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Joan’s Whole Poached Salmon for Iggy Pop and his friend David Bowie (and Simple Minds if they keep running up from Studio Two)

The first lie is that the salmon is whole. Who doesn’t improvise in a kitchen? If you’re cooking in the Rockfield oven, it’s too small, so I cut the big Wye salmon in half with my Sabatier knife when raw.

The second lie is the ‘for’. I doubt they’ll eat it, but I’ll hit the roof if they have another food fight, especially with my fish. All David seems to ask for is milk.

If the salmon’s still in the fridge Sunday night, I’ll freeze it and turn it into a terrine later. Or, like today, wrap up the two salmon halves, put them in the back of the Audi, and drive them to your grandmother’s Sunday luncheon buffet for Bodenham church. She won’t thank me for it, Tiff, but waste not want not, and Jim Osterberg gives to the Church of England.

1    Wye salmon

the frilly top of a fennel

dry white wine

lemon juice, no pips

generous butter

black pepper, little salt

Decoration (you love to do this, Tiff).

cucumber (peel skin for patterns)

lemons thinly sliced

Gut, descale, pat dry salmon inside and out with paper towel. Tuck the fennel inside, with white wine on the bottom, then add generous cubes of butter on the top (and inside to keep it moist) plus lemon juice, sea salt and ground pepper all over. Make sure you roll the tinfoil into a loose parcel, leaving a gap at the top, do not pull tight.

Cook for about 20-30 mins at around 400F, just enough that when you put a long skewer in, it comes out clean.

Never overcook, it falls to bits and tastes of nothing, a disaster fund. It will continue to cook in the tinfoil so unwrap immediately, test. Once opened leave in juices for about 20 minutes then slide onto a plate.

For sauce: first boil up prawn shells, sieve, then add the salmon and butter juice from the foil (sieve this too if you wish), a little wine, maybe more butter, and lemon. Taste. Reduce. Use it to keep salmon moist or put in jug. Taste, taste.

When still warm, skin the salmon but leave the head, put the two halves together on an attractive plate, skinned cucumber down the join, and/or thin lemons, plus my home-made lemon mayonnaise.

Sometimes you put on lemons if I thinly slice them.

No one ever questions, why is it in two halves, Joan?

On the whole they freak out at the head, so better to chop this off actually. I do the same to the Saturday buffet suckling pig, which I also have to cut in half to cook.

My Home-made Lemon Mayonnaise (don’t ask for Salad Cream)

2    egg yolks and 1 egg

lemon juice

salt and pepper

little Dijon, little sugar

Put all in the liquidiser bit of my Kenwood Chef. Whizz it. Run olive oil through quietly.

Once upon a time I did it by hand. There are too many bands to cook for now.




Prologue

Slip-sliding
into the 1980s

Rockfield Studios



‘It’s Just a Story’

I open the front door of Rockfield Lodge to Siouxsie Sioux. She’s shiny vinyl in the Welsh sun. She’s Venus on the concrete step in thigh-high PVC boots. Her crimped black hair is soft-spiked, and I want to run my sticky fingers through it.

She’s an artwork, Corrina says.

She’s looking for Steve Severin, Brigitte says, and we put on our wellington boots.

We go out to the cow fields and call for him, like we’re calling for a lost dog.

This is Rockfield Studios. It is also a farm, and I am here because my mother, Joan, is the cordon bleu chef. Brigitte and Corrina Ward are the two oldest of five Rockfield kids. Being a Rockfield kid means Kingsley or Charles Ward is your dad, because Kingsley and Charles Ward built Rockfield Studios with their bare hands. Neither of them is my dad. I am an extra, but being an extra Rockfield kid still means making tunnels through towers of hard hay bales that can crush, and maybe Hawkwind dragging you into Studio Two to sing a chorus. Growing up an extra Rockfield kid also means swooning over the Teardrop Explodes as you serve them your mum’s Barbary duck in gooseberry sauce, then remembering your biology homework.

I am thirteen. Brigitte is eighteen, Corrina is seventeen, and they are goddesses. Together we are girls with vinyl at our fingers and rock stars in the barn. I am please and thank you, cold knees at winter bus stops, and school scraps; they are crimped fringes and powder-white faces, but together we are a walk to the Rolls Hall in Monmouth on a Saturday night to dance to ‘The Sound of the Crowd’ by the Human League. We are drinkers of half a snakebite and black, of Malibu and pineapple. We’re spinners of Ouija boards, holders of horse brushes, bridles, kohl pencils and crimping irons.

I don’t think we want to be kids of penthouse and pavement in Sheffield, of Bowie Nights at Billy’s in London, of Blitz, of Soho, of Sex at World’s End. We don’t have cars, and there’s no milk train back to these Monmouthshire fields.

We pose in the garden for Polaroid photographs in cut-up jodhpurs that smell of horse, and tweed jackets that stink of long-buried ancestor farmers. We belt our home-made clothes tight, spray our hair stiff and dance to our records in the Lodge’s swirling carpet kingdom, while the makers of the records sleep soundly in their beds, further up the Rockfield farm track. The bands are a trot-on out of the Lodge’s front door, a giddy-up the hill, a bridle-nudge left into the Quadrangle, and a whoa, steady, steady, girl; right there behind the double doors of Studio One.

It’s a strange word, ‘Quadrangle’. It makes me think of maths. What it means is a rectangle block of stables around a courtyard. Rockfield horses nod in the real stables opposite converted ones where bands sleep, eat, rehearse, record and watch the telly. Everything is connected: the dining room is next to the rehearsal room is next to the control room is next to the live room, and when bands throw open the doors of Studio One, bridles in the tack room jangle to bass guitar. At night, passing foxes pitch in with harmonies. Lead singers sneak into ridge-and-furrow fields to find their melodies. Sheep fart to the bass drum, and our mums clean trifle from the control room motherboard after food fights.

My mum’s kitchen is nestled here, in the corner of the block closest to the studio, up three steps and through a dining room where I serve David Bowie poached salmon he won’t eat (I can’t look him in the eyes, either one of them, and some nights I dream of his left, other nights I dream of his right). Here, I hoover around Pete Murphy from Bauhaus. I stay up with Bad Manners to watch A Clockwork Orange on VHS, and my mum tells me off.

But my favourite place at Rockfield is back down the rough track to the Lodge, and the small living room there, its walls decorated with leather straps of horse brasses. I’ll be with Brigitte and Corrina and their record player in the alcove next to the gas fire. Here vinyl slides easy from the sleeve. We slot it onto the silver spike without thinking and hold hands as the stylus drops and bumps and hisses. We wait. Then we’re screaming to ‘Hong Kong Garden’, to ‘Hanging on the Telephone’. We do the hold-hands, knee-up, shoulder-to-shoulder dance to ‘I Travel’ by Simple Minds while they’re across the track in Studio Two. We pogo to ‘New Rose’, we twirl to ‘Flowers of Romance’. We pose against flock wallpaper to ‘Fade to Grey’, ‘Gentlemen Take Polaroids’, and ‘Are “Friends” Electric?’. We grind to ‘Young Americans’ (although we are Welsh, or part-Welsh, or border, or over theeeeeeeer in Monmouthshire).

In the Lodge’s kitchen our different parents sing ‘Oh Boy!’ and ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ on acoustic guitars because that is theirs, but this is our music now.

Sometimes the bands run down to the Lodge like they’re the children, and when our mums are out we don’t know what to say, if we can say anything at all. Musicians knock on the door because they’re lost, or hungry, or bored, or tired, or lonely, or stoned, or can’t sleep for ten days straight, or looking for a football, a bag of balloons for a water fight, a Frisbee; or they’re homesick, or American, or Dutch, or scared of cows, or scared of horses, or sheep; or sad, or looking for a pub, a limousine, a helicopter, a reason for why they are stranded in these Welsh fields forced to dream up songs.

When we let them in, it’s Alice walking through the looking glass.

‘Would you like a sandwich?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Do you want to go horse riding?’

‘Not now.’

‘We can make you beans on toast?’

‘No.’

‘Tiff, will you make Julian some squash?’ Brigitte asks.

I do as I’m told because I am so much younger than these two almost-sisters, the Lodge isn’t my house so I must behave. This isn’t my family, but I pray to the great gods of Rockfield that it will be. Dear Queen and Black Sabbath on high, dear Rush, Iggy Pop, and dearest Lord, holy of holies, David Bowie. Dear Ace, Brinsley Schwarz, Graham Parker and the Rumour, Dr Feelgood, Dave Edmunds, Nick Lowe, Robert Plant, Ian Gillan, Hawkwind, Motörhead, Judas Priest, Budgie, Van der Graaf Generator, Echo and the Bunnymen, Simple Minds, Adam and the Ants, and our founding Fathers, Kingsley and Charles Ward. Dear Julian Cope from the Teardrop Explodes who’s parked his M*A*S*H jeep outside the Lodge gate and is sitting on the living-room floor in his army clothes right now, pushing that VHS into the machine to watch his band on Top of the Pops . . . For ever and ever amen, please make me a Rockfield Ward, not a Murray.

I mix the bright orange Quosh with tap water as if Julian Cope is a friend come to play. I look out at the fields and try to think when it all started. It wasn’t here at Rockfield Studios. It was in a vicarage in Herefordshire. There were no almost-sisters there; no swirling-carpet kingdom of a turntable and our hands holding to dance. At the Vicarage there was no Rockfield prayer, but there was a downstairs gothic hall where the bands rehearsed. There was a church next door with a golden cock weathervane, and a graveyard where yew trees sucked at the blood and bones of the dead until their berries burst red. There was a magpie in a small cage at the edge of the farmer’s field, and there was Mum’s boyfriend, Jackson, who kept half-bottles of Haig whisky in our wellington boots. There was a Great Dane, Cleo, who lived in a white caravan that she ate from the inside out.




Part 1

This Is How I
Remember It

The Vicarage

The First Half of the 1970s
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The Vicarage became like a factory for making gear and making sounds, it was the classic ‘place in the country’ where bands could ‘get their heads together’ . . . Hugh started building his infamous organ. I dreamed up this incredible electronic saxophone system for live work and had this customised packing-case made to house all my ‘Jaxon’ equipment in one place when touring. I christened it the ‘Vangogh’.

David Jackson, Van der Graaf Generator



Set List

‘Killer Queen’, Queen

‘Vicious’, Lou Reed

‘Where do the Children Play?’, Cat Stevens

‘Kooks’, David Bowie

‘Tiny Dancer’, Elton John

‘My Sweet Lord’, George Harrison

‘Land of Hope and Glory’, Edward Elgar & Arthur C. Benson

‘Don’t You Worry ’bout a Thing’, Stevie Wonder

‘In the Ghetto’, Elvis Presley

‘You’re So Vain’, Carly Simon

‘Me and You and a Dog Named Boo’, Lobo

‘Without You’, Harry Nilsson

‘Nighttown Boy’, Horslips

‘Long Haired Lover from Liverpool’, Little Jimmy Osmond

‘The Puppy Song’, David Cassidy

‘Wasn’t it Nice?/Black Boy’, Trax

‘Amazing Grace’ by Pipes and Drums and the Military Band of the Royal Scots Dragoons



Pike Quenelles

At the Vicarage people knew I was a cook. Men knocked at my door in the middle of the night dangling a brace of pheasant, rabbit, hare, a bucket of eels (no thank you), a salmon, a pike. I didn’t ask questions and I’d get the pike free. ‘Bloody muddy ugly bugger’ the men called it and I thought, What shall I do with this bloody, ugly, muddy bugger? Freddie liked my Coronation chicken, my ribs, my chilli con carne, and I think he liked the concept of quenelles, but he ate like a bird. Speaking of birds, do you remember my big Victorian bell jars filled with little emerald, iridescent hummingbirds on branches? What are they called? Taxidermied, that’s it. Anyway, Freddie was fascinated by them. He’d lie on the deep-blue bergère sofa in the drawing room and write, those bell jars around him. Cleo our Great Dane would lie on the rug beneath him. The only times I saw him stay still was at the piano or writing with Cleo. I wish I’d taken a picture.

Pike isn’t a delicacy as it is in France and quenelles are not for the impatient, but I felt in control making them. Cooking was my performance. Quenelles are also great to freeze. Do you remember my big chest freezer, Tiff? You’d climb in it. You’d close the top and shout, ‘I’m hiding, Mum, I’m hiding!’ I mean I knew where you were, but still, you could have frozen to death. I’d lift you out, grab a bag frozen gooseberries.

I don’t know why it was bands. Quite honestly, we needed an income, and I had the idea because of the big atrium hall.

3    lb of pike milk

4      shallots loads of parsley

2      bay leaves loads of salt and pepper

half a pack butter

2      eggs

2      tablespoons flour, sifted at least 4 tablespoons of single cream

Don’t seriously ask me about amounts. I don’t weigh, I do it by spoonfuls and taste.

Into casserole dish on the hob, place gutted whole fish, equal amount of milk and water, loads of parsley, bay leaves, salt and pepper.

Cook gently until fish is falling off the bones, cool, then sieve liquid and keep. Remove all the bones and skin, you will only end up with about 2 lb in weight.

I say ‘taste, taste, taste’ but with pike it’s ‘bones, bones, bones’.

Reduce remaining liquid for stock, and then sieve again.

Melt a good bit of butter in a pan, add flour, keep stirring, then add the stock bit by bit. Add the cream, salt and pepper. Taste it.

Let it go solid and cool and add fish meat (check again for bones). I then mix it all together in my Kenwood. Make sure it’s cold, beat two eggs, then add them. This is to firm it, not to make scrambled egg. I use my big spoon with a point at the end to shape into quenelles. Lay out on floured tray.

Put in fridge overnight, or for at least two hours.

Make a roux in a pan, add cream, nutmeg and a tiny bit of Gruyère. Taste for salt and pepper. I sometimes added lemon if too rich. Put quenelles in big casserole dish, they can’t touch. Pour over the sauce. Remember they are already cooked so only need about 20 minutes at 360F.

It takes an age, but I loved it.

It can stink in the making.

Some bands came with a cook, but I couldn’t help it, I cooked, too.




1.

‘Killer Queen’
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Before Rockfield, before Brigitte and Corrina and Quosh with Julian Cope, I am five and three-quarters and I live with my mother in a vicarage in Herefordshire, at the mouth of Wales. We came back to Herefordshire because my grandad was going to die. It’s been two years, and he hasn’t yet.

Because she’s a chef Mum wears pink plasters on cut fingers and the gloss of butter on her burns. We don’t live alone in the Vicarage. I have my Great Dane, Cleo. Mum has her boyfriend, Jackson, and sometimes bands live with us.

The bands have strange names. Strange to me, at least: Black Sabbath. Horslips. Trax. I suppose the name ‘Queen’ isn’t that strange. I watch Freddie Mercury pick up our no-name cats, one by one. He tries to pet them. Careful, Mum says, they’re feral.

The bands stack Vox or Marshall amps in our fireplace. They tape black cables down onto the bright Victorian tiles. They come to us because of our hall. Acoustics, Mum says.

We have a hall so big if you shout your voice------

[image: Illustration]

The acoustics wake the bluebottle husks on the rafters, shaking them awake to a buzz.

As Mum cooks, I sit on the stairs and watch the bands. They prance in velvet, in denim, in leather, on the zigzag patterns of the hall floor below. They swagger past me, up and down the carved pine staircase in daps, zip-up platform boots, in no shoes at all. They march along the landing like crazed Pied Pipers with penny whistles, flutes, maracas, guitars, cow bells and castanets. The men, because they are always men, say ‘onetwoonetwotestingonetwo’ into silver ice-cream cones on silver poles that whine sharper than the bats in the barn. These men curl themselves into thin bundles like our cats do: on windowsills, sofas, hard kitchen chairs, and they write their songs on scraps of paper and fag packets. Mum cooks for these men, but not all of them eat.

I have learned new words:


Marshall

Vox

Roadie

Mic stand

Stratocaster

Feedback

Gear

Jack Daniel’s

Plectrum

TestingTestingOneTwoOneTwo



These men play the same beginnings to the same songs again and again and again, and it’s the loudest thing I’ve ever heard.

Waa-waaa-waaaaah!

My ears itch to the whine of electric guitar. I like it.

Doof-dah-dah, doof-dah-dah.

Drum kits rattle my growing bones. The dairy cows in the farmer’s fields cry out. The postmistress is deaf. Mum keeps the parish council letters of complaint under the fruit bowl.

Onetwoonetwotestingonetwo.

Children are invisible here.

It began when she opened a big Times newspaper at the breakfast table. I climbed on her lap and put my finger under the words of her advert to sound them out, but Mum has no patience.

‘Tiff, it says, “VICARAGE Rehearsal Space for bands, no heavy rock”.’

‘What’s “heavy rock”?’

‘Loud guitar, darling. I doubt Jackson would like it.’

Jackson wears glasses with black frames like Michael Caine. He laughs with Mum but not with me. She says, ‘Some people are just not children-people, Tiff. But you have me and your animals.’ Jackson is from Kent, we’ve been at the Vicarage for two summers with him, but I am still a cat around Jackson: I keep myself to myself. He does, too. Jackson has an office I am not allowed into, and big, framed pictures of ships that sail up the stairs. His two records sit on his drinks cabinet in the dining room: ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ by Edward Elgar & Arthur C. Benson, and ‘Amazing Grace’ by Pipes and Drums and the Military Band of the Royal Scots Dragoons. Mum prefers Lou Reed’s Transformer.

She says the advert is in The Times because we’ll lose the house if we don’t rent it out, and that would be a disaster fund. A lot of things are a disaster fund to Mum. She’s tried everything: gourmet B&B weekends for couples from Birmingham, summers of German students in denim flares, and a little Parisian boy who came to us every holiday and didn’t want to leave. None of this worked out moneywise.

Moneywise is a problem word.

When Hazel comes up from the village to help with the beds and the kitchen, I hear Mum say, ‘Oh, just leave them,’ when Hazel finds Jackson’s whisky bottles between the airing-cupboard sheets, as well as in the porch wellies.

When she moved us across the herringbone yard into the red-brick stable, the radio played ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Ole Oak Tree’. She told me to call the stable ‘the pottery’ to make it sound less rat-ish and horse shit-ish. I watched her clear crates, straw and pigeon crap out with two men from the pub (the same men who poach salmon from the Wye, which she then poaches with fennel). Soon there were sheets of Perspex to cover the gaps in windowless windows and doorless doors, and I played with Cleo in the dusty cleared-out rooms. Mum said, ‘Over there,’ and the poacher-men put up a makeshift kitchen on milk crates by a Belfast sink; I had a mattress downstairs and Mum and Jackson had the space in the pottery loft as their bedroom. She said it would ‘only be a matter of weeks’ and I’d be back to my Jimmy Osmond and David Cassidy posters on my proper wall in the Vicarage, but I’d already gone off Jimmy. Mum told me the outside loo worked, ‘but please, Tiff, don’t call it the bloody “toilet”’. She said we can top and tail at the sink with a flannel, ‘like Grandad does because he can’t climb the stairs at the farm’. She smiled. ‘It’s almost summer and there is a hosepipe we can use, and I’m sure the bands wouldn’t mind us taking a bath now and again, would they?’

I wanted my bedroom back.

‘Tiff, you scared the living daylights out of that guitarist this morning. You can’t just walk into your old bedroom holding that pet chicken of yours and stand at the foot of his bed like some bloody child-ghost. Please. Poor man nearly had a heart attack.’

‘But I wanted to show him Road Runner.’

‘He does not want to see your chicken.’

‘But it’s not his bed, it’s mine.’

‘I know, darling, but you have to understand, you can’t sleep in there now.’

‘Why?’

She sighs. ‘Because the bands live in the house. We live in the pottery.’

‘But it’s my bed.’

‘Well, he’s not bloody Goldilocks, is he? And isn’t living in the pottery an adventure?’ She’s trying to be bright about it.

‘You mean like Rupert Bear goes on an adventure?’

‘Christ, I don’t know, Tiff.’ Mum looks tired. ‘Think of it as a den with, what are their names? Ratface, Weasely and Mrs Tinkywinkle?’

I shake my head; these are not the right names at all.

‘Or Rumpelstiltskin – you love him.’

I do, he’s got stripy legs on my Ladybird book. Mum reads him to me at bedtime.

‘It will be like camping, Tiff.’

I may be five and three-quarters, but I know my mother hates camping.

She has rules for me now:


1.   Please, try to keep your cats, litters of kittens, Cleo the Great Dane, Nanny the goat, the hamster, and that cocky sodding Bantam cock Road Runner, my peacocks, the wounded birds and rodents you gather up (yes, the dead ones, too) out of the main house, Tiff.

2.   Again, under no circumstances should you pick up the lost causes you find in the grass and stick them in my oven. They will not ‘wake up’.

3.   Please stop peeing on the lawn, there are guests now, and for the love of God, darling, stop driving Jackson up the wall.



A call came from a manager or a record label far away and Mum told me this new band, Queen, was from London where once upon a time she had all her good times in a flat behind Harrods, because it was the ’60s and everything was Biba-and-Julie-Christie-better then, particularly round the back of Harrods. She said this band sounded royal and jolly and it would be fun. When she picked me up from school the day the band arrived, she told me they’d come with a white baby grand piano strapped to a lorry and wasn’t that exciting?

One of them sleeps in my bed. He can stare out of my window at the church tower and the golden cock weathervane, at my Jimmy Osmond poster, too. The others are in the spare rooms, the attic and Mum and Jackson’s four-poster bed, watching the sun rise through apple orchards. I bet it’s Queen’s fingers poking into her jars of face cream, opening the tissue of her Roger & Gallet soaps, and squeezing out all the bright green Badedas I am only allowed two drops of. I wonder if they’ll find my hamster, Hammy, who I lost again under the stairs?

*

I can’t sleep. It’s that funny not-quite-night time in the countryside, long after the dog fox has barked himself out and the vixen has screamed herself into pup. It’s almost morning, but the birds and the farmer aren’t up yet. I want to pee, but this means rats because our loo is outside. I listen to the hit of fat rat bums on the other side of the Perspex. The pottery smells of fish because Mum made her quenelles in here.

A light comes on in the Vicarage kitchen across the herringbone yard. I get up to spy. He’s at the sink in a dressing gown covered in bright flowers. He’s making tea or coffee or wine or whatever adults do in the dark of the morning. Mum is sometimes thirty minutes standing up at her turquoise and silver Vitamaster machine, because the vibrating strap will ‘slim’ her hips. In the kitchen light, the Vicarage – our house – is tall and red and Victorian gothic and it has bricks like surprised eyebrows above the window frames. The church next door is in the same red brick; and did you know if you scratch the bark of a yew with a kitchen knife it bleeds red?

I wanted to listen to him play his piano and sing. Because he was in the kitchen, I knew I could sneak into the front hall without being seen, so I jumped into my dungarees and in the half-dark I ran barefoot across the yard, through the door in the red brick wall, past the pond and over the bite of sharp gravel at the front of the house. I waved at the farmer’s magpie in his steel cage at the far end of the lawn and tried not to think of toothy rats or the graveyard over the hawthorn hedge. I jumped into our black and white timber porch: safe. The front door, older than a monk in a monastery, was hard to open but unlatched.

Now I’m sitting halfway up the stairs inside the Vicarage. Two no-name cats have followed me in, tortoiseshell and black. They’re walking on the keys of the white piano, which is part-crammed beneath the staircase, plink-plonk.

I’m out of breath because I’m scared. It’s dark and this doesn’t feel like my house; it smells different, there’s less dog, more man. Vox amps hum and wink red eyes at me from the mouth of our fireplace. Bedroom doors are open on the landing. I can hear men breathing, snoring.

I decide to be excited not scared because it is my bedroom at the end of the landing, and I could run up there now, pinch a sleeping man’s foot and yell, ‘Get out, you bugger!’ like the farmer does when he finds Cleo, my Great Dane, in his field.

I weigh up Mum’s rules. I know I shouldn’t creep into the house this early, but it’s his fault, the singer in the dressing gown with bright flowers. He’s Fred and Freddie and his front teeth press out of his lips in a way I can’t stop looking at. He smells lovely, like sweet wood and oranges, and he’s quiet, apart from when he sings or laughs, and when he sings or laughs, he throws his head back like a thin heron gobbling a fish. In the daytime Freddie walks our wide garden with a notebook and pen, then he curls up like a no-name cat on the blue velvet sofa in the drawing room Jackson says I’m not allowed in. Freddie writes while stuffed hummingbirds sparkle green inside bell jars on the scatter tables around him.

Most of the time, though, he is here under the stairs playing his white piano.

Smoke curls up. His cigarette is in the ashtray on the piano’s top and he’s gently lifting cats from the black and white keys. Plink-plonk. Table lights are on and the hall looks pretty. Freddie sits and starts to play. The piano sounds he is making are slow and sad.

Dum-dum-dum-dum, dah-dah-

Dum-dum-dum-dum, dah-dah-

It’s sounds more like Jackson’s music, his ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, than Mum’s bam-bam-bam, ‘Satellite of Love’. I press my toes into the stair rug but the moment before I get too sad, the piano is suddenly bright and silly. Freddie is singing something about Moët and Chandon. Mum keeps a bottle in her fridge. He pauses and then sings about going to sleep, and I can’t resist.

I have a rug over my legs when I wake, but Freddie is gone. A cat is throwing up in the long dining room, while something half-eaten drags itself into the hall.



Jellies

The vicar before us planted everything from figs to Jerusalem artichokes that made us fart. He must have loved red gooseberry, redcurrant and raspberry because there were bushes everywhere. You and Cleo spent hours picking and nibbling the fruit then you’d moan about your stomach.

Out of season I’d defrost the top and tailed gooseberries, boil them up with sugar and good Muscat (not crap) and make gooseberry jelly for savoury dishes (gooseberries have loads of pectin).

You’d make real raspberry and redcurrant sweet jelly with me. Of course, you had to keep opening the fridge, sticking your dirty fingers in and asking, ‘Is it ready yet, Mummy?’ Drove me mad. But I couldn’t stop you. I used your grandmother’s jelly moulds and served it with cream. It was like a birthday party for the bands.

Leave the gelatine to soak in warm water (about 6 leaves or 3 tsps of granules, never boil).

Heat water and caster sugar gently in pan.

Add raspberries (about 4 cups to 2 cups of sugar), bring to boil then right down and simmer for about 5 minutes, don’t mash.

Sieve into measuring jug. Add the gelatine and stir. Add to oiled jelly mould. Overnight in fridge to set.

It could be hit or miss. Rigid or liquid, but it was a fun thing to do together.

I’d also add whole redcurrants, but more sugar. You’d stick your fingers in.

Sometimes you’d ask for Rowntree’s jelly, and I’d have to stop you eating the whole block raw from the package.




2.

‘Where Do the
Children Play ?’

[image: Illustration]

Mum said, ‘You’re not a particularly imaginative child, are you?’ when I called my acorn-coloured hamster ‘Hammy’ and my Nanny goat, ‘Nanny’.

‘For God’s sake, “Nanny” is what you insist on calling your grandmother.’

She’s wrong about the imagination: I have lots. My bantam hen with a black comb is ‘Elvis’; my uncatchable cockerel is ‘Road Runner’ but he follows me everywhere. At bedtime Mum asks, ‘Is that chicken in your bed, Tiff?’

‘No.’

She points at the red floppy comb sticking out from my blankets. ‘I can see him.’ Road Runner clucks and purrs. Mum laughs.

At the Vicarage I can lie on the grass, cover my face in feral kittens and giggle at the tickle of their dried-up umbilical cords. Afternoons go like this. I can find all sorts of animals, ignore Mum’s rules, and lay the half-eaten softly in the bottom door of her log-burning Aga (with daisies). But there are things I’m absolutely not allowed to do here.

Like touching the cold metal of Jackson’s Purdey guns and twelve bores in his unlocked gun room.

Like telling my primary school I have rock stars in my house. Yesterday I marched my class home at breaktime, ‘Along the main Hereford Road, Tiffany!’

I don’t know any other way.

My class ran up our drive to spy on Queen. We saw Freddie in the breakfast room, but he wasn’t singing, he was eating an egg. We hid behind the drum kit to wait for Roger, and his cymbals made a shimmering sound. The headmaster called and when Mum found us, she freaked, then drove carloads of us back to school in Jackson’s Jag. The phone has been ringing with parent complaints ever since.

Yes, most of all, I can’t bother the bands.

*

If I press my hands flat on the porch door the beat thuds into my wrist bones. Queen are warming up. Boom, dah-dah. Boom, dah-dah.

The Vicarage porch is like a big doll’s house with black timber and white walls. Bright nylon fishing nets and crab-less plastic buckets make me think of a caravan in Pembrokeshire and Mum battling the pages of The Times on a windy beach. I step past Jackson’s whisky-wellies and press my ear to the front door.

Boom, dah-dah. Boom, dah-dah.

Drums. That’s the blond man, Roger, and he’s pretty as my Tiny Tears.

Woawww-woaw-woaw-wooooaaaaaaww-eeeeeeeeeeee.

Lead guitar. That’s Brian. He speaks softly but plays his guitar so loud the glass in the windows shakes. Brian is tall and thin as a silver birch. I want to hug his long legs, but I stop myself. Mum says Brian is terribly kind and polite.

‘Ohhhbaleedahdahdahshooobadoodah!’ Freddie is singing words so quickly I can’t keep up with the story. Maybe it’s a Rumpelstiltskin riddle? I take my chance and push my bodyweight, which isn’t much, into the heavy door. It creaks open.

Sunlight from the tall window halfway up the stairs makes Queen look holy in our hall. Freddie is at the piano, head bent. He’s wearing slippers and white trousers with a white shirt. Pretty blond Roger is talking behind his drum tower near the fireplace. Tall Brian has his back to me. I check for my mother then drop to my knees and slide across the zigzag pattern tiles. I’m belly down, a snake, my body bumping against taped cables. Safe behind a Vox amp, I peek out and I see what I’m looking for.

The wide trouser leg of the bass player, John, is brushing against her paw, but Cleo doesn’t twitch. Queen start a song; Freddie sings and I let the sounds he’s making pour into me. It’s a journey and I don’t know where it will end. Cleo doesn’t wake up. Mum says Cleo is immune to noise or quite possibly deaf. Oswald, the old man who scythes the grass from the graves next door says I could put a saddle on Cleo, but I don’t want to. Cleo is the love of my life. Everything about her is astonishing: her head is bigger than my top half, her Great Dane feet smell and taste of Rich Tea biscuits, and when she sleeps, I can open her fleshy mouth and stick my arm in.

A drumbeat thuds into my hipbones. The guitar plays high, weee-ooo-weee-oww. Freddie stops singing, he is saying, no, no listen, and he stands up. He’s showing them, marching up and down as he sings. He uses his arms like we do in gymnastics, spread wide like Jesus! Silver bangles shimmer on his wrists. His chin points at the rafters like Road Runner when he cock-a-doodle-doos. Freddie is crowing too. It’s funny how his singing voice is huge when his talking voice isn’t. His lips are wet, glossy. He turns and marches again, sometimes jumping on the different-coloured tiles like it’s hopscotch. I think he might step on me, so I slide until I’m back at the staircase. I climb up and press my face through one of the carved shapes in the stair panel. Freddie sits back at the piano beneath me.

When Cleo gets up and stretches with a slow bow, the band stop to watch. When she shakes, head to tail, which takes a while, Freddie laughs, and when she trots up the stairs to me, the band look up. I blush but I don’t move. They go back to playing, and I try to follow the story in Freddie’s singing words but it’s hard. My ears ring. I watch dust bounce to drumbeats.

Mum is standing at the newel post, the strings of her striped apron trailing the tiles; she is pointing to a spot in front of her. This means ‘come here’. Cleo runs down to Mum’s command, but I linger. Mum doesn’t take her eyes off me; her teeth are set, her head tilted; this means, ‘Come here now, child.’ The band keep playing. Doof-dah-dah, doof-dah-dah. Wooaaaahhhh.

Mum prefers to tell me off in private, so she walks me out of the porch onto the gravel at the front of the house. Then it’s a sharp left – Yes sah, Sergeant Major! – as bells ring from the church behind us. Her peacocks squawk from the larch: the far green hills are Wales. Cleo trots out in front, past the pond and through the door in the red-brick wall: she’s off to the herringbone yard and her caravan.

‘I’ve told you, Tiff.’

‘But I was looking for Cleo.’

‘No buts.’

Later, when life has calmed her a little, she will say: You had such a thing about being on those stairs, halfway up. You loved the music, but you didn’t understand that these men weren’t friends to play with. You just didn’t get it.

Mum marches me until we’re in the brick-walled yard where Cleo is now tearing strips of cladding from her caravan, like I tear skin off a Sunday chicken.

Cleo poos caravan.

Freddie’s girlfriend Mary is standing on the steps with a glass of white wine; she smiles when she sees my mother. They sometimes laugh together and talk about London and Biba, and Mum shows Mary her dresses and coats.

I slip into the Vicarage kitchen. A steel mincer is clipped to the edge of the sideboard; Mum’s white and blue Kenwood mixer stands next to it. Her sacred black Sabatier knife is out on an oblong chopping board. These are Mum’s holy relics: this is her altar.
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The sounds of Queen seep under the gaps of the closed doors from the hall, through the corridor, past Jackson’s gunroom, the pantry, the breakfast room, to us. Cleo trots in and spreads out in front of the brown Aga; Mum says Jackson is good at feeding it with wood in the morning.

She’s already picked Swiss chard from the garden that came with the Vicarage. Now she’s grinding meat in the steel mincer, and it makes the noise of Bugs Bunny sawing Elmer Fudd in half, eee-eee, eee-eee. She has a glass of white wine, and a cigar in her mouth. Mum smokes Café Crème which don’t smell of coffee or cream. Mum says, ‘Blanc de Blanc’ and, if times are good for a minute, ‘Moet & Chandon’. Café Crème Blanc de Blanc de Blanc Queen Queen Moet Moet Moet. In a picture above the sink a cartoon girl skips on a rope, above the words, ‘Here I am Little Jumping Joan. When nobody’s with me, I’m always alone.’

Mum puts her whole back into the grinding of meat; the sideboard and her tower of Cordon Bleu Cookery Course magazines tremble. She puts out her cigar, washes her hands, and starts soaking clear sheets of gelatine. Once, Mum filled a see-through jelly with salmon and pike, and no one knew what to say about that.

She’s busy cooking so I climb onto a stool and open the fridge. I take out a plate of her tomato and golden syrup spare ribs. I like chewing bones because Cleo does. Mum says, ‘You eat adult food, not child food.’ I’m not sure what the difference is.

When Freddie walks into the kitchen I notice the music has stopped. He talks quietly to Mary on the outside step. I watch and chew sweet, cold tomato meat.

‘What are you making, Joan?’ Freddie asks. She tells him the jellies, but he doesn’t look interested. I hope there will be no fish jelly.

‘That’s very kind, Joan. Thank you,’ and he smiles, and the cream phone around the corner in the breakfast room rings. Mum picks it up and walks back with the long spiral cord trailing: she stirs gelatine and talks. ‘Yar?’ she sucks a finger, shakes her head. ‘Tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can, no . . .’

I don’t know what the voice on the other end is saying.

‘. . . no, do not let him out of your sight. Do you understand me?’ She walks back into the breakfast room. I hear her dialling another number. I suck a rib bone. Cleo pushes my shoulder with her heavy nose.

Mum is taking her apron off, ‘Stay here, Tiff. I won’t be long.’ Her car keys jangle.

‘Where are you going?’ I whine.

‘Off to see a man about a dog.’

I know this riddle: she isn’t.

‘Hazel is coming to look after you, and you won’t be alone, Tiff, don’t freak.’ She points at Freddie and Mary.

‘Muuuum—’

‘All right, come with me. I’m picking up Jackson.’

I stop moaning immediately and go back to my rib.

She takes her Biba coat, says something to Mary on the back step, then I hear the clownish splutter of the purple Beach Buggy Jackson bought for her. It was green but she changed it to purple. Jackson put in a Porsche engine, and it regularly breaks down on Herefordshire lanes. Mum grew up on a farm, she thinks the Beach Buggy is stupid.

I think it began like this:


1.   Jackson leaves most mornings with a briefcase because he has meetings.

2.   Jackson doesn’t always go to an office. Jackson goes to places called the Bunch of Grapes and England’s Gate.

3.   Until Mum gets a phone call and must pick him up.

4.   This means not even parcels of beef joints from Nanny (the human one) dripping blood and sent via Royal Mail can help. This is why Mum invited bands into our house. She says they keep the wolf from the door. I’ve never seen the wolf, but I want to.

5.   When Mum’s friend Clodagh rings from London to cry about men, Mum tells her Jackson’s
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