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We could never have loved the earth so well if we had had no childhood in it.
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INTRODUCTION

What I Did in My Summer Holidays

The future does not announce itself. It sneaks in unnoticed, like the tiny new-fangled mammals that once feasted on the eggs of Triassic sauropods. No one walked away from the Battle of Bosworth muttering, ‘Well that’s the Middle Ages done and dusted.’ Richard Arkwright did not whoop, ‘Only four more sleeps to the Industrial Revolution,’ as he screwed the last screw into his spinning frame.

I can’t tell you exactly when British childhood changed. But I can tell you where and when I noticed. I was in a primary school in Liverpool a few years ago, towards the end of the summer term. When I arrived, a pair of impeccably polite Year 6 Reading Ambassadors gave me a guided tour that ended at the head’s office. The head then gave me a list of warnings about my day at the school – the kids were excited, possibly over-excited. There was a boy with autism who could sometimes be disruptive. There was a girl who was hard of hearing, so would I mind wearing a device around my neck that connected with her hearing aid? One of the children had lost a parent in tragic circumstances, so . . . maybe don’t talk about death and destruction. Briefings like this remind me that children who, in my day, would have been pushed to the side, or bullied, are now given more respect and seen as individuals with lives beyond the classroom. They make me feel that, in many ways, their world has got better. And then the head spoke again.

‘Oh. And maybe don’t go on about the summer holidays. They hate them.’

Say again?

‘They don’t like the summer holidays.’

I’d often been warned about making too much of Christmas. A lot of the kids will not be getting presents and some of the children celebrate Eid or Hanukkah rather than Christmas. I also, of course, knew that, for lots of kids, summer did not mean holidays. From my teens until well into my twenties, I’d worked on summer playschemes. My own kids, too, worked on summer camps for Barnado’s or Edmund Rice. I said that I knew summer could be difficult for busy parents juggling childcare and jobs.

‘Yeah. It’s not that. It’s that they miss school.’

‘They miss school?’

‘School is where our kids feel secure. It’s where they’re fed. It’s their happy place. They don’t like the summer.’

I’ve heard this on many school visits since. I’ve heard it so many times, in fact, that no one needs to say it any more.

Over the past few years, schools have taken on more and more responsibilities. The government is partnering up with Colgate on a Supervised Toothbrushing project. Primary schools will soon be offering free breakfasts for all children. Teachers increasingly act as social workers, therapists, nutritionists and apparently now dental hygienists. After-school clubs and breakfast clubs mean the school day gets longer and longer. School is central to children’s lives to a far greater extent than it used to be.

But that day was the first time I’d thought about it in the context of myself as a writer.

One of the most durable tropes of children’s fiction is ‘What I Did in My Summer Holidays’. From Swallows and Amazons and Five Children and It to There’s a Beach in my Pants, summer is when you go to Cornwall and find a dragon hiding in a cave, when a gang of mates finds a secret tunnel and foils a spy ring, when the snow finally thaws in Moominland. It was the title for the piece of writing you were asked to do in your first English class at secondary school. It was when Alice got up from her drowsy picnic and stepped into the rabbit hole.

Summer is the stage on which our adventures played out.

Summer is freedom’s playlist. ‘Here Comes the Sun’. ‘Here comes the Summer’. ‘School’s Out’. ‘Summer in the City’.

School is prison. Or so I had always thought.

A hulk of a teenager barged into reception and went straight up to the head. The boy’s name was Ryan. He said he was locked out of his house.

‘Go into the kitchen,’ said the head, without missing a beat, ‘and make yourself some toast.’

In my childhood, if a child was locked out, they waited on the doorstep for Mum to come home, or went to a neighbour’s house. Or maybe the library. Maybe they got into trouble. Maybe this is where a story could start.

The idea that Ryan went back to school – to a school he’d clearly left a few years earlier – and that at school the head might say, ‘Come in and make yourself some toast’ . . . that was new to me.

Is this partly why Harry Potter, Percy Jackson and Amari and the Night Brothers are so beloved? Because they present school as a refuge, a place of nurture? How had I not noticed that till now?

It was cheering to watch Ryan claim his old school like that. But it troubled me too. Summer is a story that we’ve told for centuries. Is that story over?

*

Our children have been at the sharp end of two major crises – the pandemic and austerity. When the pandemic was beginning to calm down, I used my socials to ask teachers what they thought had changed. Here are some of their answers.


They don’t do things for themselves. Not even ask for help.

Some, when listening to a story or watching a show or an assembly, still think that they are the focus of the room and that their reaction to it outweighs the other people’s right to an uninterrupted experience.

Every pen is left without a lid and they lose pencils all the time. Even expensive items of stationery they sneak in from home, they lose within seconds.

The rise in parental complaints. It used to be, if a kid got into trouble, the parent at home would back the school. Now, they routinely call the school to complain, taking the kid’s side.

I think a big impact was, after generations of being told going to school was compulsory, the Covid kids discovered that, in fact, going to school was not compulsory. Thus massive school refusal and behavioural issues post-lockdowns.

They won’t sing.


I have to confess that a lot of the comments struck me as teachers being grumpy. And that’s not surprising – I did ask! But that last comment is heartbreaking.

Austerity followed by the Covid years has had a profound effect on children’s lives. Before austerity, most schools were nourished by an ecosystem of support that worked through trusted buildings like libraries, Sure Start Centres, youth clubs, health centres. Austerity decimated those spaces. Now schools are doing the work that used to happen there. In every primary I visited, teachers talked about how exhausted they were. They’re exhausted because as well as trying to educate our children, they also are trying to mitigate the effects of a vast systemic injustice. The last time young lives were disrupted on a scale as vast as Covid was in the Second World War, when over a million of urban children – including my own parents – were evacuated to safer, rural areas.

My parents would talk and think about their experience of evacuation throughout their lives. Any crisis is like a barium meal, illuminating the weak spots in the body of the state, and that was certainly true of the evacuation. For the first time, people in the Home Counties were exposed to just how poor city children were. This revelation turbocharged the Beveridge Report and led eventually to the founding of the NHS. The experience of those children was written into the sinews of the post-war settlement.

I see no similar conversation around our children now.

No conversation about how the crisis deepened inequality.

No conversation about how it intensified our children’s relationship with screens.

No conversation about how it has reconfigured the relationship between home and school.

At this crucial point in the changing history of British childhood, it sometimes seems to me as if children have become invisible.

*

Walking in the Cotswolds recently, with her baby tucked into a carrier hidden under her coat, my daughter was stopped by a stranger.

‘Ooh, can I see?’ he said.

She opened the top of her coat so that he could see the baby’s head.

‘Oh!’

‘What? Do you think my baby’s ugly?’

‘No. I just wasn’t expecting . . . I mean . . . I thought you were carrying a puppy.’

Honestly, she said afterwards, why would anyone not expect to see a child? Why would anyone expect to see a puppy?!

It’s like the country is saying, ‘Here’s not looking at you, kids.’

*

Our children are living through a moment when the institutions and assumptions that defined and protected their parents’ generations are breaking down. We have no clue what their future will look like. We don’t know what communication and work will look like. We have no idea what relationships will look like. We don’t even know what kinds of weather they will face.

But we do know that they will need to know how to be happy. Knowing what makes you happy is the root of resilience. To know what makes you happy, you need to recognize happiness when it comes. You need to know what a happy ending looks like.

What kind of stories can we still tell our children?

What kind of stories are their lives telling us?

‘Perhaps it is only in childhood,’ wrote Graham Greene in The Lost Childhood, ‘that books have any deep influence on our lives. In later life we admire, we are entertained, we may modify some views we already hold, but we are more likely to find in books merely a confirmation of what it is in our minds already; as in a love affair it is our own features that we see reflected flatteringly back. But in childhood all books are books of divination, telling us about the future, and like the fortune teller who sees a long journey in the cards or death by water they influence the future.’

*

If you are a parent – or a children’s writer – you are always living partly for – partly in – the future.

This book was written – mostly on trains and in Premier Inns – while I was UK Waterstones Children’s Laureate. The Laureate is chosen and supported by the literacy charity BookTrust. Together, we ran a campaign called Reading Rights. Reading Rights was prompted by the news that almost 50 per cent of children were starting school without ever having been read a bedtime story. Significant numbers had no idea how books worked. If your first encounter with a book comes when you’re snuggled up on a couch or in bed with someone you love, you have a massive advantage over children whose first encounter with a book is in school, when they’re being asked to decode it. You have a huge invisible privilege – educationally, creatively and emotionally. BookTrust Reading Rights is aimed at making sure that privilege becomes a right. The campaign has taken me to places that I would never normally have access to – from Buckingham Palace to a jail in Wolverhampton to an interview with Dolly Parton.

It goes without saying that BookTrust is utterly without blame for any of the opinions or errors you’ll find in this book. I’m not a sociologist or a journalist. These chapters are expanded diary entries. I’ve tried to arrange each chapter around an encounter with a child (of course I have not used their real names) and also around a children’s book.

I have just tried to write what I have seen.

I saw a lot of children. Which is to say, I saw our future.




CHAPTER ONE

Infancy

One Thousand and One Nights

Just after I started writing this book, one of my daughters had a baby girl. I got to hold my granddaughter when she was just a few hours old. It’s always a shock to see how wrinkled and ancient newborns look. How wise and curious. How mobile their faces are – as if they’re systematically testing every muscle, trying to figure out which one does what job. Also, they smell so great. In the time it’s taken me to write this little book, that baby has learnt so much about the nature of muscles that she can now stand up and walk. She’s learnt to use her mouth to manipulate the air around her so skilfully that she can make my eardrums vibrate with enough precision that I hear words. Words like ‘Tasty breakfast’ and ‘I’m a cockerney girl’. For a while, she was concerned with discovering the effects of gravity. Her experiments involved dropping cutlery repeatedly from her high chair. She discovered first of all that objects always fall downwards, but also that, when they do, someone will pick them up and return them to her. So, she moved on from physics – gravity – to the nature of human relationships. From experimenting on spoons to experimenting on people. She also unlocked that most mysterious of skills – how to make people laugh.

It’s a lot. Every baby is Galileo.

Health visitors will tell you that it’s the first thousand days that really count. Your brain doubles in size in the first year of life. Billions of connections are made between the cells as they lay down the infrastructure of thought and feeling. Nerves are wrapped in myelin, to speed up the process. Unused connections are pruned. Every smell, every sound, every experience leaves a mark.

Everything counts.

Yet almost nothing is remembered.

There are people – Salvador Dalí and Ray Bradbury for two – who claim they can remember being born. But the reality is we can’t really retrieve memories before the age of two, and, even then, they tend to be of major events – a spell in hospital, the birth of a younger sibling, moving house.

My wife – Denise – will often begin our children’s birthdays by remembering the day of their birth. Sometimes she’ll tell the story to the birthday child. Sometimes she’ll just go through it herself. Every birth is different. This one was born at home. That one was breech. One of our daughters was – possibly – the last person born on Merseyside in the twentieth century. Whether these are memories of joy or panic, or coincided with Millennium Eve fireworks, they are all vivid and intense to us, and all utterly irretrievable to the person at the centre of them.

Partly because infancy is beyond the reach of memory, people have tended to assume that babies were not conscious in the same way as adults. Babies don’t seem to be able to distinguish between themselves and the rest of the world. They think that they make milk by sucking. It was widely believed therefore that babies couldn’t make sense of discomfort, which is another way of saying they couldn’t feel pain. Well into the 1970s, surgeons would operate on them without analgesics or anaesthetics.

*

My brother Paul and I spent our early childhood in a flat just off the Dock Road in Liverpool. The flat had two bedrooms. My heroic but also formidable grandma (my dad’s mother) had one. Mum, Dad, Paul and I shared the other. It sounds bleak, but Mum was part of a very large family who’d lived in a very small terraced house. And Dad and Grandma had experienced a period of homelessness after their flat took a direct hit during the Blitz. So they probably didn’t find this arrangement as stressful as you might expect.

I have only vivid, disconnected memories of those years. It was a ground-floor flat on a main road. The pavements outside were thronged with people from all over the world. People from the docks and from the sea. Lascar sailors in turbans or fezzes. Merchant sailors in white. We were seeing stories that had been told for thousands of years. A sailor comes into a port, far from home, ready for fun and adventure. He could be Sinbad. He could be Gene Kelly taking Manhattan in On the Town. He could be Odysseus. The characters and rhythms of this story were being played out in front of us. The women ruled the roost but never left it. Their men went off around the world, leaving parrots and sometimes monkeys to play among the washing lines on the tenement balconies.

But those rhythms have changed. The vast majority of those who work at sea today are staffing cruise liners. The world’s freight travels on container ships crewed by maybe a dozen or so men. If they have any time off, or come ashore at all, it’s in search of Wi-Fi so they can FaceTime home. The sailor-on-the-loose slipped into the past unnoticed.

In my memory of those Liverpool streets, I can see old women in shawls who looked like they’d just stepped off the Aran Islands. People pushing barrows of fruit. Mum was pushchairing us through a world that was about to vanish. In front of the Cunard pub, a grid in the pavement allowed the delivery of barrels and kegs to the cellar. Looking down into it was like looking into the underworld itself. There was a dog down there who barked furiously when your shadow fell across its realm.

The flat was packed with Grandma’s dark, hefty leather furniture. A couch that looked like a stuffed hippo. A cabinet full of the little wonders that her husband – my grandad – had brought back from his travels: a puffer fish, some china that was so delicate it seemed to quiver, a shell with psalm 107 burned onto it. The room was full of the sound of clocks. Tick-tocking the seconds out of your life. It was gloomy and cramped.

So, Mum took us to the library.

A lot.

I remember the warmth and the smell, not the books. I have no direct memory of her reading to me, but I do know she read us Where the Wild Things Are. I remember that partly because it’s unforgettable, but also because – as I now realize – I only saw it briefly. It was a library book. We didn’t take them home. I didn’t remember the book, but I remembered the wild things. In my mind, the wild things were part of my world. Like subterranean dogs and passing sailors. I thought I’d dreamed them. For years, every time we were asked to do a drawing in school, or write a story, I would draw or write about the wild things. And every time the teacher would be thrilled and impressed.

Eventually, we moved to our own house, an event I remember in such detail that I can relive our arrival minute by minute. My father inexplicably answering the door of an unfamiliar house (no one had told us kids we were moving house) and showing Paul and me up to our own bedroom – two single beds, a storage heater and . . . a wardrobe. I’d heard enough stories by then for my heart to stop at the sight of the wardrobe. And to wait until the grown-ups had gone before stepping inside to check for snow and danger and Turkish delight. Everything about the move was thrilling, until . . .

A new house meant a new school. The new school had shelves of books in the main corridor. Browsing those shelves, I finally saw the book again. I hadn’t dreamed or invented wild things. I’d read them. They weren’t my wild things at all; they belonged to this Sendak guy. I wasn’t a genius. I was a copycat. For weeks, I went round with a knot in my stomach, certain that I was going to be punished for cheating (I was too young to know about lawyers and plagiarism). I certainly never drew a wild thing again.

When I talk now about the benefits of reading to preschool children, I am remembering not only the years of inadvertent plagiarism that helped me fool my teachers into thinking I was brilliant, but also how, among those billions of cellular connections, those highways of thought, the path that book laid down can still lead me back to that long lost world. And to my lost mum.

That experience of being read to was written into my biology. But it’s not an experience that every child has. The number of preschool children being read to dropped from 69 per cent in 2013 to below 50 per cent now. Twenty-eight per cent arrive at school without knowing even how to handle a book. Over the last ten years, more than 180 public libraries closed or were handed over to volunteers. Two thousand jobs in libraries were cut.*

*

I was in St Francis de Sales Primary in Walton, North Liverpool, watching Ms McEneaney reading The Gruffalo to a Reception class. I say ‘reading’. But, in Ms McEneaney’s hands reading is something more – a book is not a meal, it’s a recipe. It’s a magic spell. Before she even opened it, she scattered autumn leaves from a basket to create a woodland atmosphere, rang a little bell to signal the start of the story. Her own fluting voice filled the room. Every now and then, she’d stop and let the children shout out the next line of the poem. What the spell conjured up was shivers and giggles, but also stillness and attention. The school is in the top 1 per cent of the most deprived areas in the UK, but, for a few minutes that morning, those children looked like the most privileged children you could imagine.

Afterwards, we were chatting about the fact that a lot of children were arriving at school with no experience of that ‘invisible privilege’ of being read to by someone who loved them. There was one child in nursery, she said, who saw a book and asked, ‘What is that?’ Since that morning, I’ve heard anecdotes about children who’ve tried to swipe rather than turn the pages, or who have tried to expand the images in a paperback by pushing them with their fingers.

Sociologists talk about the ‘million-word gap’ between children who’ve been read to and those who haven’t. But what Ms McEneaney wanted to talk about was the emotional loss.

‘It’s not that they’re not loved. But they’ve missed out – and so have their parents – on such a powerful way of expressing that love.’

How important are books, or stories, in the emotional ecology of a family?

If you think about this, you probably start by conjuring comforting images of the bedtime story. Everywhere I go, I seem to encounter adults who want to reminisce about that bedtime memory.

I remember an occasion when Queen Camilla was visiting a National Literacy Trust project in Middlesborough. There were hundreds of children there, but also a smattering of the great and the good. I got chatting to a splendidly cheerful member of the Queen’s retinue who told me of how fondly he remembered his mother reading to him and his brother. ‘She would sit on the end of our bed,’ he said, ‘reading Winnie-the-Pooh, while contentedly blowing cigarette smoke down her nose and swirling the ice in her gin.’

*

Shahryar ruled vast territories, stretching from Syria to China. Every night, he slept with a different virgin, and every morning had her strangled before choosing another. His unwilling accomplice – the Grand Vizier – had two daughters of his own. The elder one – a paragon of learning and wisdom – determined to free her country from the Shah’s misogynistic slaughter. To her father’s horror, she volunteered to become the Shah’s next bride. Nothing he said could dissuade her. Even when he pointed out that she was probably forcing him to preside at his own daughter’s execution, she was unmoved. She asked only that she be given the chance to say goodbye to her younger sister – Dunyazad. When Dunyazad came to the royal bedchamber, she too had a request. She wanted to hear her big sister tell her one last bedtime story.

The big sister’s name is Sheherazade.

Thus begins one thousand and one nights of virtuoso storytelling. Sheherazade is never a victim. She is not chosen for the Sultan’s bed; she chooses to take herself there – not to save herself, but to save all the women of her country from the Shah’s toxic masculinity. In the end, of course, she wins. The Shah becomes a better person, stops strangling young women, settles down and has children. With Sheherazade.

How does Sheherazade do it?

Suspense.

The nineteenth-century writer Charles Reade famously suggested the motto of any novelist should be, ‘Make ’em laugh, make ’em cry, make ’em wait.’ No one has ever made ’em wait like Sheherazade. As a story full of terror and wonder nears its end, a character within that story will pop up and start to tell their own story – equally full of wonder and terror – in which, just before the climax, another character will pop up and start yet another story. Stories are tucked into stories within stories, like narrative Russian dolls. Shahryar is reprogrammed by a thousand nights of cliffhanging.

One Thousand and One Nights probably began life as a collection of folk tales in India. In the eighth century, when it was translated into Arabic, Arabic stories were added to the mix. More stories came from Egypt, Iran and Syria. There are stories that take the listener into space, under the sea, to the heights of power and the depths of loss. But at their heart is the idea that stories can make you a better, more empathetic person. The opening lines in Richard Burton’s (dubiously orientalist) translation say the book’s purpose is: ‘that folk may view what admonishing chances befel other folk and may therefrom take warning; and that they may peruse the annals of antique peoples and all that hath betided them, and be thereby ruled and restrained’.

The idea that stories can make you a better person is still prevalent today. In fact, you could characterize the entire history of British children’s literature as a kind of ongoing battle – improvement versus fun. Most of the unforgettable, nonsensical poems in Alice in Wonderland, for instance, are mockeries of now-forgotten morally useful poems. ‘How doth the little crocodile improve his shining tail’ is a demolition of Isaac Watts’ ‘How doth the little busy bee improve each shining hour’. ‘You are Old, Father William’, the final moral of which is the distinctly punk rock, ‘be off or I’ll kick you down stairs’, is a parody of Southey’s ‘The Old Man’s Comforts’.

But, in One Thousand and One Nights, the stories themselves have very little moral content. On the contrary, some of the best-loved tales celebrate lying, fraud and venal ambition. One of the most famous is about a fart. It’s not content that saves Shahryar. He doesn’t gain empathy by identifying with the characters and their dilemmas. Shahryar is saved by listening, by placing himself in the hands of the storyteller.

It’s not the story that saves him, it’s the telling.

The shared time.

The attention.

One Thousand and One Nights is a struggle between empathy and violence. But it’s also a struggle between waking and sleeping. Sheherazade’s life depends on staying awake longer than the Shah. Anyone, anywhere, any time who has ever done bedtime will recognize One Thousand and One Nights as the epic of the battle, played out at the limit of consciousness, between the storyteller and the listener, to see who can stay awake the longest. My own kids – now grown-up – still recall some of the more delirious things I said (‘You can’t iron a shirt made of ice cream’) while dropping off over Lord of the Rings. As a society, we sentimentalize the bedtime story, forgetting how fraught and draining it can be – otherwise, we would never say, ‘I slept like a baby’, unless we meant, ‘I slept for a couple of hours then woke up screaming in existential dread.’

*

We lived for a while in Lille, in northern France. At the corner of our street was a statue of a young lacemaker singing her baby to sleep. It’s there to honour the song ‘P’tit Quinquin’, a lullaby which is also the city’s official anthem. The statue’s lines are so fluid you would think the mother was melting from love. The verses of the lullaby are a series of increasingly extravagant attempts to bribe the child to sleep. In the end, however, the mum gives up on promises and resorts to threats: ‘Neither puppets, nor gingerbread had any effect, but the whip calmed the baby down.’

An amazing number of lullabies resort to violence. In January 1930, Lorca gave a lecture – ‘Canciones Españolas’ – at Vassar, in which he tried to use lullabies to map the different cultural temperaments of Spanish regions. Nearly all the songs he quotes would be absolutely terrifying if you were a child. Here’s one from Seville:


This little turtle-dove

hasn’t got a mother,

a Gypsy woman bore him

and left him in the gutter.


This is from Cáceres:

Sleep now, my child, go to sleep,

your mother’s no longer here,

the Virgin came, she has gone

far away to live with her.


Lorca’s contention is that Spanish lullabies are unlike the ‘sweet and monotonous’ lullabies of other nations. Spanish lullabies instead ‘awaken the child to the dangers outside the mother’s
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