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My mother and I watched the General Election results together. She was not at all politically minded but she breathed heavily during the announcement of Labour victories.

At one moment she tapped me on my arm with a banana and asked, ‘Which seats were those? Do you remember?’

Finally, after we had watched the Prime Minister’s triumphant arrival at his constituency, she said, ‘I’m not really depressed by what’s going to happen to our family but what will happen to the nation.’

My father wandered about the house smoking a cigar. He wore corduroy trousers, a flannel shirt sagging at the neck and a tweed jacket with a long slit up the back. He did not possess a single lightweight pair of trousers, a single lightweight shirt, pair of pants or pyjamas. Everything he wore was thick, heavy and kept in mothballs when he wasn’t wearing it. A born pessimist, who always expected the worst to happen, he was not in the least upset by the Election results.

He wandered around the house much as on any other night.

‘Hello, hello. This is clever,’ he said to himself in a loud voice and then, ‘Now, what are these things doing here?’

Again and again, my father went downstairs to turn off lights, lock doors, get a glass of beer, or check that I had not been downstairs and turned the lights on again. From my bedroom, I could hear his tread on the staircase, the change clinking in his pocket. Now he was pausing outside my door, breathing heavily through his nose. Now he was downstairs again, wrenching open an ill-fitting drawer and fumbling with an outer door. Soon I heard footsteps on the paving stones below my window.

A few minutes later, he entered my darkened bedroom.

‘It’s twenty-nine degrees outside. Three degrees of frost,’ he said solemnly.

*

Life at home always remained on this level. Sometimes the big event of the week was the arrival of the dog’s meat, held aloft by the pet shop man. The kitchen was the principal room; several generations of dogs lay there in different positions, sometimes hammering their tails against a chair or screwing up their eyes as they pressed against each others’ sides. On the mantelpiece a cheap kitchen clock ticked extremely fast, while on the Aga a large kettle would hiss and rumble slowly up to boiling point. My mother would curse the vegetables she was trying to cook.

‘Go on, potatoes. Boil!’

My father often sat nattering at the kitchen table, a crumpled newspaper in reading position on his lap. Sometimes he attempted to tap-dance on the cracked linoleum floor. Once he had slipped on something, looked down angrily to see what it was and couldn’t help smiling when he found it was a banana skin.

At other times, my father withdrew to his study, sat in a low armchair permanently imprinted with his shape and read a railway guide. He was not usually planning to go anywhere but railways were one of his abiding interests. He turned the pages slowly and though he absorbed much of what was on them he could not prevent himself from also studying the hand that held the book. He clenched it, breathed heavily, then straightened it out like a flipper as if he was trying to read his own palm. Sooner or later, he would move over to the massive, old-fashioned filing cabinet. The prominent position which this occupied, its dilapidated state and bursting compartments reflected the amount of time and trouble my father took over family affairs. From time to time over the years I had opened it and found early drafts of his will, affectionate letters he and my mother had exchanged at the time of their engagement, files on each of his children, the house, the garden, and other aspects of domestic life. Many of his papers were jotted with extra thoughts – ‘Points no longer applicable struck through’ – and other explanatory notes.

*

We had lived in this house for about twelve years. It was a plain Victorian villa, eight miles out of Bath, onto which a bogus Georgian wing had been added, set in a sloping garden dotted with pine trees and evergreen shrubs in which wood pigeons occasionally sat hooting. My mother had done her best to create ordinary herbaceous borders and a large kitchen garden, but the pretentiousness of the original layout had proved impossible to eradicate.

Indoors, the house was an equally uneasy mixture of small rooms, narrow staircases lit by porthole windows, carpeted in a wide variety of different ways and filled with big mahogany furniture, much of which had passed through four or five generations of my father’s family. The house was very uncomfortable. The heating system made a great deal of noise but provided little warmth. Beds wobbled and were mysteriously damp. Coat hangers rattled from hooks on the backs of doors. Clocks were unwound. Telephone mouthpieces were speckled with the food my father had spat into them. The house grated on my young sensibilities but my father seemed oblivious to things that would jar normal feelings. His bedside lamp was without a shade – he and my mother had occupied separate bedrooms for as long as I could remember – the hot water never came to his bathroom, and his medicine cabinet, crammed with sticky tubes of ointment, cod liver oil pills and other old-fashioned preventatives, hung off the wall at an odd angle. His bedroom was carpeted with a thick blue Wilton bought in a London house sale many years earlier, but his bed itself had two mattresses, which built it up to a disproportionate height, and beneath it sat a large chamber pot. My father was continually finding new ways to savage his surroundings – installing cheap fan-heaters, hanging up thermometers, replacing door handles, adding locks and bolts to windows and leaving sodden cigar ends in the bathroom basins. My mother may have objected to these defilements – and perhaps to the original purchase of the house – but her opinions carried little weight with my father and until recently she had had her hands full with more important work: the bringing up of five sons.

Now twenty years old, I was the last of this brood to be lingering at home. It is true that I had made a dramatic attempt to fly the nest the previous year by trying to enter the theatrical profession, but after thirteen months on the boards I had reluctantly returned home to ‘think things over’.

The awkwardness of my position was emphasised by the fact that all my brothers had already settled down in their chosen careers. The eldest, Richard, married with two children, worked for a manufacturing company and lived in a small, smart house in West London. Tim, the second son, had started life as a picture restorer but at twenty-six had established himself as a painter in his own right. Easy-going but highly productive and with a sound commercial sense, he had spent most of this last year working in Italy – sending lots of postcards but otherwise keeping his distance. The middle son had fled far further. Fuzzy-haired and bespectacled, my brother Edward was now in the Far East working for an international bank, and was not due home on leave for another eighteen months. His current private life – particularly his involvement with native women – was the subject of jokey remarks by my father.

‘Edward’s grossly over-sexed, we all know that.’

My younger brother Ben, now eighteen and a half, had been a dunce at school – spending more than half his time in the bottom form and being constantly told to tidy up his appearance, though it was hardly his fault that most of his clothes had been handed down from brother to brother and by the time they reached him they were thoroughly worn out. This was a typical false economy on my parents’ part: during Ben’s last few terms at boarding school he had run up huge repair bills at the local tailors and immediately after leaving school had to enter a London hospital for an operation on his bunions caused by, the surgeon had no doubt, wearing ill-fitting shoes during his formative years.

All this was forgotten now. Ben had recently become uncannily well groomed and attired. The potato-faced adolescent had been transformed into a ripe peach. With just one ‘O’ level, however, he was considered good only for practical work. At the beginning of that year he had been enrolled at the hotel school in Vincent Square, Westminster, and was now learning elementary maths, how to make sauces, wait at table and carve a duck. The world of luxury he had entered contrasted as starkly with our home life as had the theatrical world into which I had attempted to jump.

*

My return home was an irritation to both my father and myself and there were a number of tense encounters in different parts of the house and garden.

‘Yes, William?’ he would ask whenever I appeared. Or, ‘All right, William?’ Or sometimes, ‘Don’t be a bloody fool, opening the gate like that!’

It was a relief when he went to London for the day – his brown and green garb replaced by a dark suit, stiff white collar, silver tie and the threads of his dark hair slicked back smartly. Until five years ago he had worked in London during the week – in the prosecutions department at the Board of Trade – and he had sometimes appeared at our boarding school quite dazzlingly dressed, a figure of almost Churchillian splendour, in pin-striped suit, gold watch chain, dark blue overcoat and bowler hat. He was far more at ease in London than in the country and his occasional day trips revitalised him.

He would go to the dentist, lunch at the Reform Club, where he had been a member since the end of the war, have his hair cut, see his stockbroker and return home on an evening train full of talk of changing times.

‘You realise there’s no bar at the Reform now? The members wanted waitress service and that was that.’

The journey itself delighted him. He had loved trains since boyhood and during our own childhood had sometimes taken us to a local station just to see the Cornish Riviera Express hurtle through. He also loved meeting famous people on trains and rarely made a journey without some odd encounter.

‘Sir Bernard Savoury was in the dining car,’ he reported one evening. ‘Complaining rather unnecessarily about the plates not being hot.’

My father’s city clothes would then be folded away – with mothballs – and he would change back into an outsize flannel shirt, baggy tailor-made corduroys and a dirty camel-hair waistcoat which dangled over his crotch. His dapper London demeanour gave way to a prickliness and hostility to all that was soft and smooth. Instead of kissing or cuddling us, my father had sometimes grabbed us in a prickly bear hug from which I would clumsily recoil. He talked about sex as if it was some lavatorial function. Comments on masturbation, stainings and soilings were often on his lips. A phase of voluntary work on the local hospital board had added new terms to his already rich medical glossary. Phrases like ‘anti-coagulants’, ‘post-operative distress’, and ‘nursing auxiliaries’ were now part of his vocabulary and, along with the names of hospitals and asylums across the country, served to illustrate the strange medico-legal standpoint from which he looked at life.

My father loved his children but found fatherhood difficult. A flow of adverse comments fell from his lips, a mixture of harmless mockery and sombre discouragement which seemed designed to dismantle one’s self-confidence.

‘You’ve been to the commoner of the two big public schools’, he said gloatingly.

No son was spared his abuse and even Richard was cut down to size. ‘Richard’s earning as much as a young dentist,’ he said after his oldest son had been given a salary increase.

‘Has Edward dined at the British Embassy yet?’ he asked of his middle son.

This constant belittling and the frequently expressed prediction that most of his sons would end up in two-room council flats reflected his own timidity. Partly as a result of his work at the Board of Trade, he was pathologically law-abiding. The sinister phrase, ‘known to the police’, was one of his favourites, and several years earlier he had caused a minor sensation when he thought he had spotted the escaped convict Alfie Hinds on a railway train. On a humbler level, he had once picked up a sixpence in the road and then, fearing that he had been observed, had handed it to the village policeman. More recently, he had pointed out a pile of council gravel and said in his most menacing manner, ‘If you picked up as little as a teaspoonful of that, you could be ruined for life!’

At other times he would launch into a blood-curdling imitation of a judge pronouncing sentence. ‘North London games master … Heinous crime against those placed in your care … Ten years … penal … servitude!’

*

His most pessimistic pronouncements were reserved for me. He was now talking about the ‘all-in lodging in Stepney’, or ‘cheap rooms in seedy parts of Hampstead’ that I would have to endure if I tried to live in London without a job. He also tried to undermine me by constantly repeating that he did not think I would get married – but I had grown bored by this last line of attack and snapped back when he said it for the umpteenth time, ‘So you’ve said. So you’ve said.’

It had not always been so. Many parents would have been horrified to learn that one of their children wanted to become a professional entertainer – but when shortly after leaving school I had declared this intention, my father had provided support and encouragement. Perhaps it was not so surprising. During his twenty-five years working in London, he had been a constant attender of music halls and throughout my childhood had talked about the acts that had delighted him. The names of Max Wall, Max Miller, Jewell and Warriss, Joan Rhodes, Diana Decker and other major and minor variety stars were often on his lips and, as I have said, he still tap-danced on the kitchen floor. It was he who had originally suggested that I contact the Bernard Delfont Agency and when at the beginning of the previous year I had gone north to Manchester to seek work as a stand-up comedian, he had entered into the spirit of the thing.

‘Jolly good luck at the Custard House Hotel next week,’ he had written to me after I had obtained my first professional booking. ‘By the way, artistes do not drink with customers until after their last act. I hope your digs are fixed up.’ A few weeks later, he had written, ‘We hear you are still in Town and will not be on the Coast for the present,’ and had scribbled a sketch of the London Palladium at the bottom of his letter.

Now that my theatrical career had been abandoned and I was back on home territory, my father had withdrawn into his other, inner self, lashing out nervously whenever we met in the house or grounds.

Even theatrical topics were taboo. One day that spring I had asked my father if a well-known actor who lived locally had been present at the golf club.

‘No. And neither was Queenie Nancy.’

*

In spite of such bursts of hostility, my father thought about his sons constantly. He was always tinkering with our allowances, with his guarantees to our overdrafts, fussing over his gifts to us – recently we had each been given a roll of cloth which we had to use our own resources to have made up into a suit – playing us off against each other and worrying about each son in turn. At its worst, this took the form of will-dangling.

‘Richard is my eldest son and therefore, quite naturally, gets slightly preferential treatment in my will,’ was one line of attack. Another was, ‘Sons who don’t marry get less. That’s perfectly obvious.’ From time to time he tried to excite my interest in the mahogany furniture with which the house was filled.

‘Richard gets nearly all the family furniture. He can look after it. I can’t give furniture to sons who haven’t got proper abodes. Why should I?’

This was strange talk from a man of only fifty-nine, who in spite of his hypochondria was in excellent health, but after several weeks at home I had grown immune to his outpourings.

I now saw that he lived in the past. He talked often of remote uncles, great-grandparents and cousins I had never met. The family had been Quaker since the early eighteenth century. My father was obsessed with his antecedents, with their clothes, money and appearance. During idle moments he sketched the design of their trouser turn-ups, and even the shape of their factory roofs, on the backs of envelopes and in the margins of newspapers. He had no illusions about them.

‘Uncle Herbert wore a high round collar. He was a typical small manufacturer with all his capital in the works. He was worth about fifty thousand. His wife was worth about ten thousand, all in first-rate investments, of course … Great Uncle Randolph looked and spoke like the minister of a large Baptist chapel …’

He made frequent comparisons between different antecedents and remote elderly cousins whom I had never met. ‘Cousin Archie drinks a hell of a lot and smokes two cigars after every meal … Cousin Wilfred simply drinks, late at night, some strained lemon juice.’

His puritan background had made him something of a killjoy, self-obsessed and painfully money-minded. Wine bottles were corked up after two glasses had been poured, pleasures were programmed. ‘We’ll drink the rest of that after Doctor Finlay. It is excellent wine and we’re not going to be immoderate about it.’ He talked a lot about ‘capital’ and ‘private money’ and often expressed scorn for those who were not in business on their own. His talk was littered with counting-house expressions – ‘private ledger’, ‘the cost of living index’ – and the names of bank managers and other worthy figures occupied on the humbler levels of the financial world often came up in his conversations – Mr Trump, Mr Midwinter, Mr Sweet and Miss Moody. For Mr Sweet, who had been doing the family’s accounts for the past twenty years, he had a special regard.

‘Mr Sweet has visions of you in prison,’ he remarked. ‘You must pay your taxes.’

Sometimes my father’s antiquated and cynical attitude towards life rang true.

‘Nobody makes money from a job,’ he said once. ‘People do jobs because they haven’t got any money.’

‘Most people aren’t particularly able,’ he often said, and he had a particularly low opinion of his own abilities. ‘From the age of seven,’ he said, ‘I knew I was not Prime Minister material.’

While claiming no superiority of any kind, he never admitted to being wrong. He never talked about the mysteries or beauties of life – ‘Not bad, is it?’ he replied when a visitor enthused over the sunset – and was infuriated by what he called ‘grammar school, BBC-type responses’. Even his eldest son was accused of getting his knowledge of economics from newspapers and magazines. ‘Richard takes what he reads in newspapers as gospel. He never reads basic books like The Meaning of Money by Hartley Withers.’

Poised uncomfortably between the upper and middle classes, my father was socially ambitious but didn’t know what to do about it. By his own standards, he had made a good marriage. My mother’s family had also been Quaker, but she was a descendant of various illustrious nineteenth-century bankers, brewers and philanthropists, whereas my father’s forebears had been mill-owners, shop-keepers and chocolate manufacturers. When I was a small boy, my father had proudly shown me the entry for my mother’s family in Burke’s Landed Gentry. Unfortunately, my father’s snobbery had closed many doors. It was beginning to dawn on me that, though he was often on the telephone and sometimes received a dozen letters a day, he had no real friends. Frightened of intimacy – he constantly warned me against ‘inflamed friendships and provocative conversations’ – he had taken refuge in such formalities and social rituals as still existed in the 1960s. He had developed over the years a set of fixed opinions on every minor and major matter, a rigid social creed and an unshakeable belief in How Life Should be Lived, which he was constantly trying to indoctrinate into his five sons by means of long monologues which he delivered with a ghastly expression on his face.

Instead of cultivating friendships within his own class, my father had struck up acquaintances with people subservient to him. During his London phase he had got on wonderfully well with barmen, waiters, taxi drivers, policemen and commissionaires. Today, his main companions were the vicar, the village policeman, our part-time gardeners and the men at the local garage, where his large old-fashioned Rover was constantly being tinkered with. He talked at length to people outside the village post office and on street corners in the City of Bath, and extended formal invitations to some of these people to come and play on the three-hole golf course he had laid out in the garden. He was at ease with these acquaintances but kept his distance from them and was likely to sever the relationship if anyone started trying to call him by his first name – ‘Christian-naming’ was a subject on which he often talked with considerable anger. From these local worthies he was able to acquire a lot of gossip, and that winter had sometimes mocked my mother and me for our lack of knowledge of local affairs.

‘But you don’t seem to know anything about anybody … Colonel Cocky’s war wound has started discharging again. Miss Fenton’s got an incurable heart condition that could see her out in twelve to eighteen months … Half you people aren’t on the bush telegraph at all.’

He was suspicious and dismissive of most of his neighbours and though initially sycophantic to local landowners and aristocrats he was just as likely to find fault with them if they were excessively friendly.

‘Father now thinks Sir John is a sissy,’ said my mother, explaining my father’s new attitude to a local baronet who had invited them to lunch once too often that winter.

My father was hostile to homosexuals, foreigners, socialists, ‘redbrick university cattle’ and slickness of any sort. An elderly couple who lived on the edge of the village and happened to possess a cocktail trolly with seventy bottles of liqueurs in slots, were, he explained, ‘Jewish and therefore quite naturally have all their goods in the shop window’. Another couple, equally showy in their own way, were he conceded ‘not Jewish, but they have Jewish, St John’s Wood ways’. A friendly airline pilot and his wife were described as having no background at all. ‘Jack and Joan are Cockney people. Jack was, quite simply, a bright young chap in the RAF in peacetime, very likely not even commissioned.’ A retired surveyor named Parker, who lived in the next village, was described as ‘a mouldy old thing’ and my father took a cynical view of another old neighbour’s generosity as a host. Well of course, a man of that age is probably spending his capital.’

Alcoholics, too, were beyond the pale. ‘Admiral Towpath is a tool house drinker,’ he said of his nearest neighbour. ‘Goes down to the end of the garden and drinks a bottle of gin in the greenhouse.’

*

My mother did not share my father’s prejudices but made little attempt to check them. Her occasional interjection, ‘Oh, do let me speak!’ failed to halt the flow of his monologues. Though my mother spoke sentimentally about the early days of their engagement and marriage two years before the war – on the day of their engagement my father had given a London taxi driver his visiting card and said ‘If there’s ever anything I can do for you, let me know’ – their relationship had long ago become badly disjointed. Not only did they have separate bedrooms, they also went on separate holidays. My father went off alone to play golf at Deal, Frinton or Carnoustie while my mother went back to her own mother, who lived on the edge of the Lake District, a woman whom my father had once feared and respected but now looked upon as rickety and tried to ridicule.

Recently, my father had begun to talk openly about the possibility of my mother dying and his subsequent re-marriage. One night that winter, he had said this loud and clear outside my mother’s bedroom. He had then entered her room and remarked, ‘Your lavatory’s in a filthy state, dear,’ and later I heard her murmur, ‘You’ve got your teeth out, you old gaffer.’

My mother was admired by neighbours and relations for her serenity and patience; her slim figure had not been harmed by childbearing but she had acquired over the years the movements of an animal broken by drudgery. Tidying and mending had been her life. The house we occupied was the largest in the immediate neighbourhood, but my mother’s reluctant attempts to play the role of Lady of the Manor had faltered on our first Christmas when she had taken some sprigs of holly to an old woman who lived in a nearby cottage. The woman had been overcome by embarrassment at the visit and had wet herself.

My mother was also shy, often hiding her face in her hands, blinking in photographs and unable to arch her neck or gaze confidently at anyone. She rarely wore make-up, usually forgot to use the expensive scent which her older sons sometimes gave her, and anyhow looked her best in cotton trousers or her old dark red velvet dressing-gown. She was most at ease, most tender, when dealing with flowers and animals. She kept hens and geese in a paddock adjoining the garden and that winter had looked after a broody goose during a blizzard. Coming in from the snow-covered garden one morning, she remarked, ‘You’ve only got to see tracks in the snow to realise how purposefully people and animals walk.’

Now she was planting spring flowers. ‘These little beggars were only put out yesterday. Healthy little plants,’ she said approvingly. And re-potting another plant, she spoke to it as she did so, ‘How pleased you must be to get into that.’

She was also devoted to her dogs, caring for them when they had worms – ‘Tommy often toboggans along on his tail, which is usually a sign’ – furious when the oldest and fattest dog Gilda came on heat – ‘Wretched old woman, I could shake her!’ – but was full of admiration for them when they did some brave deed.

For many years, the dogs had provided a further barrier between my parents. My mother cuddled, fondled and even reprimanded them instead of her spouse. My father was oblivious to these distractions, though he occasionally surprised everyone by making a remark about one of the dogs.

‘Gilda is not at all well. Her head is wobbling in some sort of way.’ In recent years, my mother had also developed a surprising passion for fishing. Now that her sons had grown up, she was free to visit rivers and reservoirs in the neighbourhood to fish for trout. She had even been to Scotland a few times – my father being on holiday elsewhere – and often spoke affectionately of the small hill loch where she had caught ‘such millions of little tinies’.

Accompanying her on some of these local excursions, I had been struck by the fierceness of her manner, her angry glances at the water as she pursued her sport. At home, with an equally concentrated expression, she practised casting on the lawn, and in the back kitchen she sorted out satchels containing reels and flies. She said that her ambition was to catch a salmon.

*

My mother had only watched the General Election results that spring for sporting reasons, just as in due course she would watch the Grand National and probably the Derby. She had no real interest in the outside world. As a teenager she had been taken to Switzerland for skiing holidays and had once visited a missionary uncle in Palestine, but neither she nor my father had been abroad since their honeymoon in the South of France in February 1937. Now she declared that she would only go abroad to see the Oberammergau Passion Play. She was suspicious of what I had already decided were The Good Things In Life. She disliked London and was horrified by its traffic. ‘I will not drive in London,’ she had declared many years earlier. Her heart remained in Cumberland where she had been brought up and spent the first two years of her marriage and where her mother still lived. Signposts saying ‘To the North’ still thrilled her and she may have harboured some dim hope of eventually returning there.

Shy, sheltered and home-loving, my mother was a little disappointed by the careers her sons had chosen. Only for Tim’s apparently happy-go-lucky life as a painter had she a certain sympathy and understanding. My own aspirations to go on the stage had been incomprehensible and during that traumatic spell of my life she had sent me somewhat disheartening letters.

‘Thank you for your letter from Blackpool,’ she had written in reply to a boastful and untruthful letter I had sent on hotel writing paper. ‘Were you actually staying at the Imperial? Surely not the way to spend your precious money?’

Another time she had written, ‘Father is rather annoyed by a bill from Moss Bros. for shirts, shoes and a camel-hair coat. I know I always ask you this but are you keeping accounts and do you put anything by for a rainy day? And do you ever go to church?’

Such critical questions had sometimes been followed by a rather deflating piece of domestic news. On the margin of one letter she had written ‘The geese are laying, now and then, huge eggs.’

Even now, she would sometimes try to check my excesses, appointing herself the mouthpiece of the majority.

‘William, you do make rather silly remarks sometimes,’ or ‘We don’t want to hear, William,’ were lines she could deliver with crushing authority.

Though she herself was not particularly philanthropic and had even once declared it would be fun to be a burglar, she had longed for at least one son to take up a career which involved caring for people or animals in an obvious way – to be a doctor, clergyman, farmer or vet. London bored her and she listened in a sullen manner to my father’s warped observations on city life and occasional coarse jibes.

Many evenings ended with my mother sniffing and yawning – her yawns sounded like long musical notes – and eventually retiring to the back quarters of the house to prepare the dogs’ supper. One night I found her here with a package in her hands.

‘This parcel of meat has been dripping blood. How revolting of it,’ she said.

*

A few days after the General Election, an event occurred which gave my mother a concrete reason for feeling low. The death at the age of eighty of her Aunt Amy, a comfortable spinster figure high up in the Girl Guide movement, was no great cause for sadness until after the funeral, when my mother was drawn aside by an embarrassed solicitor and informed that she and her five sons had been left out of the old lady’s will. All Aunt Amy’s money had been given to more remote relations. My mother and her family were not even included among those who were to receive small bequests, pieces of jewellery and odd bits of furniture. Unmaterialistic though she was, my mother felt humiliated by this surprising sting in her aunt’s tail.

‘I felt very sad about it on the train. In fact I almost cried,’ she said after my father had collected her from the station.

‘What does Father think?’

‘Oh, Father’s rather glum.’

When the news had sunk in properly, my father began to react much more fiercely, at first directing his anger against the main beneficiaries. ‘That family don’t get a penny out of me,’ he stormed. ‘Your mother is terribly upset. I’d never do a thing like Aunt Amy has done.’

He soon began new lines of speculation and attack. ‘Was she Socialist?’ was followed by, ‘Was she lesbian?’ He then tried to turn some of his anger on to me and my lack of ‘capital’.

‘You’ve only got five hundred pounds. It’s pathetic! I had ten thousand when I was your age.’

Aunt Amy’s will was the principal subject for discussion the following weekend when Richard and his wife Sally came to stay.

‘The important thing,’ said Richard, ‘is to try to find out why she did it.’

Richard had changed. The tough little boy whose stern face stared out of the family albums – the story went that on his first day at prep school he had hit and knocked out a senior boy – had been through various transformations since leaving school. I remembered him in the army. I remembered him as a dashing deb’s delight, occasionally appearing at his old school to take me out, his breath smelling of garlic, an early copy of Private Eye in the back of his car.

He had now emerged as a slightly harassed family man, who instead of teasing and bullying me, was avuncular, priding himself on his common sense but prone to a few throat-clearings and gruntings.

While Sally was bending over her younger child, my father pounced upon his oldest son and drew him into his study for a private talk, closing the door in my face. From the next room, I soon heard muffled voices. My father sounded excited, edgy, quarrelsome, extolling the basic principles of social conduct, illustrating his points with examples from his own early manhood, but constantly returning to the matter of the will. Twenty minutes later, Richard emerged and swaggered about the house, sighing importantly as he walked out of each room.

‘What was Father talking about?’ I asked.

‘He talked about a lot of things he had on his mind,’ he replied. ‘Do you notice I’m looking frightfully fat?’ he added, pulling up his jersey and flexing his stomach muscles.

The following morning, I helped him wash and polish his Volkswagen and in the afternoon he returned to London with his wife and children, leaving me to vegetate a little longer under my parents’ roof.

My last few days at home were marked by the presence of my younger brother Ben, who was keen to exercise some of the new culinary skills he was now learning at the hotel school.

On the eve of my departure, he offered to cook a special meal. ‘Oh, do persuade Ben not to mess up the meat,’ begged my mother, ‘It’ll only make endless washing up,’ but my brother stuck to his guns and prepared potatoes wrapped in oatmeal, cabbage in a cake and steaks in a delicious sauce.

My father did not like this food. His hand shot out for mustard before he had tasted anything – and soon he was spitting out pieces of meat and giving them to the dogs.

Such were the circumstances in which I finally quit my father’s house. Until the last moment, he remained obsessed by Aunt Amy’s will, his fury now being concentrated on the fact that the document itself had been drawn up by one of the old lady’s cousins, father of one of the chief beneficiaries.

‘She ought to have been separately advised,’ was his new war cry.

On my last morning in the house I found him penning a letter to his son in the Far East. ‘The news about your Great Aunt’s Will is indeed bad,’ he wrote.

‘Father can’t forget it,’ muttered my mother, too exhausted by the topic to feel bitter about it.

‘Off you go, old boy!’ said my father. Neither of my parents had asked me much about my plans, and as my mother drove me to the station, she merely murmured, ‘It all sounds rather vague.’
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I found a room in London and hung around the West End. I kept in touch with my parents by telephone but was sometimes dealt with rather summarily.

‘I’ve got some bread in the oven and Tigger’s squealing at the back door,’ said my mother on one occasion.

‘Where is it you’re living?’ she asked another time. ‘A little basement place with its own bathroom?’

Soon after my departure I received a number of written communications from my father. A letter informing me that he had paid off my overdraft – ‘You must now carry on on your own’ – was followed by a terse postcard, ‘I have asked the village shop to send you an account for certain purchases you made there in February and March. My mistake, no doubt, they were charged to me.’

A few weeks later, another letter from my father cautiously discussed the various career alternatives open to me. ‘I am quite certain that something to do with the stage or screen – background or management – is more than likely to be your metier.’

On the margin of one of these letters my mother had added a piece of family news. ‘Tim telephoned us last night from Rome. A complete surprise. We heard him very clearly.’

*

I also kept in touch with Richard – and paid various visits to his small end-of-terrace house on Campden Hill to discuss my Future. These appointments were preceded by a number of tricky telephone calls. The house was tiny but for some reason Richard and Sally took a long time to answer – and even when they eventually did so, I often heard a snatch of conversation before they actually said ‘Hello’.

‘Where are you?’ said Richard with exaggerated excitement – or alarm – that I was in London. ‘Lucky you didn’t ring me two minutes later. You’d have found me in my bath. I much appreciate your ringing. Ring me again after the weekend. Look, we’ve got people coming at eight. That’s fifteen, twenty minutes’ time. When are you going home?’

Once when I had rung later in the
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