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ABOUT THE BOOK

‘I’ve lived through ten iOS upgrades on my Mac – and that’s just something I use to muck about on Twitter. Surely capitalism is due an upgrade or two?’

When Caitlin Moran sat down to choose her favourite pieces for her new book she realised that they all seemed to join up. Turns out, it’s the same old problems and the same old ass-hats.

Then she thought of the word ‘Moranifesto’, and she knew what she had to do…

This is Caitlin’s engaging and amusing rallying call for our times. Combining the best of her recent columns with lots of new writing unique to this book, Caitlin deals with topics as pressing and diverse as 1980s swearing, benefits, boarding schools and why the internet is like a drunken toddler.

Whilst never afraid to address the big issues of the day – such as Benedict Cumberbatch and duffel coats – Caitlin also makes a passionate effort to understand our 21st century society and presents us with her ‘Moranifesto’ for making the world a better place.

The polite revolution starts here! Please.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Caitlin Moran is the eldest of eight children, home-educated on a council estate in Wolverhampton, believing that if she were very good and worked very hard, she might one day evolve into Bill Murray.

She published a children’s novel, The Chronicles of Narmo, at the age of 16, and became a columnist at The Times at 18. She went on to be named Columnist of the Year five times. At one point she was also Interviewer and Critic of the Year, which is good going for someone who still regularly mistypes ‘the’ as ‘hte’. Her multi-award-winning bestseller How to Be a Woman has been published in 25 countries and won British Book Awards Book of the Year 2011. Her second book, Moranthology, was a Sunday Times bestseller, and her novel How To Build a Girl, debuted at number one. She co-writes the Channel 4 sitcom Raised by Wolves with her sister, Caroline.

Caitlin lives on Twitter with her husband and two children, where she spends her time tweeting either about civil rights issues, or that picture of Bruce Springsteen when he was 25, and has his top off. She would like to be remembered as ‘a very sexual humanitarian’.
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To ‘Lizzie’ and ‘Nancy’ – HANG THE WET TOWELS UP THEY CANNOT DRY ON THE FLOOR FOR THE LOVE OF BABY JESUS HANG THE TOWELS ON THE TOWEL RAIL YOU ARE BREAKING A GOOD WOMAN HERE

Also to Nye Bevan. Thank you for approximately half of my life


INTRODUCTION

So, welcome to my second collection of writing. Hello! I embrace you. I am sorry about the smell. I get very sweaty when I write. I don’t know why. One day, I will learn how to varnish my armpits, and it will be easier to be my friend again. Until then – I apologise.

I’ve been a columnist for twenty-three years now. I started when I was seventeen, at The Times, when I faxed them a speculative column from the fax machine at the Stars newsagent on Warstones Drive, Wolverhampton.

The Times offered me a job, so I moved down to London, and started writing about what I knew: pop music, TV, film, radio. Life stuff, like, ‘What to do in a nightclub’ (always work out a dance routine in advance; keep your money in your bra) and ‘How to smoke a cigarette in a cool way’ (always make sure you put it in your mouth the right way round; the taste of smouldering filter is deeply unpleasant).

Mainly, I just tried to be funny. And I stayed away from anything political – because politics wasn’t for seventeen-year-old girls trying to be funny. That was for serious adult men, in suits, who knew people in Parliament, or had been politicians themselves, or wanted to be politicians in the future. Politics was for the political people, and I was not one of them.

Anyway, the years passed and I grew up, and, as one does, I read the newspapers, and I watched the news, and I started to have opinions on politics – this is stupid! That is amazing! Why are we not doing this? – but still I didn’t write about politics: because I wasn’t a Professional Politics Person. I thought that ‘the grown-ups’ would round on me if I did – that they would read that column and point out that I did not have the education, or knowledge, to have an opinion on these things, and I would be shamed for writing something foolish, or ignorant, or which didn’t go into huge details about the Whig government of 1715.

But then, in 2011, I wrote How to Be a Woman in a huge, five-month frenzy. I had spent years wanting to write a book about feminism, but had thought it would be the same deal as with politics: that feminism was a job for Professional Feminist People, and that it wasn’t something you could rock up to unless you’d been to the right university, joined the right groups, read the right books and learned the right history and terminology. Maybe you’d even need to know about the Whig government of 1715 here, too. I didn’t know. It was entirely possible.

However, the arrival of my daughters viscerally over-rode that fear: as they began school, I became so wild with panic that they would, as they started to go out in society, have to deal with all the same crushing, debilitating, time-wasting, unjoyous bullshit I’d had to deal with when I was their age – the same, anxious, enraging, dull deforming of the female spirit – that I wrote the book anyway. I wanted to write something that laid out, all in one place, as much as I was able, why the world is as it is for women, and pass on as many tools as I was able for them to analyse it, and deal with it, while at the same time detailing all the times I’d been a massive knobhead, so they could, maybe, avoid perhaps half of all the mistakes I’d made.

And when How to Be a Woman took off, in the most unexpected way – despite me not being a Professional Feminist Person – I started to think, Maybe there’s something to learn here. Maybe you don’t need to be the “right” kind of person to write about big things. Maybe anyone thoughtful, and making an effort, can contribute to the debate. Maybe there are thousands of us who are not thinking, and not writing, and not talking – just because we think we are the wrong kind of person. So – I am going to write about politics, now. Firstly, because I think I should; and secondly, because I’m old enough now not to care if people think I can’t. I love getting older. You might lose skin elasticity, but you also lose the amount of fucks you give. It’s awesome.

So I rang my editor at The Times and told her that I would now like to give up my humorous column in the Magazine, and move to the Op-Ed pages – because that’s where all the Professional Political People write – and that I would write only serious political pieces from now on. Because you can’t write a column for a glossy magazine where, one week, you detail how much you hate printers, and then the next, Syria. That’s just not one of the careers on offer.

And she replied, ‘You massive idiot. Of course you can do both. In fact, you should do both. There’s a whole section of people who’ll never read the Op-Ed pages, because they don’t think politics is for them – but they’ll read it if they come across it accidentally, in a glossy magazine. Really, it’s the only place you should write about politics, if you want to reach as many people as possible. I’m going to say it again – you’re a massive idiot.’

So, I stayed – and this collection is the result of that conversation.

To my great relief, I didn’t have to give up the fun, joyous stuff – and so half of what follows is getting drunk with Benedict Cumberbatch; boggling over the rainy, catastrophic Queen’s Jubilee; hangovers; cystitis; and being quite angry about the utter betraying motherfuck properties of printers. It’s reviewing documentaries about David Bowie and falling in love with him all over again; wishing I could wear tights all year round; and sharing all my hard-won advice about dealing with people on the 5:2 Diet.

And the other half is about the wider world, which starts to feel far less abstract, and closer, and more pressing, as you get older: Syria, abortion, welfare, rape, the death of Margaret Thatcher, FGM, sex-work, renewable energy, ironic bigotry, boarding schools, refugees, austerity and inequality. The things which shape the outside world – which seem distant, merely ‘issues’ – but which at any minute can come into your house, or that of those you love, and blow all their plans away. The stuff we think we can escape when we shut the front door – only to find it has come in through the kitchen window and is sitting on the table, waiting for you. Setting fire to your books, and your calendar, and your life.

And as I collected all these pieces together for this book, I started to see that a lot of what I was saying all seemed to … join up a bit. That these things interconnect – of course they do! Everything in the world is interconnected! The primary point of that Kevin Bacon game was to teach us this! – and that my instinct was to start trying to lay these things out in some form of world view, in which I might make suggestions for how I think things might change.

Basically, I thought it would be cowardly not to. After twenty-three years of commenting on things, you’re not really just commenting on things any more. You’re starting to … suggest alternatives. You’re forming a plan. And once you’ve thought of the word ‘Moranifesto’ you know what you have to do. Make a cup of tea, roll up a ciggie, put on David Bowie and play that classic working-class game: ‘How I would change the world.’

But alongside this blatant attempt at world domination, this book is a snapshot of where we are now, sixteen years into the new century: what Starbucks really is (here), what the Olympics can mean (here), why hipsters should be loved (here), how Lena Dunham’s Girls changed all the rules of television (here), how bacon rules the Western world (here) and why it’s a toss-up between the urethra (here), the legs (here) and the face (here) as to which is the most problematic part of a modern woman’s body.

I hope you enjoy reading it. I ate a lot of cheese writing it – not that I regret this decision at all. If I have any motto, in my later years, it is ‘Never regret the cheese’. Je Ne Regrette Brie-en.


THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, WHERE WE LIVE

So! Let’s get started. As the philosophers Roxette said, so eloquently, ‘Don’t bore us – get to the chorus.’ Let’s begin with …

 

 

… a scientifically-provable, universal truth.

NO ONE WANTS TO GO OUT

We’re sitting on the sofa with the kids, watching You’ve Been Framed. I haven’t seen the show for years. Coming to it fresh, it seems to be an unspeakable montage of horrific testicular injuries, and unstable toddlers being terrified by massive dogs. All I can see is pain, and fear. It’s like some awful illustration of the fragility of human existence. With rewinds. The children are laughing at it, joyously.

‘He fell!’ Nancy gurgles. ‘On his head!’

‘What time is it?’ my husband asks, staring at the screen.

‘Nearly six,’ I reply. ‘We should start getting ready.’

The babysitter is due – we’re both going out tonight. My husband is off to see the KPM Allstars Big Band – a collection of TV theme-tune composers who gig four or five times a year, rolling out all their big hits: Countdown, Grange Hill, Dave Allen at Large, Channel 4 News. Apparently, last time they played everyone sang along to the Channel 4 News theme, with the spontaneously composed lyrics of ‘Channel 4/Channel 4/Channel 4/Channel 4/Channel 4/NEWS!’

I, meanwhile, am going to a gay club in Vauxhall where – if it’s anything like the last time I went – I will end up soaked in sweat, dancing to Azealia Banks with a bearded man in a rubber dress, margined on gin.

We have both chosen our nights out to cater exactly to our interests and desires. These nights have been on the calendar for months. They are our rewards for being hard-working employees and parents.

‘I don’t want to go,’ my husband says.

‘Neither do I,’ I say.

We continue sitting on the sofa.

‘I’m really tired,’ my husband says, piteously.

‘Vauxhall is so far away,’ I weep. ‘It’s practically in France.’

There is a pause. A man falls off a chalet roof and crumples his thoracic vertebrae. The kids scream with laughter.

‘The thing is,’ I say, ‘no one ever wants to go out.’

My husband nods sadly.

‘No one ever wants to go out,’ I continue. ‘At the point when you write down the night out in your calendar, that’s the most excited you’ll ever be about it. After that, every day that passes, you become a little less enthusiastic about the whole endeavour. This reaches its finite point on the morning of the night out itself, when you wake up to find that the engagement is lying across your face like the body of a dead horse. It is like a warning. A terrible, terrible warning.’

‘Why have I put something in my life in the slot where I would usually be having a hot bath, and a bowl of cereal, then watching BBC4?’ Pete says, miserably. ‘What was I thinking I would achieve? Something better than that? There’s nothing better than that. I have made a terrible error, vis–à–vis the other side’s grass.’

I think back over my social life. One of the most enjoyable drunken nights I’ve ever had with my friend Grace was both of us admitting we’d spent the whole afternoon wishing the other one would cancel.

‘I was sitting at home, going, “She’s not had cystitis for ages. That bitch must be due a bout by now.” I was praying you’d got it. Not in a bad way,’ she clarified, as we ordered more drinks, and stayed out until 3am.

I found her feelings perfectly understandable. Once, a hen-night I was due to go on was cancelled with five hours’ notice. I think it might actually be the best phone call of my life. I spent the evening watching reruns of Come Dine with Me – chuckling in the way that Wile E. Coyote does when he feels he’s got one over on the Roadrunner. I felt like a winner. A social engagement-less winner.

I’m sure that this universal feeling – sleepy 4pm dread over seeing ‘the guys’ at 8pm – is why adults rely on alcohol. It’s not for the booze. We don’t really care about the booze. It’s for the sugar, instead. We need the calories – for energy. City nights are essentially full of massive, tired, thirty-something bees, drinking shots of boozy sugar, for the rush. Until we get stuck against a window, buzzing, and have to be herded into taxis by bouncers wielding rolled-up newspapers. We are bees. And bees should sleep when it’s dark. It’s all wrong.

The babysitter arrives, bang on time. I go, wearily, to backcomb my hair. I should never have said yes to this night out.

5.30am. I get into bed – hair standing on end, eyes pointing in different directions. I think my nightie might be on backwards. Pete wakes.

‘Good night?’ he asks.

‘Yes!’ I say. I am flying. I have laughed so much I am practically mute with hoarseness. ‘We danced in the pouring rain, I’ve gone deaf, and a gay man pretended to have sex with me while I queued up for my coat. You?’

‘They played Grandstand three times,’ he says, happily. ‘We went right down the front and pumped our fists to the brass bits – I think non-ironically.’

‘I love a great night out,’ I say.

‘A great night out,’ Pete agrees.

 

 

I like a binge. I’m a classic binge-drinker – nothing for two weeks then HELLO GIN. I can get through half a kilo of cheese in an evening; I apply my eyeliner using a roller. And when I like a song, it becomes an almost medical problem.

I CAN’T STOP LISTENING TO ‘GET LUCKY’

I’m listening to ‘Get Lucky’ right now. Don’t be scared. It’s totally safe. I am absolutely capable of both working and listening to ‘Get Lucky’ without any impairment to my faculties. This is because, for the last three weeks, I’ve been doing everything while listening to ‘Get Lucky’ – working, parenting, cooking, being drunk. My iTunes informs me I’ve listened to it 113 times. It’s taken over my life. I’d call for help, but it’s the happiest I’ve been since Amy Winehouse’s ‘Back To Black’ came out in 2006. Eventually, I listened to that 427 times. To be sure.

Here is my ‘Get Lucky’ addiction diary. They said I would need to write a full confessional, before I went to rehab. Apparently it helps, with the ‘problem’.

Day 1 of ‘Get Lucky’. 19 April. My husband comes into the kitchen, looking a little bit shocked, and says, ‘The new Daft Punk single’s been uploaded to YouTube. It sounds like it might be … utterly perfect.’

As he’s a rock critic, I’m used to him coming in and making dramatic pronouncements like this over things I subsequently find to be absolute and utter balls. He once said this about a song called ‘I’m Considering A Move To Memphis’ by the Colorblind James Experience which was so awful, I took it out of the CD player and threw it out of the window. We both watched as a street cleaner then ran it over.

‘I’m not sorry about that,’ I said, just to make things clear. ‘I am not sorry about that at all.’

Anyway, he plays me ‘Get Lucky’ to, initially, a reception of absolute indifference. By the end, however, even I can see it was quite good.

‘That’s a good rip-off of disco legends Chic,’ I say.

‘That’s because Nile Rodgers from disco legends Chic is playing guitar on it,’ he replies.

And that was the first time I listened to ‘Get Lucky’.

Day 2 of ‘Get Lucky’. I see some friends discussing ‘Get Lucky’ on Twitter. ‘I can’t stop playing it,’ one says.

‘I think it might be perfect,’ the other replies.

Prompted by this second, intriguing reference to its ‘perfection’, I go on Spotify, press play and – THE WHOLE WORLD EXPLODES.

Within seconds, it becomes apparent that the initial listen to ‘Get Lucky’ acts by way of a massive decoy. Because that’s when they get you. While you’re busily, self-importantly going, ‘Meh meh meh it sounds like Chic!’ with your stupid music-expert face on, Daft Punk reduce down to the size of nanobots, fly as vapour up your nose, access your nervous system and lay 6,000 tiny, invisible disco-mines right up your spine.

Subsequently, the second – and, indeed, the following million – times you listen to ‘Get Lucky’, the disco-mines all trigger, one after another, in a white-out chain of hooks, off-beat mis-footings and melody. You’ve got adrenalin and oxytocin and Nile Rodgers going off all over the shop. It’s like the 4th of July. You have never felt this warm inside.

And the minute it ends, you suddenly feel cold and shaky – like you need to put it back on again right away. Or else you’ll just shiver and freeze to death, right here, in the kitchen.

Of course, at that point I don’t how many times I will need to listen to it again, in order to regain my normal body temperature. I thought it might be one of those ‘five times in a row and then you’re done’ jobs. Like ‘Milkshake’ by Kelis.

Seventeen times later – that is one hour and eight minutes of solidly listening to ‘Get Lucky’ – I realise I am in trouble. I take to Twitter to voice my concern for me.

‘I wonder at what point I’ll get “Get Lucky” poisoning, and die?’ I ask, morosely, while still – of course – chair-dancing to the song at the same time.

Terrifyingly, my timeline instantly turns into some kind of makeshift emergency helpline – full of wide-eyed, sweaty people admitting to being similarly, utterly, disabled by their obsession with ‘Get Lucky’.

My friend Robin has a particularly bad case of ‘Get Lucky’: ‘For the first three days after it came out, I sat around in my pants doing amyl to it, over and over,’ he admitted. In common with all people discussing their profound powerlessness in the face of ‘Get Lucky’, he also sounds deliriously happy about this fact.

Day 13 of ‘Get Lucky’. So far, I’ve only heard ‘Get Lucky’ playing on the tiny speakers of a laptop, or a taxi. Tonight, however, I go to the after-show party for the Star Trek premiere, where the DJ ‘drops’ it, just after midnight.

In my life I have, of course, seen rooms ‘go off’. I was, after all, of a generation to be a terrified onlooker in the corner of Acid House, murmuring, ‘This is all a bit sweaty. Can’t we sit down and have a nice chat, instead?’

Unlike those days, however, this is not a room full of scallies boxed off their minky on wobbly eggs. Instead, it’s filled with incredibly famous people, in very expensive outfits, who’ve just had two drinks. And they go nuts when the song comes on – they absolutely lose it. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen people properly cheer a song. Shouting ‘HURRAH!’ – literally the word ‘HURRAH!’ – and dancing in a manner so joyous, it recalls Snoopy capering on the roof of his kennel. Everyone is dancing at each other – everyone is as happy as they’ve ever been in their lives. This is an Olympic level of communal bonding. I’m watching Captain Kirk dancing to ‘Get Lucky’. I am the legend of the phoenix! I’m going to have nine more drinks! I’m up ALL NIGHT TO GET LUCKY!

Day 14 of ‘Get Lucky’. Terrifying hangover. Hot sweats. Play ‘Get Lucky’, in lieu of codeine. Start to wonder what would happen if you could actually eat ‘Get Lucky’. Surely, you would poo out sleek, gleaming disco panthers. Disco panthers, wearing glitterballs as earrings. That is the ‘legend’ the phoenix was talking about. The pooing out of the disco panthers.

As I float the idea of disco panthers on Twitter, people keep asking me if I’ve seen the Alan Partridge/Peter Serafinowicz tributes to ‘Get Lucky’. I watch them. My hangover instantly deepens – into vicious fear. Yes, these are very funny videos. These are very funny indeed. But when people have to make their own films to cope with how obsessed they are with a song, the general impression is of mankind being gradually overwhelmed by a force it cannot control. I begin to wonder, darkly, if society will ever recover from ‘Get Lucky’.

Day 21 of ‘Get Lucky’. My husband finds me on the internet, researching musicology blogs that rigorously, nerdishly analyse the composition of ‘Get Lucky’ in order to work out why it’s so catchy. I am, of course, listening to ‘Get Lucky’ as I do this.

‘Pete,’ I say. ‘Do you know why you feel like you have to keep listening to ‘Get Lucky’? Apparently it’s because it’s in a minor key – thus giving the feeling of dissatisfaction and irresolution – and it uses alternating syncopation of bass, guitar, lyric and melody to provide a hook every 3.75 seconds! We could never have resisted those kinds of stats. NEVER! “Get Lucky” was always going to win!’

Pete looks at me. I’m very pale. I’m twitching as I listen to ‘Get Lucky’. During my speech to him I’ve had to break off a couple of times in order to mouth along to key lyrics – ‘Up all night til the sun’, ‘Up all night for good fun’, and the falsetto bit on ‘So let’s raise the bar/And our cups/To the stars’.

‘Cate,’ he says. ‘This is like ‘Back To Black’ again. You need to get out of the house. I’m taking you to the park.’

He puts me in the car and we drive towards Regent’s Park. He puts on a song that is not ‘Get Lucky’ – ‘No, no, love – it’s not called “Not Get Lucky”. This is Pentangle.’

Slowly, I start to adjust to life outside of ‘Get Lucky’. The sun is out. This song is rather wonderful. I have listened to ‘Get Lucky’ 113 times in three weeks. That is probably enough, now. I should probably stop.

As we drive down Kentish Town Road, I start to feel the warm afterglow of the song finally leaving my system. Like some brief, incredibly sexually intense affair, me and ‘Get Lucky’ have now burned out, leaving me, yes, changed forever – but also filled with good memories. I will now move on. I wish ‘Get Lucky’ nothing but good luck.

As we approach the crossing by Royal College Street, I see, on the right, a girl and her boyfriend, waiting to cross the road. She’s dancing on the spot, and singing ‘Get Lucky’ at him. I can tell this, even from 100 yards away.

Scrambling across Pete with all the urgency of an asphyxia victim, I wind down his window.

‘I’M UP ALL NIGHT TO GET LUCKY!’ I scream at her.

‘I’M UP ALL NIGHT TO GET LUCKY!’ she screams back at me. We beam at each other, in pure joy. She keeps dancing.

We are as one. We’ve come too far to give up who we are. We’re up all night to get lucky.

 

 

BUT! You might be thinking. A catchy pop song is all very well – but where are the politics? When are you doing to do The Serious? And in many ways, that starts now – with tights.

THE LEG SEASON

I read something a couple of weeks ago that put a dent in my normally jaunty stride.

‘At the end of April, it’s officially NO MORE TIGHTS UNTIL OCTOBER’, a fashion column instructed. ‘It’s time to GET THOSE LEGS OUT, LADIES.’

There then followed a guide for preparing for GETTING YOUR LEGS OUT if you’re a LADY – the scrubs, fake tans, leg make-up and pedicures that would prepare one for The Leg Season. A Leg Season that, as a woman, one is supposed to look forward to – as if you were a farmer finally able to let your livestock (legs) out of their winter barns, to gallop freely upon the newly meadowed fields, in the sun. Your time of leg imprisonment is over! This is what your legs have been waiting for! It’s a great time to be a lady!

What The Leg Season means in reality, of course, is ‘The Women Being Half Naked Until Hallowe’en Season’, and I have to say it put me into a terrible gloom. As I pulled on my tights that morning, I said to them, sadly, ‘Soon I will say farewell to you until Hallowe’en, when I put on my Mummy Mummy costume (normal outfit, but with a whole loo-roll wrapped round my head), and go Trick or Treating. Oh God! I shall miss you! Don’t forget me!’

Perhaps I am a simple, fearful creature, but I love tights. I love putting them on in the morning: placing my legs in a place of safety and warmth (inside the tights) so I don’t have to worry about them again for the rest of the day (because they’re inside the tights). I like the way the tights prevent me flashing my knickers at people, if the wind blows up my skirt. I like the way they cover my skin, so I don’t have to worry about my skin, and I like the way they mean the bottom half of my body isn’t completely naked. Is this weird? Is it weird to want clothes on the bottom half of your body?

‘Men don’t have to worry about this shit,’ I thought, sadly counting down the days until I had to GET MY LEGS OUT. ‘Imagine if, at a certain time of year, men had to stop wearing trousers for the next five months. If everywhere they went, people were going, ‘No more trousers for YOU after next week! LET YOUR SEXY MAN-LEGS OUT! PREP YOUR CALVES! START WORRYING ABOUT FLASHING YOUR BOLLOCKS WHEN YOU SIT DOWN ON A CHAIR, OR CLIMB OVER A FENCE!’

Minute for minute, I would boldly state that legs are the most problematic body part of a woman – which is quite the claim, given that they vie for this honorific with the womb (exploding blood bag of insanity and pain), the breasts (wibbly wobbly magnets for harassment, will regularly hurt for no reason) and the face (oh God, where to start: acne? Blotchiness? Your nose suddenly looking like your granddad’s?).

My legs are a problem for me. Due to my genetic inheritance, they have the thin, pale-blue skin of my Celtic peasant forebears – who, incidentally, never had to worry about Naked Leg Season, as they were perpetually up to their withers in rotting potatoes and mud, which is not something any rational person should be jealous of – and yet, I am.

If I shave or wax my legs, I get what I like to refer to as ‘Leg Pox’ – a horrible rash that takes almost exactly the same amount of time to die away as the regrowth of the leg hair takes to come back in. ‘Hairy – or blotchy?’ Those are my leg choices – save for a two-day window where there is neither hair nor blotch, and they are, without fail, rainy days, where I am wearing jeans anyway.

The way I see it, my legs are essentially an internal organ – they can peaceably get on with their job (jaunty striding) so long as they are kept safe from wind, rain, razors, hot wax and the scrutiny of the human gaze. Really, I might as well be epilating my liver and walking it down Oxford Street for all the good it does my legs, my peace of mind and the pleasure of onlookers to take part in Leg Season. Some women just cannot get their legs out. It depresses us too much. You know when women sometimes call in sick, on hot summer days, with ‘asthmatic hay fever’? Fifty per cent of them actually have ‘asthmatic blotchy-leg fever’, instead. They’ve started hyperventilating, just from looking at their sad, naked, inexplicably purple legs. When the weather turns and they can put some slacks on, they’ll be back in the office – guiltily brandishing an untouched inhaler.

Anyway. Yesterday, I had a breakthrough. I suddenly realised what was going on: ‘Whoever came up with the idea of “getting your legs out” is a fucking lunatic who just likes getting their legs out,’ I thought. ‘They don’t own my legs. I’ve spent twenty summers walking around in 60 denier black M&S tights and a pair of shorts, it was extremely pleasant, and I’m not going to stop now. I’m unionising my legs. ONE IN ALL IN. In tights.’

 

 

We will get to the revolution – but I’m seeing this bit as the kind of ‘easing-in’ part of the book. You know. We’re just hanging a bit. Chilling. Chatting. Having a coffee.

THE REAL PURPOSE OF STARBUCKS

This is the true and real story of Starbucks in Britain – 1998 to the present day.

When it first arrived in this country, Starbucks smelled of Seattle’s cold Pacific air, and internet start-ups, and the cast of Friends – mainly Chandler. Each branch felt like a podule dropped down on the world by the Sexy Future People: ‘Yeah, just getting my latte,’ we would say to ourselves – thinking it sounded the equivalent of ‘Just getting my keys to the CITY OF FUCK YOU, CAVEMEN. I HAVE A SILVER TWENTY-THIRD CENTURY CAPE’.

In 2001, I took my twelve-year-old brother Jimmy to the branch on Clink Street – overlooking the Thames, next to the pirate lines of the Golden Hind. It was a time when Starbucks’ interior of blond wood floors, burgundy armchairs and grainy black and white pictures of Guatemalan coffee-bean pickers defined that new ‘urban luxe’ thing.

Down from Wolverhampton for the day, Jimmy was open-mouthed by the room. He’d never been to a restaurant, or hotel, before – he’d never sat in an armchair, or been served a drink.

Sipping his cappuccino, staring out at the cold, hard, oily Thames, he had an onrush of caffeine, and future-vision.

‘I’m going to go to Cambridge University,’ he said, with sudden resolution. ‘Then I’m going to move down to London, and live opposite this Starbucks.’

Reader: he did.

In 2001, Starbucks was inspiring. You wanted one in your town. You yearned to see their logo on the motorway. Their thick white cup in your hand felt comforting. It made you feel carefree, and clever. No one was going to go to a tiny net-curtained café and buy a 50p cup of tea off a nan ever, ever again. Starbucks’ roiling green mermaid was our sexy hero muse. She was going to take us into the future.

In 2013, however, it’s all changed. No one fancies the Starbucks mermaid any more. In the ten years that have passed, Starbucks has come to mean something very different. It’s ‘Starfucks’ now – enemy of the people, grubby from having paid only £8.6 million in tax over fourteen years of trading in the UK. A PR disaster in a time of austerity. There are protests in their branches – sit-ins with placards and leaflets.

Its tattered image matches its interiors. The armchairs are shabby, the blond floors weary. Somehow, unfailingly, amazingly, every branch has a toilet that is malfunctioning – the heavy orange-scented spray Starbucks use almost, but not quite, covering the pooey with hooey. To walk in is to be spritzed by a miasma of caffeine-triggered toilet troubles and synthetic citrus. And – after ten years of drinking coffee – Britain has discovered the most fatal truth of all: Starbucks coffee is not good. In fact, it’s awful. Some acrid wartime siege-brew of burnt acorns and mud. Shamingly, McDonald’s do better. Shamingly, one-button machines in petrol stations do better.

So if Starbucks isn’t the future any more, what is it? What are these 650 supposedly unprofitable branches spreckled across Britain?

This: in 2013, Starbucks is basically a slightly shabby council facility. Look around one now and it resembles a drop-in centre from 1989. Loitering youths flicking milkshake off their straws at each other. Groups of weary mothers breastfeeding ham-faced babies. Someone who, on closer examination, you realise is probably homeless, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible with the smallest cup, at the tiniest table for one.

Starbucks has turned into our ‘third space’: more accessible to the community than pubs used to be. Superior to libraries in that they have cake and music. In the centre of town – unlike the dwindling supply of actual drop-in centres, at the rainy end of the bus route. Where else is there to go, on a wet day, if you only have three pounds in your pocket and want to meet a friend? Those independent coffee shops are always so tiny. You feel guilty hogging a table for two hours with your laptop. You cannot let your toddler wander around somewhere with lovely vintage tablecloths dangling. But the beauty of Starbucks is that you feel you can exploit its big, global-chain space a bit. No one ever worried they were taking advantage of a place with 20,366 outlets. Starbucks can take the hit. Starbucks is a bit … abuseable.

But the main thing about Starbucks, in 2013, is that half-covered toilet smell. Because now 50 per cent of Britain’s public toilets have closed – Manchester has a single one left – this is Starbucks’ unspoken, primary purpose: they are our new, national public toilets. Who has not spent a pound (black filter coffee – the cheapest one) in order to spend a penny? Who has not – child wailing ‘I’m desperate!’ – seen a Starbucks at the end of the street and thought, not ‘coffee!’, but ‘cubicle!’ Perhaps this was Starbucks’ reasoning behind skipping that tax: they are not a coffee chain, now, but a public utility. You can’t tax a public utility.

So that is the story of Starbucks in 2013. A business that, were we allowed to go to the toilet in the street, like poodles, might fold within a fortnight.

 

 

And all that oppression I was talking about at the beginning? All the minorities who are looked down upon, and belittled? Well, I will come to the defence of all of them. Even the hipsters.

IN DEFENCE OF HIPSTERS

There was a report last week which I looked at for a bit, and went, ‘Yeah, yeah – that definitely wins the “Most 2013” report of 2013.’

NBCnews.com ran a story about how animal sanctuaries, from California to New York, are being ‘over-run’ by pet chickens – ‘dumped’ when their urban hipster owners ‘can’t cope’ with them any more.

‘They’re put on Craigslist all the time when they don’t lay any more,’ said Nation Shelter director Susie Coston. Who was, to be clear, talking about the chickens – not the hipsters.

Mary Britton Clouse, who runs the Chicken Run Rescue in Minneapolis, concurred: ‘It’s the stupid foodies,’ she said, presumably surrounded by sad-looking chickens. ‘We’re just sick to death of it.’

Now it may be that while you, as a Times reader, know perfectly well what ‘a chicken’ is, you may not be totally clear as to what ‘a hipster’ is. You may be too busy running an international conglomerate, finessing government policy, or writing an angry letter about the call of the cuckoo to the letters page.

Allow me to thumbnail for you. Hipsters are, currently, one of the most reviled sub-species in the Western world. Have you seen one? In all probability, yes. For instance, if you have, recently, seen a young gentleman walking around with a beard that looks like a badger stapled to his chin, wearing a pair of deck shoes in an ‘ironic’ manner and playing Robin Thicke’s ‘Blurred Lines’ on a tiny ukulele with an expression on his face that says, ‘Yes! I’m playing Robin Thicke on a ukulele! Can you handle this level of archness?’ – then that was not, as you thought, an attention-seeking lunatic who’d recently seen all his proper clothes and shaving gear burned to the ground, in a fire, and was in the throes of a nervous breakdown, but a hipster instead.

This ‘Festival Missed Connections’ advert – on hipster music online Pitchfork – gives an even more poignantly accurate insight into the working modes of hipsters: ‘During Waxahatchee on the Blue Stage you were eating vegan Vietnamese food out of a little container. I was the girl in the overalls with the rainbow bikini top, French braid and braces. Hope to hear from you.’

Perhaps, after reading this, you feel that you, too, are now the kind of person who would – along with the creators of the ‘I Hate Hipsters’ Tumblr – happily spend half an hour imagining the best way to kill the hipster that has just moved their sit-up-and-beg bicycle, and soon-to-be-abandoned chicken, into your apartment block (maybe dying under a landslide of ironic vintage t-shirts in Beyond Retro – the ultimate ironic death).

But! Actually! No! For I would like to speak out on behalf of the hipster! I wish to defend them in the cultural kangaroo court they find themselves dragged into. I will answer all charges thus:


	1) ‘This wearing of second-hand ironic clothing, particularly the t-shirts – this is annoying. A childless mustachioed 26-year-old media studies graduate drinking cocktails out of a jam jar in a pop-up Peruvian diner in Shoreditch, while wearing a “Super Dad” t-shirt? NO! STOP!’ But come on – no one else is going to wear that t-shirt. No one else has use for it. This is the First World equivalent of you and your favela scavenging for used batteries and bottle tops off a teetering city dump. Ironic hipster t-shirts are the bottom-line reality of the necessity of recycling. Without them we would drown in ‘Hurrah for Benjamin’s Bar-Mitzvah!’ t-shirts, which we would be compelled to wear in all seriousness. The system is better this way.

	2) ‘They keep hens in one-bedroom flats in Hackney. This is both impractical, and done for effect.’ But Lord Byron kept a bear and an eagle at Cambridge and we think he’s a total legend. We’ve got to have a consistent viewpoint on young, drug-addled people keeping pets in unsuitable locations. Otherwise it’s just not fair.

	3) ‘Hipsters ruin all music by claiming that they were into it before you.’ You know what – they probably were. And thank God. After all, someone has to go out there and forage for new bands, in horrible clubs, in the middle of nowhere, at 1am, and subsequently make them famous enough for me to simply listen to them on Magic FM in a minicab instead. I’m perfectly happy for hipsters to put in all that vexatious spadework, in exchange for a bit of ZERO FINANCIAL GAIN smugness afterwards. This is the cultural eco-system. Hipsters aerate the rock-Earth. They pollinate Pitchfork. They do … whatever it is that wasps do. Let them carry on. It is Mother Nature’s plan.

	4) ‘I’m sorry, I still want to kill them with a suitably old-fashioned retro-agricultural implement – such as they will have reverently-yet-ironically put on the wall of their local coffee shop. Maybe a thresher, hay baler, or scythe.’ Oh, come now! This makes us sound, frankly, spoiled. How jaded have we become that we cannot enjoy the sight of a young man with a handlebar moustache wearing a Second World War flying helmet and riding a penny-farthing to the Apple Store with a very self-conscious expression? How can we – P.G. Wodehouse fans – love Bertie Wooster, but not a hipster? Let’s face it – having a go at hipsters is just basically picking on well-meaning young people trying to be different – as all young people are wont to do. ‘Ah,’ you reply. ‘But I don’t really hate them. I don’t actually want them to die. I’m just being a bit sarky and ironic about it, because, to be honest, I’m a bit bored.’ Well, if that is the case, my friend, I must inform you that ‘being a bit sarky and ironic because you’re bored’ is a classic hipster trope, and suggests you are desperately trying to crush the tiny unicycle-riding hipster inside you.



 

 

The thing is, if you hang out with hipsters, drinking ironic cocktails – ‘Death of a Cucumber Salesman’ – from jam jars, you will, eventually, get a hangover.

I AM HUNGOVER AGAIN

Once you have realised that you will never be a reasoned and disciplined drinker, it all gets easier, really.

It’s the years where you keep thinking it might be possible to go out, have two glasses of wine over dinner and be safely in bed by 11pm – flossed and serene – that are the hardest. The constant collapse of intentions confuses you. You are discombobulated by the regularity of the chaos. You don’t know why it’s happening again.

Last time you spoke to yourself in the restaurant it was 9.38pm, and you were in the toilets, going, ‘Hey, dude! There we are, in the mirror. I will be honest with us – I feel pretty sober, tbh. The wine seems unexpectedly … thin tonight. I think we might need to have a third glass – just to see this thing off properly. Maximise the potential. Promote the healthful sleep etc. Still totally on for that 10.30pm bus, though, amigo! This isn’t one of those nights! We remember it’s Tuesday! Or Wednesday! Whichever day it is! It is that day!’

Five hours later, and you’re standing in the alleyway behind a Spanish bar, smoking a brand of cigarettes you’ve never seen before, which seem very dry, and which you bought off a passing tramp for a pound. (‘Kind sir! Let us come to some manner of agreement of equal benefit to us both!’)

The last ten minutes have consisted of a rant about Marxism, which jolted – with the jump-cut high-flying magic that alcohol brings – into an equally passionate display of how you can boost the volume levels of the speakers on the iPhone by putting it in your mouth.

You are now triumphantly pointing at your face, issuing muffled cries of ‘See! See! LOUD!’, while your head transmits a pounding version of ‘Now That We’ve Found Love’ by Heavy D and the Boyz.

Your schedule has been far too busy – two bottles of red wine, three gins, a shot of vodka and whatever the hell this is in this glass right now. Fernet-Branca? Aquavit? – to really check in with yourself again, but you do remember seeing yourself, dimly, in the dark window glass, halfway up the stairs, coming back from the toilet.

You only looked yourself in the eye for a moment, mouthing the words, ‘Tuesday. It is Tuesday’, to which you replied, ‘I am going to kill tomorrow for tonight. I will make the beautiful sacrifice.’ And then you passed again, and you saw yourself no more.

After, in the morning – in the terrible morning – years ago, you would have panicked. In your twenties, or early thirties, you were shocked fresh that you were always crashing in this same car.

‘When will I stop doing this?’ you asked yourself, under the shower – washing your hair clean in the way you wish you could wash your lungs.

And you would spend the day berating yourself – making the panicky, sweating promise that last night was, obviously, by way of a wake for drinking. Last night was the night you toasted the toasts – raised the glass for the last time; as you are now, surely, too old to do this any more.

Certainly, looking at your hands – veins raised, and everything of a mauveish hue – they appear to belong to a 200-year-old.

But years later – now – you know there is no ending. You will never learn to have just two glasses, because you don’t want to have just two glasses – you don’t want to miss a trick; you will ride every tiger that passes by the pub door, until you know them by name, and call them in from the street.

As intimations of the grave occur – the child now up to your shoulder, the wondering horror of remembering something from twenty-five years ago – a hangover seems a slight prospect, in comparison. Indeed, it seems kind of necessary.

Because you don’t fight these hangovers, now – you don’t deny them, or try to wash them away. Instead, you lie perfectly limply in the beast’s jaws, until it takes you for a corpse – and finally moves on, around 5pm.

You offer no resistance – you sit squarely in the centre of the thermonuclear sweats, the urine like treacle, the sporadic pulses of self-loathing where you must find a mirror in order to tell yourself, ‘Dude, no. You are not an international terrorist’, and you let them have their full head. You allow the full horror.

And you say to yourself, ‘I am currently in the kiln, being burnished. My enamel is being baked. This is where I become truly powerful, and unafraid. Every one of these I sit through, unblinking, takes me up a level. So that, when Death finally comes, I will just treat him as nothing more than a hangover, too. I will come to him in the doorway in this cheap polyester slip, with this dishevelled hair, and this sausage sandwich, and simply say to him: ‘Dude, do you know where I left my purse last night? I think I left it in the cab.’

 

 

Until I was eighteen I don’t think I’d ever spent more than four hours on my own. There were eight children, two adults and three large, demented Alsatian dogs in our house, and so ‘learning how to cope when alone’ was a skill I never really had the chance to develop. Not even when on the toilet – where the shower curtain could suddenly and dramatically be pulled back, revealing three children staring at you from a bath full of Matey. Perhaps that explains why I’m traumatised by it now.

I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO WHEN I’M ALONE

My husband went away with the kids for the weekend, leaving me to hit a big deadline. After doing my traditional farewell – standing in the doorway wailing ‘DON’T GO! I CANNOT TOLERATE THE LONELINESS! DO NOT LEAVE ME OR I WILL DIE, I WILL LITERALLY DIE!’ – I went back into the silent, empty old house and turned into someone completely different.

You’re different when you’re alone. Well, I am. There’s a whole other me that lives a whole other life when I’m the only one around. Obviously I smoke in the kitchen, watch The Antiques Roadshow (‘Mum this is boring. It’s just a man saying a chair is old’) and live on the sofa; slowly building a castle wall of dirty cereal bowls and teacups while wearing a dressing gown that is so repulsively stained and funky that I now fear putting it in the washing machine, lest it make the drum smell forever.

Essentially – as all people on their own are apt to do – I turn into The Dude from The Big Lebowski, but without his rigorous sporting lifestyle (bowling while drinking beer, and eating chips).

However, in addition to all my quotidian ‘lonely behaviours’ there are several other things I do when I’m alone which are a bit more … specialist. For instance:


	1) I listen to Jeff Buckley. I don’t know why I feel embarrassed to listen to him when my husband is around – this is a man who has 50,000 records, is insanely open-minded about all music and also had a childhood crush on The Dooleys. He is the last person to find me listening to Jeff Buckley and sneer about it – not least because he has Jeff Buckley records himself.
And yet – if my husband walked into a room where I was playing ‘Lover, You Should Have Come Over’, I would feel more mortified than if he’d found me, I dunno, taking a ‘sexy’ selfie, or leaving the comment, ‘When will the Pulitzer committee honour this amazing woman?’ under one of my articles online. Loving Jeff Buckley is such a … woman thing to do, with his beautiful face, and his falsetto voice, and his tragic early death in the Mississippi River. I like to cry when listening to Jeff – cry while watching my reflection in the window and pretending I’m in the video for the song. I also like to pretend I’m Jeff by singing along, and I like to pretend that what I am doing is ‘weaving intoxicating modal harmonies’ around my own original vocal take – rather than, as is the actual case, semi-hitting random notes in a barrage of unpleasant noise, in an empty house. Whilst crying.

	2) Not going out and seeing people. I don’t do that when I’m alone – even though that would, obviously, stop me from being alone – because it would mean coming back to an empty house. And on some level I fear that the house – having been utterly empty for the evening – might kind of seal up and not let me back in, and I would be reduced to kneeling in front of the letterbox, calling out to the cats to vouch for me. Yes – I am basically worried my house won’t love me any more if I leave it. Oh God, that’s projection, isn’t it? Is the house my mum? I can’t work it out. Also, I can’t leave the house.

	3) I start liking the cats. Normally, my relationship with the cats is, at best, frosty. I find them needy and stupid – after seven years, they still haven’t grasped that not only will kneading my leg not yield the delicious mother-cat milk which they so obviously desire, but also leads to them being lightly chucked across the room. After seven years of flying across the room, they still haven’t learned this. Seven years. They also keep trying to kind of get inside my hands when I’m typing, stand on the stairs stupidly where my foot is about to land and scratch my new chair. I find them utterly vexing.
However, within twenty minutes of my husband and children leaving, I will hunt through the house to find the cats, bring them downstairs and drape them over my shoulders. I dote on them. ‘Come over here, little matey!’ I’ll cry, sitting on the sofa. ‘Come and see if you can get the delicious mother-cat milk out of my leg! Scratch away!’

	4) I can’t sleep. Normally I’m out like a light by 10pm. With my husband away, however, 2am will roll around and I’ll still be depressingly wakeful.
I’ve worked out, with science, what’s going on – my husband must emit some kind of soporific miasma, like human valerian, that minutely regulates my body clock, and this is part of the reason I was initially attracted to him.
Still, it is best that I can’t sleep – given that I need to be awake to hear the burglars and murderers in the kitchen, making small, weird noises. The number of burglars and murderers who troop through the house when I’m alone is astonishing. Perhaps they all come together, on a minibus. Burglars and murderers don’t like being alone, either.



 

 

It’s war.

PRINTERS ARE EVIL

Look, I’m only going to talk about this if we all promise not to get angry about it. I know most columns about abortion, Israel, freedom of speech, Europe and the prospect of a female Doctor in Doctor Who should start like this – but, to be fair, those are all subjects we could all agree on if everyone went down the pub, with the conversation chaired by a couple of mums who made it very clear that everyone had to be on best behaviour, no shouting, and it all to be finished by 5pm, so they could get back and pop a whites wash on.

This subject, however, has no such possibility of resolve. For it is printers. Printers – the motherbeeping hate units that inspire more loathing than any other invention on Earth. Their evil unreliability is the high water mark by which every other device, past and future, must be measured. To purchase one is an act comparable to purchasing a succubus, demon, or tiny Nazi for £200, plus VAT.

The printer’s grasp of evil is perfect – for they prey on your weakest moment, when you need them most. There’s a taxi idling outside – all you need to do is print out your train tickets/boarding pass/homework/speech notes. You bought the printer four months ago and you’ve only used it six times, so pressing ‘Print’ will mean a joyous printing sound, followed by you running out of the house. Hang on. What. What? WHAT? ‘Replace cyan cartridge.’ ‘Invalid driver.’ ‘Print is not aligned.’ ‘Paper jam.’

What are you SAYING to me? What does this MEAN?

‘Print is not aligned’ – that’s just a Situationist slogan about post-internet media, daubed on a wall. It’s not telling me what button to press. HOW am I supposed to ‘align print’? Do you want me to do a seminar on a 360-joined-up media? Because, so help me God I will – except I can’t, because I would need to print out all my notes on it first.

‘Invalid driver’? To me, this means ‘too drunk to get home, order a taxi’. IT’S NOT TELLING ME WHICH PART OF THE PRINTER TO PUNCH.

‘Paper jam.’ Okay – I know that one. It’s the state wherein a single, non-complex sheet of A4 paper has, by some inexplicable process, been rendered into a solid origami swan of bullshit by your printer. Said swan is now lodged in a part of your printer wholly inaccessible by any of the useless trapdoors, which means you have to grab the swan’s tail and yank it from the machine, even as the manual insists this will totally invalidate your warranty. But that doesn’t matter! Because you’re about to throw the printer out of the window anyway!

The thing is, the more you learn about printers, the more you hate them. You know that infuriating little ‘whurdegurdy deee huurrrr dee hurrr’ that an ink printer makes for three minutes, on start-up, that makes it sound like a pompous man at the dinner table about to say ‘I’m not racist, but …’? That’s the printer lavishly squirting ink out, to ‘clear the nozzles’ – ink which PC World recently calculated costs £2,291 per gallon. That is more expensive than blood, or liquid Ecstasy. This means it’s perfectly possible to run a cartridge dry simply from turning a printer on and off again – without ever printing a single document. Yes. Things suddenly make more sense now, don’t they?

But don’t think getting a laser printer would be better – according to an Australian study, the ultra-fine particles they emit cause a health risk equal to passive smoking. Whether from stress or lung cancer, your printer will kill you.

In Game of Thrones, the unfortunate Ayra has witnessed most of those she loves being slaughtered. Consequently, she now recites a list of those she must now kill, like a prayer: ‘Cersei, Joffrey, Walder Frey, The Mountain, Meryn Trant.’

I have an almost identical prayer, except mine goes ‘Hewlett-Packard, Canon, Epson, Fujitsu’. One of each of the eleven printers whose last act was to insist ‘Wifi not detected’, even as I bodily rubbed them against the router, screaming ‘LOOK! THERE IT IS! CONNECT!’ Or insisted they needed a full cyan cartridge, even though I was printing in black and white – essentially acting like some rock star insisting they want all the blue M&Ms removed from their rider. I threw them all out of the window. All.

How can printers have become so spoiled and demanding? They are the ultimate basic bitch item. I have devices in my pocket that will allow me to video-conference someone on a beach in Tasmania – and yet my pampered, toad-like printer, used just six times a year, cannot manage to do something that peasants were handling in the sixteenth century, by using carved pieces of wood. COME ON! I beg any half-competent organisation to start making printers. John Lewis, Waitrose – even ISIS, at a push. The world cannot tolerate this much longer. Our spiritual cyan is running dry. We have a paper jam in our souls. PRINT IS NOT ALIGNED.

 

 

The thing about being famous is that it’s a) absolutely not what you think it will be and b) there are such degrees of fame as to make opposite ends of the spectrum seem like different worlds. At one end – Kate Middleton. At the other – Matt Cardle from The X Factor, or Cat Bin Lady. My friend once went out with a drum’n’bass DJ who was, as she explained, ‘Absolutely legendary – to a very small community’. When pressed as to how small that community was, she screwed her eyes up for a minute, and went, ‘Nine’.

Anyway. I’ve worked out how famous I am. It is exactly 35 per cent.

THE EXACT AMOUNT OF FAMOUS I AM: 35 PER CENT

Fame is rarely an on/off button: one moment in the darkness of anonymity, the next – in the light of fame. If, of course, you think fame is the light – and not, when all is said and done, the real darkness, after all.

But the key thing is that fame is not binary – either/or. Fame is, instead, a dimmer switch with a million increments of notoriety across the scale.

On the dimmer switch of fame, I’m currently – after a solid couple of months of promo for a new book – Newsnight, The One Show, intense Q&A with Good Housekeeping – at around ‘35 per cent famous’. I can tell you exactly how famous this is: famous enough to be invited on to the red carpet at the Glamour Awards, to pick up a trophy – only to be greeted with ‘PALOMA! PALOMA!’ from paparazzi who believed I was the similarly badger-haired Paloma Faith. That’s exactly how famous I am. To be announced as a winner – while the paps go ‘Who?’

It’s only very specific people who ever know who I am: girls who wear eyeliner. Homosexuals into sci-fi. Librarians. Benedict Cumberbatch fans. Dirty, boozy mums. English teachers. Bad-ass Marxist-feminist nannas. Times readers – the ones who don’t just get the paper for the Business and Sport.

I have to say, as far as I’m concerned, it’s the perfect level, and type, of fame: I can be fairly assured of getting a discount on kale in health food shops, an overdue library book fine waived, or priority service in a gay bar – yet will be left to buy multi-packs of sanitary towels in the Big Tesco, Edmonton, in peace.

In the last month, on a signing tour for my novel How to Build a Girl, the kind of people who recognise me have given me: a free cashmere shawl; a necklace with a quote from Ghostbusters on it; a bottle of gin; a crocheted vagina; and a postcard from a fourteen-year-old girl saying she wished I was a lesbian. Does it make me feel happy? Obviously, yes: this part of 35 per cent fame is very simple. This bit doesn’t feel like ‘fame’, which you imagine to be hot, and white, and possibly blinding: this is just a warm, mellow ‘knowing’ – where both parties hold each other’s hands and say ‘thank you’, simultaneously, several times over, and both mean it. Because words are dead until they are read, and a writer without a reader is nothing. And a writer with a reader and a cashmere travel wrap is clearly having a very good day indeed.

Sometimes, the signings last two hours, three hours, and a couple of people shake, or cry, when I say ‘Hello’ – which is understandable given that they have been standing for three hours. And when this happens I am awestruck by just what it is when someone declares themselves ‘a fan’, and waits three hours to spend two minutes with you: that they have made themselves utterly vulnerable in a way that is oddly brave. They trust you enough to believe you won’t make them feel like a dick for waiting in a line, and you are utterly respectful and grateful for the leap of faith they have made. Unless you are a dick, you make sure they walk away feeling it was not a stupid thing to have done: you hug, and you kiss, and you tell them that they can do amazing things, too, and that they must, and that their hair is beautiful, because it is, and their eyes look like the eyes of revolutionaries, and their shoes are perfect for dancing in, and the dress their mother made them – with its print of Frida Kahlo – makes it clear that they are too good for this town, and that they must run away, and break some hearts, and change the world. And that when they do, you will cheer them on, in the way they have cheered you on – because you know each other now.

Do you know what 35 per cent fame does? Not 100 per cent fame – the raging, uncontrollable furnace in which, say, Amy Winehouse or Michael Jackson lived – but this lovely, manageable torch glow? It basically makes you be a better person. At 35 per cent famous, it’s rare you leave the house without someone on Twitter noting they saw you on a bus, or in Pret, or going to see Boyhood at the Odeon.

And so you – previously God-less; unschooled in being constantly observed and being judged – finally feel what it’s like for your every action to be noted by an omnipresent eye. You start to live in a way that is exaggeratedly good – ostentatiously giving homeless people tenners; helping mums with buggies up stairs – hoping someone will Instagram it, captioned, ‘More Moran nobleness! She is such a humanitarian!’

But, after a while, you note that constantly pretending to be a decent person, and actually being one, are basically the same thing. And that 35 per cent fame has worked for you by way of the warm, positive affirmation that parents give a querulous child. That it makes you calm, and purposeful, in a way you would never have anticipated. That the mask, when it eats into the face, can be – unexpectedly – a serendipitous thing.

 

 

The thing is, even if you’re a bit famous yourself – cruising around on your 35 per cent, enjoying occasional, modest discounts in second-hand bookshops – you are still liable to be a total arse when around other famous people. It’s almost as if you learn nothing, ever.

ALL THE DIFFERENT WAYS I HAVE ANNOYED FAMOUS PEOPLE

Not counting my father’s favourite drinking anecdote – that, in 1980, he once nearly knocked over Midlands Today presenter Alan Towers on a zebra crossing – the first famous person my family encountered was the writer Helen Cresswell, in 1982.

Author of children’s series The Bagthorpe Saga, Cresswell came to a literary fair in Wolverhampton to sign copies of her latest book. The whole family queued for an hour to meet her and, when we finally got to the top of the queue, we regretfully explained to her our situation: that, no, we hadn’t read any of her books yet – as we were waiting to get them out of the library – and so could she, therefore, just sign a copy of Enid Blyton’s The Faraway Tree instead?

She – baffled yet courteous – did so. We – ebullient – capered away like joyous chimps. The famous lady (whose books we hadn’t read!) had signed a book (that she had nothing to do with!) – and it had only taken all afternoon! Bonus round! GOLD RUN! COWABUNGA! TOUCH THE GLORY OF THE FAMOUS PEOPLE!

In the twenty-nine years that have passed since that incident, my job has involved meeting many, many famous people. Indeed at one point, in my early twenties – during Britpop – I was probably on about twenty famous people a day. I subsequently developed a hacking Fame Cough.

But, in all that time, I have often reflected on how that first brush with a celebrity, back in 1982, so perfectly encapsulated all my reactions to meeting celebrities since. For although I have cycled through many different coping techniques, every single one of them has been persistently, unwaveringly, and astonishingly stupid. Thus:

1991–3: Gonna make you love me. I am sixteen years old. I am writing for Melody Maker. I am able to do a thing which is both amazing, yet wholly inadvisable for a teenage girl – essentially ring up my heroes and request that they be delivered to a pub, for me, so they can fall madly in love with me, and propose marriage.

Other people call this activity ‘doing an interview’ – but I know the truth.

Unfortunately, having had no training in either a) conducting interviews or b) getting people to fall madly in love with me, my technique is: to get very, very drunk, and then talk about myself for the entirety of the interview.

I don’t know if you’ve ever really viscerally wanted to stab yourself in the eyes, hair and chest before then throwing yourself off a cliff – but I can assure you that, if you do, then listening back to an hour-long tape of you slurringly telling the Beastie Boys ‘the thing about me, right, is that I’m a lover – not a fighter’ will absolutely motivate you to do that.

1993–7: Blowing their minds. Doing a palm reading for Björk? Showing Roddy Frame from Aztec Camera the pictures you drew of him when you were thirteen? Crying hysterically in Radiohead’s front room ‘Because I feel the ghosts in your music’? Telling Teenage Fanclub, ‘Let’s not do an interview – let’s just play Scrabble, instead, while I “feel your vibe”’? I’ve done all of these. I just wanted to … liven the place up a bit. You know. Keep things fresh for promo-jaded celebrities. Out of love. Bad love.

This demented tactic reached its unfortunate climax in 1997, when I was in a limo with Robbie Williams, who had toothache. Instead of painkillers, I insisted he use my herbal remedy instead.

Thirty seconds later we went over an unexpected road bump, and Mr ‘Angels’ was screaming in agony as I tried to rinse a whole spilt bottle of Clove Oil out of his eye, using half a can of flat Lilt.

1997–2005: Hard-core shunning. Having nearly blinded the most famous man in Britain, I had a rethink about a world where celebrities regularly had to come in contact with me – and came out solidly against it.

‘I need to protect famous people from me,’ I thought. ‘They shouldn’t have to put up with this shit. From now on, whenever I’m trapped with a famous person, I will nobly ignore them. I will erect an invisible Protective Booth of Respect around them, in my mind.’

This noble eschewing of famouses reached its apogee when I did a radio show with one of my greatest heroes, Radio One DJ John Peel. Three times Peel attempted to make pleasant conversation with me. Three times I physically turned away from him – thinking, ‘John Peel, the best way I











TV REVIEW: SHAKESPEARE & DAVID BOWIE – ENGLAND’S BEAUTIFUL BOYS
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MY FATHER RAISED EIGHT CHILDREN ON WELFARE, AND DIDN’T KILL ANY OF US
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WHY WE CHEERED IN THE STREET WHEN MARGARET THATCHER DIED
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DO NOT BUY A HOUSE IN LONDON, OR THE SOUTH
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THE SHIT-HEEL BUTCHERS OF SOHO
















HOW TO HANDLE OTHER PEOPLE’S 5:2 DIETS





	1) Establish, as soon as possible – as if it were an emergency – if they are on a ‘Fast Day’ or not. This is key information you will need to know right up front, before you say or do anything. I cannot stress how vital it is that you discover this. Thankfully, it’s very easy to find out if someone is on a Fast Day, because anyone on a Fast Day will tend to say ‘I’m on a Fast Day’ in a small, tense voice within thirty seconds of meeting you. They will then look at you as if expecting you to respond with something that expresses great sympathy – ‘Oh no! A Fast Day! You must be very very hungry!’ but also admiration – ‘But, then, eating only 500 calories for a whole day is an amazing thing for you to be doing, Sue! Go you!’ Bear in mind that even if you do give this perfect greeting – rather than the far more likely nonplussed ‘Oh’ – it’s important for you to realise that, ultimately, nothing can go well between you and this Fasting person today. This is someone functioning on 40 per cent of their brain capacity, at best – disabled as they are by extreme hunger and constant thoughts of how much they would like some delicious frangible buttery toast. They hate you because you are a person who can have some toast. And if you go so far as to eat some toast in front of them, they will turn away in a poorly suppressed murderous rage, probably to go and stab a picture of you eating some toast, which they are about to draw, in the aching hours of free time unfilled, today, with lovely breakfasts, dinners, lunches and snacks. Although any point in the day with someone Fasting is basically going to be a tense and unpleasant pain in the arse for you, there is a particular danger time:

	2) Between 2 and 5pm on a Fast Day is usually the peak of the hunger – and, therefore, the peak of the danger for you. During this spike in hunger, brain capacity appears to drop as low as 9 per cent, and Fasters become actively evil. Like demons. Personally, were I Prime Minister I would make it so people you were talking to on the phone had to say, at the start of the conversation, ‘It’s 4.30pm and I’m on a Fast Day’, and then you could just simply put the phone down before they inexplicably refuse to process your claim, send out an engineer to mend your boiler, or authorise an emergency crew to come and cut you, bleeding, out of the wreckage of your car. NB: In all likelihood, the person who just crashed into your car was someone else on a Fast Day, who’d just driven past a Burger King, and was blind with tears of hunger.

	3) Often the rage suddenly turns to sorrow, accompanied by massive physical weakness. You see fully grown women struggling to open a can of Diet Coke; or big men trying to turn stiff door handles before collapsing, shouting, ‘My wrists suddenly feel as limp and powerless as Cheestrings. Oh GOD! HELP ME! THINK MY BODY HAS STARTED TO CONSUME ITSELF FROM WITHIN!’ Operating a photocopier is beyond these people at this point – you will have to do it for them. You will essentially become one of those Helping Hands monkeys that disabled people have – but for a 38-year-old accountant from Hackney.

	4) Smugness. On ‘normal days’, this: ‘I’ve lost three-quarters of a stone!’ they will say, folding fistfuls of chips into their mouths. And you’ll be all like, ‘Hang on – you only did that because we didn’t kill you on the days you were behaving like a Roid Rage Colin from The Secret Garden! This is society’s achievement – not yours!’ But they just sit there, being a size 10, not listening.
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TV REVIEW: THE APPRENTICE – THE ECONOMY RESTS ON THESE CASH-MADDENED CLOWNS
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