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Dedication

For Louise and Liam




Epigraph

‘Seeing or hearing the brother, you knew that the sister could not be far off.’

Thomas de Quincey on Charles and Mary Lamb

Nancy Mitford: ‘Sisters are a defence against life’s cruel circumstances.’

Jessica Mitford: ‘Sisters are life’s cruel circumstances.’

‘A sister can be seen as someone who is both ourselves and very much not ourselves – a special kind of double.’

Toni Morrison

‘Siblings provide a way of learning to love and hate the same person.’ 

Juliet Mitchell

‘What is this thing you’ve got about the guy and his sister?’

‘It just seemed like an interesting relationship.’

Gore Vidal
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1

Early January and I’m with Kathy and our three children at Mum and Dad’s house in Yorkshire. We drove up two days ago after spending Christmas at home in London and we’ll be heading off again tomorrow. Staying here is more of a squeeze than it used to be in the rectory where my sister Gill and I grew up. Designing and building the new house, in a field at the back of the old house, was Dad’s great project when he and Mum retired as GPs, and he’s pleased by how it turned out. He has named it Windyridge, after the house his parents owned. There’s a big garden, with fine views across the hills towards the Trough of Bowland, and despite the winds that whip through it’s warm, which the old house never was. Best of all, Gill is living right next door, with her husband Wynn and their two small children, Liam and Louise. It’s what Dad always wanted, to have his children and grandchildren close at hand. Though I’ve disappointed him by living so far away, his daughter’s there on his doorstep: an ideal arrangement.

Perhaps for Gill it’s less than ideal. Here she is now, hiding out in Dad’s garage at 10.30 in the morning, one hand on the bonnet of his Toyota Corolla to stop her from keeling over, wormy clusters of veins at the corners of her eyes.

I’ve come through into the garage to get some logs for the fire. An hour ago Wynn dropped Liam and Louise round, on his way to work, saying that Gill was still in bed and would be over later. Here she is. Here but not here. Lurking in the garage.

Come through, I say. It’s cold in here.

I brought some gloves for the kids, she says, so they can play outside.

Good thinking, I say.

Gloves for the kids. And here I am, handling Gill with kid gloves, avoiding any comment on her condition. The elephant in the garage.

Yesterday, at our New Year’s lunch, she made a bitter, self-accusing remark about how much better Mum and Dad’s turkey was than the one she cooked on Christmas Day (subtext: I am a failure, I’m useless at everything). I tried to talk to her afterwards, on the quiet, in the hallway.

What’s wrong, Gill? I said.

Nothing.

There must be something.

I might as well top myself, that’s all. The kids would rather be here than with me – Granny and Grandpa’s, Granny and Grandpa’s, when can we go there, Mum? Wynn would be better off without me too. He’s got everything on a plate as it is – the kids, his meals, his nights out drinking away my money – but he’ll have even more if I’m gone. And you, you’re never here, what do you care, you’ve always been their number one, now you can be their only one. I’ve had no life. I don’t know what I want, and even if I did I couldn’t get it. I haven’t the will, I haven’t the strength, I might as well top myself.

She went on in this vein for some minutes until Wynn, back from work, walked in on us and she clammed up, went back into the living room, and (despite struggling not to fall asleep) got herself together to do a jigsaw on the floor with Liam. Soon afterwards they all went home together. I imagined the scene back at the house after Wynn and the kids were in bed: Gill helping herself from the Liebfraumilch box in the drinks cabinet or if it was empty looking for one of the other wine boxes secreted about her home – in the doll’s house, down the back of the hot-water cistern, behind the Hoover in the cupboard under the stairs. Just a nightcap, she’d tell herself. And if none was to be found, because Wynn has been on one of his purges and removed all the drink he could find, there might be a jar or a jug in the kitchen into which she poured emergency supplies. She’s resourceful, my sister. And never more herself than when outwitting those who try to save her from herself.

Now she stands there, swaying in the garage. I move forward to take her arm and steady her but recoil from her wine-dark breath. She has holed up here rather than enter the house, where Mum and Dad will see the state she is in. She knows what they’ll say, has heard it all before and isn’t in the mood for recriminations.

Why not go home for a bit, Gill? I say. The kids will be fine. 

Yeh, she says, no one wants me here, what’s the point in staying when … 

Her words aren’t so much slurred as mumbled downwards, to the oil-stained concrete floor, as if too dangerous to say clearly, openly, out loud – words even she’s afraid of. I lean forward to catch them, then lean forward to catch her, as she lurches from the bonnet she’s been steadying herself on. She’s at an angle – the leaning tower of a Pisser, I think, a pun too silly to preserve. Her light-blue eyeshadow has smudged, leaving a blob on her cheek, the one spot of colour in her grey face. Over her shoulder I can see the ordered clutter of Dad’s workbench, everything in place yet randomly arranged, garden shears sharing a hook with a roll of wire, tins of nails nestling up against aerosol cans. Only he knows where to find things. My bookshelves at home are the same.

Gill has closed her eyes, shutting out the pain of light. For a moment I see her as she looked in childhood: the same frizzy curls, the turned-up nose, the short, plump body. But the plumpness has moved down and outwards, leaving her with the same fine features and narrow waist but with wide hips and that low centre of gravity certain footballers have – or like a Space Hopper, an inflatable bouncy toy. 

What’s happened, Gill, I say, suddenly stiff and cold and censorious. Don’t you see you’re killing yourself.

I’m unhappy. Always have been. That won’t ever change.

It can. It will.

Anyway, it’s not the drink that’s the problem, it’s them and you.

Me?

They gave you everything and me nothing. You got out, I didn’t. You’ve got a life, I haven’t. You turn up here twice a year and then bugger off and never think about us the rest of the time. You can’t stand them any more than I can.

I’ve heard her say all this before, in my head. But it’s shocking to hear it spoken out loud. 

Let me walk you back to the house and make some black coffee, I say.

I’m fine, just leave me.

It’s cold.

You go in then.

Or have a coffee here.

I’m not going in.

We wrangle like this till I agree, all right then, I’ll leave her and go inside if she gives me the gloves she has brought over for the children. But when she fishes them from her coat there are only three. She fumbles some more, plumbing the shallows of her pocket as if it were a huge wardrobe in which the glove must be hidden somewhere, and keeping at it for an absurdly long time, before conceding, shame-faced, that she must have dropped the missing glove on the way over.

I’ll help you look, I say.

OK, she says, suddenly meek.

Retracing her steps, we walk the fifty yards along the drive and through the wooden gate into her garden. There’s no sign of the missing glove. By the time we reach her back door she has recovered her angry composure.

You wait here, she says, leaving me on the step, pointedly barring me from entry.

I gaze through the window into the eerily tidy kitchen and playroom, not an alcoholic’s house at all, no hint of anyone falling apart, though I know (from Wynn and Mum and Dad) that two small children sometimes run free for hours while their mum lies half comatose in a chair. 

How are you doing, Gill? I shout through the door.

Won’t be a minute, she shouts back, though it has been several already. 

Next to me is a dustbin – the same dustbin, presumably, from which Wynn recently retrieved three wine boxes, twelve bottles of Babycham, two bottles of martini and a bottle of gin, a selection of the booze she’d got through during his absence on a short trip. When I’m up he sometimes shares Gill’s drinking stories with me, not in a bid for sympathy but matter-of-factly, because they happened; she’s my sister and I might as well know.

Can I help? I shout, and this time I step inside, half expecting Gill to come at me for defying her ban. She is standing helplessly below a high shelf in the hall, reaching up but failing to lay her hands on a large selection of gloves. I spot it at once, a white mitten with the sewn-on patch features – paws, nose, ears – of a rabbit.

I think this might be it, I say, reaching up and pretending for her sake to find it only with difficulty.

Thanks.

Shall we go back then? I say, handing it over, but she’s angrier than ever now. I have made her feel small.

You go out, she says, I’m staying.

‘You go’ would be enough. ‘You go out’ sounds hostile.

Go on, she says, in case I’ve missed the hostility, on your way.

I’m guessing that this new surge of vitality – this elated aggression – has something to do with the length of time she spent inside before I joined her. There must be a wine box somewhere and new ones take time to open – it’s a fiddly process of tearing the cardboard along perforations before squiggling out the plastic press-bung.

I walk along the hall to the back door. 

Get out – out of my house, she says, victorious, to my retreating back. Go on with you. 

Now she has won, the tone is less harsh, almost affectionate.

As I turn and stand my ground, she tries to close the door on me, not fiercely but with firm intent.

Don’t slam it on me, I say, you’ll only be sorry when you remember this later.

When you’ve sobered up, I mean. But she doesn’t rise to this, or fall for it, just presses the door against my right foot, the last thing keeping me there.

Go on, get out, she says, with the same resolve.

All right, see you later, I say, removing my foot from the door and heading off down the garden path, the white rabbit mitten in my hand.
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If you’re reading this, my sister is dead. I may be dead too, but that’s beside the point, for you if not for me. Many years ago I resolved not to write about her while she was alive, or rather not to publish anything that I had written. She – Gill – had walk-on parts, like a film extra, in two memoirs I published about our parents.[1] That’s all it was: the odd look-in or passing mention. There was plenty to be said but not yet. Even if she had given me carte blanche, the page would have stayed blank. You can’t write an honest memoir when the subject is alive. At any rate I can’t. Death is the only permission.

After those books about Mum and Dad came out, I was sometimes asked if I had another memoir in me. No, I’d reply, I write fiction these days because I’ve run out of family. Once or twice I answered even more facetiously: I don’t know if I’ve another memoir in me but my sister’s quaking in her boots. There’s an assumption that to write honestly about someone is an act of aggression; that’s the gallery I was playing to. But I felt no aggression towards Gill – didn’t then and don’t now. She’s gone, that’s all, and though there’s no retrieving her I’d like to make sense of who she was and what she became. It wasn’t just that she changed over time. She could change from day to day. Drink made it worse but the origins went deeper. You never knew which you’d get, the kind and loving Gill or her doppelgänger. Two sisters.

I had another sister as well. Josie’s a smaller part of the story I’m telling. A half-sister, whereas Gill was full (and often full on). A baby sister proudly held up to Gill and me, as we stood at a hospital window, on the day that she was born, but whose relation to us was never acknowledged. A sister I didn’t know was my sister until eight months before she died.

Two sisters, both younger than I am and both dead. It’s painful to think about that and tempting to let them be. But I want to understand why their lives took the direction they did – and why they died, self-destructively, before their time. I know there’s no simple answer; that I’m writing from the limited perspective of a brother (or half-brother); that my memories are fragmented and unreliable. Still, I can’t not make the effort. With Gill, I can’t help making it. What she went through, and what her family went through, many others have gone through too. My hope is that telling her story will prompt recognition; perhaps the solace of commonality too. And that means being honest. The ethics of writing about real people are problematic. Candour can seem disrespectful. But when you grow up with a lie, as my sisters did, it’s important to be truthful. Soft-pedalling would be cowardly. And the truth isn’t malicious. I’m here to commemorate them, not expose.

It may be that I’ve another more selfish purpose: self-exoneration. When you’re newly bereaved, and the death of the person you’re mourning strikes you as preventable, guilt is impossible to avoid. Why didn’t you meet more, speak more, tell them you loved them (assuming you did)? If you had, might you have saved them? My sisters’ deaths left me feeling neglectful. And when I turned to books for comfort or commonality, I found neglect there too. I hoped to find an author whose writing about a sister (real or imagined) could articulate my thoughts and feelings, whose insights could help me see things I’d missed, whose words could stand in for mine. Low as I was, even the greatest book might have failed to reach me. But I hadn’t expected the choice to be so limited. Why did so few books explore brother–sister relationships? In particular why did so few male authors write about sisters? Did their sisters not matter to them – or the relationship in general not matter enough to merit enquiry? Brothers writing about brothers; sisters writing about sisters; sisters writing about brothers – there were many examples of those. But brothers writing about sisters? Very few.

The sibling relationship is usually the first we have with someone of our own generation. Barring misadventure it’s also the relationship that lasts longest – longer than the relationship with parents, or with a partner, or with one’s kids. So why is its place in literature so modest? Perhaps it’s the tradition of the writer as isolated genius, or family escapee, that deters mention of siblings – ‘the powerful concentration on one’s own personality, the act of an artist’s indefatigable and invincible will’ as Vladimir Nabokov puts it. In his memoir Speak, Memory, Nabokov offers just a couple of pages on his two brothers; though one of them, Sergei, was only ten months his junior, he dismisses him as ‘a mere shadow in the background of my richest and most detailed recollections’. Still, that’s more acknowledgement than he gives his sisters, who merit only a passing reference and that so inaccurate that they ‘angrily remonstrated’ with him when the memoir appeared. 

If asymmetry defines a child’s relationship with its parents (the parents holding the power), the sibling relationship is meant to be more even and commensurate.[2] It’s also a relationship that can’t be dissolved; you can fall out with a sibling but not legally divorce or disown them. (A few friends I’ve talked to, who have bad relationships with their siblings, wish they could.) Yet there’s nothing new about its low profile, whether in literature or psychoanalysis. Valerie Sanders, writing about the Victorian period in her book The Brother-Sister Culture in Nineteenth-Century Literature, reports that ‘None of the great names in the field has much to say about sibling relationships … There is no sense in any of the major male autobiographers of the period that relationships with brothers or sisters were at all significant.’ 

By the same token, because a sibling isn’t (or shouldn’t be) a lover or spouse, there’s not the same expectation of intensity. There may be tension. But passion? It’s felt to be a lesser relationship, a hangover from childhood and adolescence, not the stuff of grown-up narrative.[3] As J. R. Ackerley put it, about his sister Nancy: ‘She was my sister only, my only sister, but my sister only … I am only her brother, her only brother, but only that.’

It’s not just that relatively few male authors have written about their sisters; it’s that when they do, their efforts are overlooked. Thomas Hardy’s poems of 1912–13, on the death of his wife Emma, are very well known. But how many people know the elegy he wrote for his sister Mary when she died of emphysema in November 1915? The eldest of his sisters, she was, he told a friend, ‘almost my only companion in childhood’ and ‘the one with the keenest literary tastes and instincts’:

The fire advances along the log

Of the tree we felled,

Which bloomed and bore striped apples by the peck

Till its last hour of bearing knelled.

The fork that first my hand would reach

And then my foot

In climbings upward inch by inch, lies now

Sawn, sapless, darkening with soot.

Where the bark chars is where, one year,

It was pruned, and bled –

Then overgrew the wound. But now, at last,

Its growings all have stagnated.

My fellow-climber rises dim

From her chilly grave –

Just as she was, her foot near mine on the bending limb,

Laughing, her young brown hand awave.

Completed at speed (Hardy published it within a month of Mary’s death) and old-fashioned in idiom (‘peck’, ‘knelled’, ‘awave’), it’s not as successful a poem as those he wrote about Emma. Still, its commemoration of their closeness in childhood (‘her foot near mine’) is touching, and the image of Mary re-emerging from the grave with her ‘young brown hand’ is reminiscent of how he pictures Emma as a ‘voiceless ghost’ suddenly ‘Facing round about me everywhere,/With your nut-coloured hair’. It’s symptomatic that I missed the poem when I read Hardy’s Collected. I’m part of a culture that treats sibling relationships as inconsequential.

Finding it after Gill’s death spurred me on to look for other examples of writing about siblings. I read obsessively, not just from guilt, but to understand how brothers have traditionally thought and felt about sisters – and to look at mine through the lens of books. Perhaps it’s daft to use books in that way. But I’ve spent my life among them: where else would I go? And the genre – sib-lit – turned out to be less narrow than I’d first thought. That’s why this is a memoir full of quotations – a commonplace book or cento. Why its narrative is interspersed with anecdotes about famous (and infamous) brother–sister relationships. And why it has footnotes.[4]

Some of the brothers I came across were cruel to their sisters, others gentle and protective. Either way, I couldn’t help measuring myself against them. I’ve never pined for a brother; the books in which brothers feature, whether novels or biographies, reminded me why. Still, I was grateful for my immersion in sib-lit. Even at its gloomiest, it helped me get my bearings. 

That said, the authors I read were helpful only up to a point. They hadn’t written about my sister – or sisters. Only I could do that. I had letters and diaries to draw on; relatives whose memories I could check against mine; photos to remind me of episodes I’d half forgotten. And where there were gaps or obstructions, I was forced to surmise. That’s not quite the same as fictionalising, since the protagonists were people I knew in real life. But it did involve some speculation, just as it would for any biographer. This isn’t a biography but it’s closer to biography than it is to fiction. It’s life writing. And as with most life writing, the trigger for it was death. 

There’s my trigger warning. Some of what’s here is discomfiting. I’m sorry that’s the case. But I’d be lying to pretend otherwise. And my aim is to tell the truth.
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‘I believe I should count the fact of having had a sister, younger than myself but close to me in age, as one of my pieces of good luck.’ 

Simone de Beauvoir, All Said and Done

There’s a photo of me as a toddler trying to climb inside my sister’s pram. From the rear, I could be a girl: I’m wearing frilly bottoms, with straps across my back holding them up, like a swimsuit. My feet are in the spokes of the pram’s back wheel and my hands grip the side. Gill’s lying on a pillow, the hood of the pram folded behind her. It’s a sunny day and we’re in the garden. My efforts to climb in must be shaking the pram; the expression on Gill’s face isn’t happy. In fact she looks to be crying.

At the time Dad was a keen photographer, or doting parent, and he took two more photos straight after this one. In the first, I’m sitting in the pram, at the handle end, holding out a bottle to Gill; in the second I’m lying on top of her, my mouth wide open as if to sing a lullaby or (in the way of parents with their newborns) to ooh and aah at her. In these photos she has stopped crying. She doesn’t even seem to mind me invading her space.

There’s no mistaking from the photos that I’m bigger than she is but the difference isn’t huge. The gap between us was just sixteen months; the pram had been mine till a few weeks before. Mum and Dad had taken their time before starting a family. But having started, they moved fast to complete it. First a boy, then a girl: that would do nicely. It had worked for Dad, who’d always been close to his younger sister Mary. And it suited Mum, who as the nineteenth child of twenty was reacting against her populous Irish-Catholic upbringing. Father, mother, two kids, two dogs and two cars – that was the model they went for. With the advantage that the kids were close in age and could keep each other company: share games, share toys, even share a pram. 

Was I climbing into the pram out of jealousy? I don’t remember resenting my sister’s arrival or suffering the trauma of non-uniqueness. But then I wouldn’t, would I? Psychoanalytic theory suggests I must have done. ‘The sibling is par excellence someone who threatens the subject’s existence,’ Juliet Mitchell says, and Louise Glück bears witness to this in her poem ‘Paradise’: ‘I was the firstborn./Believe me, you never heal,/You never forget the ache in your side,/The place where something was taken away/To make another person.’ Then again, I was a boy, and boys had primacy. A brother might have been a rival. But why feel threatened by a younger sister? What danger did she pose to my omnipotence? I could afford to be nice rather than compelled to slap her down. She wasn’t Goldilocks taking my things. Let her have the pram. I was old enough to have a pushchair.

There’s a name for children born close together: Irish twins. We weren’t quite that but Mum was Irish and two of her siblings had been born just eleven months apart. George Eliot has a sonnet sequence, ‘Brother and Sister’, which celebrates this kind of early-childhood proximity where ‘the one so near the other is’. Any gaps are minor, ‘a Like unlike’, ‘the self-same world enlarged for each/By loving difference of girl and boy’. The closeness can’t last forever but ‘the twin habit of that early time’ outweighs the pain of later separation.[1] A like unlike says it well: Gill and I were of a piece but different; in the self-same world but worlds apart.

Nabokov said of his brother Sergei: ‘We seldom played together, he was indifferent to most of the things I was fond of.’ Did Gill and I play together? We must have. Yet I can’t recall it. Most of early childhood gets forgotten anyway, but even in the memories that have stuck joint play doesn’t feature. While I raced my Dinky cars round the billiard table, Gill was giving tea parties to her dolls, each of us on our own planet, the separate universe of Girl and Boy. Did she mind? Did I? Not really. I wanted to be me; she wanted to be her. Though encouraged to share, we had different interests. Decades before I became one, I sometimes thought of myself as an only child.


In the long run, sixteen months is a small gap but not when you’re a child. Henry James recounts in his memoir A Small Boy and Others how his brother William ‘had gained such an advantage in his sixteen months’ experience of the world before mine began that I never for all the time of childhood in the least caught up with him or overtook him … We were never in the same schoolroom, in the same game, scarce even in step together or in the same phase at the same time; when our phases overlapped, that is, it was only for a moment – he was clean out before I had got well in.’ The behind-ness did Henry no harm. It may even have contributed to his becoming a novelist – rather than try to catch up with his hyper-active brother, he sat and watched, developing observational skills he might not otherwise have had.

Gill was watchful too. It’s one of the ironies of what happened later. Even now I can sense her stare – the keenness of her eyes as they take in the world.

She was a bonny baby, everyone said, cherubic almost – pink-cheeked and with lovely blonde curls. She also cried a lot as a toddler. No big deal, Mum and Dad said, she’ll soon grow out of it – tantrums were just the flipside of laughter. ‘I’se such a good little girl – sometimes!’ said the girl in the Mabel Lucie Attwell picture in our bathroom. A Longfellow rhyme said much the same: ‘There was a little girl,/Who had a little curl,/Right in the middle of her forehead./When she was good,/She was very good indeed,/But when she was bad she was horrid.’ 

Gill wasn’t horrid, only distressed. When asked what the matter was, she couldn’t account for it. She had tears but no words. And that made her difficult to console. 

Like George Eliot’s Maggie Tulliver, she was gifted with the ‘superior power of misery’. Her fits of unhappiness made the rest of us unhappy. She wasn’t left to cry but it seemed an age before she stopped.[2]

There were family outings. Card and board games. Weekly swimming lessons at the baths in Nelson. Sledging in winter, on the field at the back of our house. Later came a ski-ing trip to Scotland, for which we were kitted out in matching sickly-yellow waterproof jackets – not just Gill and me, but Mum and Dad as well. The swish family Morrison. Parents and children, not to be told apart.

The house was spacious, and Gill and I sometimes felt isolated, as if in lockdown during a pandemic. There wasn’t much socialising outside school: no sleepovers, few invitations to tea. Maybe our parents’ status, as doctors, was intimidating to other kids’ parents. Or the house was: an old rectory, with outbuildings, at the top of the village. At any rate most of the asking back was to ours and often enough we’d be told that the child in question – Stephen or Jeffrey or Christine – wasn’t able to come. 

Birthday parties were the exception: a thrilling escape from just-us-two. There were fancy-dress parties as well; Gill won when she went as a film star and came second as a squaw. The games were always the same – Pass the Parcel, Postman’s Knock, Musical Chairs, Musical Bumps, Musical Statues, Apple Bobbing – but no less fun for that. A lot of concealment was involved: Hide and Seek, Hunt the Thimble. A fair bit of blindness too: Pin the Tail on the Donkey, for example, and Blind Man’s Bluff. The latter was unnerving: with a scarf over your eyes – no peeping! – you’d be twirled in all directions. Gill laughed as she played, unaware that one day there’d be no bluffing about it.[3]

Vladimir Nabokov, in Speak, Memory, on the parenting he and his brother Sergei had, said: ‘I was the coddled one; he the witness of coddling.’ Did Gill feel uncoddled? Or that she somehow mattered less, because she was a girl? Recalling her childhood in Egypt, the novelist Nawal El Saadawi describes how when her father sat out on their balcony looking at the stars, only her brother would be allowed to join him. Female relatives subscribed to these double standards too: when her grandmother gave money to the children at Eid, the boys would receive twice as much as the girls. ‘God has told us that a girl is worth half a boy,’ she explained.[4]

Dad would never have stopped Gill looking at the stars with him. For the most part we were treated equally, ‘share and share alike, the cardinal point of justice driven home to [us] with vicious exactitude’ (E. L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel), with the result that there was no bad feeling between us.[5] Still, there were double standards. And though she didn’t protest when Dad and I were allowed larger helpings at mealtimes, some part of her must have been objecting. Why were we allowed more – whether of food, fun or freedom – just because we were men? ‘Our basket held a store/Baked for us only, and I thought with joy/That I should have my share, though he had more,/Because he was the elder and a boy.’ (George Eliot, ‘Brother and Sister’)

Mum was a GP at a time when, in the provinces at least, it was unusual for middle-class wives to work outside the home. A succession of women were hired as live-in housekeepers: first Austrian Rosa, then long-nosed Lennie, then a woman who quit after walking in on Dad while he sat on the toilet. Their job was to clean, cook and take phone messages for the doctor(s), not to be au pairs or nannies. As children tended to be in those days, we were left to our own devices. 

As the second youngest in a large family, Mum was used to detached mothering. Her mother had gone to church every day, praying to the virgin Mary; she went out to work every day, healing the sick and delivering babies. I took her absence for granted. Gill found it harder. I’d had sixteen months of exclusive attention before she was born. She never had Mum to herself.

Gill began school a year after I did. The school was tiny, with a total of eighteen pupils at its peak and at times as few as fourteen. There were three of us in my year (all boys) and four in Gill’s (three girls and a boy). The head teacher, the only teacher, was a kindly silver-haired woman called Miss Todd, who had to teach five-year-olds at the same time as teaching ten-year-olds, all in the one room. There’d be sums, reading, art and craftwork (with raffia), plus stories to finish the day. I can’t recall any outings; there weren’t the resources, or the transport, to take us to libraries, museums, galleries, theatres or cinemas. The only escape was for nature walks, up Cam Lane. 

A busy road ran through the village. To make our route to school safer and shorter, Dad knocked a hole in the wall beyond the vegetable garden, and fitted a small gate, allowing access across the village green. I like to think I took Gill’s hand as we walked there. But I may have thought it too cissy. Once we reached school, we went our own ways.[6] 

At school Gill was shy and quick to take offence. Because pupil numbers were so small, friendship was a competitive business; if you were excluded by your year group you’d be on your own. It happened to me as well as Gill but the girls were more adept at exclusion games. As if to arm herself against rejection, Gill would be acerbic and make things worse for herself. She was wary of girls who found life easier than she did, because they were pretty or clever or adept with a skipping rope or could run fast. Her jealousy would sometimes spill out. The one girl she could rely on was Christine, who lived across the road.

I’ve no memories of bullying Gill and she didn’t accuse me of doing so. But I did once run her over. I’d been given a pedal car as a Christmas present, the same one I’d been given the previous Christmas – white, with a red seat, silver radiator grille and a long bonnet – but with a small petrol engine, taken from a lawnmower, fitted in the back. I drove it in a circuit round the house. The engine’s only flaw was a tendency to overheat. If it stalled I’d have to wait an hour before I could restart it. That’s my excuse. 

Gill was standing on the gravel path behind Granny’s cottage as I came round the corner. Look out, I shouted, still some distance away and not going very fast. She saw me coming but didn’t move. I slowed and tried to avoid her but the path was narrow and if I’d stopped the engine would have stalled. As I went by, the left front wheel caught her ankle. She may have screamed but any cries were drowned by the noise of the engine. I knew I’d hit her but carried on. She wasn’t there on the next lap. Now I did stop. What on earth were you doing? Mum shouted as she comforted Gill in the kitchen. Her ankle was only bruised but (as Mum said and Dad angrily reiterated when he got home) it could have been a lot worse. I was threatened with a driving ban and confiscation of the car. 

Of course I apologised to Gill. But my chief feeling was indignation: she’d seen me coming – why hadn’t she moved? Why was she so stupid?

‘Stupid’ was a routine insult. Any kid at school might use it of another. But Gill was on the receiving end more than most. She would even use it of herself: I know I’m stupid but … Mum and Dad rightly denied that she was stupid. She’s bright, possibly too bright, Dad would later say, with an over-active mind. She anticipates things two moves ahead. That she failed to anticipate me running into her with the pedal car was hardly her fault. Wouldn’t any normal driver have stopped? It might not have been malicious of me but it was selfish, thoughtless and – yes – stupid.

What did Gill get as a Christmas present while I was getting a car? A doll’s house? A rocking horse? Something girly anyway. I don’t remember her playing with my Dinky cars, or wanting to drive my pedal car, though I wasn’t possessive and wouldn’t have minded. Sexism ruled, with toys as with most things. And boys had priority.

It wasn’t just our parents. The whole culture worked that way. Even nursery rhymes played a part. There was ‘Jack and Jill’, all the more resonant since my sister was a Gill: 

Jack and Jill went up the hill

To fetch a pail of water.

Jack fell down and broke his crown,

And Jill came tumbling after.

The boy leads the way – first to be named, first to fall down the hill. But at least Jill gets a mention. In the second stanza she disappears completely. He’ll be OK but whatever happened to her?

Up Jack got, and home did trot,

As fast as he could caper,

He went to bed to mend his head,

With vinegar and brown paper.

The nursery rhymes we learned, and the songs we heard on Uncle Mac’s weekly radio programme on the Home Service, reinforced the idea of gender division (‘I’m a pink toothbrush, you’re a blue toothbrush’) and featured mostly male protagonists: Tubby the Tuba, the Billy Goats Gruff, Little Jack Horner (‘What a good boy am I’), Georgie Porgie (kisser of nameless girls), Tommy Steele’s Little White Bull. The most saccharine was a lullaby Mum liked to sing:

Little man you’re cryin’, I know why you’re blue

Someone took your kiddy-car away

Better go to sleep now

Little man you’ve had a busy day …

Johnny won your marbles, tell you what we’ll do

Dad will get you new ones right away

Better go to sleep now

Little man you’ve had a busy day …

Perhaps there was an equivalent, girl-focused lullaby for Gill. But if so I can’t remember it.
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When Gill was six or seven, Mum and Dad became friends with a couple called Sam and Beaty, who ran a local pub[1] – Auntie Beaty and Uncle Sam as Gill and I were encouraged to call them. Children weren’t allowed in pubs back then, so when we went as a family, on Sunday lunchtimes, Gill and I would be left to sit on a bench outside, or in the car, with orangeade and crisps to tide us over. The pub closed at two but Mum and Dad sometimes lingered past three. I sensed he was keener than she was on the new friendship. He also went to the pub most nights. If there were rumours I was too young for them to reach me and wouldn’t have understood them if they had. But Dad wasn’t good at dissembling and his increased pub-going can’t have escaped people’s notice. Nor that it was Beaty on whom he lavished his attention. 

The bigger shift was when he started taking Beaty out: every Monday evening he’d pick her up and take her somewhere, usually to a club to drink and dance. Beaty was in low spirits – stressed by the long hours at the pub and depressed by her and Sam’s failure to conceive a child. Open as she was, she’d discussed these problems with Mum, a good listener as well as a GP. Her knowledge of Beaty’s problems made it easier for Dad to persuade her that the Monday outings were a good idea – a way to ‘cheer Beaty up’. How was Sam won round? Even the weakest or most easy-going of men might have objected to the arrangement, if only because of the failure it implied on his part: shouldn’t he have been the one to cheer his wife up? But Sam was tied to the bar and hadn’t the freedom to take her out. I can imagine Dad reminding him of that and persuading him that Beaty needed a break – that her nerves were strained, that Monday nights being quiet he didn’t need her help at the bar, that since Kim had agreed surely he could do the same. Or perhaps it was Beaty (off her own bat or under pressure from Dad) who argued the case on their behalf, with the further guilt-inducing suggestion that her nerves were strained in part because of her failure to conceive. 

There may have been some fiction to make the arrangement more palatable to Sam – an implication, or more than, that they’d be meeting people they knew, that this wasn’t just a twosome. Obviously they couldn’t pretend that Kim would be going with them, because Sam could check. Mum wouldn’t have played ball anyway. To be browbeaten into accepting her husband’s freedom to go out with another woman was one thing; to lie to save his and Beaty’s skin was a step too far.

Whatever the case, Sam accepted the arrangement.

Dad’s father Ernest died in November 1958. I’d just had my eighth birthday and was taken to see him lying in his open coffin – a move designed to remove my fear of death, which partly worked (he looked so peaceful in there) but was traumatising just the same: the waxy flesh, silence and immovability haunted me for years. Beaty’s daughter, Josephine, was born in October 1959, eleven months later. The dates lend some credence to what Mum told me in a rare moment of candour after Dad’s death – that Dad’s grief was a key factor in the commencement or acceleration of his relationship with Beaty; that it wasn’t just Beaty who needed cheering up; that in the desolate months after losing his father so suddenly (a coronary) and early (at the age of sixty-eight) he had gone off the rails; that Beaty’s company had been a comfort to him when he ‘wasn’t himself’.

That winter he was in need of warmth. Did he not get enough of it from Mum? She’d lost her parents, within a few months of each other, over a decade before. How sympathetic had he been then? Insufficiently, at a guess. Or maybe she wasn’t grief-struck by the loss, having been independent from an early age: first convent boarding school, then medical training in Dublin, then hospital work in wartime England – there’d been years of loosening ties before her parents died. It was different for Arthur, she knew that. But he still had his mother, didn’t he? As well as a wife and two children. Whereas she’d given up so much, surrendering her name, nation and religion (Agnes, Ireland and Catholicism) in order to be with him. Don’t talk to me about loss, she might have said, to stop him maundering. I’m sure she didn’t say it – bore with him, was kind, let him have his late nights out God knows where – but couldn’t help thinking it.

Grief as an excuse for infidelity? There are worse ones. It’s common for the newly bereaved to feel desperate for sex. I felt it myself, keenly, in the weeks after Dad died. Like father like son. 

Miserable in their different ways, Dad and Beaty cheered each other up by making love. Furtively. Probably in his car. It can’t have been at her place, where Sam was always around, or ours, where even if Mum was out working, and Gill and I were at school, there’d be a housekeeper. The story of them going to a club may have been a lie. After a time they may have started going to a hotel instead. But what sort of hotel in those days would have let out its rooms for a few hours to a couple? In London, yes. But in the provinces? In the 1950s? And it would only have been for a few hours. They couldn’t
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