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DEDICATION

To my mother and father, who thankfully are nothing like the parents in this book, and let me build my girl how I wanted.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Real musicians and real places appear from time to time, but everything else, the characters, what they do and what they say, are the products of my imagination. Like Johanna, I come from a large family, grew up in a council house in Wolverhampton, and started my career as a music journalist as a teenager. But Johanna is not me. Her family, colleagues, the people she meets, and her experiences are not my family, my colleagues, the people I met, or my experiences. This is a novel and it is all fictitious.
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PART ONE

A BLANK PAGE
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I am lying in bed next to my brother, Lupin.

He is six years old. He is asleep.

I am fourteen. I am not asleep. I am masturbating.

I look at my brother and think, nobly, “This is what he would want. He would want me to be happy.”

After all, he loves me. He wouldn’t want me to be stressed. And I love him—although I must stop thinking about him while I’m masturbating. It feels wrong. I am trying to get my freak on. I can’t have siblings wandering into my sexual hinterland. We may share a bed tonight—he left his bunk at midnight, crying, and got in next to me—but we cannot share a sexual hinterland. He needs to leave my consciousness.

“I have to do this on my own,” I say to him firmly in my head, placing a pillow between us for privacy. This is our little, friendly Berlin Wall. Sexually aware adolescents on one side (West Germany), six-year-old boys on the other (Communist Europe). The line must be held. It is only proper.

IT’S LITTLE WONDER I need to masturbate—today has been very stressful. The Old Man didn’t get famous, again.

Missing for two days, he returned this afternoon, just after lunch, with his arm around a disheveled young man, carbuncular, in a thin, gray, shiny suit and a pink tie.

“This cock,” my father said fondly, “is our future. Say hello to the future, kidders.”

We all politely said hello to the cock, our future.

In the hallway our father informed us, in a cloud of Guinness, that he believed the young man was a record company talent scout from London called Rock Perry—“although he might also be called Ian.”

We looked back at the man, sitting on our collapsing pink sofa in the front room. Ian was very drunk. He had his head in his hands, and his tie looked like it had been put on by an enemy, and was strangling him. He didn’t look like the future. He looked like 1984. In 1990, that was an ancient thing to be—even in Wolverhampton.

“Play this right, and we’ll be fucking millionaires,” our father said, in a loud whisper.

We ran into the garden to celebrate, me and Lupin. We swung on the swing together, planning our future.

My mother and my big brother Krissi, however, stayed silent. In our front room they had seen the future come—and go—before. The future always has different names, and different clothes, but the same thing happens, time after time: the future only comes to our house when it is drunk. The future must then be kept drunk—because the future must somehow be tricked into taking us with it when it leaves. We must hide ourselves in the fur of the future, like burrs—all seven of us—and ride its ass all the way out of this tiny house and back down to London, and fame, and riches, and parties, where we belong.

So far, this has never worked. The future has always eventually walked out of the door without us. We have been stuck now on a council estate in Wolverhampton for thirteen years, waiting. Five children now—the unexpected twins are three weeks old—and two adults. We have to get out of here soon. God, we have to get out of here soon. We cannot hold on, being poor and not-famous, much longer. The 1990s are a bad time to be poor and not-famous.

BACK IN THE HOUSE, things are already going wrong. My mother’s hissed instruction to me—“Get in that kitchen, and bulk that bolognese out with peas! We’ve got guests!”—means I have now served Rock a plate of pasta—I curtsy a little when I hand it over—that he is shoveling into his mouth with all the passion of a man who desperately wants to sober up, aided only by petits pois.

With Rock trapped by the hot plate on his knees, my father is now standing unsteadily in front of him, doing his pitch. We know the pitch by heart.

“You never say the pitch,” the Old Man has explained, many times. “You are the pitch. You live the pitch. The pitch is when you let them know you’re one of them.”

Looming over the guest, my father is holding a cassette in his hand.

“Son,” he says. “Mate. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m a man of ... taste. Not wealth. Not yet—heh heh heh. And I have gathered you here today, to lay some truth on you. Because there are three men without whom none of us would be here today,” he continues, trying to open the cassette box with booze-swollen fingers. “The Holy Trinity. The alpha, epsilon, and omega of all right-thinking people. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. The only three men I’ve ever loved. The Three Bobbies: Bobby Dylan. Bobby Marley. And Bobby Lennon.”

Rock Perry stares up at him—as confused as we all were the first time Dadda said this to us.

“And all every muso on earth is trying to do,” Dadda continues, “is get to the point where they could go up to these cunts in the pub and go, I hear you, mate. I hear you, mate. But can you hear me? You go to them, ‘You are a buffalo soldier, Bobby. You are Mr. Tambourine Man, Bobby. You are the fucking walrus, Bobby. I know that. But I—I am Pat Morrigan. And I am this.’”

My father finally gets the cassette out of the box, and waves it at Rock Perry.

“Do you know what this is, mate?” he asks Rock Perry.

“A C90?” Rock asks.

“Son, this is the last fifteen years of my life,” Dadda replies. He puts the cassette into Rock’s hands. “It doesn’t feel like it, does it? You wouldn’t think you could put a man’s whole life in your hands. But that’s what you’ve got there. I guess that makes you like a fucking giant, son. Do you like feeling like a giant?”

Rock Perry stares down blankly at the cassette in his hand. He looks like a man who feels quite confused.

“And you know what will make you like a king? Putting this out, and selling ten million copies of it on compact disc,” Dadda says. “It’s like alchemy. You and me, we can turn our lives into three fucking yachts each, and a Lamborghini, and more fanny than you can beat off with a stick. Music is like magic, cocker. Music can change your life. But before it does—Johanna, go and get this gentleman a drink.”

Dadda is now talking to me.

“A drink?” I ask.

“In the kitchen, in the kitchen,” he says irritably. “The drinks are in the kitchen, Johanna.”

I go into the kitchen. Mum’s standing in there, wearily holding a baby.

“I’m going to bed,” she says.

“But Daddy’s just about to get a record deal!” I say.

Mum makes a noise that, in later years, Marge Simpson will become famous for.

“He’s asked me to get a drink for Rock Perry,” I say, carrying the message with all the urgency that I feel it deserves. “But we don’t have any drink, do we?”

My mother gestures, with infinite fatigue, to the sideboard, on which stand two half-full pint glasses of Guinness.

“He brought them back. In his pockets,” she says. “Along with that pool cue.”

She gestures to the pool cue, stolen from the Red Lion, that is now propped up against the cooker. In our house, it looks as incongruous as a penguin.

“It was in his trousers. I don’t know how he does it.” She sighs. “We’ve still got one from the last time.”

It’s true. We do already have a stolen pool cue. As we don’t have a pool table—even Dadda can’t steal that—Lupin has been using the first stolen pool cue as Gandalf’s staff whenever we play Lord of the Rings.

This conversation about pool cues is interrupted when from the front room there is a sudden blast of volume. I recognize the song instantly—it’s Dadda’s latest demo, a song called “Dropping Bombs.” The audition has obviously begun.

Until very recently, “Dropping Bombs” had been a mid-tempo ballad—but then Dadda found the “reggae” setting on his Yamaha keyboard—“The fucking Bobby Marley button! Yes! Get in!”—and has reworked it accordingly.

It’s one of Dadda’s “political” songs, and it’s dead moving: the first three verses are written from the point of view of a nuclear bomb, being dropped on women and children in Vietnam, Korea, and Scotland. For three verses, the bomb impassively imagines the destruction it will cause—destruction narrated by Dadda, using a “robot” microphone effect.

“Your skin will boil / And the people will toil / To make sense of it all / And crops from burnt soil,” the robot bomb says sadly.

In the last verse, the bomb suddenly realizes the error of its ways, rebels against the American forces that made it, and decides to explode in midair, showering the astonished, cowering people below with rainbows.

“I was blowing people up—but now I’m blowing minds,” the last chorus runs, accompanied by a haunting riff played on Yamaha keyboard-voice number 44, “Oriental flute.”

Dadda thinks it’s his best song—he used to play it to us every night before bed, until Lupin started having nightmares about burning kids and started wetting the bed again.

I go into the front room, carrying the two half-full glasses, curtsying, and expecting to find Rock Perry enthusing wildly about “Dropping Bombs.” Instead, I find Dadda shouting at Rock Perry.

“That’s not on, mate,” he’s roaring over the music. “That’s not on.”

“I’m sorry,” Rock says. “I didn’t mean—”

“Nah,” Dadda says, shaking his head slowly. “Nah. You can’t say that. You just don’t say that.”

Krissi, who has been sitting on the sofa all this time—holding the ketchup bottle, in case Rock Perry wants tomato sauce—fills me in, in a whisper. Apparently Rock Perry compared “Dropping Bombs” to “Another Day in Paradise” by Phil Collins, and Dadda has become furious. This is curious, because Dadda actually quite likes Phil Collins.

“But he’s not a Bobby,” Dadda is saying—lips tight and slightly foamy. “I’m talking about the revolution here. Not fucking no jackets required. I don’t care about fucking jackets. I don’t have a jacket. I don’t require you to not require a jacket.”

“I’m sorry—I just meant—I actually quite like Phil Collins ...” Rock is saying miserably. But Dadda has already taken the plate of pasta off Rock and is pushing him toward the door.

“Go on then, you cunt,” he says. “Go on. You cunt. Can fuck off.”

Rock stands in the doorway unsteadily—unsure if this is a joke or not.

“No—you can fuck off,” my father repeats. “You—fuck-y off-y.”

He is saying this in a Chinese accent. I’m not quite sure why.

In the hallway, my mother approaches Rock.

“I’m so sorry,” she says, with a practiced air.

She looks around for some way to make it better—then picks up a bunch of bananas from a crate in the hallway. We always buy fruit in bulk, from the wholesale market. My dad has a fake ID card that asserts that the holder runs a corner shop in the village of Trysull. My dad does not run a corner shop in the village of Trysull.

“Please. Have these.”

For a moment, Rock Perry stares at my mother holding out a bunch of bananas. She is in the foreground of his vision. Behind her is my father, carefully turning up every setting on the stereo to its maximum.

“Just ... one?” Rock Perry says, trying to be reasonable.

“Please,” my mother says, pushing the whole bunch into his hand.

Rock Perry takes them—clearly still utterly bewildered—and starts walking down our path. He’s only halfway down when my father appears in the doorway.

“Because—THIS IS WHAT I DO!” he shouts to Rock.

Rock starts a gentle trot down the path and crosses the road in haste, still carrying his bananas.

“THIS IS WHAT I DO! THIS IS ME!” Dadda continues to shout across the road. The neighbors’ net curtains are twitching. Mrs. Forsyth is out on her front doorstep, with her customary disapproval. “THIS IS MY FUCKING MUSIC! THIS IS MY SOUL!”

Rock Perry gets to the bus stop, over the road, and very slowly crouches down, until he’s hidden by a bush. He stays that way until the 512 arrives. I know, because I go upstairs, with Krissi, and we watch him from our bedroom window.

“What a waste of six bananas,” Krissi says. “I could have had those on my cereal all week. Great. Another irredeemably bland breakfast.”

“MY FUCKING HEART!” my father bellows, after the departing bus—banging his chest with his fist. “YOU KNOW WHAT YOU’RE LEAVING HERE? MY FUCKING HEART!”

HALF AN HOUR AFTER the shouting—when “Dropping Bombs” ends, after its triumphal twelve-minute-long finale—my dad goes out again.

He is going out to top up his heart, back in the same pub where he found Rock Perry.

“Perhaps he’s going to see if Rock left behind a twin that he can also abuse?” Krissi says caustically.

The Old Man doesn’t come home until 1:00 a.m. We know when he comes home, because we hear him crash the van into the lilac tree on the drive. The clutch falls out, with a distinctive crunching sound. We know the sound of a clutch falling out of a Volkswagen caravanette. We have heard it many times before.

IN THE MORNING WE come downstairs and find, in the middle of the front room, a large concrete statue in the shape of a fox. The statue does not have a head.

“It’s your mum’s anniversary present,” Dad explains, sitting on the back doorstep smoking and wearing my pink bathrobe, which is too small for him, and reveals his testicles. “I bloody love your mother.”

He smokes and looks up at the sky.

“One day we’ll all be kings,” he says. “I am the bastard son of Brendan Behan. And all these cunts will bow down to me.”

“What about Rock Perry?” I ask, after a minute or two of us considering this inevitable future. “Are you going to hear from him again?”

“I don’t deal with bullshitters, kidder,” my father says authoritatively, pulling the bathrobe closed and taking another drag on his cigarette.

We find out later—through Uncle Aled, who knows a man who knows a man—that Rock Perry is indeed a man called Ian, who is not a record company talent scout at all but in fact a cutlery salesman from Sheffield. The only “deal” he would ever be able to sort out for us is an eighty-eight-piece canteen of electroplated cutlery, £59, with an APR of 14.5 percent.

AND SO THAT’S WHY I’m lying in bed, next to Lupin, having this tiny, quiet wank. Half from stress, half from pleasure. For I am, as I have recorded in my diary, “a hopeless romantic.” If I can’t go on a date with a boy—I am fourteen; I have never gone on a date with a boy—then at least I can go on a date with me. A bed-date, i.e., a wank.

I come—thinking of the character Herbert Viola in Moonlighting, who I think has a kind face—pull my nightie back down, kiss the sleeping Lupin, and go to sleep.


2

Thursday. I wake up to find Lupin’s huge blue eyes staring at me. Lupin’s eyes are massive. They take up half the room. When I love him, I tell him that his eyes are like two blue planets spinning in the galaxy of his skull, and that I can see satellites and rockets sailing past his pupils.

“There’s one! And another one! I can see Neil Armstrong! He’s carrying a flag! God bless America!”

When I hate him, I tell him he has a thyroid condition, and looks like a mad frog.

Because Lupin is quite nervy, we spend a lot of time together. He has bad dreams, and he often leaves the bunk bed he shares with Krissi to come into my bed, because I have a double bed now. The circumstances of me getting a big divan were mixed, emotionally.

“Your nan’s dead—and you’re getting her bed,” Dad had said last April.

“Nan’s dead!” I’d wailed. “Nan’s DEAD!”

“Yeah—but you’re getting her bed,” Dad said again, patiently.

There is a huge dent in the middle of the mattress where Nan lay and, latterly, died.

“We lie in the shallow depression her ghost left behind,” I sometimes think, in my more maudlin moments. “I am born into a nest of death.”

I read a lot of nineteenth-century literature. I once asked my mother what my trousseau would be, upon someone taking my hand in marriage. She laughed hysterically.

“There’s a pair of curtains in a bin bag in the loft you’re welcome to,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes.

That was when I was younger. I wouldn’t do that now. I’m more aware of our financial “situation.”

ME AND LUPIN GO downstairs in our pajamas. It’s 11:00 a.m., and a day off from school. Krissi is already up. He’s watching The Sound of Music. Liesl is in the thunderstorm, getting it on with Rolf, the Nazi postboy.

I feel a bit restless, so I stand in front of the television for a minute, blocking his view.

“Get out of the way, Johanna. MOVE IT!”

This is Krissi. I want to describe Krissi, because he is my big brother, and my favorite person in the world.

Unfortunately, I think I am his least favorite person—our relationship often reminds me of a birthday card I once saw that showed a Saint Bernard with its paw on the face of a small, yappy puppy, with the caption “Out of my way, small fry.”

Krissi is a big dog. At fifteen, he’s already six foot: a massive soft tank of a boy, with big, soft hands and an incongruous blond Afro that always gets commented on at family gatherings.

“Oh, here he comes, ‘little’ Michael Jackson!” Auntie Lauren will say as Krissi comes into the room—hunched over, trying to make himself look smaller.

Neither Krissi’s personality nor his features suit a six-foot boy. He’s pale, with pale blue eyes and pale hair—taking after my mother, he barely has any pigment at all. His mouth and nose are very delicate—like those of silent movie siren Clara Bow. I once tried to open this topic up for debate with Krissi, but it garnered very bad results.

“It’s funny, because you’ve got a big old face—but then a really bitchy-looking nose and mouth,” I told him. I thought these were the kind of conversations we could have.

But it turned out that this was the kind of conversation we could not have. He said, “Get bent, Grotbags,” and left the room.

Not knowing what kind of conversation we can have is one of the reasons I am Krissi’s least favorite person. I am always saying the wrong thing to him. Mind you, to be fair, Krissi just doesn’t like people, full stop. At school, he has no friends—his soft hands, freaky hair, and sheer size, plus a visceral hatred of sport, mean that David Phelps and Robbie Knowsley often snare him around the back of the big bins, like two terriers hassling a moose, and call him “gaylord.”

“But you’re not a gaylord!” I would say indignantly when Krissi told me this. Krissi would look at me oddly. Krissi looks at me oddly a lot.

RIGHT NOW HE’S LOOKING at me oddly whilst throwing a baby doll at me, which strikes me in the face with some force. For a boy who hates all sports—preferring, instead, to read George Orwell—he has quite the bowling arm. I clutch my face—then lie on the floor, and pretend to be dead.

I used to pretend to be dead a lot, when I was younger—ten or eleven. I don’t do it so much now. This is because (1) I am becoming more mature. And (2), fewer and fewer people were believing I was dead anymore.

The last time it actually worked. I lay at the bottom of the stairs pretending I’d fallen down and broken my neck, and my mum found me and absolutely freaked out.

“PAT!” she’d wailed—the note high and full of fear. The fear made me happy and calm. Even when my dad looked at me and went, “She’s smirking, Angie. Corpses don’t smirk. Fuck knows I’ve seen enough to know. Corpses are terrifying. I’ve seen dead men that would freeze your innards so badly, you’d shit snow.”

I liked them both looking at me and talking about me. It made me feel safe. I was just checking that they loved me.

TODAY MUM DOESN’T SOUND concerned when she finds me on the floor, pretending to be dead.

“Johanna, you’re raising my blood pressure. GET UP.”

I open one eye.

“Stop being such a prat and make Lupin’s breakfast,” she says, leaving the room. The twins are crying.

I reluctantly stand up. Lupin still gets a bit scared when I pretend to die. He is on the sofa, wide-eyed.

“Jo-Jo got better,” I say to him bravely, going over and getting hugs. I put Lupin on my knee and he clings to me, slightly traumatized. It’s a good, tight hug. The more scared children are, the tighter they hug you.

After my restorative hug, I go to the kitchen, get the massive box of Rice Pops, the four-liter carton of milk, the sugar bag, three bowls, and three spoons, and bring them back into the front room—milk awkwardly under my arm.

I lay all the bowls out on the floor in a row and slop out cereal and milk. Behind me, on the TV, Maria is toweling down sexy wet Liesl.

“Feeding TIME!” I shout, cheerfully.

“Move yer HEAD,” Krissi says, gesturing wildly for me to move out of the way of the television.

Lupin is methodically putting spoon after spoon of sugar on his cereal. When the bowl is full of sugar, he keels over sideways, and pretends to be dead.

“I’m dead!” he says.

“Don’t be a such a prat,” I say briskly. “Eat yer breakfast.”

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, I was bored of The Sound of Music. The bit after Maria and the Captain get married goes on a bit, although I could relate to it on some levels: for instance, coming from a similarly large family, I totally appreciated that it took the driving force of an impending Nazi Anschluss for Maria to get all those kids’ shoes on, then go for a walk up a mountain.

I went into the kitchen and started preparing dinner instead. Today it was shepherd’s pie. This would require a huge pan of potatoes. We ate a lot of potatoes. We were basically potatarian.

The old man was sitting on the back doorstep, with his hangover, in my pink bathrobe that showed his knackers. Of course he had a hangover. Last night he’d drunk enough to steal a concrete fox.

When he’d finished his cigarette on the back step, he came into the house, cock and balls still hanging out of the bathrobe.

“Pat mit coffee,” he said, making a gummy Nescafé. Sometimes he spoke in German. His old band had toured there in the 1960s—the stories he told always petered out with “... and then we met some, er, nice ladies, who were very friendly,” and my mother would look at him with an odd expression that was half-disapproving and half, I realized much later, turned on.

“Angie!” he yelled. “Where are my trousers?”

My mother shouted back from the bedroom, “You haven’t got any!”

“I must have!” my father shouted back.

My mother stayed silent. He was going to have to work this one out for himself.

I carried on peeling potatoes. I love this peeling knife. It fits so snugly in my hand. Together, we must have peeled tons of potatoes. We are a good team. It is my Excalibur.

“It’s a big day today. I’ve got to have trousers,” the old man said, sipping his coffee. “I’m reauditioning for the role of ‘Pat Morrigan, Abject Cripple.’ My greatest part.”

He put his coffee down and started practicing his limp across the kitchen.

“What do you think of that one?” he asked.

“It’s great limping, Dad!” I said, loyally.

He tried another limp, dragging his foot a bit behind him.

“That’s my Richard III,” he said.

He carried on doing his Practice Limp.

“I think your trousers are in the wash,” I said.

“Should I do some sound effects?” he asked. “Some of my best groaning?”

My dad loved the theater of a medical assessment. The yearly appointment was a real treat for him.

“I was thinking of working in some back pain, too,” he said, conversationally. “My back would be gone by now if I’d been limping like that for twenty years. Just the start of a hunch. Nothing too dramatic.”

The front doorbell rang.

“That’ll be my nurse!” Mum called, from upstairs.

Three weeks ago, Mum had the Unexpected Twins. All autumn, she’d complained about getting fat, and stepped up her already demented running regime—going from five miles a day, to seven, then up to ten. Through slanting sleet she pounded the streets around our estate—a tall, white ghost, as pale as Krissi, with an oddly bloated belly that would not diminish, however fast she ran.

Then, at Christmas, she’d found she was pregnant with twins—“Santa’s got a fucking rich sense of humor,” she said, coming back from the family-planning clinic on Christmas Eve. She spent the rest of the evening lying on the sofa, staring at the ceiling. Her sighs were so hard, and despairing, that they made the tinsel on the Christmas tree shimmer.

Currently, she has post-natal depression—but we don’t know this yet. Dadda keeps blaming her “moodiness” on her distant Hebridean ancestors—“It’s your puffin-strangling DNA, love. They all veer toward suicide—no offense”—which makes her, obviously, even more moody.

All we know is that, two days ago, when she found out we’d run out of cheese, she cried for an hour, onto one of the twins.

“That’s not how you wet the baby’s head!” Dad had tried to jolly her along.

When she carried on crying, he went to the corner shop and bought her a whole box of Milk Tray, and wrote “I LOVE YOU” on the bit where it’s a pretend gift tag that says “From” and “To,” and she ate all of them whilst sniffing, and watching Dynasty.

Before Mum had the Unexpected Twins, she was a very jolly mother—she used to make big pans of soup, and play Monopoly, and have three drinks and put her hair up in two buns and pretend to be Princess Leia in Star Wars. (“Get me another drink, Pat. You’re my only hope.”)

But since she had the twins her mouth is always in a thin line, and her hair is unbrushed, and the only things she says are either very sarcastic or the sentence “I’m so tired.” That’s why the Unexpected Twins don’t have names yet. That’s why Lupin cries a lot, and why I spend a lot of the time I should be spending reading nineteenth-century novels, or masturbating, peeling potatoes instead. Just now we don’t have a mother. Just a space where one once was.

“I’m too tired to think of people’s names,” she says every time we ask her what she’s going to name the twins. “I made them. Isn’t that enough?”

In the interim, me and Krissi and Lupin have started calling the twins David and Mavid.

One of the twins—Mavid—was crying in the double buggy in the hall. I picked him up on the way to the front door.

The health visitor was standing on the front doorstep. She was a new one. Mavid continued wailing. I jiggled him a bit.

“It’s all go around here!” I said cheerfully.

“Good morning,” the health visitor said.

“Would you like to come into the front room?” I asked, mindful of my manners. I am going to show her these babies are looked after, by the whole family—even though their mother is currently a ghost.

We entered the front room, Lupin’s and Krissi’s blue eyes looked up at the intruder. Krissi held up the remote and made a great play of effortfully pressing “pause.” The Von Trapps’ “Edelweiss” stopped mid–“bloom and grow.”

After a small, resentful pause, Krissi and Lupin sighingly shuffled up on the sofa, and the midwife sat in the space, smoothing her skirt over her knees.

“And so how is Mummy?” she asked.

“Okay ... physically,” I replied. Mum did seem to be okay. Apart from her blood pressure. But that had been my fault, for pretending to be dead. So I wasn’t going to mention that.

“Babies sleeping okay?”

“Yeah. They wake up a couple of times in the night, but, you know, that is the ineffable nature of the young!” I said. This woman was bound to be impressed by what an engaged big sister I was. Also, my vocabulary.

“And is Mummy sleeping well?”

“Yeah. I guess. Not bad. Up when the babies are up, then back off.”

“And how are ... Mummy’s stitches?”

This, I was slightly thrown by. I knew my mother had had forty-two stitches after the birth, and that she was washing the stitches every day with warm salty water—she made me go and get the warm salty water—but she hadn’t passed on much more information about her vagina than that. I knew from Spiritual Midwifery (Ina May Gaskin, Book Pub Co., 1977) that postpartum women were often loath to share the details of their births with the virgins of the tribe, so I wasn’t unduly concerned about it. Still, I did have some info, and I was going to share it.

“Washing every day with salty water!” I said, with the same cheerfulness.

“And are the stitches hurting at all?” the nurse persisted. “Bleeding, or weeping?”

I stared at her.

“Would Mummy prefer not to talk about it in front of the children?”

We both looked at my siblings, racked along the sofa. Their eyes were round.

“Children, could you give Mummy and the nurse a bit of private time, please?” the midwife said.

The horror dawned on me like ... nuclear.

“Ohmigod this is amazing,” Krissi said. “This is actually a new era.”

“I haven’t had a baby!” I said, in a panic. Did she think I’d had five children? Oh, this was fucking rich.

“These aren’t my babies!” I looked down at tiny red-faced Mavid. His fingers were caught up in the incongruous pink cellular blanket wrapped round him.

“Aren’t you Angie Morrigan?” the nurse asked, looking at her paperwork, alarmed.

“No—I am Johanna Morrigan—her fourteen-year-old daughter,” I said, with as much dignity as I could muster.

My mother finally appeared in the doorway, walking slightly gingerly from those stitches that she has, in her vagina—and not me, in mine.

“Mrs. Morrigan, I’m so sorry, there was a slight misunderstanding,” the nurse said, standing up, panicked.

All my siblings were sliding out of the doors, like butter across a hot pan. I handed Mum Mavid—“I have taken good care of my infant brother,” I said, pointedly—and bolted after them.

We went into the garden, climbed over the broken fence at the bottom, and ran into the field.

Krissi had been saying “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaah” all the way there. When we sat down in a circle, hidden in the long grass, he finally ended this with “... aaaaaaaaaaah you’re our MUM.”

They were all howling laughing. Lupin started crying, from the noise. I lay facedown and shouted “GAH!”

This is all because I am fat. If you’re going to be a fat teenage girl, it becomes hard for people to guess how old you are. By the time you’re in a 38DD bra, people are just going to presume you’re sexually active, and have been having rough, regular procreative sex with alpha males on some wasteland. Chance would be a fine thing. I haven’t even been kissed yet. I want to be kissed so much. I am angry I haven’t been kissed. I think I would be really good at it. When I start kissing, the world is going to know about it. My kissing is going to change everything. I’m going to be the Beatles of kissing.

In the meantime, kissless, I am now presumed to be the holy virgin mother of five children. I’m actually four better than Mary. Look at me, with all my squabbling Jesuses, laughing at me.

“Mum, can I have NUMMY MILK?” Lupin is saying, pretending he wants to breast-feed from me. Oh, this would never have happened if I was thin, like my cousin Meg. Meg has been fingered five times. She told me this on the Badger Bus to Brewood. I’m not quite sure what “fingered” is. I’m worried it might happen to your arse. Meg wears dungarees. How would he ever even have got access up there?

“Mummy, can I go BACK INSIDE?” Lupin shouts, pushing his head against my groin, as everyone becomes breathlessly hysterical.

The whole thing is so embarrassing that I have forgotten how to swear.

“GET TO ... BUGGER,” I shout. They laugh more.

A call comes from across the field, from the house. It’s Mum. Our real mum. The one who actually did have five kids.

“Can somebody find your dad’s trousers?” she’s yelling, from the open bathroom window.

AN HOUR LATER, AND I’m driving through Wolverhampton town center with my dad, who’s now wearing his trousers. We found them under the stairs. The dog was lying on them.

Wolverhampton, in 1990, looks like something bad happened to it.

“Something bad did happen to it,” Dad explains as we go down Cleveland Street. “Thatcher.”

My father has a very personal and visceral loathing of Margaret Thatcher. Growing up, my understanding is that, at some point in the past, she bested my father in a fight that he only just escaped from—and that next time they meet it will be a fight to the death. A bit like Gandalf and the Balrog.

“I would fucking kill her—Thatcher,” he would say, watching the miners’ strike on the news. “She has cut the balls off everything I love about this country, and left it bleeding on the ground. It would be self-defense. Maggie Thatcher would walk into this house and take the fucking bread out of your mouths in order to prove her point, kids. The bread out of all of your mouths.”

And if we were eating bread at the time, he would take it out of our mouths to illustrate the point.

“Thatcher,” he would say, eyes burning, as we cried. “Fucking Thatcher. If any of you ever turn up on my doorstep and tell me you’ve voted Tory, you’ll be sailing through the air with my boot print on your arses before you know what’s hit you. We vote Labour.”

The town center is always quiet, as if half the people who should be here had left some time ago. Buddleia grows through the top windows of Victorian blocks. The canal basin is solid with old washing machines. Whole roads of factories have closed down: the ironworks, the steelworks, all the locksmiths save Chubb. The bicycle factories: Percy Stallard, Marston, Sunbeam, Star, Wulfruna, and Rudge. The steel jewelry and japanned-ware workshops. The coal merchants. The trolleybus system—once the largest in the world—is just a series of dreamlike veins left on old maps.

Growing up during the Cold War, and the persistent threat of nuclear apocalypse, I have always vaguely presumed that the nuclear apocalypse had in fact already happened—here. Wolverhampton feels like the ruined citadel of Charn in The Magician’s Nephew (C. S. Lewis, Bodley Head, 1958). A city that suffered obvious, massive trauma when I was very small—but to which no one refers now. The city died on their watch, and there is a communal sense of misplaced culpability about it. This is what dying industrial cities smell of: guilt and fear. The older people silently apologizing to their children.

As Dadda drives into the center of town, he starts the same rattled monologue he always does.

“When I was a kid, at this time of the day, all you’d hear was the ‘tramp, tramp, tramp’ of men’s boots as they walked to the factories,” he says. “Every bus would be full, the streets would be seething. People used to come here for work, and get it the same day. Look at it now.”

I look around. There really isn’t the “tramp, tramp, tramp” of men’s boots now. You don’t see any young men until you go past the Job Centre, by the Molyneaux, where they suddenly appear in a long, patient line—all in tight mid-blue market jeans, thin-legged, hair at various lengths, smoking roll-ups.

As Dad waits at the lights, he rolls down the window and shouts out to one of the men in the line—he’s about forty, in a faded Simply Red T-shirt.

“Macks! All right, cocker?”

“Cracking on, Pat,” Macks says calmly. He’s about twenty away from the head of the queue.

“See you in the Red Lion,” Dadda says as the lights change.

“Arr. Save a brasser for me.”

Into the center—Queen’s Square. This is the heart of Wolverhampton’s youth scene—our Left Bank, our Haight-Ashbury, our Soho. To the right, five skaters. To the left, three goths, sitting around the Man On ’Is ’Oss—a statue of a man, on his horse. This is our sole landmark, Wolverhampton’s equivalent of Lady Liberty.

My dad winds down the window.

“Cheer up! It might never happen!” he shouts at the goths, doing forty in a twenty-miles-per-hour zone.

“All right, Pat!” the smallest goth shouts back. “Your clutch is sounding fucking well bandy.”

Dadda drives on, chuckling. I am astonished.

“You know her?” I ask. I didn’t think goths knew anyone on this existential plane. You don’t think of goths having, say, neighbors.

“It’s your cousin Ali,” Dad says, winding his window up and driving on.

“Really?” I ask, craning round to look at the little goth, receding in the rearview mirror. I didn’t recognize her.

“Yeah. She gone goth last year. Tell you what—you aye gonna run out of freaky cousins in this town anytime soon, kidder.”

We drive on. Even though my father has nine siblings and twenty-seven nephews and nieces of sundry persuasion, vibe, and intellect (Cousin Adam, famously, once ate a very small lightbulb during a party), I had no idea we had a cousin who’d gone counter-cultural. We never really see Uncle Aled, as he lives in Gosnell, and once screwed my father over on a deal with a secondhand tropical fish tank.

This is unexpectedly exotic, to have a goth cousin. All the cousins I’ve met so far wear pink dungarees and love Rick Astley.

TODAY DADDA IS, AS he said before, reauditioning for his greatest role yet: that of Pat Morrigan, abject cripple. He is actually disabled—some weeks, he can’t get out of bed—but, as he says, you can never be too disabled. People have different perceptions of what disability is. His job is to present his disability in such a way that there will never be a particularly picky invigilator who orders further tests, whilst suspending our benefits for six months, leaving five children and two parents destined for the poorhouse.

“I’m here to eradicate doubt,” he says, parking the van up on the curb outside the Civic Centre.

Today he’s being assessed to see if he’s due another twelve months on his disabled badge. The badge—bright orange, with a picture of a stick man in a wheelchair on it—allows him to park nearly anywhere. Yellow lines, pavements, personalized parking spots with people’s names on them. It’s like being royal, or famous, or a superhero. We see our father’s disability as a distinct bonus. We are proud of it.

He limps carefully across the plaza—“You never know if they’re watching you,” he says, nodding to the windows above. “Picking you off in their sights, like The Day of the Jackal. Gotta keep The Limp turned all the way up to eleven”—and into the Civic Centre.

The Civic Centre is, essentially, the center of all begging in Wolvo. Rent, benefits, general council hassle—this is where it gets resolved. Everyone who approaches this building is trying to get something out of someone who works in this building.

As a consequence, the building gives off the vibe of a medieval castle in the middle of a particularly listless, passive-aggressive siege. Instead of pouring boiling oil on the approaching locals, there will be the presenting of impenetrable paperwork. Or “referrals.” The promise of an outcome in the post within fourteen days. Infinite soft delays. I’m often reminded of Graham Greene’s advice in Travels with My Aunt (Bodley Head, 1969), where Aunt Agatha instructs him to always greet any bill with a letter beginning, “In reference to my letter dated 17th July ...” There is of course no letter dated 17th July. But such a letter causes crucial, almost infinite confusion in the enemy.

Dad greets everyone he comes into contact here with a cheerful, showbizzy familiarity—“All right, Barb. All right, Roy. Nice one, Pamela!”—which, looking back now, he clearly copied off the Fonz.

Wherever he got it from, his attitude is in marked contrast to nearly every other claimant in the building. Their poses range from “servile” and “broken” to “furious” and “at end of my tether, threatening to leave my children here and go on the game if the housing benefit doesn’t come through”—punctuated by the odd, confused pensioner, or Care in the Community client, silently crying in a chair.

My father, meanwhile, has a calm, Zen, lordly air about him. He smiles at everyone. He enters like a king.

“Those people behind their desks wouldn’t have a job if it weren’t for people like me,” he says. “In a way, I am their employer.”

As I am currently reading about causality—I’ve got to the philosophy section in the library—I have a brief debate with him about the timeline of this logic.

“The poor will always be with us, Johanna,” he explains breezily. “Before Nye Bevan, my mother raised nine kids on parish handouts, and all the villagers got so depressed seeing her begging for bread they voted for the Welfare State the minute the Second World War ended. It demeans a society to rely on random acts of mercy, Johanna. Imagine if we had to go and knock on Mrs. Forsyth’s door every week, asking her for ... ham.”

Mrs. Forsyth is our formidable over-the-road neighbor, a martinet of a woman with a perm and house slippers, for housework. She was the first in our street to buy her council house under the Right to Buy scheme, and immediately tarmacked the entire front garden—a great pity, as it had the best, most scrump-able raspberry bush on the estate.

My father is absolutely right. Mrs. Forsyth would be very angry if we kept turning up on her doorstep, requesting baked goods and loo roll.

“The bottom line is, Johanna, no one wants to have their trip to the corner shop spreckled with crying orphans with only one fucking eye left. It’s a societal pisser. The suffering poor have always been here. The Welfare State paid for that problem to go away. No more frozen kids in shop doorways anymore. Much more cheerful. You’ve read your Charles Dickens, haven’t you?”

“I’ve seen Disney’s Mickey’s Christmas Carol,” I reply dubiously.

“Aye. Well then. There you go. It’s been established that the correct thing to do is to give the poor the biggest turkey in the butcher’s window. That’s what decent people do. And I’m gonna go get my turkey.”

WHILST HE’S IN THE medical assessment room, being assessed, I sit in the waiting area, looking at each person in turn and working out (a) which celebrity they most look like and (b) whether I would, on that basis, have sex with them.

To me, the matter of losing my virginity is far more pressing than Wolverhampton’s industrial decline. It has gone beyond urgent: it is essentially dragging the whole family down. I’ve got it into my head I should have sex for the first time while I’m still underage—it feels like ... cheating to wait until it’s legal. Anyone could have sex when they’re sixteen. Try doing it when you’re fourteen, hang out only with your brothers, and wear your mum’s bra. Not even NASA would have a go on that.

I run my “Sex Test” on the other men in the room. There’s a man in a bodywarmer who looks like Norm from Cheers—no. Man in tasseled shoes who looks like Prince Charles, but made out of ham—no. Man with hair coming out of his nose who looks exactly as the Beatles described the Nowhere Man—no.

I count five men who look like Freddie Mercury. In 1990, in Wolverhampton, a mustache and leather jacket is still an avowedly heterosexual look. I wouldn’t have sex with any of them. Well, I probably would, to be honest, if they asked me. But it’s unlikely.

Today, like every other day, I’m going to go to bed still a fat virgin who writes her diary in a series of imaginary letters to sexy Gilbert Blythe from Anne of Green Gables.

I’M STILL THINKING OF Gilbert when, much later in the day, I take the dog for a walk. Bianca is a nervous Alsatian who, unlike our previous dog, will not tolerate being dressed up in children’s clothing, or having toys tied to her back in the manner of small stuffed jockeys—but whom I love nonetheless.

“We have a bond, don’t we?” I ask Bianca as we go down Marten Road.

In many of the nineteenth-century novels I read, young women adopt wild animals—such as a wolf, fox, or kestrel—with whom they enjoy a psychic bond.

So as we cross the road, I communicate with Bianca in the usual way, using only my mind.

“I can’t wait until we live in London,” I tell Bianca, who is quivering in the gutter, doing her business. I turn away to give her some privacy. She is quite a private dog, I think. “When I get to London, that is when I will start being me.”

Quite what that is, I have no idea. There isn’t a word for what I want to be yet. There isn’t a thing I can gun for. The thing I want to be hasn’t been invented.

Obviously, I know some of what I want to be: primarily I want to move to London, and be hot. I imagine London being like a very large room into which I will walk, whereupon the entire city will go “COR! BLIMEY! YOU DON’T GET MANY OF THEM TO THE PAHND!” like Sid James in the Carry On films. I want that. I want everyone—men, women, Minotaurs; I read a lot of Greek mythology, and I’m out for whatever I can get—to want to have absolute, total sex with me, right in my sex places, in the most sexual way possible. Sexually. This is my most urgent mission. My hormones are rioting like a zoo on fire. There’s a mandrill with its head ablaze unlocking other animal’s cages and screaming, “OH MY GOD—FREAK OUT!” I’m in the middle of a sexmergency. I’m wanking my hands down to the bone.

But on the other hand, away from my genitals, I also wish to be ... noble. Profoundly noble. I wish to devote myself to a cause. I want to be part of something. I want to swing into action, like a one-woman army. An arm-me. As soon as I actually find something to believe in, I’m going to believe in it more than anyone else has ever believed in anything, ever. I am going to be devout.

But I don’t want to be noble and committed like most women in history were—which invariably seems to involve being burned at the stake, dying of sadness, or being bricked up in a tower by an earl. I don’t want to sacrifice myself for something. I don’t want to die for something. I don’t even want to walk in the rain up a hill in a skirt that’s sticking to my thighs for something. I want to live for something, instead—as men do. I want to have fun. The most fun ever. I want to start partying like it’s 1999, nine years early. I want a rapturous quest. I want to sacrifice myself to glee. I want to make the world better, in some way.

After I’ve walked into the room of London and everyone’s gone “COR! BLIMEY!” I then want them to burst into applause, as they do for Oscar Wilde when he walks into a restaurant on the opening night of another daring play. I have visions of all the people I admire—Douglas Adams, Dorothy Parker, French and Saunders, and Tony Benn—coming up to me and murmuring, “I don’t know how you do it, darling.”

Right now, I don’t know how I do it, either. I have no idea what I should pour all of this itchy, fidgety feeling into. But if it’s something that requires telling anecdotes that make a circle of cigarette-smoking bon viveurs helpless with laughter (Stephen Fry and Hugh Laurie, wiping tears from their eyes: “You really are precious. Are there more in Wolverhampton like you? Is it some cauldron of delight?” Me: “No, Stephen Fry and Hugh Laurie. It was just me. The boys at school used to call me a fat gyppo.” Stephen Fry: “Mere duffel-headed lollygaggers, dear heart. Eschew them. More champagne?”), then I’m ready for it.

So far, the only plan I’ve come up with is writing. I can write, because writing—unlike choreography, architecture, or conquering kingdoms—is a thing you can do when you’re lonely and poor, and have no infrastructure, i.e., a ballet troupe or some cannons. Poor people can write. It’s one of the few things poverty, and lack of connections, cannot stop you doing.

I am currently writing a book, in the endless, empty hours of the day. It’s about a very fat girl who rides a dragon around the world and through time, doing good deeds. The first chapter is about her going back to 1939 and making Hitler see the error of his ways, via a very impassioned speech, and cry.

There’s also a huge bit about the Black Death, which I prevent by introducing stringent quarantine conditions on merchant ships sailing into major British ports. I’m very into the idea of sorting things out through superior paperwork. This is my favorite transformatory power.

Three days ago I wrote a love scene with the girl and a hot young wizard that I was very proud of—until I found that Krissi had obviously discovered the manuscript and written “Lordy do, wench” in the margin. Krissi is both a harsh and unwanted editor.

“Anyway, I reckon we’re going to leave Wolverhampton by the time I’m sixteen, tops,” I continue confidently to Bianca. “By then I will have absorbed all the life-lessons that poverty and ignominy are kindly teaching me, and will have a refreshing perspective other people at the Oscars won’t have. They will be charmed by my cheerful nobleness, and that will, undoubtedly, lead to sex.”

My sexy, noble reverie is broken by a call of “OI!”

I ignore it, and keep walking. No good comes of “OI!” One thing Dadda has always taught us is to walk away from “OI!”

“OI!” it comes again. “You BITCH!”

I look around. A very angry man in a Wolves top is standing in his front garden.

“YOUR DOG!”

I look around for Bianca. I can’t see her.

“YOUR DOG’S IN MY FUCKING GARDEN!”

Shit. I’ve broken the psychic connection with Bianca by thinking about fucking. Where is she? I whistle, and she comes bolting out of the shouting man’s back garden.

“I’m so sorry!” I say. My voice is high. I know it will antagonize him, as I have my mother’s voice—middle-class, with the words more cut-glass than usual, sharpened by nerves.

“I unreservedly apologize—that was completely unforgivable. If it’s any consolation, her disposition is mild—”

“I’ll come after you and stick a fucking ax through its head!” he shouts.

I walk on, shaking, to Violet’s house. I am quite rattled by the man’s sudden invocation of an ax and need to talk to someone, and Violet is my newest and best friend. She is also my only friend—apart from Emily Pagett, who reminds me of Baba in The Country Girls (Edna O’Brien, Hutchinson, 1962), in that she often spreads lies about me—but which I tolerate, because she also tells me gossip about other people, which is fascinating. Even if it’s also not true. I recognize that ultimately you have make your own amusement.

So in the meantime I go to see Violet—a seventy-two-year-old woman who lives at the end of our street with her two Siamese cats, Tink and Tonk.

FOR THE LAST FEW months I’ve been visiting Violet a few times a week. I think it’s a delightful thing, for a young teenage girl to befriend someone of another generation.

She is like a window into the past, I think to myself. Also a widow into the past, because her husband is dead.

Violet has a biscuit barrel in the shape of a pig that brims with top-quality branded biscuits. It would be fair to say that I visit the biscuits as much as I visit Violet. Once she had run out of biscuits. That afternoon had been difficult for both of us.

But today everything is well: “Shall we have tea and biscuits?” she asks, putting things on the table. I put my hand in the barrel. It makes a snorting pig sound. It snorts at you every time you take a biscuit—which even my balmy exuberance can’t help but interpret as slightly judgmental. Still.

“Lovely weather,” Violet says.

“Yes,” I reply. “Incredibly temperate!”

Tink and Tonk come into the room and coil around my chair legs, like brown smoke.

“Did Dennis like it when it was temperate?” I continue.

I’d read in David Niven’s The Moon’s a Balloon (Hamish Hamilton, 1972) that the worst thing about losing a spouse was that people seem too scared to ever mention them around the grieving partner.

Learning from the mistakes of David Niven’s Hollywood friends—although not Clark Gable, who apparently always mentioned Niven’s dead wife, because he’d lost his own wife, sexy comedienne Carole Lombard, several months earlier, in a plane crash—I always mentioned Dennis to Violet whenever I could, to keep him alive for her.

Sometimes this is difficult. I once tried to bring Dennis into a conversation about people I fancied.

“Would I have fancied Dennis?” I asked.

However, when Violet showed me a picture of him, I wasn’t quick enough to stop my face from betraying the fact that no, I would not have fancied Dennis in the least.

I was hoping for some b&w shot of a hot Resistance fighter from the Second World War, lolling on a Spitfire. Instead Violet was showing me a recent shot of Dennis, on holiday at the Butlins in Pwllheli, where he looked like the BFG from The BFG (Roald Dahl, Puffin Books, 1984). Even with my freewheeling open-mindedness, I couldn’t fancy Dennis—a man whose ears looked like two long pieces of bacon.

Violet ended up crying that day. I took no pleasure in eating her biscuits, and limited myself to just one—a bourbon.

Today Violet says, “Dennis loved it when it was temperate. I really think he preferred temperate to all the other temperatures.”

I happily bite down into my coconut biscuit. Dennis loved it when it was temperate. I am totally helping this mourning old woman with a pig-barrel biscuit jar. Today is ending up all right, after all.

TWENTY MINUTES LATER I am walking down the road back to our house, very rapidly.

The last ten minutes have been so odd that I feel light-headed—like my head is actually a balloon that is simply going to snap off my neck and float away—leaving me to collapse, headless, in slow motion, on the pavement.

God, I really do feel odd. I stop, and sit on the grass verge, and put my head between my knees.

I have just made the biggest mistake of my life, I think.

Sitting in the calm of Violet’s house, with her quietly nodding, everything had been going fine until I had suddenly felt a terrible, fatal need to share. The midwife thinking I had a stitched-up vagina, the Civic Centre, my ongoing lack of being kissed. And then, on top of it all, a man with an ax threatening to kill Bianca.

“I am always asking Violet about bloody dead Dennis,” I thought, but she never asks me about my life. She probably thinks I am happy. Ha! Ha! She has no idea how much bravery and nobleness it takes to present my constantly cheerful persona to the world.

“Everyone else has friends they share their problems with,” I thought. “Teenage girls are always telling each other their problems. Well, Violet is my friend—so I’m going to tell her my problems. A problem shared is a problem halved!”

In the next three minutes I was to find out what a massive, pernicious cauldron of bullshit that was—one of the biggest lies ever told. For, as I told Violet about how much I hated this estate, and how I couldn’t wait for Dadda to get off disability benefit and become famous, the old lady stiffened on her chair. Tink and Tonk came up on her lap and sat, equally cold-eyed, staring at me.

I began to falter. Around the bit where I was going, “And we’ll never fit in here—not while Lupin still wears a poncho,” Violet spoke in a voice I hadn’t heard before.

“I had no idea you were on benefits,” she said.

I stopped speaking.

“I had no idea you were on benefits,” she said again. “Dennis was shot in the leg during the war, he was terribly injured, and he never claimed a penny of disability benefit in all the years he lived.”

I can’t believe that Dennis has screwed me over twice now. This
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