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Zekey, Neroli, AJ and Cecily, I hope you will agree being one of my descendants is a hoot. I insist on deploying you to form a human chain in all weathers. I believe surviving an ad hoc obstacle course constructed by me is the cure for all that ails you. I have taught you rude limericks with which to turn strangers into chums. Never forget what that fellow from Australia did to his buttocks. Rhymes will stand you in superlative stead when conversation fails. I will continue to invite you to formal soirées at which you will be required to perform a party piece and be announced by a liveried flunkey. I will insist you form a collection, so you have something to be excited about at car boot sales. I can’t promise not to whoop and cheer at your school concerts. I will sign birthday cards ‘Anonymous but v. famous’. If you ever get round to reading this book, you will see I have notched up a few adventures and fitted in big fat dollops of fun and my most treasured moments are always with you four darlings and your beautiful mothers Allegra and Saskia. I love you with all my heart.




From: ITV’s This Morning

Subject: VANESSA

Yes, can we book Vanessa for International Women’s Day?

Also is she free on Monday?

We’d like to do an item on RUMPOLOGY and need three volunteers to have their bums read. They would need to show their bum cheeks but could wear a thong.




Prologue

IF ONLY THIS WERE ONE of those books in which the beloved National Treasure looks back contentedly at a curated and constructive life exquisitely lived. You know the type. She had a vision in kindergarten and never once wavered, despite a gruelling incarceration in an exclusive Cayman Islands rehab with Robert Downey Jr, an ill-fated but fascinating fling with David Walliams and a platinum-haired love child with Boris Johnson. Even in her darkest hour she never sprouted a ripple of cellulite, or missed Christmas in Aruba with the Beckhams and, even when the chips – which she never eats – were down, managed to make millions selling vegan tampons and menopause welcome mats hand-woven in Siberia. Her story climaxes in a damehood, personally bestowed at his own request by His Majesty, a bikini cover shoot for OK! and an edifying list of illuminating life lessons.

The message sparkles like Swarovski. I am a winner. I am thinner. I have never eaten a chicken dinner. I am rich and multiply orgasmic. Meghan Markle sent me pot number three of her ‘limited edition’ jam. My line of candles, ‘Take a whiff of my butt-hole’, replicating the fresh freesia scent of my bum has already sold out. Make all the right decisions, as I did, and you, too, will be besties with Kim Kardashian and a Booker Prize judge.

I wish I could tell you with hand on heart and a straight face how I turned tragedy into triumph and found true love, my G-spot and a fail-safe alfalfa recipe. Alas, that’s not my story. Over the years – you can check ancient copies of Heat – I’ve been handed a brace of bruising life lessons but, in the way most of us do if we’re honest enough to admit it, I’ve mostly managed to ignore every one of them. It’s tough to tinker with your programming. If you’re brought up to think a slice of apple strudel is the right and proper cure for a grazed knee it takes more than willpower and therapy to stop yourself mainlining chocolate mousse when your mother dies.

Don’t think I haven’t listened avidly to all manner of excellent advice. I have, especially my own. I’ve been an agony aunt for the past thirty-two years everywhere from Woman’s Own to This Morning to the BBC. Does your loved one suffer from a premature ejaculation problem so acute you only have time to lie back and think of Eng? Are you worried about your asymmetrical labia or your son’s Kylie tattoo? Do you fancy your mother-in-law? Your next-door neighbour steals your knickers from the line and you rather like it? Don’t worry, I’ll gallop to the rescue. Unfortunately, I just haven’t always seemed able to rescue myself.

I was brought up to believe in a fairy tale. If you were a good girl, if you were clever, hard-working, clean and nice, polite and punctual, washed behind your ears, dried between your toes and moisturized ferociously morning and evening, you would live happily ever after. If you were a devoted diligent wife – suspenders and stockings in the boudoir, pinny in the kitchen, chicken soup bubbling on the hob, children jabbed, filled with fluoride drops and fluently chanting their eight times table – and if you earned a mountain of dosh to keep the family financially afloat but never mentioned it so your husband wouldn’t feel emasculated, he would adore you for ever. Never be drunk, late, lazy or rude. Never be ungrateful or unfaithful. Swallow as if you’re enjoying it, and one day you’ll be seventy-five, Gok Wan will dress you in flattering gold lamé for your granddaughter’s wedding and you’ll sail to the top table in the marquee on the arm of your steadfast, loyal, still ravishingly sexy at seventy-seven, solvent, respectable husband.

Gentle Reader, in January 1999 I had a husband I adored, who I thought adored me, two exquisite daughters aged ten and thirteen, not the acquired-taste kind, the gorgeous variety you’d hire from Central Casting if they weren’t your flesh and blood, a rock-star mansion with an indoor pool and eleven marble bathrooms – you try giving them a quick once-over with Cif – a stonking golden-handcuffs contract with the BBC for a show with my name on it, and a glittering Yellow Brick Road to happy-ever-after all mapped out. By February 1999 my TV show was engulfed in scandal. By August it was over and so (it seemed) was my career. By September the husband I worshipped walked out the door saying he’d keep the air miles and, without a word of explanation, ended our marriage. To nick a catchphrase from the Tories, I tried to ‘Build Back Better’. Who’d have thought, sixteen years into a relationship with a boy-bander ten years my junior, I’d be single and starting over at sixty-two? Don’t answer that. Everyone – including you, Gentle Reader – saw the writing on the wall except me.

You think you’re in the driving seat of a surrey with or without a fringe on top, heading off for a supercalifragilisticexpialidocious morning with the corn at elephant’s-eye height then, just as you’re merrily obsessing about the velvet trim on the living-room curtains, you hurtle headlong into the brick wall of reality. I’m supposed to be reasonably bright. I know chunks of Hamlet by heart. How could I sincerely have expected to waltz merrily from success to triumph without some gruesome gremlin of fate turfing me out of the life I’d ordered from the menu? Honestly – and you’ll find I have been honest: I can’t see the point of writing all this stuff down otherwise – I truly don’t know.

Here is one lesson I have learned. You can be funny and faithful, bestow the best blow jobs in the Borough of Barnet, dish up ambrosial spag bol and tell rib-tickling stories about cavorting on the Big Breakfast bed with Jim Carrey, but if a man fancies a foray with a cocktail waitress/your best friend/your daughter’s piano teacher, you might as well make him a farewell salt-beef sandwich on rye, cut your losses, put your best Jimmy Choos forward and move onwards and upwards. Failing that, glue on your lashes, drum up your gal pals, hit the town running, chain-imbibe piña coladas while dancing round your handbag to ‘I Will Survive’ and pretend.
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What did that baby say?

‘WHAT DID THAT BABY SAY?’ a man asked my mother. He was spooked.

I was nine months old. I had been talking about him. I said, ‘I’m nervous of that man.’ It was in a shop. I was in my Silver Cross pram. He was elderly, with rosy cheeks, and he’d peered in at me. I didn’t like being stared at. I said clearly to my mother, ‘I’m nervous of that man.’ Today he’d probably be arrested.

Then a mild hue and cry broke out: ‘What did that baby say?’

Turn to the last page of this book and you’ll find me carrying my youngest granddaughter, Cecily Violet, towards Marble Arch sixty-two years later. Cecily is twenty months old. We are going to an art exhibition. Cecily gives her views on modern art. A woman in the street looks as if she’s seen a ghost. She asks me: ‘What did that baby say?’

I say: ‘She said, “Picasso. My favourite.”’ The woman looks spooked. I am my mother. Cecily is me. History repeats itself.

When I tell people I detested being a baby they don’t believe me, but it’s true. Having a baby is wonderful, but being a baby is boring. When you’re a baby there’s nothing to do but wait. And baby talk is so … babyish. You never have a good conversation with adults. They won’t gossip. It’s all moo-moo and quack-quack. Did I care that Old MacDonald had a farm or which piggy went to market, which piggy stayed at home, or how much they forked out for that doggie in the window? Trapped in my pram-prison in the freezing cold – in the sixties they stuck babies outside in the ‘fresh air’ even when a fine coating of snow fell on the coverlet – I plotted escape.

I despised babyhood. When Grandma Sybil changed my nappy, I did my utmost to engage her in diverting pleasantries. ‘Have you got a bad back, Grandma? Do you want a cup of tea, Grandma?’

She refused to engage. ‘That child is too young to talk. I’m not pandering to it. This is absurd.’ I soon discovered there was something worse coming my way: childhood. I wanted to skip the whole baby–child–adolescent routine and go straight to the interesting segment: being a married woman, with pointed ruby-red nails and a Triumph Herald, living somewhere exciting like Docklands.

Until then I had to endure a life of suburban tedium in Totteridge, the Beverly Hills of North London, the swimming-pool and chopped-liver belt. In Totteridge, fathers polished their company XJ6s on Sunday mornings after taking the children to Hebrew classes, and mothers struggled to stay slim at keep-fit classes while making high-cholesterol lokshen pudding and apple strudel with a million mouthwatering calories per teaspoon.

In 1962 Totteridge was still in Hertfordshire. It didn’t morph into London N20 for years. With the Terenure Country Club, verdant Totteridge Common and roads named after British press barons, Northcliffe and Harmsworth, it was an emerald enclave of gentiles plus a trickle of Jewish families spilling northwards from Hendon and Golders Green. Rivulets of anti-Semitism dribbled just behind the suburban smiles. How did we know we weren’t altogether welcome? What about the local South Herts Golf Club’s policy? NO JEWS ALLOWED? When I say local, how’s this for proximity? Our garden backed on to the course. There was a gate, just behind our greenhouse, which opened on to the eighth hole. My father played golf ‘religiously’ every Saturday – just not there. He had to drive for twenty minutes to Potters Bar Jewish golf club to tee-off.

Jews were barred from membership at non-Jewish golf clubs in sixties Britain. It was a well-known fact. So well known, there were plenty of Jewish jokes about it. Hymie Goldberg wants to join the local gentile club. He changes his name to Harold Green, puts on a tweed suit and goes to meet the chairman. Name? Harold Green. Age? Forty-two. Religion? ‘I am of the goyish faith.’ The joke? Hymie’s using a Yiddish word ‘goyish’, which means non-Jewish, to demonstrate that he isn’t Jewish. Hymie gets booted out. Here’s another: Laybish Cohen wants to join the local gentile club. He changes his name to Leonard Conrad and goes to meet the chairman. Name? Leonard Conrad. Age? Forty-two. Suddenly a heavy paperweight falls off the chairman’s desk and on to Laybish’s foot. Laybish yells: ‘Oy vey! Whatever that may mean!’ The joke? In pain, he shouts a Yiddish exclamation of agony, Oy vey! Woe is me!, realizes what he has said and pretends not to understand the phrase he himself has just shouted. Naturally, Laybish gets bundled out of the club.

Frankie ‘Give Me The Moonlight’ Vaughan – I loved him as a little girl and will never stop loving him though he died in 1999 – was really called Frank Fruim Abelson. He changed his name because sounding less Jewish helped careers. (Both my uncles, one a surgeon, one a lawyer, changed theirs from Ohrenstein to Orton.) Frankie called himself Vaughan because his grandma, accent from der Haim (back home, the Old Country), said he was her number ‘vorn’ (one) boy. He starred in Hollywood movie Let’s Make Love opposite Marilyn Monroe but didn’t respond to Marilyn’s invitation to run through the script at her place one night because he loved his wife, Stella. Frankie’s house backed on to the opposite side of South Herts Golf Club from ours. He also played golf, but even the name change, Royal Variety performances and leading the crowd, with Rabbi Baum’s permission, in Anglican hymn ‘Abide With Me’ at the FA Cup final, didn’t gain him membership.

Meet the Feltz family

At Four Winds, Pine Grove, Totteridge, Herts were my father Norman the ‘Knicker King’, in the ladies’ lingerie business, my mother Valerie, me and my younger sister. (She’s a private person so you won’t hear any more about her.) My mother was a housewife – though she loathed the term, saying furiously, ‘I am not married to the house.’ We called my parents’ pals ‘uncle’ and ‘auntie’. Uncle Ronald had chemist shops. Uncle Leslie was in furniture, and our neighbour’s personalized number plate was 1WMT – number one in the Wholesale Meat Trade. The women – apart from Helen Bloom, who manufactured bespoke lampshades – didn’t work outside the home. They’d married in 1959, just missing liberation, emancipation, free love and ‘turn on, tune in, drop out’. Hostess trolleys were wheeled from kitchen to dining room to keep the meatballs at a toothsome temperature. My mother kept a leather-bound ‘guest’ book faithfully recording which cordon bleu dishes she’d served to which group of friends at which dinner party. They had elevenses with their cleaning ladies – my mother and her ‘daily’ called each other Mrs Feltz and Mrs Parker. They did their best to lunch without eating.

The Yiddish chorus

Nothing I did at Four Winds went without a cascade of criticism. I had my own personal Yiddish chorus – the Jewish equivalent of the Greek chorus providing constant commentary on existential subjects Life and Death. My chorus stuck to the smaller stuff but treated it like life and death. Everything was chorus fodder: what I wore – dressing gown, slippers, what I should have worn – vest, scarf, woollen hat, what I read or thought, who I called on the phone (never, ever before six p.m. when calls were more expensive and never, ever boys: wait for them to ring you!). The chorus insisted I learn to play tennis or bridge, so I wouldn’t bore the boys silly. Aloud and loudly the chorus identified my deficiencies. What was that ridiculous expression on my face? Hurry, use concealer on that spot on your chin. Is that lipstick? No? Why not? Not that colour. It’s far too old for you. Petal pink. Always petal pink. You don’t want to give the wrong impression. But you don’t, Heaven forbid, want to give no impression.

This is what I mean

You might think the ordinary, thrice-weekly, act of hair washing would not be worthy of comment, but you’d be wrong. I only had to mention that I was going to wash my hair and the chorus would spring into action.

‘What? You’re washing what?’ says my father, who’s reading The Times. ‘You’re washing your hair? Why are you washing your hair now? We’re just about to have dinner,’ or we’ve just had dinner, or we’re going to have dinner, we’re thinking about dinner ‘and you’re washing your hair now? Why are you washing your hair now? It’s Wednesday, you’re going to a party on Saturday, so why are you washing your hair now? Valerie, why is she washing her hair now?’

Cue my mother: ‘Vanessa, why are you washing your hair?’ She could go either way. It might be ‘Vanessa, under no circumstances whatsoever should you even think about washing your hair now.’ Or possibly ‘Norman, focus on Bernard Levin. Why shouldn’t she be washing her hair now? This is a good time for her to wash her hair. She’s got to do her Latin homework and she hasn’t done her piano practice or written a thank-you letter to Auntie Hilda.’

As if by magic Grandma Sybil rings: ‘Nu? [What’s going on?] Vanessa? What’s happening? She’s washing her hair now? Hasn’t she just had a cold? She’s had a cold, and she’s risking pneumonia washing her hair? Valerie, why is she washing her hair now? Tell her I said absolutely not.’

Five minutes later, Grandma Babs is on the line: ‘Vanessa is washing her hair? If she wants to wash her hair, let her wash her hair. She should wash it. If she feels comfortable washing it, happy to wash it, she should wash it. I think she should wash it. And, k’neyna hara [may the Evil Eye not punish her], she has such gorgeous hair. It comes from my mother Malka.’

Some of my chums had a complimentary Yiddish chorus pouring out streams of sweet nothings. ‘Darling, you look beautiful. What a picture! That dress is adorable on you. Wash your hair? No need. Let me pay for you to go to the hairdresser. Your hair is lovely. You’re lovely.’

I had occasional outbursts of approbation, but my chorus was a self-esteem shredder. Yet would you believe I miss it terribly? For all its cacophonous craziness and casual cruelty, I was never, ever, even when I wanted to be, unseen or unheard. The constant commentary enforced the belief that I was visible, alive and a host of people cared passionately about whatever I was doing.

Even now in 2024, when I choose hand towels for the guest loo and there’s no one to pipe up, ‘Why the pink? What’s wrong with the turquoise?’ I feel a devastating loneliness. I’m choosing towels by myself. I can buy whichever I fancy. There’s no one telling me I’m wrong. The silence is crushing. I can’t bear it. I desperately miss my Yiddish chorus. What is the point of doing anything without their judging panel? Now I can select the towels I want without their focus group, I don’t have the heart to buy any at all.
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I ended up the second-most famous fat person in the UK after Dawn French

Here’s how it happened

I WASN’T ONE OF THOSE chubby children finishing off the birthday cake and looking for another biscuit, the cherubic pint-sized putti, who make you think, Aah! Little foodies in the making. Aren’t they adorable?

You may not believe this, but I was a skinny little girl, not at all interested in food. I wouldn’t eat cheese or sponge cake. My mother poured tinned pears over lamb chops to ‘trick’ me into chewing them. I was a finicky, picky, reluctant eater. At primary school, the cooks knew I always asked for an extra-small portion. Food wasn’t my thing. I didn’t daydream about dinner, or lunch, or chocolate buttons. I hardly thought about eating at all except how to avoid clearing my plate.

I was slim till – vengefully early at the age of eight – puberty struck. I started what they used euphemistically to call ‘developing’. My mother was horrified. I was whisked straight to London’s premier paediatrician, Dr Lionel Balfour-Lynn. Barely concealing what sounded to eight-year-old me like a toxic mixture of panic and revulsion, she threw herself on the mercy of the eminent doctor. ‘Doctor! Help me! It’s Vanessa! There are swellings. In the “chestal” area. Is it? Could it be [loud stage whisper] cancer?’

Lionel Balfour-Lynn laughed, in a London’s-premier-paediatricianly way: ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Cancer! Far from it. Vanessa is in rude health. She’s developing. These small mounds, Mrs Feltz, are the beginnings of her breasts.’

Breasts! At eight! The Yiddish chorus cranked up several gears. Grandma Sybil: ‘Bosoms! The child is eight. Don’t be ridiculous, Valerie. Get a second opinion.’ (We all know what happens if you get a second opinion, though. Doctor: ‘Mrs Cohen, you are pregnant.’ Mrs Cohen: ‘Pregnant? I want a second opinion.’ Doctor: ‘You are also ugly.’)

Grandma Babs: ‘It’s perfectly normal, boobelah [sweetheart]. Cousins Minnie and Bessie wore brassières at eight. We’re a family of early developers.’

My father, Norman the Knicker King, sobbing: ‘Valerie, Vanessa’s our baby. This is too soon. I’m not ready. I’m only thirty-two. I’m much too young to have a daughter with breasts.’

Grandma Babs took me to Pullen’s in Temple Fortune. My nascent bosoms were confined in the Littlest Darling bra by Berlei. No one asked me how I felt. If they had, I’d have said I was consumed with guilt for putting them all through the emotional wringer and thoroughly embarrassed to be a year younger than everyone else in my class but the first to wear a bra.

My mother gift-wrapped her own weight problem and handed it to me

I’m not a psychologist or a therapist. I can’t read my late mother’s mind. I did try to talk to her about this several times, but she vehemently refused to discuss it. So what I’m about to tell you is only my opinion, not fact. I think what I am about to write is true, but I may be wrong. After trying to work this out for decades this is my conclusion. My mother handed me her own weight problem. I don’t think it was on purpose. I’m not sure she even did it consciously, but she pretty much put her weight problem in a box, tied it with a big pink ribbon and presented it to me, like a gift. I’ll tell you exactly what happened. You can decide if you agree with my analysis.

Between the ages of eight and nine, the shape of my body started to change. My waist went in a bit. My hips widened a little. My bottom and tummy became infinitesimally rounder. I grew taller – not much, I’m still only five feet two and a quarter – my skin was a tad oily, there was a light dusting of spots on my T-zone, and my hair, until then straight and silky, grew greasier and frizzier. When my mother saw my body begin to change, she panicked. I didn’t look like Alice in Wonderland any more: I looked like an almost-teenager with the potential to be podgy. She didn’t like it and was determined to do whatever it took to bring it to a halt.

My mother had always had a weight problem – or, at least, her own mother, Sybil, thought so. Sybil was five foot seven and skinny. Her wedding photographs confirm she weighed six and a half stone as a bride. She was also ravishing, rather like the actress Shirley MacLaine. I remember as a little girl seeing Grandma Sybil walk into the room and thinking, Oh, my goodness, my grandma is beautiful! My mother was pretty, with curly blonde hair and cornflower-blue eyes, but her shape was different. She’d inherited it from her father, stocky, portly, round-bellied, five-foot-six furrier Poppa Willie. She was shorter than her mother, thicker-set and pear-shaped with a big bottom. Her own grandpa exclaimed: ‘Valerie has k’neyna hara legs!’ (Legs so substantial you’d want to ward off the Evil Eye by diverting attention from them. Not a compliment.)

Grandma Sybil was disappointed with the well-upholstered look of my mother. She’d exclaim: ‘Valerie, what are you wearing? You look like a sofa in that. It’s not doing you any favours. You look like a settee, darling. Valerie, what are you eating? No apple pie for you tonight, Valerie!’

You’d never have known it to look at her, but my mother was locked in internecine warfare with her waistline. She wasn’t a size ten or a twelve, probably more like a generous size fourteen or sometimes a sixteen. Forty-seven per cent of British women are a size sixteen or over. She wasn’t plump or borderline obese. She was just chubbier than she’d have liked to be, chubbier than her mother, chubbier than was chic. Remember, we’re talking about the sixties and seventies, when Twiggy, Jean Shrimpton and skinny girls with flat chests ruled supreme. My mother’s Totteridge friends, Pat, Loretta, Margaret and Gillian, somehow managed to be svelte with boyish snaky hips and thighs that didn’t meet in the middle. Not my mum. She wasn’t built that way and once, in her only honest moment of revelation, admitted to ‘eating an entire dinner while I’m cooking your dinner’ and keeping secret packets of Revels in the car’s glove compartment. When my body began to change, I think my mother thought: Oh, my God! Vanessa is going to get fat!

I’ll stop speculating about my mother’s thoughts/motives/inner demons now. Instead, I’ll simply tell you what she did. I was nine. I fitted comfortably into clothes for nine-year-olds. Nevertheless, she began to curb, quite drastically and publicly, what I was allowed to eat. We’d be having dinner, and my mother would announce to the rest of the family, ‘We’re all having the soup, with kreplach, kneidlach and lokshen [wontons, dumplings and vermicelli]. For you, Vanessa, half a grapefruit.’ She’d declare: ‘It’s chopped liver for us tonight. Vanessa is having a slice of melon.’ I was nine. It felt like a punishment, and I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve it. I hadn’t been caught shoving a whole box of contraband chocolates into my mouth. It made no sense. One day I wasn’t thinking about food at all and the next, without explanation, I was put on some sort of diet. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t know what to say.

My father, who had a voluminous vocabulary and an insatiable urge to unleash it upon an array of topics high and low brow, was uncharacteristically silent. He didn’t ask what was going on or why. He never looked at the diminutive daughter sitting next to him and came to my defence. I don’t know why he was quiet. Maybe my food intake didn’t directly concern him, and he was too swept up in his all-consuming narcissism to notice. Maybe he saw what was going on but sensed the weight issue had deeply visceral permutations for my mother and couldn’t face raking up controversy. I do know he could and should have said: ‘Valerie. She’s only nine years old! What are you talking about? Why can’t she have some soup?’

The regime was sudden and shocking. It left me with a new sensation: hunger. I’d never been hungry before. I’d never thought: Everyone’s asleep. Is there anything in the fridge I can sneak without being found out? I’d never had the desire to pick the dried banana out of the muesli and crunch it. I’d never begged my sibling to ask for an orange between meals so I could eat it. Now I did all those things. And I was still hungry all the time.

At ten I went to senior school and took a packed lunch made by my mother. It consisted of two slices of white bread and between them something so minimal it was almost transparent – one wafer thin slice of processed meat or a light hint of Marmite or Dairylea – and an apple. I didn’t have time to eat breakfast in the mad dash to catch the High Barnet coach to Haberdashers’ Girls’ School, so by first break at eleven o’clock, I was ravenous. I’d demolish my lunch in seconds. The other Jewish girls’ packed lunches were veritable banquets. Anne-Marie Gold’s mother provided two different flasks for beverages hot and cold. My pals produced pretzels, slices of strudel, extra capacious lunchboxes overflowing with slices of wurscht (kosher salami), legs of chicken, lamb chops, bagels lavishly layered with smoked salmon. So abundant were their feasts, they furnished an ample elevenses followed by a substantial lunch at one. I didn’t have any cash. My dad didn’t believe in pocket money, so I couldn’t go to the tuck shop and supplement the insufficiency with a Mars bar or a Twix.

By the time I got home at five, I was ravenous. I was growing. I hadn’t eaten since eleven o’clock. My mother was adamant. No food would be served. If she was worried about calories, she could have allowed me a salad or Ryvita, or baked beans on toast, but she didn’t. Her words still send a sad shiver down my spine. ‘Dinner is at seven. You’ll just have to wait. If you’re really “starving” eat an orange.’ Pine Grove was at the top of a steep hill. There was no shop to nip to. I didn’t have any money anyway. Like any normal hungry child, I’d have rummaged through the biscuit tin, but my mother put a lock on the biscuit cupboard and hid the key. If I’d unearthed the hiding place, I’d have used it. She was excellent at hiding. I searched and searched for that key but never found it.

My attitude to eating changed. Whenever I managed – at the cinema, a party, on my birthday – to get hold of biscuits or a packet of sweets, I devoured them instantly. I couldn’t save them because I didn’t know when I was ever going to be given more. I became one of those people who eats a whole tube of Love Hearts in two minutes. I chain-consumed anything sugary the way chain-smokers puff cigarettes, with no time to savour, no chance of enjoyment, just grim relentlessness. There was no chance of my sucking a couple of sweets now and putting the rest in my pocket for later. You need to be relaxed to delay gratification. I was, as the Yiddish saying goes, permanently on shpilkas (edgy). Eating was urgent. I was forced to find wily ways around the restrictions. I’d offer to clear the table and while ferrying the roast potatoes from dining room to kitchen, shove as many down my throat as I could, swallowing them without even chewing. It was a way of feeling full. It was also a way of getting back at my mother.

It launched me on a cycle all too familiar to anyone with an eating disorder or addiction of any kind. You eat/drink/gamble/snort/shop to make yourself feel better. Yet as you are doing it, you know, vividly and painfully, you are already making yourself feel a whole lot worse. If food is your crutch and curse, it’s unavoidable. Eat and you make yourself fatter. Don’t eat and you die. You can’t go cold turkey on cold turkey. You must eat, but the confusion caused by your mother frowning every time you lift a fork towards your face can’t be filled by trifle or Black Forest gateau. I was hungry and bewildered and never mentioned it to anyone.

The Yiddish chorus stayed silent

Why, you might wonder, did the yapping Yiddish chorus zip it when finally something cried out for commentary? Why didn’t the grandmas swoop in and nip this meshuggas (madness) of my mother’s in the bud? Who knows? Could they have been scared to bring something so unnervingly Freudian to the surface? Could they have agreed keeping me slim was the surest route to the ultimate goal – marriage? I can’t explain their averted gazes and passive acceptance. I know they loved me, but they didn’t bestir themselves to make sure I was properly fed.
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Matchmaker, matchmaker


‘Matchmaker, Matchmaker, make me a match

Find me a find, catch me a catch’

Fiddler on the Roof, 
lyrics by Sheldon Harnick



IT WAS 1972. I WAS a year ahead at school. Women all over the world were burning their brassières in ceremonial sacrifice. At Four Winds we never alluded to such treachery. Grandpa Mo created the ‘Laura’ bra, a 1950s bosom-hoicking revelation. I had my eye on a boy in my Hebrew class.

Reverend Plaskow would intone an Old Testament verse in Hebrew. We’d chant back the English translation. There was something about the way Jonathan Malka yelled, ‘And her rival vexed her sore’, something about Hagar getting on Abraham’s Sarah’s last nerve, that sent Leapy Lee’s little arrows straight to my heart. I had to be in love because I knew exactly what I wanted from life. I wanted to get married. Make babies. Make charming love with and apple strudel for my Byronic beguiling husband and live happily ever after. Come to think of it, that’s still what I want – minus the baby-making.

When someone asks me what my home life was like as a child, I say: ‘I grew up in Fiddler on the Roof.’ I’m not joking, and if you haven’t seen it, see it. You’re right, my family weren’t impoverished nineteenth-century peasants eking out a living in the imaginary shtetl village of Anatevka. We didn’t burst into song when the horse pulling our milk-cart went lame, we didn’t cut loose with bouts of exuberant faux-Russian dancing. What we had in common with Tevye the milkman – played on stage and screen by the irresistible Topol – and his five desperate daughters was a daily, all-consuming drama: the urgent need to marry me off.

In our house marriage wasn’t a topic to be deferred till I was old enough to have sex, join the army and vote. Before I was severed from the placenta, my parents had decided on the colour of the bridesmaids’ dresses and matching table centres (peach), crossed the Goldfinkles off the guest list and selected the kosher caterers. The heat was on. The phrase ‘under pressure’ to persuade a suitable suitor to pick me doesn’t come close to describing the overpowering reality.

The carrot

Grandma Babs and Poppa Mo

It’s easy to see why. I had two glorious grandmas, Sybil (maternal) and Babs (paternal). Grandma Babs met Poppa Mo when she was twelve and lending a hand on her mother’s underwear stall in the East End’s Petticoat Lane market. He was handsome and ambitious. His father, a tailor, sat on the table with his legs crossed and a tape measure round his neck altering suits for the gentry. Mo wanted more. He ‘looked just like Clark Gable only much more dashing’, rocked a sultry swagger, fought in the Battle of Cable Street, was destined to become an officer in the British Army and chair a public company. Babs (her real name was Miriam but she was the baby of the family, so everyone called her Babs) was tiny and sweet with rosy cheeks and a penchant for D. H. Lawrence. Of course, they fell in love.

Grandma Sybil and Poppa Willie

Poppa Willie spotted svelte Grandma Sybil front of house in her father’s fur showroom. Someone told him she ‘was the smartest girl in the East End’. He asked her father for her hand. She was a bride at nineteen. She said jolly jokester Willie ‘brought laughter to their home’. He did. They lived happily ever after.

Valerie and Norman

My father was the first boy to French-kiss my mother. She was seventeen. He dumped her soon after. She was proposed to by scores of besotted suitors. She couldn’t say ‘yes’ to those upstart pretenders. She was holding out for the real thing, Norman, captivated by his theatrical antics with a silver-tipped sword-stick and nonchalant habit of peppering his conversation with flurries of Talleyrand, Yeats and Louis MacNeice. At twenty-one, he nearly died in a car accident. She was reading history at the LSE and had too much self-respect to visit him in hospital, but she wrote him a ladylike letter of concern. He responded. They married when she was twenty-one and he twenty-three.

I was reading Romeo and Juliet, Pride and Prejudice and watching Peyton Place, starring Ryan O’Neal as Rodney Harrington. With all that true love just sitting there around the Friday-night table, how could I not be dreaming of a man with Kafka’s haunted, hunted expression and my father’s abundant raven hair whisking me up the aisle and into a three-bedroom semi in Hampstead Garden Suburb?

Girls all over the world were realizing they could become hod carriers, firemen (the word ‘firefighters’ was on the cusp of being coined), astronauts or touring puppeteers. Barbie qualified as a vet. Marriage was strictly for dinosaurs and demoted from female fantasies. Jewish girls, on the other hand, were tucking their A levels and degrees into the dresser drawer, praying Yente – Fiddler on the Roof’s Matchmaker – would put her skates on and hurry up with that match.

The stick

Let’s think crudités. You’ve had the carrot. Now for the stick. It wasn’t all romance, a honeymoon in Eilat (where the sun takes its winter holiday) and being clutched to the chest of a David Baddiel lookalike. There was a hideous spectre looming on the horizon. So horrifying was this prospect, it was spoken of only in whispers. What if no one ever chooses me? What if I am never snapped up? What if I am left languishing on the shelf?

Jews do not believe in Hell – a Miltonic dystopia belching fire and brimstone where you suffer for your sins for all eternity. We have our own torture chamber right here in a synagogue hall near you. It is called: THE SINGLES’ TABLE AT BARMITZVAHS. That’s where the women who’ve failed to haul home a husband are seated at celebrations. It’s where the ‘odds and sods’ end up, the women no man wants, the female chosen people who have ended up the most pitiful of creatures: the unchosen.

I grew up not with the fear of God but a deadly terror of ending up on the singles’ table with the odd sods. As a child I was darkly warned a seat there was the ultimate public humiliation. Now I’m older, wiser and reluctantly single, I still struggle not to feel naked dread at the fate worse than death. If you’re marooned on the singles’ table for six courses, plus petits fours, everyone, including your exes and women you were at school with, knows nobody wants you. Nobody chose you. You are unclaimed. And that’s why you are sitting at the undesirables’ table too near the toilets. What’s more, no one believes you pitched up on that table because you were so busy doing other stuff – your doctorate in quantum physics or creating the Covid vaccine. It’s irrelevant. No one buys the idea you just didn’t get round to getting married but it’s on your to-do list. The stigma is glaring neon. You’re enveloped in the cloak of shame. Everyone can see you’re next to the creepy cousin from Glasgow with seven cats and an overdue nose job.

To this day I grit my teeth and square my shoulders if I’m invited to a barmitzvah. The excruciating embarrassment of being assigned to that table – my rightful place as I’m single – still haunts me. It’s no exaggeration to tell you fear of the seating plan cemented me to my ex for nearly seventeen years. People say airily: ‘Being on your own is great! It’s empowering! You can be free and autonomous.’ I say you’re right. Absolutely. I agree. It’s true. I am complete. I don’t need a bloke, especially one who buys me a birthday present at the hotel shop that comes up on my bill at the end of the holiday for which, of course, I am paying. I am enough on my own. I get it. I’ve tried, memorably in early 2023 with three different therapists a week, to shake the ‘I cannot exist without a man’ mindset. It’s just hard to feel that way when the opposite has been pummelled into your brain.

When there’s a fox in the garden and there’s no one to turn to and say, ‘There’s a fox in the garden,’ I don’t like it. It still feels unnatural. The sound of silence is deafening. I’m genetically constructed and emotionally hardwired to sleep next to some soul snoring and not on my own. But I’m trying my hardest to see sense, man up and master that most clichéd schmaltzy and elusive skill – feel free to make a vomiting noise – loving my own company!
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Jackie magazine – practise French kissing on the back of your hand

Pete Tong

PACKAGE HOLIDAYS WERE BASIC IN 1972. It was all ‘Cosmos this way!’, bossy reps in blazers and being forcibly booked on tours of the artificial-pearl factory. The setting was Cala d’Or in Majorca, the hotel the four-star Toucan. Astoundingly, my parents had taken the reckless step of schlepping off on yet another coach to see the stalagmites (or were they stalactites? I don’t care. Don’t tell me) in what I knew must be the excruciatingly boring Caves of Drach, leaving me to my own devices at the hotel. This was atypical. I was supervised minutely morning, night and noon. It’s hardly surprising the moment I sniffed freedom I went for it. Or should I say ‘for him’? He was lurking, or possibly larking about, in the pool. He was tall – well, taller than me – dark and Hollywood handsome, with what I still swear were lake-sized violet eyes. His name was Peter. He was twelve with an irresistible smile. Frankly, I didn’t try resisting. We hit it off instantly. We splashed and chatted. Flirtation ensued. We kissed – teeth clamped shut, no tickle of tongues, his soft lips pressed against mine.

On my parents’ hot, irritable return from the pointless gawp at the tites or mites, news of the lip-locking was tittle-tattling round the sunbeds. They were livid. Words like ‘reputation’, ‘can’t be trusted’ and ‘Off to your room, young lady’ bounced off the buffet. Peter and I were inseparable until the plane landed at Luton and we were prised apart by our cruel parents. He visited once. He sent me letters and a ring. His beautiful mum had pictures of us together. Years later, when everything really had gone resoundingly Pete Tong, I saw a picture of the now world-famous DJ whose name had become synonymous with the phrase ‘tits up’. It was He – my Peter Tong, the package-holiday prince who charmingly bestowed my first ever kiss and, though I never kiss and tell, I’m here to tell you there was absolutely nothing Pete Tong about it.

A Sponsored Silence

Yom Kippur. The Day of Atonement. The most awe-laden of the Days of Awe. The superlatively solemn Jewish festival in a – let’s face it – pretty humourless calendar. The one upon which we pray to be inscribed in the book of life for another year and, to push the Lord into including us, survive twenty-five hellish hours without food or water while symbolically beating our breasts to show penitence for twelve months of sins.

Obviously, when you’re eleven the whole thing is a hoot. First, you don’t have to fast till you’re twelve (for a girl, thirteen for a boy, not fair but, as my father said every hour on the hour, ‘Vanessa, life is not fair!’) so you’re not hungry and headachy, like your grouchy parents. You get the day off school. You get to gaze down at boys from the ladies’ gallery in the synagogue and imagine being married to the one with the fewest pustules. You get to read the list of sins and, in my case, wish you’d committed at least some of the most intriguing. You get to read the line about how ‘lying with a man as if with a woman is an abomination’ and laugh dementedly till your mother swats you with her prayer book.

And in 1973, I was looking at mouth-watering pictures of a groaning smoked-salmon buffet smuggled into synagogue by Sharon Anisfeld, whose dad Marcel was the purveyor of smoked salmon to the cognoscenti and knew a groaning buffet when she saw one. Parched mouths were watering at the gefilte fishball tower, the smoked-herring luge and the life-sized sculpture of the barmitzvah boy in egg and onion. Photos of food. In shul (synagogue). On Yom Kippur. We could hardly bear the wickedness.

On Yom Kippur there’s no earthly frippery allowed. We don’t drive. We don’t work. We don’t watch TV or listen to the radio. We don’t wash, except face and hands. We don’t wear leather shoes. So how could the news of a surprise attack on Israeli territory by Arab coalition forces possibly have permeated the sacred citadel of Woodside Park Synagogue? Somewhere in the sanctum a secret TV viewing renegade lurked. The congregation quivered. No one was supposed to know, yet no one could pray for salvation in the customary hungry, headachy, dry-mouthed, bored-stiff yet sporadically awe-stricken manner. How serious was the invasion? How many lives lost? Where could the adults give blood/money/plant even more trees in Israel? They were meant to be fully focused on pleading for their own lives and at least a couple more months for Auntie Sadie, stricken with cancer, poor woman. Instead, they were worried sick about their nephews and brothers-in-law, cousins and uncles. It was 1973, for God’s sake. The Holocaust had only been over for twenty-eight years. Worried sick doesn’t even begin to do it justice. This was a pestilence of angst. Except, of course, if you were only eleven and the Yom Kippur War meant unprecedented hitherto prohibited access to boys and such sumptuous social magnificence as a Sponsored Silence chez the aforementioned Anisfelds.

The grown-ups were consumed with the Middle East crisis. My father collided with Frohwein the kosher butcher’s van in Willesden High Road so vividly was he imagining himself heroically driving a tank in the Golan Heights. Obviously we children couldn’t just watch Blue Peter and ignore the tumult. We were forces to be mustered, and Marcel and Irene Anisfeld were the first to muster us. We were given forms, told to secure pledges from family and friends and summoned to attend the mysteriously entitled ‘SS’.

I had no problem persuading nearest and dearest to cough up. They knew I hadn’t stopped talking since birth. Laughing at the absurdity of suggesting I might put a sizeable sock in it, Uncle Clive merrily signed over ten pounds for every hour I managed to stay shtum. Ten quid was a fortune in 1973. You could buy a detached in The Bishops Avenue for £70K. Uncle Clive, renowned maxillo-facial surgeon and bestower of nifty nose jobs on most of North-west London, had no qualms. He reckoned I’d notch up five minutes of quietude max. Chatterbox Feltz at a Sponsored Silence – a risk-free promise. My form filled impressively. The stakes were high. The pressure was immense. Israel’s future was riding on it. Utter one syllable and I’d betray my already betrayed people. I was eleven, for God’s sake, just a few months away from Bat Chayil year when, Jewishly, I’d become a fully fledged woman. If ever the time had come to shut the beep up, this was it.

I nervously rang the Anisfelds’ bell and crashed into an impenetrable wall of deafening silence. The quiet was mind-blowing. The smoked salmon bagels – we pronounced it beigels, to rhyme with ‘eyefuls’, because we came from Plotsk but I want you to know what I’m talking about – were ultra de luxe. My father said Marcel rose at dawn to catch the wild salmon personally. Stifling the urge to exclaim something, anything, I took in the vista. Boys were everywhere, breathing, stuffing in gefilte fishballs, pretending to do their homework, combing their quiffs – we worshipped the fifties in the seventies, I can’t remember why – and staring hungrily at … me! Thank God! It was happening. It had taken a hideous conflagration in the Promised Land, but it was finally happening.

Guess what? It’s easy to stay silent when you’re snogging. A mouthful of mouthful means you can’t say a word and there’s nothing at all you can think of saying anyway. When you’re eleven and lip-locked with Paul Nathan, the boy you’ve adored from afar – well, eight doors away – since you were pushed around Totteridge Green in adjacent prams, French-kissing isn’t just whirring tongues. It’s brain-freeze, metaphysical, spiritual, stream-of-consciousness, best-thing-that-ever-happened-to-you magic. I loved it … silently. We did lots more of it. For hours. And hours.

Uncle Clive had to pay me seventy pounds in hard cash. My own parents coughed up thirty-five. Neighbours winced as I showed them my signed form confirming I hadn’t uttered a peep for seven hours solid. I earned a thwacking hundred and eighty-five pounds. Like Sarah, Rebecca, Ruth and Queen Esther, I’d done my people proud.

Weeks later I received a handwritten letter from the actual Chief Rabbi. No one writes to an eleven-year-old about anything. I was ecstatic. I read and re-read it and kept it in my dressing-table drawer for years. It said in scratchy Quink ink: ‘Mazeltov! A sponsored silence and such results!!’

Vanessa the Undresser

I suppose this is the time to tell you I was known at school as ‘Vanessa the Undresser’. I wasn’t and I didn’t but it rhymed and I had a wiggle in my walk, black tights, forbidden high heels I hid underneath a rhododendron bush, a red scarf hand-knitted by my mother long enough to be wrapped round my neck and trail on the ground either side, which I twirled as coquettishly as a flamenco dancer with a fan.

An enterprising fifth-former came to trim Grandma Babs’s privet. ‘You might know my granddaughter Vanessa Feltz?’ The fellow blushed scarlet to the tips of his earlobes, spluttered, ‘Vanessa the Undresser!’ and disappeared into the greenhouse. When the Yiddish chorus raised the subject, I feigned ignorance.
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Romeo and Juliet

Prince Charmless

ON MY THIRTEENTH BIRTHDAY, 21 February 1975, I fell truly, madly, deeply in love. His name was Prince Charmless. I noticed him on the High Barnet coach to Haberdashers’. He was fifteen and a half and carried a copy of T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets in his jacket pocket. He was brooding and moody, with Heathcliff hair, furrowed brow and a supercilious air just like my father’s. We broke up for half-term. School finished at noon. We were unleashed upon London, frisky with liberty. A crowd of us ended up at Regent’s Park. I can’t remember who the others were because, between catching the bus up the Finchley Road and jumping off again, I excised my heart and gave it to Prince C.

He bought me armfuls of daffodils. Skipping up the street, I handed them to smiling strangers. He pretended to be cross. ‘What if I bought you diamonds? You’ll give them away.’ We were wearing school uniform and carrying bags full of books. I’d been dreaming about love since Julie Andrews and Dick van Dyke popped through a pavement picture and danced with penguins, Gilbert Blythe dipped Anne of Green Gables’s pigtails in the inkwell and Lulu married Bee Gee Maurice Gibb.

I doodled his name dementedly until the phone finally rang. Would I, he wondered, like to go to the cinema? Gentle Reader, I’d have been ecstatic to accompany him to a sewage farm, leper colony or launderette to watch his
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