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Preface

‘I got the wrong script, the wrong director, the wrong cast. Where did it go right?’

Zero Mostel in The Producers

For two years, beginning in 1958, I was the drama critic for the New Statesman. God knows why. My qualifications for the job were the same as Max Beerbohm’s – I knew almost nothing about the theatre and didn’t much like it – but, unlike Beerbohm, I had no talent for the work. It was a dreadful time. My first marriage was on its last legs, I was chronically depressed and my state of mind wasn’t improved by having to trek into the West End at least four times a week and sit through plays with titles like The Amorous Prawn. There were occasional, miraculous consolations – Olivier’s Coriolanus, Paul Robeson’s Othello – but the best of them all was a production of Ulysses in Nighttown, starring Zero Mostel as Bloom. When I wrote a rave review of the play, a mutual friend gave me Zero’s telephone number and said, ‘Call him up. He’s a lovely guy and he doesn’t know a soul in London. I think you’ll like each other.’

Zero was as unlike the pinched life I was then leading as it was possible to conceive. He was a huge presence in every sense. ‘Success didn’t go to my head,’ he once said. ‘It went to my waistline.’ He had a great wobbling overripe body but he moved like a cat; his eyes rolled and swivelled like pinballs; his face seemed to be made of some high-tech material that he could manipulate into any shape he wanted; he sang; he danced; he bellowed like a bull and cooed like a dove; he imitated wallpaper; he turned himself into a coffee percolator. Once, in a pub off Jermyn Street, he stuck his hand in Joan Littlewood’s face and said, ‘Blow me up’; so she blew on his thumb and he became a balloon, floating around the bar, seemingly untethered from gravity. He was funnier off-stage than on, as though his mission in life were to make everyone laugh. His wife Kate was tough and glamorous – she had been one of the high-kicking Rockettes when they met – and she kept him in line with side-of-the-mouth, New Yorker wisecracks. They sometimes gave each other a hard time – he was demanding, she was asthmatic – but that didn’t seem to matter. They were affectionate and easy-going, they made each other laugh, they enjoyed whatever it was that made them different and were devoted to the good times they had together.

Zero and I were close friends for two decades. When I first met him, he seemed to represent everything that was lacking in my life. He was a galleon in full sail, laden with pleasure, I was a castaway, clinging to the wreckage. Being exposed to all that appetite and energy and hilarity made me realize that there was a world elsewhere. By the time of his sudden death, in 1977, I had learned from his example and my own life had become – in a lower key – as rewarding and enjoyable as his. That is the story in this book: gloom and doom turning into pleasure.

I have written about some of the things that have happened to me in other books, in particular two episodes that were important to me: a description of working my passage on an ancient steam drifter and a night out on a rock face when it seemed likely that my companion and I would freeze to death. Since both the books in which those stories first appeared are no longer in print, I have repeated them here. Two other crucial episodes are only briefly mentioned: my first marriage, which I described at length in Life After Marriage, and the suicide attempt that ended it, which is recorded in The Savage God.

I owe special thanks to Richard Cohen and Barbara Neil, who read the manuscript with scrupulous care and made innumerable subtle suggestions for improving it. My wife Anne, as always, has read and reread it from the start, kept me going and, in every way, made both the book and its happy ending possible.


Part One 


1

Provenance

In 1938 my elder sister Anne came home from finishing school in Switzerland, very upset by what was happening just across the border in Germany. One afternoon she persuaded my father to tune in to a short-wave broadcast of one of Hitler’s Nuremberg rallies. The only short-wave radio was in my father’s gramophone, a state-of-the-art, polished-walnut monster as big as a modern washing machine, but with a loudspeaker behind a fretwork grille instead of a plastic window. Only my father, who loved music and played records late into the night, was allowed to touch it.

My parents knew nothing about world politics but they were proud of their daughter’s newly acquired sophistication, so my sister Sally and I were summoned down from the nursery to listen in – not for our political education but to admire Anne’s skills as a linguist. We sat in front of the big radiogram, listening to the Führer’s crackly voice rising and falling through the static, while Anne stood beside it and translated, like a teacher in front of a class. I was only eight years old, but even I registered that the news was grim.

Every so often Hitler’s ravings were punctuated by a great roar from the crowd: ’Sieg Heil! Seig Heil! Sieg Heil!’

Finally my mother spoke: ‘I don’t like it much myself, but it’s delicious the way Minnie does it,’ she said.

‘Minnie?’ said my father.

‘Minnie the cook. Who else?’ my mother answered loftily. ‘She parboils it, then finishes it off with minced onion and butter.’

‘What in God’s name are you talking about?’ my father asked.

‘Seakale,’ said my mother. ‘Of course, it’s not in season at the moment.’

Apart from her genius for translating everything into food, Katie Alvarez was an innocent, scatty woman, too bogged down in her own misery to have much interest in the world outside. But this was in 1938, the year Neville Chamberlain sold the Czechs down the river at Munich and the Germans marched into Austria, and what baffles me is that this conversation didn’t take place in some hick town in the great American heartland where no one had heard of Europe; it took place in the London borough of Hampstead, and Hampstead was full of German refugees.

Like my mother, I was born in Bloomsbury, but my parents had moved a couple of miles north to Hampstead when I was a few months old, not just because it is one of the prettiest of the inner suburbs, with the Heath on one side and Primrose Hill on the other, but also because it was full of their kind of Jews – comfortably off and thoroughly Anglicized. Three or four years later Hampstead was flooded with German Jews fleeing from Hitler. Many of them were professional people – professors, lawyers, doctors, psychoanalysts, including Sigmund Freud himself – and because my parents were good-hearted, they felt sorry for their dignified, confused new neighbours who had been uprooted from their nice lives and forced to start again in a country they didn’t know or much like. But feeling sorry for them didn’t mean they welcomed this alien intrusion into their own delicately balanced lives. And it certainly didn’t mean they recognized that what had happened to the refugees might also happen to them.

My mother did not read newspapers – she didn’t read anything – but my father slogged through the Daily Telegraph every day, so he must have known about the Nazis. Yet what he read didn’t properly seem to concern his life. It was something happening off there in Germany, hundreds of miles away, and it never crossed his mind that we, too, would be in deep trouble if war broke out and the Germans invaded Britain. War, however, was not a problem he took seriously. Neville Chamberlain had waved his brolly and promised ‘Peace in our time’ and my father was not a man to argue with a Conservative Prime Minister. Meanwhile he and my mother had other things on their minds; instead of worrying about what the Nazis might do to them and their family they worried about the damage all those German accents were doing to the image of the English Jews.

It seems unimaginable now to have been so blithely cut off from political reality when the Holocaust was about to begin. But then everything about the first decade of my life seems unimaginable now, starting with the style of life my parents maintained: a nanny, a cook, two parlour-maids in stiff cotton dresses, frilly white aprons and mob caps, a chauffeur for my father and an under-nurse to take care of my sister Sally when she was laid up for a year. These days only the seriously rich live that way unless someone else – the Government, the company – is footing the bill, but sixty years ago, when wages were low, the trappings of wealth came cheap. Even so, my parents were strictly middle-class and, more importantly, they were permanently strapped for cash. Katie thought about food, Bertie thought about music, but shortage of money was the one subject they had in common. It was what they talked about, fought about and grieved for.

It all seems unimaginable now, wrong from the start, confused, confusing, a mixture of strange fears and stranger snobberies. So where did it all go right? The more I think about my past, the less I understand it. Or rather, I have no trouble with the facts of my life because, give or take a few details, what happened to me is more or less like what happened to any other conventionally educated middle-class Englishman who came of age in the boring 1950s. According to Freud, ‘All cases are unique and similar’, and what makes my childhood unique for me was the brief interlude of the London Blitz when conventions went out the window and life was anything but boring. My past isn’t a problem. It’s my origins that bother me – what art dealers would call my ‘provenance’.

I have a photograph of my maternal great-great-grandfather, the man who set my mother’s family on the road to fortune by peddling ‘general goods’ – anything and everything that was ready-made, useful and hard to get – door to door in the west country. His customers were mostly farmers’ wives and by the look of him he would have seemed to them a familiar kind of a man: stocky and curly-haired, with a truculent mouth and combative stare. The photograph – a daguerreotype – must have been taken later in his life, when he was already going up in the world. His hairline is receding on his wide forehead and his clothes are quite elegant – a velvet collar on his jacket, lapels on his waistcoat, a heavy watch-chain and signet ring. But his suit is rumpled and carelessly worn, as though he didn’t much care about his appearance. Apart from his height – all my mother’s family were short and the chair the photographer sat him on seems disproportionately large – the farmers’ wives would have taken to him without trouble because he himself looks just like a farmer. What he emphatically does not look is Jewish. Yet his name was Abraham Levy and, in Hardy country during the first half of the nineteenth century, that must have sounded as alien as Abdul the Bulbul Emir or Ivan Skavinski Skavar.

Despite his name, Abraham Levy was a native Englishman. According to the records, he was born in Middlesex in 1800 – in those days, Middlesex included the East End of London – and by 1800 the Levys had probably been in England for at least a generation. The Alvarezes, despite their name, may have arrived even earlier. After the Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492 – or from Portugal four years later – the family most likely drifted north and settled in Amsterdam, then crossed to England some time after the Resettlement, in 1657, when Cromwell readmitted the Jews. There were Alvarezes in London from then on and, according to a family tradition, all the Jewish Alvarezes in Britain are related. Most of those who get a mention in the early documents were merchants or bankers or jewellers – too wealthy to belong to my lot – but in Spain and Portugal Alvarez is a name as common as Smith is in England, and before the national census began, in 1801, no one bothered to document the poor. So there may have been other London Jews called Alvarez scrabbling along at the bottom of the heap.

Apart from my immediate family, the only Alvarez I ever met – I was very young at the time – was my grandfather’s brother Harry, a diminutive old man with an inflamed face and a spiky manner. I got the impression that he and my grandfather didn’t much like each other and that this was normal in their branch of the family. They were blood relations, but it was bad blood and none of them cared for each other. The first ancestor I have been able to trace is Aaron Alvarez, my great-great-great-grandfather, who was born in 1773, though the records don’t say where. The records, however, say a great deal by implication, and I have a stack of birth certificates, marriage certificates and death certificates which set out, in meticulous copperplate, the occupations and addresses of my remote forebears. Aaron Alvarez’s death certificate describes him as a ‘general dealer’, his son Abraham was a ‘pen-cutter’. Both of them married illiterate wives who had to make their marks on the marriage certificates, and all of them, wives as well as husbands, lived where each wave of immigrants settles when it washes ashore in London: in the warrens of little streets that made up the East End boroughs of Whitechapel and Stepney, places with names like Fleur de Lys Court, Three Tun Alley, Gravel Lane, Mulberry Court – most of them now vanished. The Jews from the Iberian peninsula came first; the Ashkenazis from central and northern Europe – the Levys, for example – followed soon after; then, late in the nineteenth century, a flood of Jews from Eastern Europe arrived, fleeing the pogroms and conscription in the Tsar’s army. These days, the area belongs to refugees from the old Empire – Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis. The great slow-moving river of London churns the races together and turns them into something else. That something else includes British citizenship, the right to vote and a British passport, but unlike the American melting-pot, which takes one generation to produce a freshly minted authentic American, in England the sense of being foreign is never quite washed away.

Hannah Arendt once wrote, ‘While the self-deception of assimilated Jews consisted in the mistaken belief that they were just as German as the Germans, as French as the French, the self-deception of the intellectual Jews consisted in thinking that they had no “fatherland”, for their fatherland was actually Europe.’ Because of the Second World War, Europe did not figure in my life until relatively late; although I specialized in languages at school, I was 18 before I crossed the Channel. So maybe all I am saying is that the self-deception I call my provenance is a city, not a nation. I am a Londoner, heart and soul, but not quite an Englishman.

Or maybe it is more complicated than that. Neither the Alvarezes nor the Levys were altogether assimilated – most of them went to synagogue on Saturdays and few of them married Gentiles – but long before I was born both families were irredeemably English in their habits, their style, their expectations and manners, as well as their voices. No Jewish accents in our crowd, no pushiness, no unseemly outbursts in public. Not even many dietary peculiarities. In my parents’ house we ate cold fried fish on Friday nights and my mother sometimes lit candles; but we children also ate bacon for breakfast, like most of our friends at school.

My father and mother were not religious people and, in their timorous way, they were well on the road to assimilation, though they would never have admitted it to their own parents. Since whenever it was they arrived in England, the Alvarezes had worshipped and married at Bevis Marks, the ancient Sephardic synagogue in the heart of the City of London. Bevis Marks is England’s oldest and most beautiful synagogue, unchanged since it was built, in 1701, and still lit by candles, though it is hard to find now because it is surrounded on all sides by skyscrapers, like a jewel at the bottom of a well. My grandfather Alfred eventually relaxed his principles enough to join a Reform synagogue, where he went most Saturdays and, in double-quick time, became a warden. Yet, unusually for a Jew at that time, he was also a Justice of the Peace, a member of a gentlemen’s club in Pall Mall, and he played golf at a high-toned club in Surrey.

In other words, like all members of the Anglo-Jewish Establishment, my family was more English than the English, and that confused me when I was a child. Once or twice a year my parents press-ganged my sisters and me into going with them to synagogue, and every time I came away bewildered. I simply couldn’t work out what was going on. On one hand, the gabbled prayers in a language I didn’t understand, printed in a back-to-front prayer book in a script I couldn’t read; on the other hand, the crowds of English gents in Savile Row suits and bowler hats, looking as if they had just stepped out of a painting by Magritte. What was it about? Where did I fit in? Where did it fit in with Hymns Ancient and Modern and the Book of Common Prayer we used every day of the week at school (and twice on Sundays, when I went off to boarding school)? I knew great tracts of both those books by heart, but I also knew that they, too, didn’t have much to do with me. So far as they and what they stood for were concerned, I was like a foreigner who will never quite understand the local customs, no matter how long he lives in his adopted country or how fluent he is in the local language. Having a Spanish name reinforced my eerie conviction that I didn’t belong – neither at the synagogue in Upper Berkeley Street nor at the Church of England morning prayers and Sunday chapel at school. What kind of Jew is called Alvarez? It would have been less confusing if my name had been Levy, if my complexion had been less pale, if my hair, when I was a child, had been dark instead of blond.

The Alvarezes were already rising in the world by the time my grandfather Alfred was born. His father, my great-grandfather Barnet Alvarez, one of the sons of Abraham the pencutter, was born in 1849, in Gravel Lane, Houndsditch. When he died, in 1912, he was living at a posh hotel in Brighton and most of his seven children had prospered. Apart from my grandfather, I never knew any of them – it was not a close family – but my mother told me that one of the sons, the youngest, made a fortune in the motor trade, then retired to the south of France and married a French Catholic with a title. (She also said that one of the sons committed suicide and the only daughter was ‘a ne’er-do-well’ whose name was never mentioned.) Two other sons were also in the motor trade and two were clothing manufacturers. My grandfather was one of these and, for a time, he did very well. In 1919 my father was writing his fiancee shy, laboured love letters on business notepaper inscribed:

Alfred Alvarez: Wholesale Clothier and Warehouser.

Head Office and Warehouse, 34-38 Stoney Lane, E.1.

Branches: New Cross, Hammersmith, Victoria.

By the end of the twenties the Alvarez dress shops – ‘Everything you want from A to Z’ – had spread around London and into the provinces, and my grandfather made his tours of inspection regally, in a chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce.

Because they were Spanish Jews – Sephardim – the Alvarezes considered themselves superior, especially to other Jews. They were educated as well as affluent – my grandfather at the City of London School, my father at Dulwich College – and highly musical. My grandfather could play whole operas by ear on the piano, and two of his five daughters studied at the Royal Academy of Music and played the piano well enough to win Gold Medals. My father did not play an instrument – he had been forced to learn the violin when he was a child, though he had no aptitude for the instrument and he hated it – but music was his great passion and solace. He spent every spare penny on records and claimed to have the largest private collection in the country. I’m sure he was exaggerating but, even so, he had a vast number of 78s – stacked in a built-in cupboard which occupied half of one bedroom wall – and, as a child, I fervently wanted to believe him because it made him seem important.

There was not much else that did, and what there was had mostly to do with music: as a teenager, in 1908, he had queued for thirty-six hours outside Covent Garden for the first performance in English of Siegfried; he had also been there on the famous night, in 1914, when Nijinsky first danced L’Après Midi d’un Faune and was encored so many times that the performance did not end until well past midnight. He made it sound as if he had been present at the creation. But it was tone that got to me more than the occasions. When he talked about music he seemed to shed years: his voice quickened, he sat up straight, he was convinced and knowledgeable and enthusiastic. All through my teens, whenever I was home from school or university, my father and I used to sit together every evening and play records. Sometimes he dozed off and the ash from his cigarette would drop on to the lapels of his suit. But mostly he listened intently, head cocked, gently beating time with his foot, filling himself with order, harmony, sweetness, excitement – with everything he didn’t get in the rag trade or his unsatisfactory marriage. Or that is how it seemed. For all I knew, he was thinking about his overdraft or his mistresses. But he looked happy. We often argued about what we heard – I hated his Wagner, he hated my Bartók – but the arguing and the listening together were our closest forms of communication. For me, they were my sentimental education.

They were also a source of private jokes and references. My father had five sisters, all younger than he was, and was close to only one of them – Nancy, the most gifted of the two pianists, who died the year I was born. He didn’t see much of the others, perhaps because his (to him) tyrannical father shamelessly preferred his daughters to his only son, indulging their whims and financing their divorces. Renée, the liveliest of the gang, was a scandalous redhead, full of jokes, who went through a series of husbands and lovers and cost him a fortune. Vicky, the other Gold Medallist, was pale and artistic; she had a long-standing, curiously public affair with the conductor of the Royal Air Force band, whom she married after her docile husband died. Madge was a skinny, bitter little woman who retired to Brighton and devoted herself to good works after her only son was killed early in the Second World War. Sophie was the soulful one, who wrote romantic novels in secret. My father resented them all, but one sister and her brood in particular set his teeth on edge; they smirked, they were overdressed and self-satisfied, and they moved together in a kind of simpering quickstep. They didn’t come often, but whenever they trotted into our house the old boy would wink at me and hum a snatch of what he called ‘tiddly-push music’, Gabriel Pierné’s ‘Entry of the Little Fauns’. He hummed it just loud enough for me to hear and it always made me giggle. I loved the irony and was flattered to be the only person who got the joke. Now I’m not so sure. All the wit in the world couldn’t disguise the fact that the Alvarez family was drowning in bad blood.

Music also gave me odd glimpses into the life my father had led when he was young, before he was anybody’s father, when he was just starting out, like me. Whenever he played Brahms’s Fourth Symphony on the gramophone, he used to sing along with the Scherzo:

Shall we go to Wilkins?

Let us go to Wilkins,

Ye-e-e-s.

Wilkins was a fashionable teashop where he and his pals used to go before the First World War. The place has long gone but it remains, in my imagination, as glamorous as the Paris Ritz. Maybe it was the same for him. He had served in the Navy during the war – land-based, not at sea – but I never once heard him talk about that. It seemed to matter to him far less than concert-going and tea at Wilkins. Music was where everything that was important to him happened.

Those evening sessions in front of the gramophone began after dinner, rarely ended before midnight and had been running for as long as I can remember, long before I joined in. Almost every evening of my childhood the house was full of the sound of classical music, played very loud, rising up the stairwell to the night nursery at the top of the house, and echoing through my first sleep. My mother was not part of the deal. Music didn’t interest her and my father played his records as a way of shutting her out – her and their mutual unhappiness. But when I showed willing, after my first term away at boarding school, he allowed me into his club of one, suspiciously at first, then almost with relief, as though glad finally to have found someone in the family he could talk to.

The ritual never changed and it was all about feelings. While my mother and I cleared the dinner-table, the old boy would pad upstairs and return with an armful of 78s – symphonies and chamber music, choral works and Lieder, the long works in stiff brown cases, singles in carrier bags from Imhof’s or HMV or the Gramophone Exchange – whatever it took to match his mood. He never thought of himself as able to teach anyone anything (though what did I know about music in those days?), but he fancied himself in the role of impresario. He didn’t look the part, however, and that now makes those evenings seem strange. He was an elegant dresser – the matching cupboard in the bedroom wall that housed his collection of records was full of suits, all of them hand-made – and he always wore the regulation business uniform of the time: three-piece suit, stiff white collar, Windsor-knotted tie. But no matter how late it got or how tired he was, he never loosened his tie or undid the stud that held his starched collar in place. The suits were fine, the ties lively; I admired his determination to cut a figure. It was the collars that were wrong: stiff as rings of high-tensile steel, and seemingly one size too small because they were always overhung by a small cornice of well-shaved neck. He himself never seemed bothered by them; he was too taken up in the music. But they bothered me. They made him look like a man who was being throttled. And that was probably what he felt himself to be when the records weren’t playing: suffocated by work he disliked, throttled by his father.

My grandfather Alvarez died of a heart attack at the age of eighty-six, alone in his suite at the Welbeck Hotel. That was in 1957. His son was almost sixty-five by then, about to qualify for his old-age pension, and up until the moment when the old man keeled over in the middle of his morning exercises, every breath he had taken had been monitored and controlled and constricted by his father. Old man Alvarez, of course, was a Victorian and the Victorians took it for granted that the head of the household should rule the roost unchallenged. But not all of them were bullies and my grandfather, even by Victorian standards, was unusually vindictive towards his only son. For example, my father loved cricket and played well enough to be selected for the Dulwich First XI when he was fifteen. For a schoolboy, particularly for a Jewish schoolboy at a Gentile school, this was heady stuff. Or rather, it would have been if there hadn’t been a catch: the important school matches were played on Saturdays and good Jews don’t play games on the sabbath. My father was not a good Jew, even then, and he became less good when his father vetoed Saturday cricket; but he was much too scared to argue and he kept his outrage to himself. (Eventually he learned to shout at his wife, but that was easy because she, too, was a cowed child. When she finally began to shout back both of them seemed happier. It was their way of keeping up their morale, like whistling in the dark.)

Soon after his son was sixteen my grandfather decided that he had had as much education as he needed, took him abruptly out of school and forced him into the family business. He started in a menial job – ‘to learn the trade’ – and he remained a menial, chronically short of money, even when he was nominally a director of the firm. His many sisters’ many husbands were brought into the company in various capacities and always did better than he did. Prosperity eluded him, happiness eluded him, freedom eluded him, and he blamed it all on his castrating dad.

He also blamed the old man when the firm began to slide. It had made money catering for the dowdy end of the women’s fashion market – dresses for working-class wives whose husbands made £2-3 a week, for parlour-maids who earned half as much. But the dowdy end did badly during the Great Depression and even worse when C&A opened a big store in Oxford Street which sold fashionable clothes for the same price as the Alvarez shops sold tat. My father had no talent for business, but he loved women and he understood what made them look good. The old man, however, was too arrogant to listen to his son’s advice, too pigheaded to change, and too besotted with his own importance to imagine that the firm could survive without him. So he stayed in command until death retired him. By that time, the factory and provincial branches were long gone and the shops that remained scarcely made enough to maintain the old boy in his West End hotel.

His final gesture of contempt for his son was a will that shared what was left equally between his five surviving children. My aunts ganged together and insisted that everything be sold, and my father, who had spent his life in work he despised, was left with just enough to buy a poky little shop in Praed Street and start all over again. By then he too had lost touch with fashion and the shop barely kept him in pocket money. When I asked him why he bothered, he gave me the epitaph on a wasted life: ‘What else do I know at this age? Anyway, you know what your mother’s like to live with. I’ve got to get out of the house.’

I heard stories about how my grandfather systematically humiliated his only son, but I only witnessed it once. I was in my teens by then and had gone with my father to collect the old boy from his hotel and bring him home for Sunday lunch. On the way back we passed a newspaper stand. ‘Get me the Sunday Times,’ the old man barked. A brisk command: no ‘Would you mind?’, no ‘Please’, no ‘Thank you’. He might have been talking to a dog: ‘Stay’, ‘Sit’, ‘Fetch’. If that was how he behaved on a Sunday, I wondered what he was like during the working week.

The major humiliation, however, had occurred ten years earlier, during the Great Depression. My father was always short of money – insolvency was the element he swam in – but when I was about six years old he hit a rock and his father refused to help. So did my mother’s family, so did his friends in the rag trade. In the end he was forced to sell his beloved collection of records. I knew nothing about his troubles, of course, until one afternoon when I wandered into my parents’ bedroom and found the record cupboard gaping open and empty. The big double bed and the floor around it were piled high with records – tottering stacks of albums, cardboard boxes and brown paper bags, a lifetime of listening. I couldn’t believe there was so much music in the world. A stranger was sorting through them contemptuously. He was a ferrety little man, dark and sleek, with a pointed face and quick, furtive movements. My father was standing silently at the window, crying his eyes out. In those days he was still a remote figure to me, someone I was brought down to see at bedtime, when I was bathed and combed and in my pyjamas. The sight of him weeping was my first true glimpse of what the adult world might hold in store and I was appalled. I was also outraged when the ferrety stranger called in a henchman, who had been waiting in a van outside, and carried the records away. For weeks afterwards my father seemed on the edge of tears and the house was unnaturally quiet without the evening concerts. Then the storm passed, the good ship Bertie Alvarez floated free, he started buying records again, and it was my mother who did the weeping. To me, it seemed like a victory.

It seems odd to be rehearsing the wrongs and resentments of people who have been dead for decades. What business is it of mine that my father was a weak man cowed by his bullying father? The answer is that the voices, in one form or another, go on echoing long after the players have departed. Mostly I take my father’s side, but secretly I also admire my grandfather, and none of it matters because they are both dead. What does matter is that fantasies are contagious and the voices go on speaking – not to you, but through you. For example, the only piece of advice my diffident father ever gave me was, ‘Whatever else you do, don’t go into the family business.’ As it happened, I never went into any form of business – not even academia – and so never had the comfort of earning a regular salary. I have spent my life self-employed – wobbling permanently, like
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