary things.)


‘I’d love it,’ I say, holding out the mac and appreciating its Mrs Scott-Pym-ness. ‘I can remember her wearing it when she was out on her walks with Sadie. And when she was doing the garden, too, whenever it was a bit chilly.’


‘Yes, that sounds just like Mummy.’ Caroline stares back through time. ‘Who needs the BBC when you’ve got Rosamund Scott-Pym’s old mac, eh? It’s a very good swap if you ask me.’


‘Definitely. Here’s to Mrs Scott-Pym.’ I hold out my brandy glass and toast my grandmotherly, cake-bakerly, magic-makery wonderful old neighbour. Caroline joins in, holding her brandy glass high.


‘You see, darling, it’s karma. You lose some, you win some. You’re much better off without Pamela – you need to move on. Courage, mon amie,’ she says, going all Joan of Arc (not easy with the rollers and a face full of cold cream).


‘Exactly. And you’re right – I’m still young enough to start another career, aren’t I? Something exciting. Something new. Anyway, nobody’s ever done anything by the time they’re twenty-six, have they?’


Caroline runs her hands along the legs of her jumpsuit. ‘Well, Mozart had done a few operas, I suppose. And I believe Shakespeare had written The Two Gentlemen of Verona.’


‘Thanks. That’s very helpful.’


‘And of course Julie Christie had won an Oscar, darling.’


She knocks back her brandy and then thumps down her empty glass.


‘Right, now, I’m very sorry but I’m going to have to get on with my beautifying. We’ve got this thing at the Courtauld tonight and I can’t let the side down. Do you want to stay here and have another drink while I’m upstairs? Digby should be back soon.’


‘Thanks,’ I say, ‘but I’d better get going. I’ve got my new life to plan!’


‘You certainly have, darling.’


And she kisses me on the cheek, covering me with cold cream, gives my hand a final quick squeeze then glides off upstairs, a grandeur of emerald-green silk.





As I walk home through the tree-lined streets of west London, I feel pretty chipper. Caroline’s right. Who needs the BBC? It’s time for a new challenge.


A new Evie.


It’s now or never. I’m twenty-seven next birthday, which is practically thirty, which might as well be forty – and forty means middle age, sensible shoes and dormer-bungalows, so I need to be quick. It’s my last chance to be the woman I want to be. I can use it to do anything. Everything.


Out on the streets, I pass the familiar sights of London. Old ladies with tweeds and pink rinses. Young men with collars the size of model aeroplanes. Victorian postboxes. Ash-coloured dog poo. Grubby orange flashes of discarded cigarettes. The odd empty crisp packet gently blowing along the pavement.


London.


My dynamo, my spark plug, my home.


I skim over the pavement, long, rhythmic strides. As I walk I give my Schofields bag and its precious contents a good swing. Up in Yorkshire, everyone recognises a Schofields bag, but down here in London no one has any idea what it is. It’s a foreign object, something alien, a bold northern invader.


Just like me.










Interlude – Winter 1971, Yorkshire


Rosamund Scott-Pym straightened her back, wincing.


It was there again. That pain. She rubbed at it with her non-trowel hand, feeling the soft folds of her old mackintosh under her fingers. The pain crunched down her spine. She strained back her head, sucking in a sharp blast of cold air through her teeth.


She was old, there was no ignoring it. Well beyond her three score years and ten. Aches and pains were to be expected. Part of life, that’s all they were, like grey hair and capricious teeth.


She had a quick wriggle. She was kneeling on the ancient brown towel she kept for gardening. Beside her, a pile of spring bulbs waited to be planted. She loved spring; it always came with such a beautiful rush of colours and smells, just a few drops at first but then a great downpour, drenching the garden.


Spring would ease her back, too. The warm, dry air. The spirit-lifting blue sky.


She smiled, pulling her mac tightly round her and thinking of the promise of springtime. Lunchtime naps outside. Visits from the girls. Long, happy suppers on the terrace with Evie entertaining them with tales of her latest unsuitable man.


And then her back stabbed again, nasty rips of pain that tore straight through her. She squeezed her eyelids tight closed and waited for it to pass.










CHAPTER 3 [image: ]



Summer 1972


The kettle boils. The toaster pops. And Tony Blackburn gets extremely excited about a Motown medley and a three-mile tailback on the A21 Sevenoaks Bypass.


It’s nine o’clock in the morning, my first non-BBC weekday morning for almost ten years, barring holidays and ailments. I’m making the most of this by supplementing my usual breakfast (two rounds of toast and a pot of tea) with a strawberry Ski yoghurt, some Rise & Shine, and a Wagon Wheel.


It’s very disconcerting suddenly not to have a job. I’ve worked pretty much since I left school and the BBC is all I know. Junior apprentice, apprentice, junior assistant, assistant, and finally the dizzy heights of junior assistant producer. Obviously, there were days when I would have given anything not to be at Broadcasting House (mainly down to Pamela) but on the whole I really enjoyed my time there.


And now it’s all gone. For ever. Finito. Kaput. There’s no going back, as Pamela made very clear when she marched me (oxymoronically) out the revolving doors.


Thoughts of what I should do with the rest of my life have been going round and round my head all night. A million whirling cogs, each one toothless and spinning pointlessly. I always think better when food’s around, though, so here I am, sat at my kitchen table having an extra-large breakfast and making a plan. Or at least thinking about making a plan.


I’ve spread a selection of magazines out across the table, like a very easy jigsaw. I’m hoping to get some much-needed inspiration on the job front from the magazines, with their winning combination of articles, fashion shoots and endless adverts. Outside it’s a glorious sunny day and when the sun streams in it shimmers across the glossy front covers.


A perfect day to start my new life.


The cover models stare up at me, each one managing to look sultry, happy and successful all at the same time (how do they do that?). I’m not sure which one to pick first, so I decide to go for a cover girl who looks like she’s au fait with a commute and a work canteen.


This isn’t easy.


Nova’s June is wearing a sexy negligee (silky), as is Cosmopolitan’s July (lacy). The July Nova is even worse: completely naked but covering up her bits with her hands. July’s Harpers & Queen is also naked except for lots of gold jewellery and a cat. The Vogues are very difficult to assess because they’re nearly all close-ups of someone’s face; all I can really make out are Apollonia van Ravenstein in a mass of feathers (May) and a serious-looking lady in pearls (July). June’s Cosmopolitan, meanwhile, featuring a couple throwing back their heads laughing, looks like a scene from a below-par Play for Today.


The only two covers that look vaguely Evie-gets-a-job-ish are July’s Honey (navy, businesslike dress with a large red tie and matching belt) and June’s Harpers & Queen (floaty green wraparound plus yellow bangles and a nice tan briefcase).


I have a slurp of tea and pick up June’s floaty green wraparound. The first few pages aren’t very helpful, unless I want to be an estate agent, bag designer or make perfume (which I don’t). I quickly flick past various social diary things and a feature on dry shampoo and then get to a few pages on ‘How to Become London’s Most Eligible Bachelor’ (money and nice teeth, apparently). This is followed by a full-page advert for Barbra Streisand’s new film. Two things in the advert temporarily distract me from thoughts of a job:




	Barbra’s lovely oversized tweed cap


	Ryan O’Neal and his perfect hair





Perhaps I could work in the film industry? Then I’d get to rub shoulders with big Hollywood stars like Barbra and Ryan or at least British acting royalty like Larry Olivier or Twiggy. I could do something in sound. My BBC training would certainly help out: engineering, mixing, editing – I can do it all. But then I remember what Caroline said yesterday about the world being my oyster. About this being my chance to try something new. Something completely different.


I take a deep breath and press on.


There are more adverts then an article on Gerald Durrell and kangaroos. This brings to mind two jobs, both of which I think I’d be good at on account of my experience:




	Writer (re. Gerald Durrell) – I’m always reading, which is basically writing for people who don’t have much time on their hands


	Vet (re. kangaroos) – I was brought up living with a herd of cows, which means I know my way round an udder clamp and rectal thermometer





I lean back on my chair, balancing precariously on the two back legs, and rummage through my ‘everything but cutlery’ drawer for a notepad and pen. I pull out a pad and a biro and turn to a clean page. At the top of the page I write ‘JOBS?’ and then start a list (which immediately makes me feel better).




	Writer


	Vet





Back in the magazine, there are a few pages about new restaurants (I add chef to my list then immediately cross it off) then more adverts (‘French Line Cruises – Let 1000 Frenchmen* Show You The Best Way To New York’). There’s a feature called ‘Are You In Your Husband’s Will?’ (I add lawyer), followed by a ten-page Riviera travel special (ditto air hostess).


*




Name: Hugo Archambeau


From: France


Job: banking


Seen for: one and a half weekends


Appearance: George Best with a Gallic twist


Amazing: lovely shoes, excellent wooing, accent as smooth as a Cadbury’s Caramel


Less amazing: nasal hair, pompous, wouldn’t countenance a Scotch egg





I pause for another slurp of tea and toast. Normally at this time, I’d be in the Woman’s Hour studio, setting everything up for the day’s show and trying to keep out of Pamela’s way. Perhaps I’d be working on an interview or doing something tricksy with a tone oscillator. And now here I am. Sat at my kitchen table, eating toast and staring out over rooftops, pensive, uncertain, alone, contemplating something new. Something different.


I temporarily lose myself in daydreams (jobs, jumpsuits, Paul McCartney) until a swirling Tony Blackburn jingle brings me back to the kitchen. I have a couple of bites of toast then return my focus to the magazine. By the time I get to the final page (Next Issue: Beautiful lips, Epidurals, Scotland), I have compiled an impressive list of non-stuck-in-the-rutty jobs.




	Writer


	Vet


	
Chef



	Lawyer


	Air hostess


	Something arty (but not opera)


	Nanny


	Shop assistant


	Legs model





This is quite exciting. I feel like I’m about to pick a ticket out of a huge tombola barrel. In my mind’s eye, I see all the tickets fluttering, each one ripe with potential. Too many tickets, in fact. How do I know which one I should pick? What if I choose the wrong one? Having the world as your oyster is all well and good but it doesn’t half make your head spin.


I sit back and have another sip of Rise & Shine. Outside, there’s the music of London. Cars humming. Voices shouting. The occasional deep rumble of a passing delivery truck. When I first arrived here, the noise was oppressive. Always present. Buzzing. Scratching. But now it relaxes me, a great urban purr.


I begin to doodle (something involving curls and lots of shading) when suddenly there’s the exuberant blast of a car horn on the street outside followed by a loud shout.


‘Evie!’


It’s Caroline. (As if it could be anyone else.)


‘Evie, darling!’ she shouts again, her deep gravelly voice punctuated by more car horn.


By now I’m at the kitchen window, sticking my head out of the open sash.


Caroline is sat in her lovely car, an Alfa Romeo Spider. It’s dark orange (amber, darling) with a roof that is almost permanently folded back. Next to Caroline is Digby, Caroline’s partner. Not partner as in Mr Marks and Mr Spencer but partner as in they’ve lived together ever since meeting in a Neapolitan bar in 1954. She’s amazing. She works at the Arts Council and does something Very Complicated involving grants. Or buildings. Or actors.


‘Oh, there you are,’ Caroline shouts as soon as my head pops out the window.


Digby waves (an enthusiastic blur of navy).


‘Come down,’ Caroline goes on (a swirl of mint and fuchsia). ‘We’ve got something for you.’


‘Okay! Coming!’ And I dash out the kitchen onto the landing then rattle down my whitewashed stairs.


(My flat sits above a small haberdasher’s shop. The flat is only small but, because it’s on a corner, it’s got plenty of windows, making it feel light and airy rather than tight and cramped (which it is). My front door is down on the street but the rest of the flat is up on the first and second floors: on the first floor is a landing, the living room and a kitchen; and then up again to my bedroom, the bathroom plus a very small box room. Dad’s favourite joke, the one he says every time he visits, is that I live in a two-up, two up again. I own the flat, bought with the proceeds of selling the farm back to Dad and Élise after my mum left it to me. A gift from beyond the grave.)


Caroline’s car is parked straight outside my door, one front wheel mounted on the pavement and the rest of the car jutting out into the road at a very cavalier angle.


‘Morning,’ I say, walking up to the passenger door.


‘Morning, dear,’ replies Digby, her voice thick with Rs.


(Digby is Scottish and her accent – an Edinburgh burr – is the linguistic equivalent of being wrapped in a lovely soft blanket.)


‘How are you doing, darling?’ asks Caroline, sliding her giant sunglasses up onto her magnificent red hair. ‘Everything okay?’


‘It’s a bit strange,’ I reply. ‘Not going to work, I mean. I’m not used to it.’


Digby grins. ’That’s your protestant work ethic kicking in. You should try being Scottish!’


‘Oi!’ says Caroline, giving Digby’s thigh a playful tap. ‘We know a thing or two about hard graft up in Yorkshire, you know. You Scots don’t have a monopoly on it!’


‘Och, sorry,’ says Digby, doing her best comedy Scottish accent and giving me a big wink. Then she turns to look at Caroline, eye locked on eye, and both their faces bloom into huge, glorious smiles. It’s always lovely seeing them together. They are the happiest, funniest and most ridiculously romantic couple I know. Like Romeo and Juliet but with ruder jokes and less death.


‘Anyway,’ Caroline goes on. ‘It’s actually about work that we’re here. You know how you were saying yesterday about you being a bit stuck-in-the-rutty?’


‘Well I’m not sure I actually said that,’ I reply. ‘Not really.’


‘Yes, you did, darling. And quite right you were too.’ She flicks her glasses off her hair and points them at me. ‘I was thinking about it last night. You need to branch out.’


‘Spread your wings,’ says Digby, leaning over the car door and making little flappy motions with her hands.


‘Exactly,’ says Caroline. ‘So, I hope you don’t mind but I’ve spoken to a friend who helps out in a sweet little art gallery in Mayfair. Nothing fancy. She says you can pop along for a few days and give it a go. I thought it’d be a nice way to try out something new.’


‘Less rutty,’ adds Digby, winking again.


‘Oh!’ I say, already imagining myself running the National Gallery. ‘That sounds great. Thank you.’


‘Excellent, here’s the address,’ says Caroline, reaching past Digby and handing me a small piece of card. ‘You’ll love Delphinia. I’ve told her all about you.’


(Nearly all of Caroline’s friends have horticultural names – Poppy, Daisy, Flora, Blossom. When they’re all together, it’s like being at a very posh garden centre.)


The card is solid and consequential. I look at the address: The Apollo Gallery, 28 Dover Street, London W1.


‘But I don’t know anything about art,’ I say, intimidated by the top-class stationery and starting to feel out of my depth.


Digby reaches out of the car and takes my hand. ‘Evie, dear, when has not really knowing anything about art ever disqualified anyone from working in a gallery?’


‘Yes, I wouldn’t worry about it at all,’ chips in Caroline. ‘You’ll be running the place in a few days. By the way, I told Delphinia you’d be there tomorrow.’


‘Tomorrow?!’


‘Well, I didn’t want you moping around. It’s not healthy, darling.’


Digby smiles. ‘You’ll enjoy it, Evie. A wee young thing like you should be out living life. Who knows where the gallery might take you? And even if it takes you nowhere, you should make sure you have a fun time getting there.’


‘Hear! Hear!’ says Caroline, throwing an arm around Digby and kissing her on the top of her head (Caroline is much taller than Digby. She’s much taller than most people in fact and is a well-practised top-of-head kisser). ‘The wise old woman of the north has spoken.’


‘Less of the old,’ says Digby.


‘Well, Evie was telling me yesterday that she’s already practically a pensioner at twenty-six so you, darling, in your forties must be positively ancient.’


‘Is that so?’ Digby looks at me, her eyes twinkling.


‘Yes, she was telling me about how she’s becoming a tragic old maid,’ Caroline goes on. ‘Like a character in a Jane Austen novel.’


‘I just meant that everyone seems to be getting married,’ I say. ‘That’s all. We did a feature on modern marriage on Woman’s Hour a few weeks ago. Did you know that the average age to get married last year was twenty-five? And I’m twenty-six and a half.’


‘Well, who’s bothered about average anything, darling?’ Caroline positions her sunglasses back down onto her nose. ‘Now, look, we need to get going. We’re heading up to Mummy’s.’


‘Good old Rosamund certainly knew how to stuff a house,’ laughs Digby.


‘She was always such a hoarder,’ says Caroline, smiling a big, beautiful smile, before flicking her hand and starting the engine.


A cool, sweet hum fills the street.


‘Oh, and by the way, darling,’ she shouts, reversing back onto the road. ‘Remember to wear something smart tomorrow. A Revolver T-shirt and a pair of borrowed boxers might be okay for Notting Hill Gate but they’re definitely not for Mayfair.’


And with that, they’re off. A great forward charge of wave and horn.





Back in my flat, I put the milk bottle I’d picked up from outside in the fridge and stick the kettle on. While I wait for the water to boil I pick up my job list from the kitchen table. There, sparkling like a set of Christmas lights, is




	6. Something arty (but not opera)





Well, you can’t really get anything much artier than working in an art gallery can you? I’m obviously meant to leave the sound monitors and headphone amps behind me and start a new life full of glamorous opening nights and penniless but handsome artists.


It’s all very exciting.
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