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This one is for my father




I wrote Perfect Meringues in the mid-90’s, battling with single parenthood, a fire-breathing bank manager and a publisher’s deadline. That I finished it at all was a miracle. Now I look at it and wonder why it seemed such a big deal. But that’s because my writing, like my dress size, has expanded with the passing years.

Laurie Graham




I’d been browsing around Surinder Singh’s Nip-In in a headscarf, pretending I might buy a frozen dinner, so I could observe the man who might be my next lover and see which Sunday paper he reads. He bought a box of Banana Bubbles and The Sunday Times, and then I let him go. The secret of good tailing is knowing when to stop. I bought a bottle of Worcester Sauce to avert suspicion, and then came home. I could hear the smoke alarm before I even had my key in the door.

She hadn’t heard it, of course. Hadn’t noticed the blue haze either, because she was assembling a triple-decker gut-buster and her Jungle Big Boys CD was playing at full hammer, and also because, inside that big bony head, which I grew and tended like a prize marrow, and evacuated into the world at great cost to my future prospects as a gorgeous piece of snug-fit ass, inside that abnormally large and bony head, the girl has shit for brains.

I explained to her, again, what happens if you leave hot bacon fat to get hotter. She sighed.

I said, ‘What are you doing?’

‘Making a samwidge.’

Bread, bacon, egg, sauce, more bread, more bacon, melted cheese … A dripping ziggurat. Her cardigan sleeves are unravelling from the cuffs up, and still they’re too long; they reach to her furthest knuckles. Everything she does: drinking tea, applying Clearasil, smoking Low Tars, jacking off gormless Gavin while they’re supposed to be revising – it’s all done with fingers a quarter of an inch long.

I said, ‘But we’re having duck.’

Then she told me, with a wad of bread in her mouth, that she was going out. Seeing Alec and his new woman.

‘When?’

‘Later.’

‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘Forgot.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Dunno.’

‘When did he phone?’

‘Before.’

‘Any messages?’

‘No.’

She carried her tea bag slowly, drip, drip, drip, to the pedal bin, wondering at my impertinence. Messages? For me?

I said, ‘Eleanor…’

And she said, ‘God, uh!’ and went back to her pit, humphing and drooping with a face like tallow.

I did the duck anyway. Washed it in lavender honey and dried it with the hair-dryer to make the skin go crisp. Just plain roasted, with a salad of watercress and fat black cherries and a cheeky little Merlot from the two pounds ninety-nine end of the vineyard. I caught a soapy whiff from upstairs. She’d decided to play it clean and glowing for Daddy. Lucky Daddy. A shame none of her knickers have made it into the laundry recently. I turned up Sinatra to drown out ‘Babylon Shall Fall, Motherfuckers’, and wondered whether to do anything else about this man.

A church isn’t the easiest place to pull. Especially not a man who looks like he’s waiting for someone to pinch his crisps. He is a doll though; I am tempted.

It’s stupid even being there really. It’s not as though I don’t have plenty to do – work; seeing people – but I haven’t quite got used to Sundays since Alec went. It used to be our main time together. There weren’t so many Sunday shopping opportunities then. You could maybe drive out to a garden centre, buy a pot plant and a bag of toffees, but that was about it. We used to stay in a lot, knee-deep in newspapers, noticing things about each other. Sucks teeth. Wags foot. Fills cup too full. Breathes in an inconsiderate way.

We tried not to shout, because of Eleanor. Fourteen waking hours though, most Sundays. Seven hundred hours a year, for ten years. You’re bound to miss something like that when it’s gone.

I started going to Mass because I liked the feeling that I’d slipped behind enemy lines. In our house we called them ‘caddies’ and we gave them a wide berth, even Dad’s cousin Jimmy Reilly and all that crowd. The Queen was C of E so that was good enough for us. When Jimmy’s girls got married we were invited to all the weddings, but Mum always knocked that on the head. She said caddie weddings went on for hours and Dad’d have to keep nipping out. I could have been a bridesmaid several times over if it hadn’t been for my dad’s bladder and the length of the nuptial Mass.

I like to go to the eleven o’clock. Get there early and watch people arrive. There’s a woman with a black thing on her head, like a Spanish widow, and this amazing escaping hair. And there’s five men with bad teeth and big red hands, who always come in last and stand at the back. They smoke roll-ups as soon as they get outside. I’d like to meet the joker who sold them a job lot of bright blue suits.

And then there’s himself: dark, shy, a bit sad-looking too. The kind of man who maybe had a fiancée, only she married someone else. He fidgets and bumbles, drops his missal, puts his reading glasses on top of his head and then can’t find them. And very devout. Does the full floor-grazing dip when he genuflects and strikes his chest at the mea culpa. Probably a recent convert.

It was his scarf I noticed first. Lovely soft red wool on one side, yellow paisley lining and a long silky fringe. Quite a style statement for a man who sometimes forgets to tuck his shirt-tail in.

So I followed him, down the road and round the Nip-In, but it’s hard to see how I can make a move on a man who mainly looks at the floor.

A girl with clean hair and a flowery dress appeared in my kitchen; I think we may be related. This was in the divorce settlement: I get close daily contact with bad attitude and unravelling knitwear, and Alec gets two hours a fortnight with a freshly showered sunbeam. Also, he gets to date girls called Sam, who weren’t even born when the Archies had five weeks at Number One with ‘Sugar Sugar’, and I get to stalk middle-aged men who buy banana-flavoured breakfast products. I guess I should have read the small print.

I said, ‘Will you be late?’

‘Dunno.’

‘What’s the plan?’

‘Dunno. Tempinbowlin’.’

‘Have you finished your Geography?’

‘Yeah.’

I knew she hadn’t finished her Geography and she knew I knew, but still we go through the motions. I mean, we’re not talking oxbow lakes here, or the principal crops of the Murray-Darling basin. We are not talking Geography homework that considers the impact of tree-felling on the habitat of the Guaraní Indian. We are talking colouring in the sea. Eleanor believes Manchester is the cultural capital of the Western world, but she couldn’t find it on a map, even if you held a Stanley knife to her throat and told her her life depended on it. ‘Up the motorway,’ she’d say. No curiosity, no enthusiasm, and just the one facial expression. When she was born the nurse said, ‘You have a lovely healthy baby girl,’ but I think she’s actually some advanced form of fish.

The new woman stayed in the car while Alec and Eleanor re-bonded, but I had a good look. He’d better watch out if he’s planning on sitting between the pair of them at the bowling alley. He could get both his eyes put out. Senior Executive Blinded By Synchronized Hair-Tossers.

‘Oh yeah,’ she said, halfway into the car, ‘I forgot. Aunty Yvonne phoned. Said go for tea if you like, being as you’re all on your own.’

Thank you, Eleanor. I’m not sure if some of the hard of hearing in the outer reaches of Selly Oak with triple-glazed windows actually caught that, but thank you anyway for trying.


I ate too much duck and felt sick. Then I made a Today list:

Make lists for week etc.

Call Yvonne.

Think what to say to your mother.

Call Adam and end it.

List for week:

Dry-cleaning. Light bulbs.

Gas Consumers’ Council.

Tetanus appointment.

Apples, quinces? Possibly plums.

Investigate smell.

List for month:

VAT.

Suede shoes.

Get hair cut.

Drink less coffee.

Throw out spices that were best before end 1993.

Rest of Life:

Read proper literature.

Do bum lifts.

Stop saying, ‘Yes,’ when the operator says, ‘Will you hold?’

I called Adam. I said, ‘It’s only me. I wondered if you fancied dinner some time this week.’ Long silence.

‘I’m very busy.’

‘OK, it was just a thought.’

Even longer silence.

‘Was there anything else?’

So I said, ‘Look, Adam, this is ridiculous. I mean, we’re two grown-up people and we’ve had some nice evenings over the past year. You know, nice, grown-up, no strings, but the thing is, where is this relationship going, you know? If I don’t hear from you in twelve weeks, I mean it’s been twelve weeks, what am I supposed to … you know? Are you trying to say something? I think we need to sit down and talk about … us. You know?’

Silence without end.

‘This is exactly my point, Adam. I mean if you just sit there not saying anything, how am I supposed to know how you feel about us? That’s why I thought dinner . . . How about Tuesday? Or Wednesday?’

‘Why don’t I call you some time?’

‘OK. Have you got someone with you? OK. How’s it going?’

‘Very well. Very busy.’

‘Great. You must be pleased. Family all right? Has your sister recovered from her slipped disc?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right. Well . . . I’ll leave it to you to call me then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hope I didn’t disturb anything. I thought Sunday, you know, probably as good a time as any. Anyway, mustn’t keep you.’

‘Goodbye.’

I know, I’ve ended up giving him another chance. But I’m recording this in my diary, and if he hasn’t called me in four weeks time, or six weeks, say, in case he’s away at a conference or anything, if he doesn’t call in the next six weeks, then it’s definitely curtains. The thing with Adam is, you do have to make some allowances because he lives in a world of his own. He gets into that lab and life outside might just as well not exist. I’ve thrown away so many dinners. He’s quite brilliant, of course. Very highly rated in cell-death circles. And he can be lovely, like the time he brought me sugared almonds from Paris. And he’s about the right age. He’s single. He only wears his nylon over-trousers when the weather’s really bad. Anyway, I’ve laid my cards on the table. I couldn’t have made myself clearer. So it’s up to him now. Six weeks. No call and he’s history.

Mum phoned. The big question of the day was, should she wait in tomorrow for her window-cleaner? See, he should have come last Monday, because it was the second Monday in the month, only he didn’t. Now, should she expect him tomorrow, or not until the next month’s second Monday? It’s a tough one. Some people might wonder why she’d even think of staying home for a man who’s only going to smear a dirty chamois leather across the outside of her windows. She’s protecting her reputation. She likes to settle up as soon as a job’s done. Doesn’t want tradesmen putting it about that she’s a bad payer. Pensioner Bankrupts Small Family Business.

She said, ‘You haven’t got much to say for yourself.’ It was true. I always feel the news drain out of me the moment I hear her voice. I should have had something ready, some decoy news bulletin for her to squeeze the life out of. It was on my list of things to do, but I don’t always do them in the order I write them down.

I told her about Eleanor’s school trip to Brontë country. Just threw it to her, like a bone to a dog. ‘Me and your father went there,’ she said, ‘and you should have seen what they were asking for a pot of tea and a scone.’ She said Mrs Sanderson keeps inviting her in for cups of coffee, but she’s told her she has a sister not well in Coventry and she needs to stay in for the phone. My mother has invented a sister in Coventry so she won’t have to go to Mrs Sanderson’s for coffee, because once you start hobnobbing with people and getting involved you never know where it’ll end. Coffee Morning Bomb Factory Shock.

My dad used to claim he’d met Ava Gardner, but only when he’d had more than one Mackeson. So I suppose there is a fanciful tendency in the family, but I don’t think I could be bothered inventing a sister. You’d have to think up a name and a whole long history about her. I don’t always tell people about Philip, and he’s real.

I said, ‘What’s her name?’

She said, ‘Who?’

‘This sister. Is she close to death?’

She said, ‘There’s no call for cleverness.’

I said, ‘But no, Mum, think, you can’t let her die – ever. You’ll have to let her see you out. She’s all that stands between you and coffee with Mrs Sanderson. It’ll have to be a chronic condition; something that flares up at short notice. And she ought to have a name. Oh what a tangled web we weave…’

She said, ‘People never used to be in and out of each other’s houses. Sometimes you have to tell a little fib, when folks keep angling to get pally.’

I told her about the gas bill I’m querying and about bumping into Megan from college, and then I couldn’t think of any more things to tell her about that wouldn’t matter if she spoiled them. I just ran at the point of her fruit knife with my breast bared. I said, ‘I’m having some new photos done. For the TV Times,’ and she said, ‘Will they send a hairdresser? And some nice tops for you to wear? Your hair has never looked as nice as it did when Auntie Edie permed it.’ So there we have it. My mother has despised my hair since 1963.


Alec could work wonders with my mother. To him it was a kind of low-cost light entertainment. He just agreed with everything she said, and then some. It didn’t matter how many times he had to contradict himself, he always stayed on the winning team. Always egged her on with lavish noises of encouragement. ‘That’s right, Muriel, that’s right.’ She never mentions him now. When I told her we were splitting up she didn’t say anything, just plumped the sofa cushions. I’d have quite liked it if she’d called him a bastard, just once, but it’s as though Alec never happened. She’s like a combine harvester: whatever you chuck in her path she flattens it, and it comes out the other end in a nice compact little parcel that won’t be any bother to anyone. If you wanted conflict with my mother you’d have to cut the juice, stop the combine harvester from rolling, only you can’t. It’s unstoppable.

At home, if anyone produced evidence for the defence, or cross-examined her about her wide-ranging world view, she’d say things, just to keep the air waves busy. ‘It wouldn’t do if we all thought the same.’ That was her 13-amp circuit-breaker. She used that when she thought things were getting too hot. But things never did get too hot. Dad just ate his tea and did as he was told. He’d have jumped off the top of the brickworks chimney if Mum had advised it.

I said, ‘We’ll come and see you. On a weekend when Eleanor hasn’t got too much homework.’

That’s what happens. Once she’s needled me, I start making rash offers, trying to get her back to a position where she might say something nice. She could have said, ‘My Lizzie. In the TV Times! I shall have to tell them all at the Toc H.’ But she said, ‘There’s no need to come specially, I know you’re busy. It was on Woman’s Hour about single-parent families and how the kiddies suffer. And Yvonne and Philip get over once a fortnight.’

Offside again. She’s got blood pressure and a hiatus hernia and she needs a nap in the afternoon, and yet she whips round, every time, and leaves me offside.

I did call Yvonne, but not until it was too late to go for tea. She said, ‘Don’t sit indoors, girl. Come round if you like. There’s ham left, and he’s out. Kayleigh’s in a baton-twirling contest in Lichfield and he’s gone along for the ride. Saw you on the telly Thursday. I liked your blouse.’

Philip was born in 1953. I was seven. Nurse Smith came, with a wart between her eyebrows. She said, ‘Don’t you go bothering your mother.’ I never bothered my mother. It was nice after he was born. We got big tins of National dried milk that made great pancakes, and bottles of Welfare orange that I helped Philip to drink. I got new friends too. Susan Carter and Wendy Flitcroft cultivated me after that because they liked babies. He cried a lot, Philip. His top lip and his chin were always sore and his romper elastic dug into his legs. That’s what baby boys wore then: smocked rompers, to look like Prince Charles. One time Philip cried because a piece of coal spat out of the fire and startled him, and I got the blame and a red mark from Mum’s hand on my leg. It wasn’t his fault. Wendy Flitcroft used to come round and bounce him up and down. Then one day he hiccupped on her and she said, ‘Your kid smells cheesy.’ She stopped coming round, and quite a few people, like about all forty-two members of Top Infants, started calling me Cheesy.

Philip I can take or leave these days. He’s very quiet; very slow. If you ask him anything he stays stock still, blinking, and then, just when you’ve decided he can’t have heard you, he answers, but he always sounds like he’s trying the answer out, to see if it’s the one you wanted.

He’s worked at the Leccy Board since he left school, but I’m not sure what he does there. It’s something to do with appliances, and sometimes he gets het up about somebody called Brian who doesn’t follow correct procedure. That’s when his psoriasis comes back, when he’s had a run-in with Brian over correct procedure. I do know they have cream cakes all round on people’s birthdays.

Yvonne worked for the Board too, in the wages office. She asked Philip out because he was a bit backward at coming forward, and then, later on, she told him they might as well get married. She left wages just before she had Kayleigh and never went back. She did payroll for a few people from home – small businesses. She’s very good with figures. The time we all went to the Gardenia for pizzas she just ran her eye down the bill and she knew straight off it was wrong.

After the bookkeeping she did selling: carpet shampoos, venetian-blind brushes, stuff like that – selling to neighbours and anybody she knew. I was glad when she packed that in; the cans of oven cleaner were piling up mightily. Then after Scott was born she did diet counselling for Trim-Tru. And now she’s a colour consultant. Fifty quid to play with her fabric swatches for an hour and find out whether you can really wear mauve. I like Yvonne.


Eleanor played up this morning. Said she ached everywhere and she’d only got Social Studies and Information Technology, so shouldn’t she stay home and not infect people? I made her go. How can I concentrate on what I’m doing knowing she’s on the loose? Boiling empty kettles and dyeing her hair without doing a test strand. Then the traffic was backing up to the Ivy Bush, and I got a less than charming reception from Alison when I did eventually get to the studio. She said, ‘We’re cutting you by four minutes and moving stars for the week to Tuesday. We’ve had to make room for some religious miracle in Sparkbrook. So decide what you’re going to drop and then get yourself into make-up.’ The running order was French Manicures, Surrogate Mothers (with viewers’ phone calls), Recipes for that Glut of Apples, the Milk-Drinking Statue – Miracle or Hoax? and Patchwork Quilts for the Nineties.

Stuart was going through his notes with Meredith and the new production assistant. No sign of Kim. I went into make-up and she wasn’t there either. Tiff put the little plastic cape on me and mouthed, ‘She’s in the la-la. Not very well.’ You get the full grimacing works from Tiff when she’s divulging things about someone who may just be within a ten-mile radius. Eyes rolling towards the last-known location of, mouth gurning and shuddering away, whether it’s good news or bad. Bad is her speciality. Anyway, the salient points were, Kim had turned up in a short skirt and high-gloss tights, Meredith had said her legs looked like pork sausages and she should lay off the Danish pastries, Stuart had pitched in and said it could be water retention – he’d been reading about it in New Woman – and he thought she looked great, really great for forty-six, and Kim had run off the set saying she quit and none of it was any of Stuart’s fucking business, and anyway, as he perfectly well knew, she was only thirty-eight. Star Kim In Birth Certificate Mix-Up.

Tiff said, ‘So she’s still in there. I’m going to have to do her right from scratch when she comes out. Look up for me, don’t blink. And let’s face it, even Pan-Stik’s got its limits. I’m just going to put some more concealer on your dark circles. You ought to try sleeping with the window open. And the thing is, if she does the show looking blotchy it reflects very badly on me. People write in. Make a nice big mouth for me. Did you do anything at the weekend? We ordered our new settee. They’ve got an Autumn Price Slash Extravaganza at World of Leather. Twelve weeks for delivery. Nice big mouth again. And Saturday night we went to a party out in Rubery. Six Malibu and lemonades and I didn’t feel as if I’d had
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