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About the Book

Just what does it mean to be a girl? Why is it not like being a boy? And why is that a good thing? Guardian columnist Lucy Mangan lifts the lid on the truth about being female. From your place within the family (‘It’s a girl! What a pity!’) through the intricacies of what not to wear and who not to talk to, everything you need to know about losing your virginity, how to get along with your mother and get ahead in the workplace, this is a full and frank account of how it really is different for girls. Full of bittersweet memories and the sharpest observations, HOPSCOTCH & HANDBAGS may not be better than sex or shoes, but it is less messy and goes with everything.


For my parents, of course.
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CHAPTER 1
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Different for Girls

Picture the scene. A draughty church hall filled with semi-feral children, a dozen splintery little chairs, a pile of mismatched bricks, assorted strains of impetigo and a handful of hungover, disaffected supervisors likely to burn you with their fags if you got too close. It’s an unlikely place for an epiphany. But it was here, during my first day at playgroup, that I first realised that the world was divided into two different strains of humanity.

There were those who sat around chatting and playing quietly with tattered board games or ancient and quadruply amputated dolls. They wore skirts or pastel-coloured trousers and took care not to damage either. They were girls.

The others careened round the hall making ack-ack noises and beating each other over the head with blunt objects. They seemed to consider it a day wasted if nobody was hospitalised or dismembered. They never wore skirts, only trousers, and always shredded them by lunchtime. They were boys.

The girls watched them with pity, contempt, fatigue and fascination. The boys didn’t watch the girls at all, in case they were blindsided by a fellow pre-schooler with a nail-studded baseball bat he had hidden inside the wee-filled sandpit.

If you had seen exactly how they filled the sandpit with wee, of course, you were already well on the way to understanding what made you female and them male. Physically, it all boils down to a bobbing acorn of flesh in a place where you are as smooth and neat as a nectarine.

But even if you don’t spy a penis early on, there are a number of other signs that give the game away, certain characteristics that are only to be found in those who have the XX chromosome.

You know you’re a girl when …

1. … you do all the talking.

Your own family and circle of acquaintances will probably provide you with ample illustration of the fact that the world is full of garrulous women and silent men. This is the reason the standard template for the weekly phone call to the parents looks like this:

PHONE RINGS

DAD: Hello?

DUTIFUL DAUGHTER: Hi Dad!

DAD: I’ll get your mother.

DAD [muffled mumbling]: I don’t know. I think it’s one of those daughter things we had.

MUM: Hellodarlingnowdidyougettho​seshoesintheend …

DD: … Icouldn’tgetawayfromworkandbyt​hetimeIgotthereat​theweekendtheyonlyhadtheminthebrown …

MUM:… becauseIwasthinkingyou​couldgettheminbrow​nandthenthey’dgowiththeskirtwegotwhen​wesawtheman​withthethingonhisneck …

DD:… andIwouldhaveboughtthemtogo​withtheskirtwegotwhenw​ebumpedintothatmanwith​thegoitredoyouremember​butItookitbackbecause​Istoppedgoing​tothegymsonowI’venoshoesandnoskirt …

MUM:… butbeforeIforgetdo​youwanttocomeroun​donFridaybecauseI’veaccidentallybought​abigchicken …

It’s also the reason retirement homes are filled with the song of game old birds while the blokes just shuffle around looking exhausted and trying to find a quiet corner for dominoes where they will be free from aural assault. My grandma – who moved into such a home at a relatively young age because she needed to cart her enormous Les Dawsonesque bosom around in a trolley, which made it hard to negotiate stairs – was typical of the breed in her dedication to contextual speaking. In other words, she couldn’t tell a story in less than five hours because they all began like this:

‘That Mrs Postlethwaite over there – you know, the one that used to have the garden until there was all that trouble with Mrs Ogglethwaite – she were the one who taught at the school that had that fête that Russell Harty nearly opened until they found out he was a bit funny and asked Alma Cogan’s cousin instead, which were daft really because no one were coming to t’fête anyway because it were the Saturday before t’Great Garstang Victuallers’ Whippet Roasting and Clog Dance, although they were holding it in Pendle that year because Mrs Evenmoreridiculousfirsttwosyllablesthwaite had to stand on a hill because one of her legs were that short after t’accident, which was when we all had to whitewash the street’s lavvies or be fined three and six when Albert the Privywatcher came round …’

By this point, you had either learned to fortify yourself with medication or lie back and enjoy the soothing narrative waves, as constant and unstoppable as the sea. The only chance you had of interrupting her was if the forty-eight packets of cigarettes she smoked a day (‘for the protein’) suddenly asserted themselves and she had to stop to cough up a lung. But if she – and you – did make it to the end of the story, it always finished the same way. ‘Well, her, over there,’ she would conclude triumphantly, ‘her son’s a lesbian.’

No man has this limitless capacity for conversation in old age, or at any other age for that matter. They are simply wired differently. After all, how many times have you gone to a party with a boyfriend and discovered more information about his best mate in one evening than he has gleaned in fourteen years of friendship with him? Perhaps it is evolutionary: while we were out gathering roots and berries, we learned to engage in conversation in order to stave off what must otherwise have been a quite stultifying level of boredom.

‘Found another berry.’

‘Really? So have I.’

‘I’ve found a seed.’

‘Have you?’

‘Oh – no, it’s a berry.’

‘Anyone found a root?’

‘Yes. And a berry.’

It would surely not be long before you were driven to evolve the capacity for finding the minutiae of other people’s lives worthy of discussion and an ability to store the data for later retrieval, in order to while away quieter hours and long evenings of – oh, I don’t know – cooking roots and stewing berries, perhaps. Or seeds.

Men, on the other hand, I can see would have had enough to deal with trying to bring down mastodons with a handful of flint chips and spears. That’s a lifestyle that lends itself to short, sharp commands – brief exclamations of surprise maybe – not meandering discussion or emotional probing. Cut to eight million years later, and while they have made some progress, they are still by and large happy to exist without much in the way of the detailed conversation and happy volubility on which their female counterparts thrive.

2. … you would rather read than fight.

Yes, you will get the occasional boy that reads, and the occasional girl that fights. But by and large it is girls who are the most committed, passionate readers and boys who are the most committed, passionate pugilists. And even the most voracious boy readers rarely open books intended for girls. Thus there is a world of literature that is known and loved only by girls, certain books that every female takes to heart at a young age, and adores forever after.

It can be noted, not without irony, that any woman who later in life finds her beloved characters or stories being traduced by someone will happily beat the offender bloody with her handbag. This remains true even though she knows deep down that few of them stand up to adult scrutiny.

The 10 Most Beloved Books

NUMBER 1: THE LITTLE HOUSE ON THE PRAIRIE BOOKS


Ah, the Ingalls – what a family! They can’t go two pages without stopping to exercise once more their boundless resourcefulness by building a log cabin, making poke-bonnets out of grasshoppers and slough grass, or butchering a hog and using the bones to make new eyes for Mary. And who’s at the centre of everything? Why, Laura, of course, and her 800 sisters. Well, okay, three sisters. But her mother’s always there too, and although Pa’s nominally the head of the household, he spends so much time away from home working on railroads, getting stuck in snowdrifts and growing his whiskers that in effect they live in a total gynocracy. As a result, the Little House books give due weight to the importance of dolls that your mother should never, ever be allowed to give away to ungrateful guests who then leave them in puddles on the way home, the gleaming beauty of coloured sweeties and the evilness of completely heinous bitches like Nellie Oleson.



NUMBER 2: MILLY MOLLY MANDY


When you read the stories as a child, you long for the life of Millicent Margaret Amanda. It is a delightful existence in thirties England, in the Nice White Cottage with the Thatched Roof, largely taken up by stripping village fête stalls of homemade cakes courtesy of the sixpence bestowed by a munificent Grandpa, going on intrepid fishing expeditions with Little Friend Susan and Billy Blunt and having picnics in hollow tree trunks. The books are testimony to how very little girls require in the way of narrative thrust or adventure. Milly Molly Mandy can get twenty pages out of spending a penny on mustard and cress seeds or winning a fairy doll at a party without anyone giving even the gentlest sigh of frustration. God knows what would happen if she broke her leg or Grandma got pissed on whisky sours – the resulting account would look like the Encyclopaedia Britannica.

Reading them as an adult, you realise that at least one of the six grown-up members of the family living there would have cottoned on to the commercial value of the Nice White Cottage with the Thatched Roof and sold it to developers who razed it to the ground before you could say eggs-for-Muvver. The village fêtes will have long since given way to a juvenile heroin problem and the stream turned to a bubbling stew of chemicals and toxic waste. And the hollow tree trunk is now a Tesco Express.

It will also not escape your adult eye that Milly Molly Mandy is a child who owns only one (pink-and-white-striped) dress. She probably stinks and spends every playtime crying in the loos. Which is still better than the weekends that she has to spend being molested by one of the village shop owners when she goes on her interminable errands.

But you must defend MMM and her (non) adventures to the death if anyone else points out these disheartening facts.



NUMBER 3: THE SECRET GARDEN


Orphaned Mary finds a secret garden, an invalid boy and a proto-sex god called Dickon! Honestly! What more could you ask from a story?



NUMBER 4: LITTLE WOMEN


The tale of four sisters competing to see who can be the most saintly, the most sickly, the most striking and the most sensible. Beth wins by being relentlessly angelic AND dying first.

It is an enduring favourite with girls because there is someone for everyone. Stay-at-home types can take comfort in Meg’s story. She is the oldest sister and therefore the most sensible, except for one chapter when she suddenly throws caution to the wind and lets Sally Moffat lend her a fancy dress and earrings and curl her hair. She even gets her shoulders out for the lads. After an evening of waving her fan and drinking a glass of champagne like a total slag, however, she resumes her customary role and settles down with John Brooke and a linen cupboard.

True slags admire Amy, although these days, unlike her, they will probably be able to get a nose job instead of sleeping every night with a clothes peg attached to their faces.

Tomboys adopt Jo as their hero/heroine. From her they learn that they can make money in unfeminine ways like writing, as long as they a) spend all their hard-earned cash on sending their consumptive sisters to the seaside and b) eventually stop it in order to marry ancient German men with beards and open orphanages for boys, in a not-very-subtle exercise in sublimated wish-fulfilment.

Those who like dying, of course, can take Beth. And are welcome to her.



NUMBER 5: BALLET SHOES


Ballet Shoes satisfies every little girl’s ravening lust for stardom. Three orphan sisters claw their way up from nothing but a comfortable, upper-middle-class, post-war background to become a renowned actress, dancer and – er – engineer. Again, something for everyone, as well as the stirring message that every girl has a talent if she just looks for it and works hard enough. Oh, and enjoys a fantastically improbable combination of circumstances that see her end up at Madame Fidolia’s Academy of Dance and Stage Training. Otherwise, truth be told, you can plié around the house all you want and still never get that life-changing call from the Bolshoi.



NUMBER 6: WHITE BOOTS


Just like Ballet Shoes, but on ice skates.



NUMBER 7: GIRLS’ COMICS


Obviously, these are not books. But while there have been tomes and essays aplenty attesting to the vital cultural importance of boys’ comics, there has been precious little said about the glorious delights of Twinkle (with Nurse Nancy and her Dolls’ Hospital! Easily replicable with your own teddy bears and shoeboxes for beds!), Bunty (with the Four Marys!), Mandy (with the mysterious Valda and her amazing youth-restoring crystal!) and Judy (nobody remembers anything about Judy – it was just the one that didn’t have Valda or the Four Marys. Sorry, Joods.).

Bunty and Mandy were for slightly older girls who were just waking up to the fact that there is written into female DNA an almost insatiable appetite for vicarious suffering. So they were full of stories with titles like ‘The Guardian Tree’ (oldest sister of nine orphaned siblings must hide them in a cave under a gnarled oak and find innovative ways to feed and clothe them without being discovered by the cruel, cruel gentry who would hit them with riding crops and put them in the workhouse), ‘I Must Fall Out With Mary!’ (sister must fall out with other sister to keep Mum and Dad from thinking they would support each other if Mum and Dad went through with the planned divorce – what twisted mind thought up this stuff?) and ‘Oh, Woe Is Me, I Wish I Was Dead’ (orphaned, deaf-mute Victorian girl who is now just a scarred head after a terrible mill accident is kicked around the streets by uncaring villagers until she is taken in by a poor but honest couple who are killed by a runaway horse, who becomes the girl’s only friend until it is caught and turned into glue by the ugly, wicked factory owner who uses his product to stick the girl’s eyes together to make her the perfect blind, dumb, deaf wife. The End.).

And all for between 18p and 22p a week.



NUMBER 8: MALORY TOWERS


Boarding school gels, midnight feasts, japes in the dorm, the honour of the school, guilty secrets, lacrosse matches, the beautiful third former and her ugly friend, misunderstandings, reputations damaged and restored, friendships fractured and repaired – all of female life is here, writ small.



NUMBER 9: ST CLARE’S


See Malory Towers, but with a set of twins and a girl secretly from the circus!



NUMBER 10: WHAT KATY DID


You know how we talked about girls’ infinite appetite for vicarious suffering? Here it is again: Katy Carr ignores clear instructions not to play on the new swing. Katy swings high. Too high. Astute reader spots metaphor. The swing, and very shortly thereafter Katy’s back, breaks. She lies in bed for years, being a right mardy cow just because she can’t use her legs, until her equally paralysed Cousin Helen wheels herself up to Katy’s bed of pain. Yes, lucky reader – two Connecticut paraplegics for the price of one! She teaches Katy to be patient and have faith in God, though presumably not the same God who let her splinter her spine half a lifetime ago. And one day an older, wiser Katy, who has learned to choke down her black, seething rage and bitterness and present a passive, smiling face to the world, can walk again. Hurrah!



3. … you invest your dad with magical powers.

Your mother holds no intrigue for you. For one thing, her talkativeness is such that you have never known her to have an unexpressed thought, and for another, she is just another girl like you, albeit bigger and with access to gin. Even from a young age, you realise at some level that she is you and you is she and that you both, for better or worse, are locked in an unbreakable circle of shared thoughts, experiences and a fundamental comprehension of each other. Your dad – the Silent Other – however, is an international man of mystery.

[image: missing-image]


I was four and we were walking along the Golden Mile in Blackpool, eating fish and chips, when my father first spoke to me directly. He was handing down chips and flakes of cod in golden batter from on high as we strolled, Gipsy Petulengros to our right, raw sewage to our left, the Scylla and Charybdis of late seventies holidaymaking. Our mutual contentment swelled and he was eventually moved to speech. ‘It doesn’t,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘get much better than this.’ Mouth agape at this unprecedented burst of prolixity and heedless of the half-masticated potato on display therein, I gave a vigorous, vinegary nod of agreement.

Naturally, I thought of my father as the repository of all knowledge and the fount of all wisdom, not yet realising that this is only true as long as the subjects under discussion are Preston North End and pork belly. I believed that he had come to this conclusion as he looked back on a life stuffed with exotic adventures that conceivably stretched back until the dawn of time. In fact, at the time of our Blackpool bonding Dad would have been about three years older than I am now and had already curtailed his career as an exotic adventurer by marrying the girl next door and moving to a crappy corner of south-east London in order to provide their two forthcoming daughters with a better quality of lead poisoning. Ah well.

He crumpled the fish and chip papers, fell silent again and remained so for the next twenty-five years. And counting.



[image: missing-image]

You have to invest your father with an air of intrigue, otherwise he just becomes a dull stranger who disappears to the office every morning and comes back every evening just in time to eat tea, watch the news, feign interest in your mother’s account of the day’s dealings with recalcitrant children, boilers and domestic appliances and go to bed.

The key thing to point out – or rather to spotlight and illuminate so thoroughly that there can be no possible shadow of a misunderstanding anywhere – is not to believe him too fascinating. Otherwise you can become that most freakish and frightening of creatures: the Daddy’s Girl.

The Daddy’s Girl

These are girls who hero-worship their fathers and spend all their time trying to attract his attention and approval. Which would be fine, were it not for the stomach-churning tendency of the breed to go about this not by building kit cars, making a killing on the stock market or doing something spectacular like blasting his likeness into Mount Rushmore, but by flirting. Flirting! With their own fathers! Yeeuch! As they get older, they find themselves unable to talk in an adult fashion to anyone with a penis and spend their entire lives searching for male laps to squirm on. As they get older still, this results first in socially awkward situations and finally in civil suits.

If you have never met a Daddy’s Girl, then you probably are one. A quick quiz should show us which way your psychological land lies:

QUESTION 1

Do you call your father…

a	 once a month

b	 once a week

c	 once a day, or

d	 Big Boy?

QUESTION 2

Do you lick your dad’s face when you need…

a	 a laugh

b	 the salt

c	 money, or

d	 a shag?

QUESTION 3

When you are out together do people think you and your father are…

a	 cute

b	 a cute couple

c	 acutely embarrassing, or

d	 illegal?

QUESTION 4

Does your son have…

a	 your eyes

b	 his dad’s eyes

c	 your dad’s eyes, or

d	 all of the above?

QUESTION 5

When you were growing up, was your mother…

a	 at home

b	 at work

c	 at the chemist, refilling her anti-depressant prescription, or

d	 surplus to requirements?

QUESTION 6

Do you find Catherine Zeta Jones’ relationship with Michael Douglas…

a	 faintly boring

b	 faintly disturbing

c	 faintly arousing, or

d	 inspirational?

QUESTION 7

Do you like a man to give you…

a	 flowers

b	 diamonds

c	 teddy bears, or

d	 siblings?

QUESTION 8

Did your dad teach you how to…

a	 read

b	 ride a bike

c	 dance, or

d	 lap dance?

If you answered mostly (d), you are in all kinds of trouble. And so’s he.

4. … you can make a towel turban for wet hair.

Nobody teaches you. One day you just step out of the shower, tip your head down, wrap your towel around it in one fluid motion and stand back up complete with a delightful and practical towel turban. Boys neither learn this trick spontaneously nor can be taught it. Hours of intensive tutoring from successive girlfriends will be of no avail. Their post-ablution heads must go forever cold and wet. Perhaps this is God’s way of making up for the fact that they can wee standing up.

5. ... you are plagued by a strange feeling that you are an inherent disappointment to somebody, somewhere.

We are living in the modern age. Years – generations – have passed since the abolition of the various primogeniture laws and customs that once stalked this and other lands, but for some strange and unfathomable reason, people – friends, strangers and just about anyone in between – still assume that a pregnant woman or daughter-toting parent is secretly hankering after a son. Often this is just something you absorb unconsciously from the culture around you, in much the same way as you breathe in air pollutants on the way to school, but occasionally this odd but persistent belief is made explicit with a sorrowing look or a patronising word. I don’t know about you, but I think this is Weird and Depressing. And, frankly, Rude.

You can understand the desire to see sons born in the days when without them and their big muscles the family farm would go unploughed and the family itself would therefore starve. Or when women couldn’t go out to work and the best return you could hope to get on your investment in a daughter was to have her marry a multi-millionaire or stay a spinster forever and be on hand to nurse you in your dotage, so that you didn’t have to hire a nurse from the lower orders who would give you lice and steal the silver. But the fact that such a desire still lingers today is a testament to the power of folk memory. So if and when you are pregnant and confronted in such a way, simply smile sweetly and say, ‘Absolutely! We just don’t know what we’re going to do with the entailed estate and attendant patrilineal grouse-shooting rights otherwise! Isn’t the orderly transmission of property a bugger without boys?’ and graciously steer the conversation on to less controversial topics, like buttonhooks and the appalling price of petticoats. Or you can point out that we are not living in Regency England and that in the modern absence of heavily circumscribed inheritance laws, it becomes unquestionably better to have daughters than sons, as even the most cursory reckoning of the genders’ respective attributes will show.

Boy or Girl?

[image: missing-image]	You can dress girls nicely. Let’s face it, the whole point of having a baby is so that you can dress it in lovely, floral, smocky things or, if your mother forbade you them throughout your youth, lovely, glittery, flouncy, sequinny things in pink. Pink, pink, pink, pink, pink. And pink. No woman really wants to have a baby that she has to dress in trousers and mud-coloured T-shirts. Have you been round the boys’ section in Gap or Mothercare? It’s enough to make you want to kill yourself.

[image: missing-image]	You can change a girl’s nappy in five minutes. One smooth wipe round her neat little nether regions and you’re good to go. Getting poo out of all a boy’s cracks and crevices takes nine hours. And in the end you have to use your fingernails. And while his little peanut willy is amusing, peeling his sweaty scrotum off his bum quickly loses its charm.

[image: missing-image]	And the peanut willy will shoot a jet of pee into your face as soon as you think you’ve finished. Girls funnel it thoughtfully away.

[image: missing-image]	Girls develop faster. By the time a girl is two and a half, you can hold an interesting conversation with her about her pets, her toys and her array of real and imaginary friends. She will watch you with bright, alert eyes and give due consideration and full, impassioned answers to all your questions. The average two-and-a-half-year-old boy, by contrast, is virtually indistinguishable from a bag of soil.

[image: missing-image]	If your attention is distracted for a moment while you are looking after a girl, when you refocus you will find her roughly where you left her, playing contentedly with the toy you gave her, and the rest of the room much as you left it. Turn your back on a boy for three seconds and you will turn back to find him smeared in rabbit blood, naked to the waist and howling war cries from the top of the curtains while he surveys a roomful of splintered floorboards, broken toys and dead pets. Boys are bellicose little bastards and girls are not. This is a cruelly reductive generalisation, and absolutely true.

There are only two drawbacks to having a girl. One is that it makes it that much easier to repeat history and turn immediately into your mother. The second is that you are condemned to relive all the most painful parts of childhood through your daughter’s eyes – the murderous playground cliques and the misguided love of overpriced tat and unsuitable men – and be as unable to save her as you were unable to save yourself.

Still, it’s either that or three years of peeling reluctant scrotums off backsides. Up to you.

6. … you think keeping your clothes clean is the entire point of your existence.

While boys, as already noted, devote their lives to reducing their clothes to rags by the end of every battle-filled day, girls’ lives are full of the sound of women shouting, ‘Why can’t you be more careful? Mind your dress/top/skirt/shoes on that floor/rusty nail/powdered marshmallow/kitten tail!’ It frequently seems as though nothing would make them happier than to see you safely housed in an iron lung, where your outfit could remain pristine all day, untouched by the perils of, say, brushing past a dusty surface, being creased during a hedonistic bout of sitting down or becoming infinitesimally scuffed on the pavement during a careless walk down the street, all of which causes the ever-present adult female contingent to go into paroxysms of horror and start grating away at your tender person with balled-up tissues and spit.

If you had patent-leather shoes, the need to keep their glowing patina unblemished meant your life was effectively over.

7. … you discover a talent for undetectable cruelty.

If you are an only child, you may have to wait until you are of a fairly advanced age and at school before you realise quite how fantastically nasty you can be. How you can size up people’s strengths and weaknesses and manipulate and exploit them to your own advantage. How you can discern and analyse people’s hopes, desires, intentions and motivations and then bend them remorselessly to your will.

If you have brothers and sisters, however, you can start exercising this gift as soon as they are old enough to have strengths, weaknesses et al and understand your simple, concise and entirely self-serving instructions. Sibling rivalry is a wonderful spur to a girl’s emotional and mental development.

It makes sound evolutionary sense to hate any sibling, of course. Lodged deep in the primitive parts of our brains and only patchily overlaid with a veneer of civilisation is the knowledge that parental resources are customarily scarce and best concentrated on – how can I put this? Oh yes – me! Me! I was here first! Me!

When that sibling is a sister, it makes even more sense because she is even more direct competition. Hardwired into her are the same charms and tricks you have for getting round your parents and securing more than your fair share of stuff. You may have worked out that you are not huddled beneath wolfskins in a Cornish cave, wishing someone would hurry up and invent fire, but comfortably ensconced in a centrally heated terraced house in an affluent, post-industrial world, but your primordial instincts will smoothly focus instead on securing luxuries like sweets and favouritism now that the basic necessities for survival have been met.

Rivalrous brothers have things relatively simple. They wrestle (literally) for dominance throughout childhood and the one who ends up the biggest/tallest/most heavily muscled/sexually experienced adult wins. Throw a sister – or worse, two – into the mix and things lose such enviable clarity.

I was modestly resentful of my sister, but my depredations upon her personfn1 were, I discover now, as nothing to the roiling hatred other girls brought to bear upon new interloping siblings. You think Amy throwing the only copy of Jo’s handwritten manuscript on the fire was an admirably perceptive and economical way to wreak her revenge? Then you can only admire the youthful achievement of the work colleague who once told me that she covered her sister’s soft toys with an inch-thick layer of grease from the garage. ‘I told her I’d waterproofed them for her, but really it was so that she couldn’t hug them,’ she said. So she not only devastated her sister but put herself beyond punishment or reproach in the process. Amy, you are but an amateur in the field. ‘How very inventive of you,’ I replied appreciatively, making a mental note never to piss her off lest she skewer my cats, pin them to the front door and claim that she was saving me litter money. Another friend has a story about how every night she used to open the window of the room she shared with her little sister and then sleep outside on the landing, hoping that the toddler would be stolen by a burglar in the night. In the morning she would close the window and be back in bed before her parents got up.

So, brothers quickly establish the day’s pecking order by bashing each other a few times, while sisters concoct plans for family domination via Swarfega-covered rabbits, burglar baiting and rudimentary forms of Chinese water torture. This is the dark side of the famed emotional intelligence of the female, I suppose. More fun though.

Nowadays, as I get older and can see more clearly into the black chasm of mortality that confronts us all, I am actively pleased to have a sister. In fact, I’d quite like to have more – more people to help maintain a sense of continuity through life, more hands to pull you back from the brink at those times when you feel yourself about to fall into the abyss, shared keepers of the collective cache of childhood memories. On the other hand of course, you may feel that a second person with knowledge of the collection of woes, humiliations, unrequited loves and misguided hairstylings that make up the average girl’s youth is easily one person too many, especially if you haven’t guarded yourself against unauthorised dissemination of such information by terrorising her into silence or cutting her tongue out beforehand.

8. … you are persuaded that activities of mind-numbing tedium are a valuable and appropriate use of your time.

Looking back on the average girl’s childhood from an adult perspective frequently ends in loud howls of pain. Severe mental distress can occur when you think of the vast tracts of time spent labouring at the ‘hobbies’ adults decreed should fill a young girl’s days. Listed below are the main enforced pastimes which bounded a girl’s life experiences as effectively as Valium did for the women a generation before us – it’s a cut-out-and-keep guide in case you ever have daughters of your own and wish to pass on the gift of wasted hours.

FRENCH KNITTING

Hooking wool over a four-pronged bobbin until you go cross-eyed with boredom produces a long, knitted worm. And that. Is. It. No one has ever found a consequent use for this and I suspect the whole procedure was invented by a man in ages past as a way of keeping girls occupied when they might otherwise have been learning to read, agitating for votes, splitting the atom or curing cancer. One friend of mine insists that if you coil
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fn1 I invented the Drinking Game. It is intended to cause the younger sister’s death by drowning and works like this:

Younger Sister lies in bed.

Older Sister says, ‘Let’s play the Drinking Game.’

Younger Sister has played the Drinking Game before, but is on a very gentle learning curve and so agrees to participate again.

Older Sister holds the two bottom corners of the pillow under Younger Sister’s chin, essentially trapping her head in a noose-cum-vice.

She reminds Younger Sister that in this game Younger Sister is not allowed to move her arms.

Younger Sister agrees.

Older Sister reflects briefly on fathomless stupidity of Younger.

Older Sister proceeds to feed water from plastic cup into Younger Sister’s mouth.

Older Sister speeds up process of feeding water into Younger Sister’s mouth until Younger Sister is desperate, choking head in sodden pillow-vice.

Older Sister becomes so weak with laughter that she is unfortunately required to desist before Younger Sister actually drowns.

Younger Sister spends next few hours clearing water from her lungs and the rest of the night sleeping in a puddle. Older Sister initially regrets failure to drown her, but in later years comes to appreciate a lifetime not spent at Her Majesty’s Pleasure.



 

 

fn2 Everybody’s childhood was punctuated with these places. First playgroup, then Brownies and not long after that it would be host to that brutal adolescent boxing ring, the youth club. No wonder our generation never took to religion.



 

 

fn3 That makes it sound like there were hundreds of them. There were, in fact, only a handful – it was a quiet terraced street in suburban England after all, not a scene from The Kids of Degrassi Street – but enough to incur a certain amount of jealousy and frustration if you were on the wrong side of the net curtains.



 

 

fn1 With the ever honourable exceptions of Kate Winslet and Catherine Zeta Jones, who alone insist that even famous new mothers are allowed the odd bag of crisps now and again.



 

 

fn2 And not just amongst children. Zinedine Zidane had that summer head-butted Marco Materazzi in the World Cup final for impugning his mother’s sexual integrity, and David Beckham had received a red card during a Spanish game for calling a linesman an ‘hijo de puta’ (although opinion was divided as to whether he actually knew this meant ‘son of a whore’ or, if so, appreciated that in continental Catholic countries, it carries more weight than an English or US ‘sonofabitch’). The resulting media coverage also unearthed mother-dissing versions from other cultures: in Finland you can cause people to rock back on their snowshoes with ‘Aitisi nai poroja’ – your mother copulates with reindeer – and if you ever want to upset a Mandarin Chinese speaker, there is apparently no better way than to fling ‘Nide muchin shr ega da wukwei!’ at them – your mother is a big turtle – because, duh, turtles are promiscuous.



 

 

fn1 Do you ever feel the weight of the years suddenly pressing down upon you, despite what is still your relative youthfulness? Overhead projectors didn’t even exist at this stage. The year above me probably remembers slates and wax tablets. Perhaps an inability to download tracks on to our iPods shouldn’t be a source of shame. We have clearly done well enough just by being able to use a phone and type.



 

 

fn1 I’ve still got mine. I can still fit into it. I still don’t go out.



 

 

fn2 Anyone out there who thinks they are should take a short bus ride at school chucking-out time and spend ten minutes eavesdropping on the conversations between teenage passengers. It’s like listening to a coachload of mini Jenna Jamesons.



 

 

fn1 I think I received mine during a game which involved couples (chosen according to a system of coloured cards in hats, whose Byzantine complexities resist brief explanation) being locked in a dark cupboard together, but this may well just be me once again getting scenes from Teen Wolf mixed up with real life.



 

 

fn2 Though I defy even the most comprehensive guidelines to prepare me for my worst. At sixteen, I locked lips and tongues with a boy from my English class and when we drew apart I had a massive bogey on my lip. It was his, and we had to go out with each other for six silent months after that, in case the other told anyone else about it.



 

 

fn1 That’s anything they remember from their own youth that still brings in a regular wage. They don’t care whether you are a hairdresser, flintknapper, miner, ballerina, nurse, lawyer, hatbox seller or croupier, as long as they know what you are going to be earning each month and how. If you do anything connected with the internet they will simply tell people that you are still unemployed.



 

 

fn2 The other main reason is that a far higher proportion of women work in low-pay and/or part-time jobs. This in its turn is partly because the jobs women have traditionally done – cleaning, caring for the old, the young, the sick or disadvantaged in some way etc. – are underpaid and employers tend to rely on casual labour that does not accrue rights to expensive benefits and so on, and partly because women still take greater responsibility for childcare than men and so more frequently have to go part-time or do shiftwork.



 

 

fn1 We did also have Sindy dolls and Barbies, of course, and there were occasional minor outcries at these unhealthy role models from concerned feminists and parents. And perhaps not unjustifiably – a computer simulation of a Barbie doll scaled up to real-woman size revealed that her back would be too weak to support her upper body and her body would be too narrow to contain more than half a liver and a few centimetres of bowel. Dedicated Barbie fans should look away now: in reality, Barbie would have led a life dominated by chronic diarrhoea before collapsing into an early grave due to malnutrition.
  Still, I do feel our generation was at least somewhat distanced and protected from the unhealthy body messages sent out by the fact that Sindy and Barbie were made of extruded plastic. Girls are quite bright. Most of them understand at some level that there is a degree of slippage between the real world and Dollyland. But I suspect that our daughters will rightly have more difficulty understanding why they should not aim to look like the living, breathing celebrities they idolise. We will just have to spend three hours a day shouting at them the terrifying facts that the stars occasionally let slip. ‘Elizabeth Hurley calls six raisins a snack!’ ‘Beyoncé just eats cucumber!’ ‘Renée Zellweger … fuck knows. I think she has her whole body siphoned out and put into a secret cell compressor in Geneva three hours before every premiere and party. And Nicole Kidman is entirely made of stiff twine.’



 

 

fn2 My summary of the threats facing the cavewomen may not be entirely accurate. My knowledge of prehistoric timelines is largely based on an idiosyncratic conflation of One Million Years BC starring Raquel Welch, Ross’s scenes in the museum in Friends and partial viewings of Jurassic Park 1 and 2.




 

 

fn3 But not, as the recent identification of the phenomenon of exercise addiction has shown, impossible. Still, exercise addicts are probably only about half a rung higher than sex addicts on the averagely compassionate person’s list of Disadvantaged Groups With Whose So-Called Problems I Am Rapidly Losing Patience, so let us not dwell on them any longer.



 

 

fn1 For those who refused to stick the family pet on a spit or kept sleeping through the May morn, the Restoration offered a fun alternative for disguising an imperfect complexion. Beauty spots were all the rage and, delightfully, meant far more than simply twizzling an eyebrow pencil into the side of your upper lip. They could be made of red or black taffeta or leather and stuck on with glue. You could have moons, stars, suns, castles, birds, animals, fish, coaches, horses, diamonds, circles … I can’t help but feel it’s an unjustly neglected craze and surely ripe for reinvention, like the Krankies. Whose amusingly contrasting silhouettes, incidentally, might make the ideal inaugural patches with which to bring the fashion roaring back.



 

 

fn2 It’s impossible to imagine what she does when she goes out – strips her face back to the bone and starts again from scratch with epidermis she’s grown in petri dishes from Nicole Kidman’s skin cells gathered from Balenciaga’s changing-room floor and sold illegally over the internet, probably.



 

 

fn3 Freak. Freak, freak, freak, freak, freak.



 

 

fn4 It’s a toss-up as to whether this is preferable to the pain involved in going tights-free in summer. Although the intercrural sweating mitigates some of the thigh-chafing, you have also got the blistered toes and shoe strap lacerations on your Achilles tendons to contend with. I am working on a patent for invisible casings in breathable clear plastic for feet and giant flesh-coloured plasters for inner thighs, which I predict will transform our summers in years to come. I need £50,000 for start-up fees, so if you would like to have a hand in protecting the delicate lady-flesh of future generations, please send investment monies to antiabrasions.co.uk and I’ll get to work.



 

 

fn5 Unless old bus tickets and mismatched gloves suddenly emerge as the frontrunners in the search for alternative energy sources, of course. Then I’m sitting on a gold mine.



 

 

fn1 I know whereof I speak. Born and bred in Catford, my horticultural experiences were largely limited to picking used hypodermics out of window boxes and stepping over homeless men kipping in the bushes in Lewisham Park. Now I have eighteen pots filled with dwarf narcissi and two hydrangeas that are bigger than my house. I don’t know what you’re supposed to do with them in the way of repotting or pruning or anything, but I operate on the principle that if they really want to live, they will find a way to tell me what they need. If my theories about proto-maternal instincts are right, I may be more like my mother than I thought possible.



 

 

fn2 Incidentally, I’m told by various unrepentant and much-loved battleaxes of my acquaintance that after retirement, this particular activity can rapidly take on the nature of a religious calling. A trip to local emporia resembles nothing so much as the scene from Notting Hill, but instead of Hugh Grant walking down Portobello Road as the seasons change, you see an impressively bosomed woman sailing stately as a galleon along the high street, shop assistants shifting and blossoming from recalcitrant troglodytes to captains of industry in her wake.



 

 

fn3 I wouldn’t start smirking if I were you. It’s only a matter of years before you’re doing the same at reruns of Duty Free. That David Pearce – he is a one!



 

 

fn4 You can try and legislate against this – I, for example, have stipulated to lawyers and my GP that if I am ever found denying my children drinks with soup or requiring them to lay the table for breakfast eight days in advance, I am to be taken out and killed immediately and my body left on public display with an explanatory placard as a warning to others – but there is no guarantee of success.
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