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To Mum and Charles




‘If others examined themselves attentively, as I do, they would find themselves, as I do, full of inanity and nonsense. Get rid of it I cannot without getting rid of myself. We are all steeped in it, one as much as another, but those who are aware of it are a little better off – though I don’t know.’

Michel de Montaigne
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All at Sea

A week after her wedding day, Mum made an appointment with our GP, rumpled, ginger-haired, stethoscope-wearing Dr Neil, because Charles, her new life partner, my new stepfather, had poured all the milk down the sink. Charles told her that he thought it had been tampered with and Mum felt this might be something that a doctor needed to hear about. Dr Neil was on it: his response perfectly caught the tone of the times.

‘Mrs Webb: I regret to inform you that your husband is stark staring mad.’

And so it all began. For her, for him, for me. No one is to blame for what followed. Far from it. Coping is an underpraised virtue. And coping in the 1970s deserves special recognition. I look back not in anger but in amazement. Each decade has its challenges and there have been far tougher, odder childhoods than mine. But for confusion, for angst, for the clash of tidal forces ready to knock you off your feet, no postwar decade comes close. We were all at sea in the seventies. Often out of our depth, bobbing around, going under.

So it’s fitting, I suppose, that my own memories start at the water’s edge. It’s a few years after Dr Neil’s diagnosis. I’m six, maybe seven years old. My stepfather has announced that he is to bathe before we go home from our day trip to the beach. Bathe. Not swim. We live in a world of distressed gentlefolk pretension. He gets up from his towel and pushes back his hair. He is a handsome man of medium build; he has longish hair that needs to be pushed back frequently or oiled and parted vigorously with a plastic comb before he goes to work. Today it sticks up and gives him a Viking swagger.

He strides to the shoreline and stops, as strong swimmers sometimes do, to contemplate the waves. Then he walks, then he dives. Now he’s resurfaced and his arms begin their lazy loops through the water. A bit of crawl. On to the back. A couple of powerful butterfly strokes. He’s out to sea. Deep into Lulworth Cove. He seems further out than the rock. Within minutes he’s a pinprick. If I hold my finger at arm’s length from my eye he disappears. Mum’s next to me. My spade is at rest and the sandcastle abandoned. (Something was always missing that would have made sandcastle-building fun. I did it out of duty. Mum inspected them perfunctorily, not knowing what she was looking for.) We are both squinting into the sun, looking at my stepfather swimming further and further out. The water is flat-calm but deep where he is now. There will be currents, rip tides. Out and out he goes.

And then he comes back.

Many decades have passed but I remember the feeling I had at that moment with vividness undimmed. I was disappointed. There’s no other word. It wasn’t hatred or anger or petulance. I was too young to think about the consequences, good or bad, of the actual body being dragged out of the waves and worked on and declared dead. But I formed in that instant the considered opinion that it would have been better if he had drowned. Better for me. Better for her. Better for us. We were together, Mum and I, but we had been joined by him. He was never Dad except in formal letters home from school. At home he was Charles. ‘Mummy,’ I had asked her once, when I was small: ‘Where did we get Charles?’ I suggested she went to the pub and got another, superior man. The idea made her laugh. She repeated it often. Inside, though, I think it made her cry. And she was never able to answer my question. It hung there like so much else hung over us through my childhood.

Of course, I didn’t actually think of killing him myself that day and he did not actually die. But the disappointment felt like a wet little crime of its own. A slithery thing that only I could feel, like seaweed in the bathing trunks. Could others see it? Could they sense me moving oddly, shifting uncomfortably? Perhaps. It was an ongoing crime: I had the feeling for years to come. People can commit adultery in their minds, and murder, too. You don’t have to act on it to feel the guilt.

On the journey home to Bath, in the Hillman Minx with no radio, the three of us were silent. We always travelled in silence but this was deeper. I sat in the back, digging out sand from under my fingernails. The normal tension of the car journey had another layer: I knew what I had thought. And I didn’t mind that I had thought it.

That tension in the car was always overlaid with fear. Charles couldn’t stand driving behind anyone and overtook constantly, dangerously. ‘What is this man doing?’ he asked through clenched teeth as we lurched, gears crunching, into the centre of the road for an engine-gunning, flat-out, whites-of-their-eyes race into the path of an oncoming lorry, before pulling back into our lane, just in time. I knew what I’d thought. Acknowledging it brought an odd kind of peace.

Charles didn’t deserve to die. I don’t think he contemplated murdering me or my mother or anyone else. The impact of mental distress is often oblique, not direct. It saps and undermines. It didn’t hit me or chase me (and he never did, either) but it lived with me, in my head as much as in his. Charles was a damaged man living with a damaged woman and a damaged child in an era when all mental illness was regarded with a mixture of fear and hilarity. As a reaction to this – and with still more ghastly results – it was being reinvented as mundane, even, ironically, ‘normal’. Maybe it didn’t even exist, chirruped those who claimed to be liberated. This was, after all, the era of ‘anti-psychiatry’, in which madness was going to be magically reduced to nothing much to worry about. So-called psychiatric survivor movements sought to vindicate those who might think of themselves as justified in their choice of thoughts; any thoughts, whatever they were, could be valid, welcome at the table.

Some of the arguments of the anti-psychiatrists were highly seductive. Schizophrenia – in those days a blanket term that had little real meaning – did not involve any obvious physical changes to the brain. So was it real? Was it in the minds of those diagnosing it as much as the alleged sufferers from the condition? When the Scottish psychoanalyst R. D. Laing told us that schizophrenia was ‘a sane reaction to an insane world’, many people were hearing something they wanted to believe. It seemed to be a liberation to go alongside the burning of bras or the refusal to serve in Vietnam.

Deconstruction of all things was freedom. Nothing mattered unless you said it did. Nothing mattered unless it mattered to you. Nothing was real outside your mind. Just as the American hippies were chipping away at objective truth, psychiatry was facing a wave of mad and unhappy people intent on doing it in.

Few people remember R. D. Laing these days, but just to labour the point: I am here to tell you that nothing he said is true. And the biggest lie of all was that mental illness was a natural by-product of social order, of the pressures of the nuclear family. Laing suggested to a gullible post-1960s intelligentsia that the schizophrenic was often the scapegoat of a dysfunctional family and was, paradoxically, the sanest person in the family group: ‘Without exception the experience and behaviour that gets labelled as schizophrenia is a special strategy that the patient invents in order to live with an unliveable situation.’

My own family life was a grasshopper under the wheel of one of those oncoming lorries that Charles used to dodge in the car. With nowhere to jump to, we were crushed. Charles’s illness was not created by our wan little nuclear gathering. The opposite: the illness destroyed our family as a unit.

It happened, I’m pretty sure, on day seven, the day Mum visited the doctor with her news about the milk. She had married Charles in 1963, a couple of years after having me, and hoped that her troubles were over. She and I would be cared for in a world before women had full control of their affairs, a world of profound danger for a single mother; and for women in general, in which untalked-about things lurked in unmentionable places. That same year, 1963, the Duke and Duchess of Argyll divorced; at the heart of the case, which caused a sensation, were photos of something she was doing to someone. Christine Keeler went to jail. Oh, and a Soviet woman went into orbit. Quite possibly to escape.

Dr Neil understood that distress of the mind destroyed everything in its path. His approach to it was that of a man with a stethoscope hearing an unwelcome echo in a dodgy lung. There was no need for histrionics but no need, either, for euphemism or obfuscation. You had to find the words for it. Stark staring was, he felt, as good a term as any. But, unlike an infirmity picked up by his stethoscope or a quick feel of some swollen part of you, madness was a bit of a head-scratcher. There were all sorts of wacky ideas around but, even in the world of conventional medicine, no real options far removed from the placing of leeches.

There was talk of electric-shock therapy for Charles but it never happened. Nor was he ever really threatened with being locked up. The upside of the anti-psychiatry movement was its challenging of the old ways of ‘treating’ mental illness. They had nothing to put in place of the old ways but the old ways were usually useless and often more harmful than just leaving well alone, so, on balance, it was progress.

Charles was left well alone. He took Valium for the rest of his life and Mum and I tried to carry on as if everything on the medical front was fine or copeable with. It wasn’t; not really, not ever. But we carried on anyway.

One of the immediate impacts of illness of the mind is a separation between the person in whose mind things have gone haywire and everyone else. My mother never talked to me about her ‘relationship’ with Charles (she would have rolled her eyes at the word), but putting the story together years later it’s obvious that the kind of bedrock of which long, stable marriages are made could not have been built in these early years. He’d begun by pouring the milk down the sink. Then, months later, he started getting up in the small hours and playing Bach on the record-player that stood in a cabinet in the sitting room. At maximum volume.

In a small, modern, end-of-terrace house this cannot be a secret vice; indeed, I think the whole point was to alert people. But to what? I remember no firm answer – nothing explained even sotto voce – but part of his illness expressed itself as a kind of persecution complex which told him constantly that people looked down on him. As far as Charles was concerned, his intellect was the butt of a continuous nationwide joke. The authorities thought he was a loser. The neighbours agreed (they did, I expect, but cause and effect became confused in the circumstances). His answer was to show them that they were wrong. Hence Bach, whose presence in our home revealed panache, a certain degree of learning and a hinterland no one on our estate could match.

Looking back, I wonder if the situation didn’t make us all a little bit mad, as the trendies suggested. In a dysfunctional age, we could hold our heads high, Charles and Mum and I. We were properly screwed up. In the modern world we’ve become used to the idea of survival rates. What were the chances of survival from my house? I don’t mean of not dying. I mean of escaping into the 1980s as a semi-functional adult? Also, to employ a term we all got used to when COVID-19 hit, what is the ‘R’ number for these multiple small sadnesses? The reproduction number: the rate at which they are passed on. If there is no vaccine against childhood misery, can there at least be a treatment that stops it cascading through the decades, the centuries? Or is there something rather glorious about the randomness of everything that happens to us?
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My mother, Gloria Crocombe, was a small, dark woman, short-haired, round-cheeked and busy. She had been born, in 1924, into great comfort and, along with her siblings – Oliver, slightly younger, and Charmion, slightly older – lived a life of gradually diminishing privilege. A large rented house in Walton-on-Thames. A cook and a maid called Dolly. A driver to take them on picnics on the Sussex Downs, who would wait in the car while they ate. Then the war, the loss of servants and tightness of funds. Schooling at first interrupted and eventually terminated. University out of the question, still, for most girls, even those gently born. And a diminished shell-shocked world awaiting them. Yes, there were balls and there was booze. There was still a large army into which my Uncle Oliver subsided via Sandhurst. But there was, too, a general reduction in life chances. There was a reckoning, inescapable even for those who survived the war itself. A reckoning that went on for decades, far into the 1970s, a folk memory of collapse that haunted us when we headed for civil strife so soon after the guns had been silenced.

So none of the early comforts of life had been passed down the generations: postwar austerity and the divorce of the parents saw to that. Their father had been a big noise in magazines, but when he left his wife, he took the money, too. I realize now that Mum had been reinventing herself when I was young. Her early adult life was a mystery to me. There had been dissolute behaviour, though. Boys, men, drink. There had been a period in her twenties when she’d lived in the Home Counties with her first husband and drunk with Petula Clark before she was famous. It was an aspect of her character that she never revealed a word more than necessary and a developing feature of mine that I never asked.

At some point there had been visits to Spielplatz, a retreat in Hertfordshire where people don’t wear clothes. And affairs that ended poorly. A man she loved – she never used that word about anything as frivolous as male–female relationships, but it seemed to fit – had taken her on holiday in some respite from postwar austerity. It was a proper holiday, to the south of France, still recovering from the war and as exotic then as the deepest Amazon would be now. They had come back on the luxury sleeper known as the Blue Train that in those days ran from Nice to Calais, across the Channel on the ferry and on to London, where he promptly vomited blood and died at Victoria station.

It was never clear whether this was an unexpected end to an otherwise idyllic trip or whether the whole event was a goodbye, a tragedy ending in the denouement at the station. I was too fastidious to probe. When you have a show to keep on the road you don’t go to places that might jeopardize the balance of mind of the leading lady.

So I know little either about her first husband, married on the rebound from this traumatic train journey. He was called Stewart and had one leg. The other had been blown off in Palestine. He drank too much and they soon divorced. What happened to him? Did they stay in touch? She never said. I have never found any letters. And then, in the foothills of middle age (she was thirty-six when she had me), she made a decision to devote herself to her child and to seriousness. Her past became another country to her. She became a Quaker. She decided that nuclear weapons were evil. But she also thought our neighbours were common, lower-middle class. She mocked the way they called in their girls for their evening meal: ‘Alisern!’ ‘Rachil!’ Ghastly names, she said without saying. Mispronounced, too. You clipped the vowels. Alisn. Rachl. My mother talked like an announcer on the prewar Home Service. Throughout her life – through all the changes – she remained ineffably snobbish.

But she could be such fun, too. She got humour. The Cambridge Footlights stuff that was the best of the telly in the 1960s made her guffaw. Her favourite was Peter Cook’s miner’s monologue that began, ‘I could have been a judge, but I never ’ad the Latin. I never ’ad the Latin for the judgin’.’

She was on the side of the judges. We seemed to have the Latin. We were in on the joke and we had our own defensive laughter at the outside world. Once, when I was young and we couldn’t go on a coach trip because we had run out of money, she said, gravely, ‘But we can pay our bills.’

‘Ah yes,’ I mocked, ‘I bet we can and I bet we will.’

She loved that.

But when it came to it, she wanted me cut loose from the house, with its sinews of sadness, before any bills, or bailiffs, came. I sometimes wonder if my mother included herself in the list of things from which I should flee. There were times when she acted like those women in war films who throw their babies into the backs of trucks to save them from otherwise certain death. She wanted me gone, for both our sakes. It was a calamitous instinct. It hurt her and me. The baby in the truck doesn’t always get looked after by kindly strangers and the mother left behind doesn’t always get the satisfaction of seeing the child fly away towards freedom. The soldiers came anyway for Mum and me, and half got us both.

Everything I’ve ever learned about being a man I learned from a woman. This is not ideal. My mother was born at a time when middle-class women – outside the Bloomsbury set – were housewives or autodidacts with lifestyles funded by pipe-smoking chaps with jobs in the City. She never managed either. She hankered rather pathetically after men, then hated their guts, then regarded them with contempt before sliding back into longing.

She fucked me up just as Philip Larkin said she would. But she bore out, too, the deeper truth of that often fleetingly quoted poem. She herself was fucked up in her time by ‘fools in old-style hats and coats’. The misery (and joy) she passed to me was distilled from a previous age.

Something else, though, was afoot. Mum often declared, in self-mocking tones that suggested she knew it was silly but wanted it to be true, that the world was my oyster. But I already knew this. I had a feeling about where I belonged that was entirely, mysteriously, out of kilter with where I actually was.

All of this took place at a time of quite mind-boggling cultural and social collapse. We think of our own fractured age as the Olympics of disaster, the very pinnacle of End Times. Nothing, we tend to believe as we fret about social media and climate change and pandemics and populism, could ever match this degree of dislocation of everything, of social decay and political stasis. At least, nothing outside war. Well, it did. The 1970s were still close to a war – you could reach back and touch it – but this era had worked up, by the middle of the decade, a peacetime cataclysm of its own. Things had fallen down. Those things that still stood were flying apart. There was talk of ‘wholesale domestic liquidation’: the collapse of every British company, brought on by just one or two leading firms going to the wall.

At the same time, according to Joe Haines, then press secretary to the prime minister, Harold Wilson, Wilson’s private doctor was suggesting that the prime minister ought to consider murdering his political secretary, Marcia Williams, who may or may not have been blackmailing her boss. Wilson himself was wondering if he might be able to assassinate another world leader, Uganda’s Idi Amin. Ministers who went abroad used to come home with groceries, bags of sugar and flour, in case rationing came back. Jimmy Savile was more than an advertiser of trains. He was in his pomp. On Top of the Pops. Visiting Broadmoor. We were children in a very adult decade.

When I was eleven, I wrote to Woman’s Hour about rape. The letter was read out. I listened in my bedroom, with Mum, to my actual words being spoken by Sue MacGregor. We sat on the bed. It was summer and the thin, metal-framed windows were open. The diesel trains on the London to Bristol line at the bottom of the garden thrashed and fumed. The city of Bath hummed as small cities do on hot summer days – traffic in the distance, birds in our garden. Perhaps there were children playing. In my mind’s eye there is some kind of familiar cacophony but it pauses, suddenly, when Sue MacGregor reads my words, as if a conductor has taken control and raised his baton.

In that moment, everything stood still. Life would restart, but it would be different. It would have shape and purpose. My words, each one weighed and considered and thumped into vivid inky life on Basildon Bond paper rolled into the guts of the huge black hardly portable typewriter Mum had bought me for Christmas. A typewriter on which, if you got excited and banged ‘t’ ‘h’ ‘e’ with too much aplomb, the keys would jam together and have to be unstuck. Sue MacGregor, prim, still an ingénue herself, doing justice to those typed mots justes. Guided by them. Guided by me. Eleven years old, breaking free, starting out.

Her task wasn’t, in truth, very difficult. The letter was punchy. Not all men were rapists, I said, and I would be grateful if this fact could be noted.

That was it. In a previous programme, there had been a discussion about sexual violence during which I’d gained the impression that Sue MacGregor thought all men were at it. Which somehow included me. I had asked for my name to be withheld but supplied it anyway, and the address, 90 Wells Road, Bath, so that the letter could be used: God knows how I was aware that this convention existed.

I certainly wasn’t aware of what rape was, and Mum didn’t want to tell me. I had surmised that it was quite wrong and more common than it should be. It plainly involved men and women and was imposed by the former on the latter. As such it fitted into a picture of society, of life, that Mum was painting but that, even at this young age, I felt I needed to elude.

Too late. In so many respects. Except perhaps one: I knew nothing about rape but I knew, that day, about desire. I knew about one boy’s uncontrollable urges: I wanted to say things and have them read to people. Anything, anyone. I wanted to correct the record. Perhaps to create it. I wanted to catch the attention of people outside the strange little box near the railway line that was my ‘family home’.

That radio, by the way, on which this early triumph had been registered, had come at Christmas. It was not a surprise. It was too weighty a purchase to be frivolously gifted. It had been discussed. My stepfather had been involved, as he had to be in all matters of accounting. Which? magazine had been consulted. And the winner at the end of the discussions was: the ITT Tiny Super. Portable but with proper sound in case I should one day wish to listen to classical music. Tone, Mum called it. The first thing I heard on it, turning the dial to 247 medium wave, Radio 1, was Harry Nilsson.

‘I can’t live if living is without you …’

I sat with tears in my eyes while Mum fiddled with the oven. I knew that one day she would be gone. And, as I’ve said, there was no one else. Except, now, the radio. Radio connects as nothing else does. It leaps over the barriers of loneliness. It scoops you up. It takes you with it. You need do nothing. You don’t have to listen, still less respond. It will be there when you come back again. It will be there when you want it. When you need it. It forgives you your silence, your gaucheness, your absence. When you put it by your ear, it will speak directly to you. That, in the seventies, in no particular order, meant Emperor Rosko, William Hardcastle, Tony Blackburn, Jimmy Young, The Archers, Denis Norden on My Word!.

It was quite a gift.

I suppose I should mention my actual biological father, too. He made an appearance at home via a black-and-white TV – a flatter medium from which nothing good comes – shortly after we bought a guinea pig. Events fade and merge when you’re young. Sorting out their importance comes later. Or perhaps it’s the opposite: perhaps we attribute importance to things in accordance with our adult prejudices about what should and should not be. Perhaps we were right as kids: the guinea pig mattered as much. Anyway, it happened like this. The TV news came on and a lugubrious-looking chap in a light-coloured suit with a deep, plummy voice said something about the balance of payments. ‘That’s your father,’ my mother said, quite unprompted. I don’t think I spoke. I looked at the balance of payments, which seemed to be a concern. The position was worsening for reasons that were even more unclear to me than they were to the wider, collapsing, nation.

I had a red teddy bear – a handmade stuffed thing with black wool strands for hair. Some time after the balance of payments evening I named it Peter. But we were very grown-up about the real Peter Woods. We hardly mentioned him again.

As I said, nobody will be blamed here except, perhaps, me, for not asking the questions that demand answers decades later. But we live in an age that has fooled itself into thinking the answers are obvious if only the nitwits in charge, or on Twitter, or in universities or newspapers, could get their acts together and think things through properly.

The 1970s were properly complicated. Perhaps there are lessons for us all in the rear-view mirror.

And that’s not the point anyway. The opposite, in fact: this is a small account of survival, of coming of age and saying goodbye to bad times, not of finger-pointing in the modern way. There was a crash in the end. But I survived. Before that there was a lot of swerving. The swerving was everything.
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Don’t Say What, Say Pardon

We are in my mother and stepfather’s bedroom in a cul-de-sac called The Beeches on the outskirts of the city of Bath. It is the late 1960s. Mum and Charles still slept together, or at least in the same room. They are going out for the evening. He’s already downstairs checking arrangements. She’s dressing. I am lying on the floor, playing with toy cars and with her shoes that have been scattered around the bed.

‘They’re boats,’ I say. ‘Look at the boats!’ In my game the shoes are sailing across the brightly coloured carpet, each puce or magenta clutch of manmade fibre a glistening wave.

But she has been applying hairspray and is distracted.

‘Boats!’ she exclaims in mock horror that actually isn’t mock at all. ‘No! You mean boots. Don’t say boats. Say “boots”! Boats is …’ A slight pause. ‘Horrible.’

‘But I meant to say boats. I mean the boots are boats. Boats on the sea.’

We fall about. She hugs me. It’s the funniest thing that has ever happened in The Beeches. Tensions that cannot be guessed at by a boy are released. I remember it as a moment of giddy gaiety. A disaster – a mispronunciation disaster, a class disaster – had been narrowly averted. The misunderstanding was a perfectly formed comedy sketch. It needed timing and execution. It had a shape and a final triumphant climax. It had pathos. It had two players and needed no more. The audience, the two players, appreciated it exquisitely, viscerally.

But beneath the waters so much stirred that wasn’t really funny at all. My mother’s prejudices were more than skin deep. A dislike of slack-jawed people who said ‘boats’ when they meant ‘boots’ was the very tip of an iceberg fathomless and solid enough to sink a thousand ships. I sailed my whole life in its wake. My mother lived on the ice.

This was a vivacious and loving woman, a person who smiled and laughed easily; in later life a person who thought deeply about ethics, who spoke Spanish, wrote letters to prisoners of conscience for Amnesty International, who loved the poetry of William Carlos Williams, who admired modern art. And yet a woman who saw the entire world through the prism of social class. Really: the whole world. All of Creation. You had to be there.

We misunderstand snobbism, those of us who have survived and lived into modernity. We imagine it to be, in postwar England, an elephant in the room whose presence gradually faded as the 1960s got underway and Michael Caine prospered and satire blossomed; the whole experience a uniformly felt reduction in class tension as working-class heroes became something to be.

But no: bugger Michael Caine, as Mum might have said (words with shock value were unbanned), because for Mum, the attitudes that powered her early life remained with her into the gloom and collapse, the flared trousers and glam rock, the miners’ strike, decimalization, Monty Python: all of the social whirlpool of the seventies took place in the lee of class. It was not going anywhere. It was not an elephant in the room: it was the whole room. From light fittings to couch. The couch that could not be called the couch. Or even the sofa. In our home it was the ‘divan’ with a slight accent on the ‘aan’ bit. We mapped out the world, re-envisioning, re-christening, re-imagining it through a lens into which other, lesser people could not gaze. Nothing could alter it. Education wouldn’t help. Good character was irrelevant. As was bad. Money could come and go and not a jot of status would change.

My mother lived in a world of caste. She was at the top because she said she was born there. There was nothing genteel about her snobbery, no chink in her armour. Not for her the tentative and pleading holding out of the little finger from the grasp of a teacup. No twitch of the curtains that suggested anything approaching self-doubt or any kind of nervousness at all. This was not a Hyacinth Bucket lifestyle. When it came to right and wrong, socially, there was no nagging doubt, no hesitation: she was right and you were likely to be wrong. When the Queen opened up Buckingham Palace to the cameras, Mum thought it common.

‘Don’t say what, say pardon’ was a catchphrase relished in our house, a ready drawbridge to be hauled up when the moment dictated that the outside world should be put in its place and our own intense bond strengthened. This injunction had been heard in the mouths of our despised neighbours, the Burgesses, the parents of my playmates Alison and Rachel. By now we had downsized from The Beeches and bought a home closer to the city though still very much on the wrong side of the Bath tracks. There were three little houses together: ours was one of the end ones. In the middle were the Burgesses. They were normal, decent, striving folk. She was a nervy, birdlike housewife and he did the accounts for a company in Chippenham, which required a daily short train journey and would lead to a respectable final salary pension. He took sandwiches to work. This was not quite the era of bank clerks but still there was a cadre of white-collar workers who were not really properly white-collar, not running anything but not getting their hands dirty, either. I think he was called Bob. On Saturdays he played rugby.

Their sin, the Burgesses, was their indeterminate, perhaps advancing, status. They were not properly working class. In fact, they seemed to think they were better – in my mother’s unyielding estimation – than they actually were. The words ‘lower-middle class’ reverberated around our home whenever the Burgesses stuck their neat little heads out of their tightly fitting front door.

And when, across the mean, wiry little fence that separated our back gardens, that disastrous utterance
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