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  Introduction


  On a cold winters evening in February 1976, 20 million Britons turned on their television sets to watch the ice skating. It didnt matter that most of them, myself
  included, knew nothing about the sport. All of us were in the grip of something mystical, something transcendental, something far beyond the delirium of a Briton in pole position for Olympic glory.
  On paper, it made no sense. With its salchows and spins, its loops and lutzes, figure skating spoke an alien language. But this man; this beautiful man. He made absolute sense, and all of us
   from Bridlington to Bournemouth  were glued. John Curry. That was his name. At times, he had seemed like an alien, too.


  He had won, of course. In 50 glorious days he had won everything. The European, the Olympic, and World titles were all his. Even to mere mortals, able only to shuffle in their shoes, it was
  clear that we had all witnessed some kind of sporting epiphany. Curry had not been merely on the ice. He had been of the ice, his energy seemingly drawn from deep within the earth. Where
  muscled men normally preened like mating cocks, Curry had flown and swooped, his back peerlessly arched, the pencil-thin blade of his skates slicing a soundless masterpiece into the ice.


  In that brief moment, through the restrained mastery of Currys triumph, sport had, for a moment, stood high above itself. All of us, in our ignorance, had felt the plates shift. Out of
  the intricate absurdities of rules and competition and Cold War politics, this permed Adonis had created something life-affirming. Driven by John Currys feet, sport had transfigured itself
  into art. Masculinity, for its own sake, had been trounced by beauty. And therein lay another reason why so many millions had watched, and why Curry intrigued every one of them.


  For decades, sportsmen had worn their testosterone like a badge of honour. Currys skating was mesmeric and sensual  erotic, too  but stereotypically
  masculine? No. Women adored him. And men, or lots of them, bereft of anything better, resorted to the lexicon of the barracks. Curry skated like a gay  like a woman  they whispered,
  and in the hours which followed his Olympic gold, his secret had bled out; inadvisably shared with a reporter who had promptly passed on his scoop to the world.


  In mid-1970s Britain, few people openly admitted to being gay and celebrity disclosure was virtually unknown. After the Olympics, Curry would have been famous anyway. In the light of his
  coming out, however, the skaters overnight fame acquired a sinister edge. Suddenly, everyone wanted a piece of him. Chat shows, newspapers, magazines, advertisers, impresarios
  and even would-be wives beat a path to his door. Parkinson wanted him. The Queen wanted him. The BBC Sports Personality of the Year wanted him. In 1976, few faces were better known and, to all who
  wooed him, Curry was charming, polite, well-spoken and happy to flesh out the bones of his life story so far.


  Born into a prosperous self-made West Midlands family, he had wanted to be a dancer from the age of seven. Unable to secure his fathers blessing for ballet lessons, hed turned to
  skating to find release for his musically expressive urges. To reach the pinnacle of figure skating hed fought the sports resistance to his style for 20 years. Now he was there, and
  his intention was to create a theatre of skating; a glorious new art form that would conquer the world. At which point  for most of the millions who had watched him weeping on
  a podium in Innsbruck  Currys story abruptly ends. Ask around today, and no one seems sure what happened to him. Is he alive? Is he dead? Wasnt he the fairy who
  won the skating?


  The reality  as I have spent over two years finding out  is one of the most moving lives of any post-war British public figure. From his fathers suicide to Currys
  AIDS-related death  at the age of 44 in 1994  it is a story parenthesised by tragedy but filled out with courage and achievement at the highest level. True to his promise, Curry
  played at the Royal Albert Hall, the New York Metropolitan Opera House, the London Palladium and the John F. Kennedy Center in Washington, DC. Wherever he performed, his bold, new work was
  fted. In Manhattan, where he lived for many years, he could do no wrong. In Britain, where homophobia had blighted his early years, he was cruelly forgotten.


  For a biographer, Currys performing life was relatively easy to unravel. Curry the man, on the other hand, was (and to some extent remains) a much harder proposition. How do you
  write a book about a black hole? pondered one of his friends. It was a good question. From an early age, the skater had been predisposed towards secrecy. Little he saw in his life gave him
  reason to amend that stance. As a teenager, he knew that his homosexuality might have led him to prison. As an AIDS victim, he was consumed by fear, shame and self-loathing. Along the 25-year
  journey between those two points, Curry rarely shifted from obsessively private.


  Out on the ice, Curry was never short of miraculous. Away from it, he was possessed by such morbid darkness it robbed him of joy. Despite a string of lovers he usually failed to establish
  lasting relationships and lived mostly alone. His sexual tastes were violent, and his moods could swerve dangerously from near-suicidal to diva-like bullying. Nothing he did seemed to please him.
  No pleasure ever seemed to last. He mercilessly sacked coaches, producers, managers and skaters with selfish abandon. And yet he could bring tears to the eyes of anyone who watched him skate. To
  say he was conflicted is an understatement. To describe him as a black hole is not far short of the mark.


  Thankfully, a number of small miracles have helped me throw light into that darkness. From two sources, around 200 of Currys letters have informed this long process; some to his first
  lover, Heinz Wirz, the rest to the remarkable woman in New York who adopted him. To read them is to hear Currys true voice. At times, cruel. At times, wildly funny and sexually
  explicit. At times, bursting with expectation. In many of them, no details are spared  especially to Wirz. In almost all of them, you can hear the pleading voice of a lonely child, wrestling
  with the torment of his genius and hungry for approval. In one of the letters there sits a forlorn lock of his hair. Even the countless addresses are revealing. Peripatetic, rootless, constantly on
  the move, Curry never stayed anywhere long and the inside pages of his three battered passports are a blizzard of red ink.


  Alongside the correspondence I have also drawn on conversations with around a hundred people who knew him well  or thought they did. Skaters, musicians, lovers, actors, ice engineers,
  directors, producers, coaches, childhood friends, adult friends and close family. Each was familiar with one side of him. Very few got the whole picture. And many of his male
  friends are already dead.


  Currys story is not just a life. From his first clandestine gropings, through the release of liberation to the curse of AIDS, his 44 years trace a heartbreaking path that
  was followed by an entire generation of men. More Americans died of AIDS, it is said, than fell in Vietnam. In the blighted company of John Curry that nightmare passage takes human flesh. In New
  York, one by one, his friends and ex-lovers were consumed. As solitude crowded in, he fled home where, in the final years of his life, he allowed the world to see what disease had done to his
  magnificent body.


  Today, those photographs are still shocking but they were not entirely altruistic. Curry had never pursued material wealth, was never rich and left just 6,000 when he died. Long before
  that, he had tried acting to redirect his career. Panto in Liverpool. Shakespeare in Nottingham. Musicals on Broadway. None of it filled his bank account. None of it remotely compared with the
  nascent ice ballet he had walked away from, crushed and disillusioned by power politics and commercialism. By 1992, exploiting his own decline was all he had left, and if it helped his mother he
  would do it.


  Soon after that February night in 1976, after Alan Weeks had exploded with patriotic delight, most of us quickly forgot about John Curry. That was the way he wanted it. He didnt crave
  celebrity. He didnt want to be Torvill and Dean. Hopefully, Alone will finally show people what a remarkable figure he was. Tortured, brilliant, pioneering and brave, he was both
  intriguing as a man and extraordinary as an artist. In the opinion of one of his closest companions: His death was a tragedy. But his life was not. His life was never a tragedy. Now
  you decide.


  Bill Jones


  


  Prologue


  There is absolute blackness; there is cold; there is the smell of the ice. Deep within the inky gloom, someone coughs. There are people in there, furiously concentrating on an
  empty smear of light. Suddenly, within it, a figure appears. His shoulders are hunched, and his hands are pushed deep into his pockets. Clad in white, he seems illuminated from within  a
  dazzling statue  until a solitary piano stirs him into life.


  Now there is a new sound: a metallic rasp; cold steel on colder ice. Frozen dust sparks from his heels. Friction and weight, not muscle, yield movement and direction. No other impulse is
  required. Invisible strings pull him forwards, then backwards. The mans power, like the light, seems to come from some deep, brooding well. Shapes flow and his body unfurls. He pleads and he
  beckons. Nothing is forced and everything has a purpose. He is telling us a story; his story: I am a man trapped in a strange place; a lost and lonely man. I am a man on the moon.


  As the music builds, so does his urgency. Gesturing skywards, his arms plead for rescue. None comes. Every night he beckons to the mute stars until tears stain his face. No one is coughing now.
  Thousands are frozen in reverential silence. Lost within the darkness, even stagehands and fellow skaters stand transfixed in the wings; just as they always do. No one has ever seen anything like
  it. Sometimes it is so intense, so raw, they turn away. Many of them are crying.


  Out on the ice, as the moon leaves the sun, the chill has returned. Darkness has fallen. In the fading light, not even the thunderous applause can liberate the lunar castaway. Tomorrow night, he
  will try again. And the night after that. But he will never escape. He is trapped in his own solitary miracle. He is alone.


  


  One


  I am a dancer


  John Curry had always travelled light. He never owned a house. He never possessed a car. His luggage would always be a single case, two at worst. Even before his death, the
  very few things he owned had been sold, abandoned, lost or simply given away. To close friends had gone the prized skating boots hed once boiled to soften the leather. To an auction house,
  his medals and the picture from Andy Warhol. To others, the meticulous needlepoint artwork hed crafted as his life ebbed away under the watery skies of a Warwickshire spring.


  After his death, he left virtually no money and precious little else. His clothes were dispatched to a charity shop, and what remained was stored in a handful of cardboard boxes, taped and
  secreted in his mothers loft. Inside them was the knotted residue of his days. Unopened letters. Thick bundles of telegrams. Piles of faded newspaper cuttings. And amidst the dog-eared
  detritus, the real clues; the precious handholds on the intriguing black hole of his life.


  A tarnished silver trophy (1958  John Curry  3rd ); his National Insurance card; three battered passports; a telegram from Elton John; carefully kept air mail from a
  woman in New York; a photograph of Lord Mountbatten and another of a well-known BBC reporter, ruggedly handsome in battle fatigues. Plastic folders stuffed with photographs and coded memories.
  Unsigned Valentines cards; a photograph of a man holding a riding crop; Curry in bathing trunks on a Long Island beach; doodles and drawings and the fitting details for a bikers black
  leather jacket.


  Taken individually, the random content of the boxes is revealing. What is missing from them, however, is even more so. No love letters. No childhood souvenirs. No school reports. No family
  snaps. Not until he is 16  posing nervously on a first trip to London  does Curry himself appear in a photograph. Upend them, and apart from a few images of his
  mother there is little evidence of his family, and not a trace of his father.


  It is as if his life had started only long after his childhood ended; which, in one sense, is precisely what he always felt had happened.


  [image: ]


  For a man so indifferent to material trappings, John Anthony Currys childhood had been awash with them. Not for him the irritating shortfalls of post-war Britain. When he
  was born on 9 September 1949, petrol and soap were still being rationed, but the fortunes of the Curry household appeared to be rising fast. The family home was an imposing Edwardian villa on the
  southern edge of Birmingham in the black heart of the Midlands. Outside in its rambling gardens, apples grew fat on the trees and John played around them, a melodious infant born with a skip in his
  step. Indoors, his mother baked cakes. Somewhere out on the road his father wheeler-dealed, worried and drank.


  In time, the future Olympic champion would share many things with Joseph Henry Curry. Both would die young; both were afflicted by darkly suicidal thoughts; and both had a compulsion for
  secrecy. Unlike his father, however, John would rarely drink. He had seen what it could do in his childhood house of secrets. He had watched the sad nightmare building to the bleak tragedy of his
  fathers death. He had wondered about the other curious voids in his fathers story, too. Josephs war record had earned him a Military Medal, and yet no one seemed entirely sure
  why. Nor, for obvious reasons, was his familys business ever a matter for open discussion. Since as far back as anyone could remember, the Curry dynasty had traded in guns, and  as a
  steadfast dynastic aside  the first-born Curry men had all been given the same first name.


  Johns father had been born in 1915 and christened Joseph just like his own father and grandfather before him. And, just like them, hed been groomed for a working life in the murky
  world of small arms and munitions. For a young man living in Birmingham between two world wars, it was neither a bad nor a strange place to be.


  Ever since the English Civil War, the citys gun-makers had flourished. For centuries, the redbrick gun quarter, around Steelhouse Lane and Shadwell
  Street, had grown plump on mans inability to keep the peace. It was rifles from Birmingham that had won the Battle of Waterloo. It was pistols from Steelhouse Lane  where the Curry
  family had their workshop  that had echoed across the bloodied fields of the Crimea and the American Civil War. Even the citys most famous motorcycle, the BSA, had its roots in the
  gun trade. In the mid-nineteenth century, trading as the Birmingham Small Arms Company, BSA had even supplied 20,000 rifles to the Turkish infantry.


  Whoever they were bad for, guns had been good for the Currys. In the only photograph of her husband which Johns mother ever kept, prosperity oozes from every corner of the frame. To the
  right sits Johns great-grandfather Joseph, eyes asparkle above a thick handlebar moustache and goatee beard. To the left, Johns balding grandfather smiles kindly behind frameless
  spectacles, and at the rear stands the youngest Joseph  Johns father  dark-eyed, high-browed, his lips slightly apart as if uncertain how, or when, to form a smile for the
  camera. The picture is a study in self-made urban respectability. Each man is immaculately tailored and a patterned silk handkerchief peeps ostentatiously from each jacket pocket. But the world of
  arms was a secret and insalubrious one  and, however great the rewards, John Currys father wanted no part in it.


  By the time the three Josephs posed for their family photograph, Joseph Curry junior had gone his own way. Although stuck with the family forename, he opted not to follow his forebears into the
  family business. Today, no one seems entirely sure why. Quite possibly, Joseph had seen a collapse coming and opted to venture out alone. By the mid-1930s, despite the twentieth centurys
  periodic infatuation with mass slaughter, Birminghams gun-makers had gone into steep decline. The price of their craftsmanship was too high, and the cost of mass-produced American
  alternatives had become attractively low. But there were other, more persuasive, reasons.


  As an ice skater  and an artist  John Curry would never be content to let prevailing norms dictate his choices. He was also wildly inventive and utterly unafraid of risk. As Europe
  drifted towards yet another war, these self-same qualities now began to surface in Johns father. Over one million people lived in Birmingham; its workforce was highly skilled and the city
  was awash with engineering brilliance. Businesses bloomed overnight and every one of them had accounts to do. Sooner or later, Joseph Curry, now promoting himself as the
  purveyor of high-quality accounting machines, would find his way to their gates. No more inky ledgers. No more columns of calculations and crossings out. By simply acquiring one of Mr Currys
  calculators, hours of tedium could be liberated.


  It was a stroke of entrepreneurial cunning, but bigger forces would soon twist Joseph Currys life in quite different directions. When war broke out in 1939, he joined the Royal Army
  Ordnance Corps, that section of the army devoted to the supply and maintenance of weaponry and ammunition. It was a perfect fit, promised a quiet war and his entry report described a
  reliable, hardworking, ambitious and well-spoken man who scored ninety-nine out of a hundred for his verbal skills. But Josephs war  as a storeman  was set to be
  a desperate and unhappy one. When he resurfaced sometime in early 1944, he was nursing the invisible scars of experiences that had changed him for ever; and of which he would never properly speak
  before he died.
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  There were gaps in Rita Richards story, too, but for very different reasons. In her life she would have four surnames, but only two husbands. And while Josephs
  experiences ultimately steered him towards alcohol, his future wife always wrapped her own inside a toughly unsentimental pragmatism that required the past to be kept firmly in its place. I
  dont believe in keeping the past. Not any of it, she says. It was a credo well evidenced by her sons cardboard boxes.


  It was no accident, in later years, that Rita retained just a single picture of Johns father. Nor was it a form of rearguard punishment for the darkness his disease had inflicted on his
  family. She would keep none of Johns letters, school reports or early photographs, either. Nor those of her other two sons. Even if John had wanted them, Rita had already thrown them all
  away. She makes no sentimental investment in items, says Johns brother Andrew. She lives in the now. There are worse ways of compensating for dislocation and
  abandonment.


  Rita had been born in Worcester shortly after Christmas 1913. Ten days later, her mother was dead. Shortly after that, her father decided that he was unsuited to child
  rearing, and passed the infant Rita on to the family of his wifes brother. She would have no further contact with her father. Having been born a Richards, she now  informally 
  took the name Pritchard. She also turned her back on the family she had once, albeit briefly, been part of. I had several sisters, I think, who I didnt know, she says. I
  dont know why. Not interested really.


  Home now was in the Yardley district on the eastern fringes of Birmingham. Uncle Jack Pritchard worked in the stables of a thriving undertaker. His wife Virginia  or Ginnie  looked
  after Rita. The couple had no other children, and, although not rich, Rita remembers growing up without ever going short. They could never throw their money around, she
  remembers. But there was only me.


  By the time the Second World War broke out, Rita had matured into an impulsive, single-minded woman with a ready laugh and a refined sense of fun. In later years this evolved into a compulsion
  for fine cars, which she would drive very quickly. While she was working behind the counter at a Birmingham drapers, these were luxuries she couldnt yet contemplate. But Ritas
  grey-blue eyes and short-cut brown hair drew the gaze of those men whose minds were not distracted by Hitlers troop movements. And in 1939  just as the world was plunged into darkness
   she suddenly found herself with a husband, Neville James Hancock. Four years later, however, she was divorced and single again.


  They had met while they were both working at the Rover car factory in Solihull. Much more than that she would never really say. Living in the present made the task of interring the past that
  much easier. I dont talk about it. It was my fault. I made a mistake and thought it better to finish. Only those who needed to know would be let in on her
  mistake, and in any event, Rita would not be alone for long.


  On 11 August 1945, three months after VE Day, she was married for the second time. On the wedding certificate she was named as Rita Agnes Hancock, formerly Richards. Her husbands name was
  given as Joseph Henry Curry, a dealer in accounting machines, son of Joseph Henry Curry, gun maker. Rita had her fourth surname, and Joseph was home from the war.


  Just as she could be economical with her disclosures, so now would be her new 30-year-old husband. Joseph had left the army as a corporal with a Military Medal, awarded to
  servicemen below officer rank who had demonstrated acts of gallantry and devotion to duty under fire. For a man who had never held, let alone fired a weapon, it was a curious accolade
  which, according to the citation, had been gazetted in February 1944. Beyond that there was no official account and Josephs reluctant, unofficial version was hampered by his
  own reticence.


  According to army records, Joseph had been taken prisoner near St Omer in the first hours of the British Armys shambolic flight to Dunkirk in May 1940. For the next three-and-a-half years
  he was incarcerated at Stalag XXA, a vast POW camp in central Poland housing up to 20,000 emaciated squaddies in and around a cluster of nineteenth-century forts. When the war was over, some 14,000
  soldiers would be left behind, buried in the camps makeshift graveyards. Only a handful ever successfully escaped. John Currys father had been one of them.


  As the war intensified, so did Josephs determination to get home. He joined an escape committee. He plotted. He watched. And in late October 1943, desperate to avoid a fourth winter of
  captivity, Joseph somehow broke free and made his way to Polands Baltic coast. There he boarded a coal ship, concealed himself in its hold and kept his nerve until it entered the neutral
  waters of Sweden. His reward was a medal he chose never to celebrate, and a face temporarily blackened by coal dust.


  Joseph was back in Birmingham, but his years living on boiled cabbage and potatoes in a German POW camp had ravaged him. Pencil-thin, and prone to terrifying night sweats, he was diagnosed by
  the army as having lymphadenitis and released back into civilian life. No one seemed entirely sure what was wrong with him but Josephs symptoms were real enough. More likely he was
  displaying the incipient tuberculosis that would strike him down ten years later. He may also have started to drink.


  Either way, he was free and back in a city where there was money to be made, and girls to help him spend it. In the accounts department at Swallow Raincoats, on Great Hampton Street, hed
  spotted one: Rita Hancock; petite, shiny brown hair, with a hint of devil about her. Hed sold the company one of his adding machines and taught her how to operate it.
  Theyd grown close. He came across as a thoughtful man in lots of ways. Quite a caring man. Or he appeared to be, remembers Rita.


  It was a time for mistakes and impulsive decisions. In Berlin, the Third Reich was in ruins. In Birmingham, Joseph and Rita were in the throes of a highly charged post-war love affair. Although
  they barely knew each other, the couple convened one August Saturday and were married without fanfare at the citys Register Office in Broad Street. There had been no question of a grand
  church ceremony. Josephs family were Roman Catholic and Ritas first marriage would have had to be annulled. I suppose I was the scarlet woman, chuckles Rita. The
  following March she gave birth to her first son.


  According to family tradition, the naming of this latest Curry male should have been simple. In living memory, Joseph had always begat Joseph and Ritas husband saw no reason why that
  should change. Rita, however, was having none of it. Although she had warmed to her new father-in-law  a nice little neat man  she was not about to be dictated to by
  strangers, especially not strangers with domestic tribulations of their own. Ritas nice little neat father-in-law was living with a younger woman and her husbands
  mother, thought Rita, was a horrible, horrible lady. No, she would not swallow a word of Curry cant over the naming of her firstborn. Yes, he could be called Joseph. But his first
  name would be Michael.


  As a concession, Rita would allow the infant Michael Joseph Curry to be christened at a Roman Catholic church, but her victory came at a worrying cost. For a couple of months afterwards
  he [Ritas husband] wouldnt speak to me, she reveals. Barely a year after their wedding, an icy fog had blown across their relationship, which in due course would become a
  semi-permanent storm. For the time being there were abundant distractions. Josephs industriousness was seeing him make headway and by 1948 they had a second son. No arguments this time.
  Michaels younger brother was called Andrew. And his middle name was Paul. Not Joseph.
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  Although not directly, the Luftwaffe had been gunning for the Curry family. Between 1940 and 1943, over 2,000 tons of high explosive had been dumped on
  the city. Some 300 factories had been destroyed, among them the premises of BSA, the Birmingham Small Arms company. It was yet another reason for Ritas husband to stay well clear of the
  fading family business. As a child, Andrew would remember seeing a pile of handguns in his grandfathers workshops on Steelhouse Lane, with labels suggesting they were destined for the Middle
  East. New languages. New quarrels. New clients. Joseph was having none of it.


  No longer content with merely selling accounting machines, hed borrowed money and set up a factory to make them himself. Soon Joseph Curry Limited, at Hay Mills, on Arthur Road, would be
  employing a 30-strong workforce of its own, from skilled lathe operators to sales teams and secretaries. Whatever illness was eating away at him, Ritas husband seemed stimulated by risk. It
  would be a trait he passed on to his son John. But Joseph was also a grafter and a formidable networker, and the fledgling business swiftly made progress. Clients included Singer Sewing Machines
  and National Cash Registers, and the expanding Curry clan began to enjoy the rewards in a fast-ascending lifestyle.


  By the late 1940s they were living in a rented house on Moorpark Road in Northfield, a looping crescent of pre-war mock-Tudor semis, boasting stained-glass rural motifs and leaded windows. For
  their time, the houses oozed suburban distinction. These were residences for the new men of post-war Britain; homes for the young professionals and budding entrepreneurs putting bomb sites like
  Birmingham back on its feet. There was a garden front and back for the two boys, and, across the road, a thick barrier of woodland held the city at bay.


  By early 1949, Rita and Joseph were ready to move on. Northfield would soon be neither big enough  nor grand enough  for their requirements. On 9 September that year  in the
  brightly named Sorrento Maternity Hospital  the couple welcomed a third child into the family. At 8lb 12oz, this one would be the heaviest Rita bore, and he too would be spared the
  traditional forename. Alongside Michael and Andrew, they now had John Anthony. As a further concession to Ritas influence, he was even christened in an Anglican church. Three sons and an
  enormous new house. The 1950s had arrived and so, it seemed, had the Curry family.


  Decades later John would insist that he was a working-class boy from an ordinary home. He was nothing of the kind. Working-class children didnt go to fee-paying schools and
  the familys new address  Johns home for the next 16 years  was anything but ordinary. Bristling with Edwardian self-importance, No. 946 Warwick Road, Acocks Green
   on the traffic-heavy southern fringes of Birmingham  was Joseph Currys ambition realised in three dimensions.


  From cellar to attic, everything about it was grand. A large garden  with brick sheds and a swing for the children  stretched out to the side and rear. Visitors ascended two broad
  stone steps, rang the bell and entered a dark wood-panelled hall into which multi-coloured light fell through leaded glass panels. Leading off from the hall were a kitchen, drawing room, dining
  room and living room. Stairs rising out of the hall led to two upper floors, six bedrooms and the furniture-stuffed attic beyond. The ambience was comfortable rather than cosy; one in which
  austerity and affluence seemed suitably commingled.


  Within a year or two of their arrival at No. 946  now an old peoples home  the lives of the five-strong Curry family had settled into a pattern, albeit one with ominous
  hints of what was to come. Rita didnt work, and stayed at home with the children. Joseph, on the other hand, worked extraordinarily hard, was insatiably hands on and often
  returned late in a mood of bubbling truculence that wasnt easy for his children to understand.


  To help run the place, a gardener and a cleaner would pop in every week, and an au pair was employed to look after the three boys. One of them, Jane Eenhorn, a 21-year-old Dutch girl, had been
  looking to improve her English when she first came to Warwick Road in the summer of 1953. Michael had a room of his own. Andrew and John were sharing a bedroom. There was a family boxer dog, too,
  called Ricky, which adored John and which growled proprietorially whenever anyone went near his friend. That September, shortly after his fourth birthday  at which Ricky had eaten
  Johns birthday cake  Jane had even escorted Ritas youngest to his first day at school. She remembered a little boy with a big satchel. I liked him very, very, very
  much, she says, He was very sweet, very intelligent and friendly.


  Everywhere she looked Jane saw the material fruits of Josephs success. The year she arrived, a first television set had been installed, and the family clustered
  around it to enjoy the Queens Coronation. Out on the drive was the latest in a long sequence of ostentatious motor cars. Determined to uphold her independence, Rita had taken driving
  lessons, which her husband confidently expected to end in disappointment. On the day of her test hed even bought her flowers as consolation for the failure he felt sure would come. But Rita
  had passed, and  very reluctantly  would stop driving only at the age of 97, when the insurance company discovered shed been telling them she was 12 years younger than she
  actually was.


  It was the end of a lifetime of near misses. On one occasion, in a beloved red Hillman Minx, Rita had parked outside a newsagents while she popped in with her sons to buy some sweets.
  While they were inside, the Hillman was written off by a passing vehicle. From that day on, Rita never got into a red car again. Another time, shed borrowed her husbands Alvis and
  crumped it against their right-hand gatepost. A week or so later shed repeated the trick, this time against the left-hand gatepost. Never mind, the garage told Joseph, weve still got
  some paint left from the last time.


  All through her life, Ritas driving  and her love of Jaguars  had the power to terrify her children. After one skating event in London, over a hundred miles away,
  shed driven an ashen-faced John back to Acocks Green in around 80 minutes. There wasnt so much traffic on the road then, she chuckles. Thats true,
  says Andrew. But there werent any motorways either. Thirty years later, when John was dying, and required regular specialist treatment, the same helter-skelter journey to
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