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Dedication

To all the hamsters I’ve loved and lost

For The Speck, The Scrap, The Moose, The Witch, and The Patriarchy
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Prologue

As a very last resort, before I chose how to make my exit from the world, I decided to see a doctor.

“My mess is a bit of a life right now,” I mumbled. “Wait, that came out wrong . . .”

She indicated that I should elaborate. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t speak. The words wouldn’t come. They were there but they were out of my reach. She referred me to a therapist.

I went and I said nothing. I didn’t know what to say; I didn’t want to say anything, and even if I did want to say something, the alien and the moths and Godzilla and the Dark Overlord Beaver made it impossible.

After weeks of silence, I was losing hope.

Her: How are you?

Me:

I tried to speak, but the moths were flapping furiously in my brain, the alien was pounding on my chest, Godzilla was stomping all over my inner Tokyo, and the Dark Overlord Beaver was tucking into my intestines.

Her: Can you tell me what’s going on?

Me:

The moths began bombarding and ricocheting inside my skull, the alien had acquired some kind of enormous mallet, Godzilla was roaring and obliterating my inner Tokyo, and the Dark Overlord Beaver was now gorging on my innards.

Her: Can you tell me how you’re feeling?

Me:

I summoned all my strength to reply and took a deep breath in. The moths suddenly stopped flapping; the alien stopped mid-pound; Godzilla stood, helicopter drumstick in hand and foot hovering over a building; the Dark Overlord Beaver put down my lower intestine. They all cocked their heads and listened to what I was going to say next.

I swallowed. I breathed. I swallowed and breathed. Simultaneously. Triggering a coughing fit. Godzilla rolled his eyes. The Dark Overlord Beaver and the alien exchanged a weary look. A moth tutted. And they all resumed what they were doing.

Her: Are you anxious about anything?

I nodded.

Her: Can you tell me some of the things that worry you?

I shook my head.

Her: Maybe you could write them down . . . ?

And so I did.




We’re all doomed

My earliest memory is of sitting in my stroller in the snow. I was three. My mum said to my brother, “Don’t fall over in the snow.” Then my brother fell over in the snow.

This made me realize:


	Bad Things happen.

	Bad Things happen even if you tell the Bad Thing not to happen.

	We’re all doomed.






Who am I?

One day when I was at nursery school, my dad came to collect me. I remember looking up from my crayoning and seeing him at the door. I waited to be called but nobody called me. Finally, when all the other children had gone, I was allowed to leave.

As we walked home, Dad explained that when the teacher asked him who he had come for, he couldn’t remember my name.

So instead he described me.

“She’s small.”

The teacher said he’d have to narrow it down.

“She’s small with curly hair.”

The teacher said he’d have to narrow it down some more.

In the end, the best he could come up with was “Emily’s friend.”

After that I worried that I wasn’t really me. I worried that I was a different friend of Emily’s and nobody had noticed.




In the event of my death . . .

When I was little, I used to worry that I would die in the night and that my family would not be able to manage.

So I would write notes with useful information like:

The peanut butter is in the cupboard that has the broken handle.

Hammy likes to have sunflower seeds for breakfast.

We need more tiddlywinks because I ate them to see if they tasted like Smarties.

Tiddlywinks do not taste like Smarties.




Bad news

One day I arrived at nursery late. All the other children were there. My favorite place on the rug was taken—the one where you could hold a crayon against the radiator and watch while it melted.

As I unzipped my anorak, I realized that everyone in the room was singing “We’re Going to the Zoo.”

This sent me into total panic. I absolutely on no account wanted to go to the zoo with other children. Not now. I’d had no warning. I wasn’t prepared. I had the wrong socks on. Also, since when did people deliver horrific news in the form of a song? It seemed inappropriate.

Could I run? Could I hide? I zipped my anorak back up and considered barricading myself in the playhouse. As I crawled, sniper style, towards the plastic door, the children started singing “Jack and Jill Went Up the Hill.” Now there’s a song. Short, succinct, and with a clear health and safety message. Why on earth were these people in favor of going to the zoo, when a mere trip up a hill caused one child to break his head and another to suffer from numerous undisclosed injuries? Luckily, after a quick burst of “Humpty Dumpty” (who, let’s remember, died from sitting on a wall), they wandered outside to play in the sandpit. They must have changed their minds about going to the zoo. Disaster averted.




Good news

I hated milk. One morning at nursery, the teacher told me I couldn’t play with the other children until I had drunk my milk. Sometimes everything goes right. I didn’t want to play with the other children AND I didn’t want to drink my milk. I sat inside on the floor the whole day.

That was a good day.
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The Patriarchy

We had a goldfish, a cat, a hamster, and a tortoise—who hibernated all year round (so on reflection was probably dead)—but none of them would let me dress them up in my Snoopy’s outfits or have tea parties with me. What we needed was a dog.

I really, really wanted a dog. My brother wanted a dog so he could train her to do tricks. My mum wanted a dog because she prefers them to humans. But my dad said NO. We were watching Nationwide at the time. The theme tune was like a dirge to my hopes. We pleaded but he declared he was going to have to Put His Foot Down.

The next day we got a dog. Flo lived for eighteen years. Dad said every time he looked at Flo, it reminded him of the Day He Put His Foot Down. This is why we have referred to Dad as The Patriarchy ever since. And this is why I have never Put My Foot Down about anything. Ever.




Love and marriage

Mum always claimed she’d married Dad for his money and was just biding her time until she found out where he’d hidden it. (Fifty-eight years later, he remains tight-lipped.) Sometimes, when I was walking Flo with my mum, a wedding car would pass and my mum would wave her arms and shout, “Don’t do it, you fools!” as it went by.

My mum never wore her wedding ring. But that might have been because I put it where the bulb goes in the lamp in the living room and when she switched the lamp on, it blew up.




Monsters under the bed

I used to worry about the monsters under my bed a lot. Were they comfy enough? How could they sleep on a hard floor surrounded by crumbs and dust? Sometimes I slept under the bed so that they could have a turn on top.




Words

School was a hideous shock. For one thing, it was full of children and children are idiots. Loud idiots. It made me incredibly anxious. As I stepped into school, it was like being winded. I couldn’t speak, I could barely breathe.

People would say I was shy. Teachers would demand that I speak. But the words just wouldn’t come. They were there but they were out of my reach.




Tooth Fairy

I lost my first tooth biting into a toffee apple. I was alarmed but my mum tried to cheer me up by telling me about the Tooth Fairy. This was unwise. I was troubled by the concept of some weird old fairy breaking into my house while I was asleep and then taking body parts in exchange for money. It was the slippery slope. Where would it end? Was there an Ear Fairy? Was there a Toe Fairy? If I tucked my hand under my pillow while I was sleeping, would she take that? Sometimes at night, my head would end up under my pillow. And my head had teeth in it. Would she just take the whole thing? What was a fairy’s load-lifting capacity? And why did nobody have the answers to the really important questions?




Different pillows

Sometimes we went to stay with Nan and Bok. This made me very anxious indeed. They had different pillows.

Nan wore shiny blouses and smelled of cupboards. Bok had a knee that clicked on the twelfth stair whenever he went upstairs.

As soon as we arrived, Nan would put us in the bath and scrub us clean. Then she would cut our hair with the kitchen scissors and then march us to the shoe shop to buy shoes that pinched my toes.

I could never sleep at Nan and Bok’s because I was too clean. And they had nylon sheets. And my too-clean body would just spin in the nylon sheets and I couldn’t get comfy.

Sometimes Bok would come and tell me stories to help me get to sleep. It was too dark to see him. I could just see the glowing end of his cigarette.

My favorite stories were “Naughty Georgie” stories. I loved these because not only was the Georgie in these stories naughty, but she didn’t worry about it. She didn’t worry about anything.




Jimmy

When I was four, I was given the record of Jimmy Osmond’s “Tweedle Dee” for Christmas. (For those of you who don’t remember, Jimmy was Donny’s brother, the ninth Osmond child). I also appeared in the Nativity play as Stable Door. God’s appearance in my life coinciding with Jimmy Osmond’s appearance in my life was a little confusing and, for a long time, I thought they were the same person. The same happened with Bob Dylan and Santa Claus.

Even as an adult I can’t quite shake the image of God as Jimmy Osmond in a sheet.

This may be the problem I have with religion. Having a podgy pre-pubescent Mormon as a God isn’t very reassuring. I mean, I love the song “Tweedle Dee,” but somehow I don’t feel my fate is safe in his chubby, slightly sweaty hands.




Baby bird

I started writing before I could write. I would speak stories into a tape machine in a breathy, snotty voice. They were all, without exception, about baby budgies who fell out of nests and couldn’t find their way home. It’s a niche genre. I would like to say that these stories have been kept and treasured—but I’m pretty sure they got taped over with Santa Claus singing “Blowin’ in the Wind.”




Fluffy

When I was little I used to think that sheep were clouds that had fallen to earth. On cloudy days I used to worry that I would be squashed by a sheep.




Fame

Fame came early for me. The teachers at school informed my parents that some photographers had visited the school and I was going to be on the front cover of a book. They were very excited.

This was the book.
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In answer to your question, no, I never did learn to adjust. And in answer to your other question, yes, that is a yellow smock coupled with some green polyester flares.




Finding my voice

At school I spent every second of my time with My Best Friend David. We held hands all day.

I would wear my yellow polyester smock and my green polyester flares. He would wear a zip-up brown polyester cardigan and purple polyester flares. We were a highly flammable couple.

My Best Friend David was more confident than me. My Best Friend David didn’t worry. My Best Friend David liked talking to people. My Best Friend David liked new things and adventure. My Best Friend David encouraged me to speak. He did this by teaching me to swear. But he explained that if we said a syllable each it wouldn’t be so bad.

My Best Friend David: Fu

Me: king

My Best Friend David: Ass

Me: hole

Those were my first words at school.




Happy endings

When I was five, I asked for a pet canary. We got on the number 12 bus and went to the pet shop. I chose a green-and-yellow canary with a noble look in his eye. On the way home, we passed Nelson’s Column. I realized Nelson must have been very important because he had a column and everything. So I decided Nelson was a good name for my canary.

I wish I could tell you Nelson was happy, but he didn’t like being in a cage and he didn’t like my cat or my dog. Soon his feathers started to fall out. He seemed listless and spent a lot of time at the bottom of his cage looking depressed. The noble look in his eye changed to a demoralized and defeated look.

One day I came home from school and the cage door was open and Nelson was gone. Mum told me that Nelson had escaped and had flown off and was probably living happily with a lady canary and had built a cozy nest somewhere. I missed Nelson but I was pleased for him.

A few years later I mentioned Nelson to The Patriarchy and said it was sad what had happened to him (meaning the feathers and the depression and the defeated look) and The Patriarchy said, “I know, it was awful, I had to take him in the garden and club him to death with a brick. It took ages for him to die.”

“But I thought he escaped and found a lady canary and built a cozy nest?” I said, alarmed.

“Oh yes. That’s right,” said The Patriarchy. “That’s what happened.”

This taught me that there’s no such thing as happy endings.
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Giants

Sometimes when we were going into the West End, we would walk to Elephant and Castle to get the Tube. Elephant and Castle, despite its exotic name, was a particularly drab part of London. It had two giant roundabouts and a green shopping center with an actual elephant on top. On one roundabout, a huge metal slab crouched which was definitely a UFO. I didn’t like walking in the subways beneath the UFO because they smelled of wee and because that would almost certainly be where the aliens would hang about waiting to kidnap humans and experiment on them.

Near the other roundabout was one of many enormous new council estates. One had a play area near the road which was some sloped concrete, some giant concrete globes, and then smaller concrete pillars jutting up from the ground, which looked like teeth with litter caught in the gaps. I had no idea how to play on this play area but I was intrigued. I made The Patriarchy stand for hours while I tried to solve the puzzle of the playground. There must have been a way of having fun; I just couldn’t work out what it was.

More fun than the playground was the Tube. Riding on the squealing wooden escalator, walking down the long subways with hot wind blowing at you, waiting on the platform and hearing the distant roar thundering in the tunnel. I used to worry that it was a giant hurtling towards us. And then when the Tube arrived, all lights and noise and shrieking brakes, I would be a bit disappointed that it wasn’t a giant.




Action Man

Our dog, Flo, had not delivered in terms of dressing up in my Snoopy’s clothes and having tea parties. All my pets devoted most of their time to running away from me. This was disappointing.

My brother was not bothered about the animal exodus. He was too busy playing with his Action Man. I suddenly REALLY wanted an Action Man. An Action Man could not die (fish), hibernate (tortoise), move next door (cat), “fly away” (canary), or devote his life to avoiding me (dog).

I begged my brother to give me one of his Action Man figures—so he gave me his old Action Man, which had one leg. The problem was, I wanted an Action Man with two legs. (I know, I know, on top of everything else I was a body fascist.) When it was my birthday I told everyone that I wanted a new Action Man because my old Action Man only had one leg, which meant that he couldn’t get around very well. Bok assured me he had it covered.

On the day of my birthday, Nan and Bok handed me a package and I unwrapped it excitedly. This was my new Action Man! But no, inside the package was a small wheelchair which Bok had made out of wood. Now my Action Man could get around.

This taught me that adults are idiots.




The weather report

Mum has always had a complicated relationship with the weather. Every morning the first thing she does is to get the newspaper and look up the weather in every place she has ever been to—a bit like stalking an ex.

So, often, when I came down to breakfast, I was greeted with a furious “You’ll never guess what it’s doing in Honfleur!”

And whatever it was doing was seen as some kind of personal provocation or betrayal.




Haiku

I went to a school where you only had to go to school if you felt it was right for you to go to school that day. Quite often I felt it was right for me to stay at home and play with the dog (much to Flo’s horror).

When I did go to school, we spent a lot of time lying on the carpet or expressing ourselves through finger painting or Plasticine. The closest I got to doing maths was when my teacher Jean sent me out to buy cigarettes for her and I had to come back with the right change. Sometimes my other teacher, Howard, took me home on the back of his motorbike.

Occasionally Henry, the headmaster, would gather us all together and decide we were going to have A Proper Lesson. He would sometimes tell us about the plague or else about triangles. But usually he got us to write haikus. He seemed really determined that if nothing else we would leave primary school having mastered the Japanese tradition of short-form poetry.

Counting syllables

Is the only thing I learned

When I was at school.




Mr. Benn

I used to love watching Mr. Benn. Mr. Benn was a show about a man wearing a black suit and a bowler hat who visits a fancy-dress costume shop where he is invited by the mustachioed, fez-wearing shopkeeper to try on an exotic costume. He then goes through a magic door at the back of the changing room and has an adventure before the shopkeeper reappears to lead him back to the changing room, and the story comes to an end.

I never missed an episode. Not because I too yearned for escape and adventure, but because I hoped that one day, he would not change into his outfit magically, and I might actually get to see him in his pants. But I never saw any pants. And that’s when I learned about disappointment.




Zoo

Granny and Grandpa lived near London Zoo. We used to go to the zoo a lot.

Whenever we went to the zoo, Granny would ask, “Which was your favorite animal?”

And I would answer, “The pigeons on the paths.” And then she would swear.
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“Georgia Pritchett is a singularly hilarious
person. Her book is a delightful and perfect
reflection of her. Its tenderness sneaks up
on you and really packs a punch. What a
magnificent read!”

—JULIA LOUIS-DREYFUS






