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I found an old photograph of us all at Alconleigh, a 6x4 print, tattered with age but as vivid to me as flashing neon. It was taken at breakfast twenty-odd years ago, and as I gaze at it with that rush of yearning that you get when you look at old pictures – it’s loss, really, an ache, the feeling that you can never go back, that time has fled and that you are bereft – I can smell the coffee pot sputtering on the Aga, feel the worn, waxed oak of the kitchen table, hear the soft pad-pad of the dogs fossicking for crumbs on the rug beneath it. I can hear my cousin Linda too, as clearly as if she were standing next to me, her laughter laced with indignation: ‘I remember that picture! I wanted really short shorts that made your bottom hang out, but Ma got me those giant, old-man dungarees from a charity shop instead, and cut them off at the knee, and I was supposed to be pleased.’

There were always two teapots at breakfast, one, yellow and chipped, containing PG Tips for Uncle Matthew and one, printed with small spongeware donkeys, containing Aunt Sadie’s loose-leaf Assam. In the picture, Uncle Matthew is triumphant because he has ‘finished’ the crossword, which usually involved getting fed up halfway through and writing in words like BATTO or CORPID to complete the clues that eluded him. Then he would push the paper aside with a satisfied grunt and carry on with his medium-boiled eggs with toast (six minutes exactly, this occasioning a fudgy yolk, the only acceptable kind – all other eggs were denounced furiously, compared to phlegm or worse, and liable to be hurled). Occasionally one of Uncle Matthew’s children would glance over at the nonsensical crossword and say, ‘But Pa, what’s MIRONS?’ and he’d reply that mirons was mirons, in a very categorical way that, like Uncle Matthew himself, brooked no dissent. We sort of believed him about mirons, because we all, adults and children alike, constantly made up words ourselves. Sometimes, in adulthood, we’d use the words in the outside world and be surprised to find they weren’t real to other people, or at least that their meaning wasn’t as immediately, glaringly obvious to them as it was to us. ‘Grooble’, for instance, meant to touch or paw in an annoying or overly intimate way, as in, ‘Ma, she won’t stop groobling my pencil case,’ or, when we were older, ‘Did you meet the husband? Bit groobly.’ As well as the words, there were endless phrases. If people were short – all the Radletts were long-limbed and rangy and viewed short people with fascination and envy (‘It must be so cosy to be short,’ Linda said) – we’d say they were ‘still growing’, even if they were adults: ‘What’s she like?’ ‘Dark hair, hazel eyes, still growing, very nice.’ If people were clingy, we’d say they ‘wouldn’t flush’.

Anyway, here we all are. My beautiful cousin Linda – also known as Linny, Linoleum, Lino, Linguine, McCartney, Macca or sometimes Paul – is looking crossly at a dish of sausages, the presence of which suggests that the photograph was taken when the Radletts still kept a few pigs, a short-lived enterprise that perished when Linda’s vegetarianism became militant. Or perhaps she is cross at the thought of her dungarees. Aunt Sadie had told her that she looked very sweet. Jassy had said that she looked like someone American who lives in the woods and whose brother is also her husband. ‘I can’t believe my own mother dresses me like an incest,’ Linda had cried. Aunt Sadie had snorted with laughter at this and told them both not to be so silly, but said, ‘Howdy, y’all,’ every time she looked at Linda that morning. Uncle Matthew shouted that he was against incest in all its forms and that shooting was too good for them, enraging Linda further by directing the remark at her with a disgusted look on his face. Jassy, chewing languidly on a toothpick, kept telling Linda that they were ‘kin’ and that Miss Linda was mighty pretty. By lunchtime the dungarees had been discarded, which Linda said was actually a shame because the bib pocket had made a perfect home for her mouse, Lucky Fernandez.

Here is twelve-year-old Jassy, clear-eyed and wild-haired, looking straight at the camera with an amused and detached expression, as if to say, ‘I don’t know who these people are or why I am among them, but I don’t mind for now.’ Louisa, the eldest, is sketching something on the back of an envelope, most probably a girl wearing normal teenage clothes, these being denied us in favour of not only dungarees but also corduroy trousers and hand-me-down jerseys, an injustice most acutely felt by seventeen-year-old Louisa, who longed with all her being for something tight and short and made from synthetic fabric. She had also longed, from the age of eleven, for marriage to a lord, preferably Scottish and in possession of a castle, so perhaps she is sketching a wedding dress. Robin, more usually called the Baby despite saying, ‘I am not a baby,’ at least once an hour, is three and wearing one of his older siblings’ T-shirts as a dress or sack; he is carefully drawing a triceratops on the wall. Aunt Sadie has improvised a matching neck frill for him out of a crumpled tea towel.

Aunt Sadie, stately and serene, is planning supper and holding down the pages of a food-splattered recipe book with one hand while feeding herself home-made spelt toast with the other. My mother must have been staying because here she is, smooth-skinned, glossy-nailed, perfectly made-up, a narrow silk scarf tied jauntily around her pretty neck. She is peeling a peach and laughing at something Uncle Matthew has said. My mother is Aunt Sadie’s sister. She is called Georgina but everyone calls her the Bolter, including herself: ‘Darling, it’s me, Bolts,’ she’ll say on the phone in her husky voice. She always sounds like she’s spent the night screaming. The Bolter is much married and rarely single – she wears all her wedding rings at once, in a stack that reaches her finger joint – which is how I came to be living at Alconleigh. There is a third sister, my beloved Aunt Emily, who more or less adopted me when I was seven and my mother bolted to follow a man called Rémy to Uruguay (it lasted six months but the Bolter’s Spanish remained excellent). Aunt Emily and I had lived together happily in a cottage near the main house ever since. She was a part-time academic, kind, serious, less alarmingly glamorous than my mother and with none of her brittleness, and I adored her.

I am in the photograph too, sitting next to Linda. We are both fourteen, though we look much younger. I am gazing at her with a half-smile on my face and a shine of perfect delight in my eyes. That the rest of the morning will involve lessons – we were home-schooled by Aunt Sadie – does not dampen my enthusiasm. Linda scattered her glitter wherever she was.

‘But why did you make us live here, Pa? It’s so cruel. I do love Norfolk, but we are vital young women, and – well, look.’ Linda gestured at the window. Fields surrounded the house as far as the eye could see.

‘It’s not much to work with,’ said Jassy. ‘Admit, Pa.’

‘It’s such a waste of us,’ said Linda.

‘We considered New Zealand,’ said Aunt Sadie, ‘so bear that in mind.’

‘But I’d love to live in New Zealand!’ said Linda.

‘Bloody nonsense,’ said Uncle Matthew. ‘It’s much emptier than Norfolk. You’d just waft about all day with koalas clinging to your legs, wailing like Kate Bush.’

‘Who’s Kate Bush?’ asked Jassy.

‘“WUTHERING HEIGHTS”,’ shouted Uncle Matthew. ‘Give me strength.’

‘“Running Up That Hill”,’ said Aunt Sadie. ‘“The Man with the Child in His Eyes”. “Babooshka”. You know, darling.’ She hummed a few bars.

‘Nope,’ said Jassy. ‘Do you know, Lino?’

‘No,’ said Linda.

‘We are young people,’ said Louisa.

‘Anyway, the koalas wouldn’t be climbing my legs,’ said Linda. ‘I’d carry them in my arms, like babies. Like twins.’

‘Would you breastfeed them?’ asked Jassy with interest.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Linda uncertainly. ‘I suppose I might if they were orphans.’

‘Koalas is Australia,’ Louisa tutted. ‘New Zealand is possums.’

Everyone ignored her. Aunt Sadie pushed back her chair and got up.

‘Help me out, Matty,’ she said. ‘The children can’t not know who Kate Bush is.’

‘Bloody fools,’ said Uncle Matthew, glaring at each of us in turn, even Robin. ‘Bloo. Dy. Fools. Right, which one?’

‘“Wuthering”, I think,’ said Aunt Sadie, smoothing down her dress and ruffling up her hair. She held her arms out in front of her and shook them, shifting from foot to foot.

Uncle Matthew said, ‘Give me a sec,’ leaned back in his chair and then made a sound uncannily like notes being picked out by one finger on a jangly piano. ‘Ready,’ he said. ‘From the top.’

Aunt Sadie suddenly crouched on to the kitchen floor. We were still seated and it took me a moment to work out where she’d gone. We were all looking at her, wondering what she was doing, when she sprang up again with great vigour and started to sing.

‘I don’t like that eee-eee noise,’ said Robin after a while.

‘SILENCE,’ Uncle Matthew bellowed. ‘This song is a masterpiece.’

‘Why is Ma doing wavy arms?’ Robin asked, undeterred.

‘Because I am a ghost,’ said Aunt Sadie breathlessly. ‘I am the ghost of Cathy and I miss Heathcliff and I am expressing both these things through dance.’

‘I don’t know them,’ said Robin. ‘Ma! I don’t like your angry eyes.’

‘More mad than angry,’ said Jassy. ‘Pa’s the one with angry eyes.’

Uncle Matthew, gazing enraptured at Aunt Sadie, ignored this.

‘Have you nearly finished?’ enquired Linda.

‘No,’ said Aunt Sadie. ‘Give me space, I’m about to do a cartwheel.’

‘That’s my girl,’ said Uncle Matthew fondly, reaching out to grab Aunt Sadie as she landed awkwardly – the cartwheel had been more of a bunny-hop – but with an expression of triumph. ‘Here, Sades, am I your Heathcliff?’

‘Yes,’ puffed Aunt Sadie. ‘It’s powerfully moving, “Wuthering Heights”, isn’t it?’

‘If we told someone that this was our life, they wouldn’t believe us,’ said Linda, helping herself to coffee. ‘They would literally say we were making it up.’

‘We’d probably be taken into care,’ said Jassy.

‘Don’t be silly, darling,’ said Aunt Sadie.

‘Would the animals come into care too?’ asked Linda. ‘I’m not going without them.’

‘No,’ said Jassy.

‘Then I’m stuck here,’ said Linda.
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People often say that they live in the middle of nowhere, but we really did. North Norfolk is not overpopulated at the best of times, but the hamlet of Alconleigh – population: us – really was the very definition of emptiness, with no near, or even vaguely near, neighbours. If it hadn’t been so pretty, it would have felt desolate. ‘Ah, here we are, the absolute arse end,’ Uncle Matthew would say with deep satisfaction whenever we drove home from somewhere. (Driving with Uncle Matthew could be an ordeal: he barked, ‘WHY IS IT FUN?’ out of the car window at every single group of Lycra-clad cyclists we ever passed. It wasn’t really a question, and there were more pelotons in Norfolk than one would imagine. Uncle Matthew also cried every time we drove past a particular very old, very decrepit, very sweet-faced corgi who lived in the nearest village – a village we unavoidably had to drive through to get home – with its equally ancient and doddery owner. She would carry the dog carefully from front door to front garden every afternoon at five, there to let it take the two or three hesitant, tottering steps that were all the walk it could manage. In the end, Aunt Sadie timed all outings so that we would never travel through the village between the hours of five and six p.m., but it didn’t really work because even knowing they were inside, old and weak but devoted to each other, caused Uncle Matthew’s eyes to glisten with unshed tears.)

The Radletts lived in the farmhouse; Aunt Emily and I lived a few hundred yards away in the cottage; there were a couple of barns and agricultural outbuildings, a handful of tenant farmers an hour or more’s walk across the fields, but that was it. You could – and we did – walk for miles and miles without leaving Alconleigh land, and assuming you’d managed it, there was, in any case, nowhere to go, apart from the marshes and inlets and estuaries, and then the grey sea and its beautiful, vast shore. The Radletts all swam year-round, in all weathers and without wetsuits, as joyfully and frolicsomely as otters, and travelled the creeks in a lovely old wooden sailing dinghy, a Twinkle 12 that was ironically referred to as HMS Freedom.

We were in the absolute arse end because Uncle Matthew used to be a rock star. He’d been the singer in a band called Sin, and a proper rock star, as in global fame, album sales – back in the days when you could measure these things in album sales – in the tens of millions, chart toppings on both sides of the Atlantic, wives, girlfriends, groupies, lurid gossip, more gold discs than he knew what to do with (they were stacked up neatly in their frames in the loft) and a vast entourage. There were six unauthorized band biographies called things like Sinner: Deep into Hell, one of them a top-ten New York Times bestseller for forty-nine weeks, and, for quite a while, a life of well-documented excess on two continents. This was never discussed on pain of banishment, though we had a souvenir in the form of a Brit Award which Uncle Matthew, high on pharmaceutical-grade cocaine, had once used to whack the head of Styx, the drummer of his band. Styx had never been overly concerned with the life of the mind and reportedly didn’t care about the additional loss of grey cells once the headache wore off. The Brit Award, which lived in the downstairs loo, still had a brown splodge of blood and a few matted Styx hairs adhering to it. We weren’t allowed to touch the Brit, which lived high on a shelf, even though we desperately wanted to. ‘Fucking Styx, man,’ Uncle Matthew would say affectionately about twice a month, shaking his head fondly as he came out of the lav.

Unusually for a rock star, Uncle Matthew conquered the charts and the critics, made a considerable fortune, counted his blessings, eventually got clean – he subsequently abhorred all drugs with the incandescent fervour of the absolute convert – auctioned off his guitars at Christie’s for charity and called it a day in early middle age. It must have helped that he’d fallen in love with Aunt Sadie, though they only got together officially after he’d cleaned up because Aunt Sadie said that people who used narcotics had bad karma and that the drugs were an issue, even though she found Uncle Matthew powerfully attractive and fun to sleep with every now and then. ‘What your pa doesn’t know about sex isn’t worth knowing,’ she once remarked. ‘It’s because he has farm-cat traits.’ This had caused Jassy to collapse to the floor and pretend to die.

The Radletts lived at Alconleigh because Uncle Matthew and Aunt Sadie felt that their children should have as wholesome and unpolluted an upbringing as possible, far away from London, he because of his own rackety past and because he knew that his children would forever be objects of deep curiosity, Aunt Sadie because, as she once said, ‘Clean air is worth more than gold, and anyway I didn’t want weird men masturbating at you on the Tube. I didn’t want you travelling everywhere by taxi like spoilt babies either.’ (When quizzed about this, she said that as a young woman in London, such occurrences were ‘constant’, painting a picture in our heads that was both alarming and powerfully intriguing.) As well as New Zealand, they’d considered moving to the west coast of Ireland, to the wilds of west Wales and to one of the remoter Scottish islands before settling on Norfolk. Uncle Matthew sold the house in North Kensington and the small cottage in Somerset he’d bought with his first pay cheque and bought Alconleigh Farm, which sat in 10,000 acres a few miles from the Norfolk coast. Linny and I always thought that the thing that swung it must have been the total absence of mobile signal, not only at Alconleigh but throughout much of our part of the county. High-speed broadband had bypassed us completely, though this was academic as we were not allowed electronic devices of any kind. We were analogue children in a digital world, or, as Linda frequently wailed, ‘utter freaks’. Fortunately for our development, the almost comical wholesomeness of our geographical circumstances was countered by the fact that Uncle Matthew and Aunt Sadie treated us like grown adults in all other respects. We may have been shielded from the perceived dangers of urban life, but no subject was off limits, no topic deemed unsuitable for children, no question evaded, though our more explicit queries about sex were sometimes answered by Aunt Sadie by means of allusions to animal husbandry that always managed to be both annoyingly vague and troublingly evocative. ‘Ugh, I can’t believe that it’s how we were made,’ Jassy once said, idly watching one of the horses cover a mare. ‘It’s ruining my childhood.’ Linda concurred. For far longer than might seem feasible, she had assumed that women laid babies, in the contented, strawy way that hens laid eggs.
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Uncle Matthew had been married twice before meeting Aunt Sadie and having four children with her, first briefly at eighteen to his childhood sweetheart, Pat, now deceased, and then, marginally less briefly, to a former groupie called Cloud Nine, whose real name was Sophie Bridport but who was known to us as Auntie Cloud. Uncle Matthew and Auntie Cloud had two grown-up sons, twins called Cumulus and Cirrus, who now went by Marco and Adam and were, respectively, a middlingly successful character actor and a tattoo artist. They were kind to us when we saw them at family gatherings, but they seemed ancient, too old to hold any glamour. They lived in London, which might as well have been Ulan Bator. London was unimaginably strange to us, both longed for and frightening. We had been only a handful of times; once, in Soho – a friend of Uncle Matthew’s was playing a secret gig at Ronnie Scott’s – we’d seen an unaccompanied poodle lick up some human sick, the pity of which had made Linda cry inconsolably for the rest of the evening (eventually Uncle Matthew, swearing like a trooper, had gone out to look for the poodle so that we could rescue it and bring it to live with us. He looked for an hour, but it had disappeared. This made Linda cry more, and spoilt London for years).

Our nearest equivalent was the seaside town of Cromer, more manageable in size, which to us held as much dazzle and louche glamour as Las Vegas. We didn’t go to Cromer very often either, only to get our hair cut by an old lady called Marie who smelled exhilaratingly of cigarettes and Listerine, or for birthday fish and chips by the beach. The town seemed to us the acme of sophistication, with its year-round pier show, once-grand Edwardian hotels and uncomplicated sense of fun. Its dogs seemed well cared for. Once, coming out of Marie’s at dusk and heading for the chip shop, we’d seen some Traveller boys hanging out near the taxi rank, shouting and laughing and wearing gold necklaces, and had fallen in love on sight despite being too shy to speak to them. ‘When we first saw them – I want that feeling all the time,’ Linda said on the way home, her eyes shining in the darkness of the back of the car. ‘I love that feeling. Like being a firework or an electric eel.’ From then on we dressed up, inasmuch as we owned anything to dress up in, every time we went into Cromer, but we never saw them again (‘They’re probably travelling,’ Jassy pointed out, rolling her eyes). Linda and I had decided to live together in Cromer when we grew up, in a candy-coloured house with neighbours and mobile phones and boys everywhere. We longed for boys and we didn’t know any, apart from Creepy Jared, the son of a tenant farmer who sometimes helped out with the animals and who was the only boy roughly our age for miles. We didn’t like him because he always wanted to show us dead, mangled things, and seemed to enjoy my disgust and Linny’s distress. He had thumbs that looked like toes and talked about sex all the time, using the phrase ‘gagging for it’ even about wood pigeons. We’d had endless discussions about whether, despite this, he was worth losing one’s cumbersome virginity to when the time came. (Within a year or two, we would shift our attention to the adult farmers, whom we called the Reds because that was usually the colour of their trousers when they were off duty. The blameless Reds would occasionally appear in Aunt Sadie’s kitchen, where she would give them tea and cake, or sometimes chai and samosas. They briefly became, faute de mieux, the sole focus of our nascent sexual obsession, even though they were ancient and looked like gnarled beetroots. Linny and I would force ourselves to find something attractive about them. ‘Mikey Payne has the nicest little brown eyes,’ one of us would say, falling on to the sofa in a desperate approximation of swooning. ‘Really close together, like a kind monkey. I love that about him.’)

As we never tired of complaining, my cousins and I were ridiculously old-fashioned. We were the kind of children who shouted excitedly about the swallows and swifts returning. We ran about outside because there was nothing else to do. We were twentieth century in the twenty-first, like our Fair Isle jumpers, our board games, our flat, navy, rubber-soled sandals, our love of frogs, whom we named from tadpolehood and were bored enough to pretend to recognize thereafter. As teenagers, we once found a pile of Aunt Sadie’s old Ladybird books in one of the attics, and Linny observed that we looked exactly like the illustrations, which was mostly true.

Twice a year we went inland to Holt, a charming, well-to-do market town that we considered boringly wholesome and unseedy, there to see the dental hygienist, a South African called Mr Van Der Pant – ‘Panties’, inevitably. There would be old magazines, ancient copies of Grazia on the little table in the waiting room, and we’d fall on them and boggle and hoot with incredulous laughter, like primeval fish-creatures being given an insane, unimaginable glimpse of the biped, mammalian future. We lived on the idea of a Grazia double-page spread about buttock implants for about six months. Whenever there was an overlong, dull silence, one of us would say, ‘Bum implants, though,’ and we would reanimate instantly, sometimes stuffing cushions down our woolly tights or trousers to bring the words more vividly to life. Lip implants had almost the same galvanizing effect until the Bolter appeared sporting some, at which point the others kindly fell silent on the subject, at least in front of me.
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I’d been staying in the main house rather than the cottage that autumn because Aunt Emily had, unusually, been away for three long weeks. Alconleigh, surrounded by fields and framed by that East Anglian overabundance of sky, was a large Dutch-gabled farmhouse, built in the seventeenth century but much extended subsequently, and made of knapped flint cobbles. It sat at the bottom of a twisty half-mile drive. The house was huge, full of little rooms, nooks, crannies and secret stairs – Uncle Matthew and Aunt Sadie had a pathological aversion to anything open-plan: ‘Not a speck of cosiness, no privacy, no wonder most people are neurotic,’ Aunt Sadie said, this being one of her many Rules to Live By, which covered everything from the importance of regularly ingesting turmeric to the grave dangers, never quite specified, of radiation from microwave ovens.

Despite its size, Alconleigh was sprawling rather than grand, friendly rather than forbidding, comfortable rather than smart. The Bolter was never without the name of a new, hot interior designer – ‘I must get Philippe Parrochino to redo my tiny housey’ – and was forever redecorating her Chelsea mews house to resemble something she’d seen in a magazine, or at a party, or in a dream. By contrast, Aunt Sadie disapproved of ostentation, valued cosiness above all else and was of the opinion that as long as you had squishy sofas, old rugs, cookery books and dogs, you couldn’t go far wrong. The dogs, a terrier called Beppe Colombo and a lurcher called Ribston Pippin, both of whom had theme tunes to which they came when called, were welcome on all furniture and beds; any visitor saying, ‘Are the dogs allowed on the furniture?’ in a polite spirit of enquiry earned themselves Uncle Matthew’s undying enmity: ‘They are. You’re not.’

I loved staying at Alconleigh. I was often nervous around Uncle Matthew, but I adored Aunt Sadie, and the house felt like a hug. Uncle Matthew was a man of extreme and simple emotions, and he loved Aunt Sadie extremely and simply, to the exception – or so he always claimed – of all others, ‘from the moment I clapped eyes on her’. For her part, Aunt Sadie used to say, ‘It was all over once I met Matthew,’ and we had no reason to disbelieve her, for they were demonstratively, cringe-makingly in love, even now. This is why the Radletts were, despite everything, so profoundly grounded and secure, I think. That, and the love that permeated the house like the smell of a pie baking and that made it such a comforting place to stay in, regardless of the fact that Uncle Matthew was quite frightening even to his own children.

He was, to all of us, the very incarnation of masculinity: magnificent, handsome, noble in profile, intensely intimidating, more than human. He was also unpredictable, a man of violent passions and explosive, random-seeming dislikes and prejudices. He objected furiously to many things, the objections forming a vast and elastic mass that expanded and contracted wholly without warning, governed only by Uncle Matthew’s erratic internal temperatures. It was impossible to keep track. If you’d asked him directly, he would have told you that it was straightforward, that he simply hated upper-class people (‘poshos’) because he was working class and had got where he was by grafting, and people who had not got on his nerves. The posho-phobia made only partial sense: he had, after all, married one – Aunt Sadie was the daughter of an Indian diplomat and an English debutante – and our part of the county was tormentingly stuffed full of them. Besides, he might have been born working class but few people would have described him as such now (Aunt Sadie once astutely observed that not being working class any more made Uncle Matthew very happy and utterly livid at the same time).

But none of this made a speck of difference to Uncle Matthew. As well as hating the posh, he also considered many ‘posh’ things intolerable, although again his interpretation of posh was in places individual to the point of eccentricity. Some of his pet hates were obvious enough: cravats, yellow corduroy, Little Englanders, loud braying voices, people who said ‘shampoo’ or ‘fizz’ for champagne (‘Rather snobbish of you,’ Aunt Sadie had once pointed out, to his fury). Some were less so: soap with a pump dispenser, cufflinks, thin socks, overcoats, which he considered both posh and effete, umbrellas, pugs, ‘virtue signalling’, Dijon mustard, scented candles, English nursery food, including, to our sorrow, mashed potato. Curry, on the other hand, could do no wrong, though he also hated the generic word ‘curry’ and always used the dish’s specific name. He hated aftershave, claret, all tweed excepting that from the Isle of Harris, Englishmen who wore tartan, or sashes, or cummerbunds (‘Just admit you’re fat, fatso’), anyone with any kind of special food regimen or intolerance whatsoever, people who said ‘huzzah’, electric gates, ‘feelings’, water features, blazers, ‘smooth drives’ (ours was pitted and potholed to the point of no return), hardback novels, people who thought of themselves as literary and said things like ‘I’m a great reader.’ Uncle Matthew would later claim to have read one book in his entire life, under extreme duress, while forced to convalesce after an early hip replacement. The book, A Street Cat Named Bob, moved him so profoundly that he did not, he explained, face wet with tears, need to read anything else ever again, since nothing could ever be as good. When Aunt Sadie had pointed out that Uncle Matthew hated cats too, he’d looked at her strickenly and said, ‘Not Bob, Sadie. Never Bob.’ In no particular order, Uncle Matthew also hated wallpaper, polyglots (‘It’s just showing off’), euphemisms in general and euphemisms for swearing in particular, hence our own salty vocabulary, people who abbreviated names and added an S on the end – Matts, Robs, Linds, this last absolutely guaranteeing full-blown apoplexy, even though he often called Aunt Sadie ‘Sades’. He hated pot pourri, handkerchiefs, tissues and, by extension, any kind of public nose-blowing, gratuitous thrift, as when people didn’t heat their house properly when they could afford to, or bought the cheapest product to save a few unnecessary pence (‘penny-pinching poshos, nothing worse’). Also frayed collars and ancient holey jumpers worn in public places (‘disrespectful’), being called ‘mate’ by said poshos, who, he claimed, when male often spoke one octave below their natural speaking voice in an artificially deepened voice to add patrician gravitas, fooling most people but not him. He hated people from southern England who said ‘aye’, overconfident public school girls with loud voices, imported mushrooms, salted caramel (‘not a flavour’), spindly sofas (‘not sitting on that’), unfaithful men with ‘liars’ eyes’, high-pitched yawning, all breakfast cereals, privileged women with rich husbands who pretended their hobby was ‘work’ and always talked about how busy and exhausted they were, skiing, racists, ‘poncy’ sunglasses (meaning any that weren’t from the Shell service station on the road to Cromer), prolonged coughing (‘Go and do that elsewhere’), boxer shorts (‘no support, what’s the point?’), double-breasted suits, people who considered themselves ‘characters’, non-native wild flowers, feet, any kind of utility wear worn by people who weren’t manual workers, with especial loathing reserved for baker-boy caps, tooth veneers, hunting socks and breeks (‘Have a look in the mirror, mate’), kiwi fruit, ostentatious swimming pools, people who said chin-chin or santé instead of cheers, people whose arms he considered too long, dietary supplements, bath oil (‘bath grease’), members’ clubs, cars with bull bars, these causing him to aggressively enquire about their owners’ moose problem, artichokes (‘don’t trust them’), facial hair, chicory, Surrey, the colour teal (‘not a real colour’), fountain pens, people who dropped Latin phrases into conversation, including ‘QED’. Also overly fussy egg dishes, yoga mats (Aunt Sadie once told us that during their courtship she had arranged to meet Uncle Matthew at a yoga class and he had brought along a medium-sized Persian rug), minimalist flower arrangements, especially of the lone-sculptural-bloom kind, minimalist interiors generally, adults who talked obsessively about their school or university days, people who called their parents ‘parentals’, women who said ‘hubby’ and men who said ‘my other half’. He hated starters, which he found pretentious: we only ever had a main course and a pudding, though there was always cheese, which for some reason he considered wonderfully proletarian. Recent additions to this ever-expanding list included ‘wellness’ (‘Why would I take advice from posh girls with eating disorders?’), enoki mushrooms (‘creepy’) and the use of the word ‘cis’ to describe anyone who wasn’t one’s sister. When Uncle Matthew wasn’t furious, he was excessively sentimental. You could see where Linda got it from. All of the Radlett children were creatures of extremes: they loved or they loathed, with nothing in between. They existed in a world of superlatives, and anything dull or ordinary cast them into despair. I don’t use the word lightly: Linda in particular had a kind of furious intensity about her, the flip side of which was a disconcerting blank emptiness. They were all incredibly bad at being bored, which was perhaps why they could make almost anything interesting.
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Although an agonizingly slow modem eventually appeared in the kitchen, we had no computers other than a mostly decorative antique iMac, bulgingly triangular and boiled-sweet pink, which Aunt Sadie would occasionally try and use to send emails, to no avail: the admin got outsourced to Uncle Matthew’s assistant Olivia, who would come in once a month and blitz her way through piles of paperwork. We begged for laptops, tablets, smartphones, any kind of device at all; we pleaded, we cried, often, out of sheer frustration, indignation, rage, but no dice. Uncle Matthew was convinced that the internet was a cesspit of vice and that even one look would radicalize us into crazy fundamentalism of some kind or another; Aunt Sadie developed strong and implacable views about the undesirability of social media early on: that it eventually drove even the sanest people stark staring mad was one of her articles of faith. The newspapers got delivered every day, although Aunt Sadie had stopped reading them. ‘They’re so fattening,’ she explained. ‘Everything is terrible and then I have to comfort eat, which is heaven once in a while, but not every day or I’d turn into a ball.’ And we had books, and nature, and a landline, and terrestrial television – what more, they thought, could we possibly need or want? Never mind that no normal child had watched television in years, or played music on a CD player.

And that was that, except that, unbeknown to the adults, you could get two bars of signal on the other side of the donkeys’ paddock, in a fallow field which housed a large, abandoned former pig ark that we had mucked out, scrubbed clean and filled with fresh straw. Uncle Matthew and Aunt Sadie had kept pigs for a while despite Linda’s increasingly indignant protests, but stopped when they found her hiding in the trailer that was taking Lolly and Poots, two especially nice Large Blacks, to the local abattoir, sobbing that it was horrible beyond words to murder two of her closest friends. The empty pig ark made a lovely and surprisingly spacious den, cosy and sweet-smelling, and in the warmer months Linny and I often carried across our bedding and camped out in it, waking up with straw in our hair, like medieval peasants. Being made of metal, it got too hot in high summer, but it was wonderfully dry and comfortable on an autumn day, with rain pattering down on the tin roof and hot chocolate lugged across the field in our Thermos flasks. On warmer days, the donkeys, Bingo, Tina and Noble George, would potter over and stick their head above the fence and we’d share our snacks with them. We called our den Da Sty, a name that struck us as the very height of gritty urban sophistication, the sort of establishment you might read about in Grazia the next time you were at Panties’. Two bars wasn’t much – it took a couple of minutes to access, let alone open, a web page on my ancient Pay As You Go phone, the lone handset available to us, a gift to me from the Bolter – but it was all we had, and so Da Sty became a sort of clubhouse for the children. It was where we would gather to discuss urgent questions that might have arisen during the day, and sometimes attempt, with varying degrees of success, to look up the answer.

This particular meeting at Da Sty had been called for two purposes. The first was that we’d overheard the phrase ‘vaginal laxity’ on Woman’s Hour before Aunt Sadie turned it off and got back to teaching us maths, and our curiosity was high (‘But Sadie, what is it? Why is she saying it in such a sad voice?’ ‘Nothing that is relevant to trigonometry,’ Aunt Sadie replied, though her eyes flicked to the radio and she murmured, ‘poor things’. Uncle Matthew was out inspecting some fencing. Woman’s Hour was on his list of hatreds due to, he claimed, its preoccupation with mooncups and body hair.

The second topic for discussion that day in Da Sty, more convulsively intriguing still, was that Aunt Emily was expected back that evening, with, according to Uncle Matthew, ‘her fella’. But Aunt Emily didn’t have fellas: that was her whole point. When I said as much to Uncle Matthew – which took some effort: I was intimidated by him and the thought of a fella had made my stomach plummet – he waved his hand about and said, ‘You’re a bit slow on the uptake, Fran, for someone who’s been to proper school.’ That I had spent a few unhappy years in the formal education system before being rescued by my aunts, was mildly nerdy and lived in Aunt Emily’s book-stuffed cottage was a source of great amusement to him: he was always testing me and finding me deplorably ignorant compared to his erratically home-schooled children. ‘Here, Fran, how come crows attack buzzards even though they’re so much smaller? Show me. Act it out. Do the wings’, ‘Say you’re keeping sheep. Roughly how many fence posts in a two-acre field?’ and so on. I never knew the answers, unlike his own children, though I learned some by osmosis, eventually. On one particularly excruciating occasion, he asked me what I knew about Louis XIV. I mumbled vaguely that he was the Sun King and lived at Versailles ‘in great splendour’. Uncle Matthew repeated ‘in great splendour’ in a mimsy, nasal voice, then sniffed. ‘Lino,’ he said. ‘Stop drawing that vole for a sec. What about Louis XIV, then?’

‘Let me think,’ said Linda. And then, more or less in one breath: ‘Oh yes. He lived at Versailles and everyone there had to grow one really long fingernail to scratch at doors because knocking was considered rude. Also there were no loos, so ladies in amazing dresses just crapped where they were, like horses. Louis had loads of mistresses and loads of children, mostly illegitimate, and then when his old wife died he married the nanny, who was quite grand, not like an au pair, I wish we had an au pair, maybe she’d let us wear normal clothes, and then can you believe when he got bored of her he married the new nanny – I know! What an old goat, as Ma would say. He had to get up in the morning twice, once with just his friends watching and once with everybody else watching, literally the whole court, plus anyone at all could also turn up and gawp, and it was the same at night when he went to bed. The valet would come and say, “Sire, voilà l’heure,” and poor Louis would have to organize himself in bed, in his big nightie. Then when he got up he would have to go to the loo in front of his courtiers, with everyone just standing there staring. I’d have hated it so much and so would you, Pa, you’d die. His brother was called Monsieur, like my mouse who died in childbirth’ – here Linda blinked rapidly a couple of times but gamely carried on – ‘and he wore red high heels and lovely long curly wigs. He was gay but he got married twice and had seven children, so personally I would say he was an adaptable person. He was an extremely brave soldier. Also Louis loved dancing all by himself in public. He had chubby little fat legs and he wore stockings with ribbons, I don’t know how they didn’t fall down because I don’t think elastic had been invented. Hmmm … Oh yes – men at Versailles were always sending their old wives off to convents so they could get new ones, even though the old wives were young and sexy and not at all religious. Do you want to know about the Princesse de Conti? Or Madame Bouillon? Only I can’t get the nose right on my vole, look, it’s more like a shrew’s, so if I could carry on that would help my life.’

Long look at me from Uncle Matthew.

Now Uncle Matthew said, ‘She’s got a bloke,’ and idly spread his toast with Aunt Sadie’s thick-cut marmalade. ‘She’s in love, Franny. You know.’ I absolutely didn’t. ‘At least I assume it’s a bloke. Actually, is it a bloke, Sadie, d’you know? You never know, these days, and she’s at that age where she could go lezzer.’

‘As far as I know,’ said Aunt Sadie vaguely. ‘Technically, I think she just said, “I’ve met someone.” Let me think. Yes – “I’ve met someone and I’m bringing them.”’

‘Ah,’ said Uncle Matthew. ‘Could be a lady friend. Stocky and capable. Or tremendously feminine and fey, of course.’

‘I don’t think Emily’s a lesbian,’ said Aunt Sadie. ‘I’d have noticed by now, and besides she’d have said. And anyway, don’t tease Frances. Apart from anything else, there’s nothing wrong with a lesbian, stocky or otherwise. Look how happy Margot Shrimpling is now she’s taken up with Rose from the shop. An awful lot of older women become lesbians, I think. So much less alarming than dealing with cantankerous old men, somehow.’

‘Do you have a specific cantankerous old man in mind?’ asked Jassy.

‘I’d totally take up with Rose from the shop,’ said Linda.

‘We all would,’ said Aunt Sadie. ‘She’s divine.’ The shop was a shed two villages away that sold milk, newspapers, bread when Rose could be bothered to make it and boiled crabs in season.

‘Classic profile for middle-aged lezhood, I was saying,’ continued Uncle Matthew. ‘Too clever, bit cross, single for ages, bookish –’ here his eyes settled on me – ‘set in her ways. Although Em’s jolly with it, I’ll grant you. The ones who go lezzer …’

‘Don’t say “go lezzer”, darling,’ said Aunt Sadie mildly. ‘It makes you sound so old.’

‘Yeah, but they’re of a type, aren’t they? The ones who go gay later in life. You know. Hard work. Bit intense. Low on laughs. Then they end up together and they cheer up because they can talk to each other about the Liberal Democrats and cats, and suddenly they’re really into it.’

‘Yes,’ said Aunt Sadie. ‘And then one night there’s some tentative touching, and wham, their lives start anew. I think it’s lovely. So romantic. But anyway, I don’t think any of this applies to Emily.’

‘Would you like an auntie, Fran?’ This was to me. ‘Another one, I mean.’

‘Not really,’ I said.

‘So is Aunt Emily gay now?’ asked Jassy with interest. She looked up from Ducks and Duck Breeding, the book she’d been nose down in. ‘She kept that quiet. Oh, lucky Franny, having an auntie for a stepdad.’

‘I suppose I wouldn’t mind an auntie,’ I said hesitantly. ‘I’d rather a nice auntie than a horrible uncle.’

‘Do you know, ducks have actual penises,’ said Jassy. ‘A male duck’s penis lives inside a sac in its body.’

‘That’s so sweet,’ said Linda, meaning it. ‘All cosy in a little sac. I love ducks.’

‘Some ducks have helical penises,’ Jassy continued, ‘but I don’t know what helical means. If only I had an instant way of looking it up, like a normal child.’

‘Fran will know, she went to school,’ Uncle Matthew said. ‘Is there more bacon, Sadie?’

‘Ugh, bacon,’ said Linda with feeling.

‘Don’t worry, darling,’ Aunt Sadie said to me, patting my arm. ‘I’m sure whoever Emily brings home will be lovely. She doesn’t enter into these things lightly.’

‘True. She’s not the Bolter,’ observed Uncle Matthew.

‘Exactly,’ said Aunt Sadie.

‘Not that it matters who she comes back with
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