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    WESTERN AVENUE, THE A40, is one of several trunk roads out of London that were built during the twenties and thirties. Eventually, it takes you to Oxford. According to Nikolaus Pevsner, the historian of England’s buildings, who often sounds murderous, it slices through and splits North-West London. The most recently revised Pevsner still gives more space to the remnants of old villages, a few mostly nineteenth-century churches and the occasional stately home lurking behind its kerbs and shoulders than to the industrial buildings barnacling this strip of ‘Metroland’. Nor does Pevsner have much to say about the fenced-off rows of demolished houses or the oxblood boarding wrapped round the few remaining ‘homes for heroes’ promised by Lloyd George after the Great War, which once lined the road uninterruptedly from Shepherd’s Bush to Gipsy Corner. For thirty years there have been plans to widen the road, and thousands of ‘statutory instruments’, evictions, wrecking balls and sledgehammers have done their worst. The Labour government dropped these plans the moment they came to power in 1997.
  


  
    Bridget Cherry is now officially co-author of London 3: North West with Nikolaus Pevsner. He died in 1983, and she is anxious to ‘update’ him. She quotes as something of a period piece his 1951 verdict on the road’s star attraction, the Hoover Building: ‘perhaps the most offensive of the modernistic atrocities along this road of typical bypass factories’. It was famously designed to be appreciated from a passing car rather than from some static vantage point. Osbert Lancaster coined ‘by-pass variegated’ to describe the architectural style of the elaborately differentiated small houses leading to it. Nowadays, the 1933 building, once described as ‘A Fairy Palace of Commerce’, is admired again, for its gleaming whiteness, its grass-green window frames, and even for its ‘art deco Egyptian motifs’ and recessed stair towers, whose ‘eye-catching quadrant-shaped corner windows with green glazing-bars have a distinct and perhaps not coincidental affinity with post-modern work of the 1980s’.
  


  
    Twice a week I join the usually sluggish traffic on this arterial road in my bright blue Golf to visit my mother. She is almost ninety-two and has decided to lie on her bed fully and even brightly dressed for the rest of her life in the front upstairs room of the small semi-detached Victorian house my father bought, sight unseen, from an old friend in 1947. She wonders sometimes about going up in the new London Eye and even visiting the by now empty Millennium Dome, though these plans are complicated for her by the state of her ‘innards’. When I suggest that she come downstairs, or even for a drive with me, she gives both options some thought, but usually replies more or less as she did last week, ‘I can’t say that I have an overriding desire to do either.’ Occasionally she consents to a drive, and then she congratulates me on the light and on the beauty or the bareness of the trees, though she is always sad to see so few people about, as if she remembers a time when they would have been making merry before her very eyes. She would be the first to reject the idea that she has any right to the ‘Wonderful, wonderful...’ so carelessly bestowed on the old these days.
  


  
    Still on the A40, I flash past the Hoover Building (no longer a factory, but the headquarters of a supermarket chain), getting exactly the fleeting sight of it that it was designed to provide, and turn right further on at the Polish war memorial, remembering the Polish generals who arrived at the end of the war in the street next to our house, where they remained, like their government in exile, ‘in perpetual session’, as a friend once put it, while their wives kept body and soul together mending nylon stockings at 6d a ladder in the dim light of their front rooms. I drive past the RAF base at Northolt and the cryptic signs to ‘Northwood Headquarters’ (the UK headquarters of NATO is a few miles north of here). I bump over the little railway bridge and the cutting that reminds me of Pissarro’s Penge Station, Upper Norwood, as it once reminded my mother.
  


  
    She lives at the distinctly ‘lower’ end of her late Victorian suburb (it is a characteristically Pevsnerian aperçu that all London suburbs had such ends), in one of the curving streets of small red-brick houses huddling round its two ugly churches and its railway station. My mother’s house stands out, for it has been painted by a grandson in the palest peppermint with a faded cornflower-blue door and perhaps some thought of Pissarro. I have had glimpses of little tongues and loops of countryside on my way here, precious but deluding, more likely to lead to golf courses or sports grounds for workers in now defunct businesses than to farms or copses. There is a home for old actors in a flint-faced lodge, and I have seen the oldest and thinnest of its residents setting off at around three in the afternoon for his daily jog. This whole area must once have been hilly and covered in trees. You can tell from the gardens.
  


  
    My mother has never quite fitted in. She knows this, though she puts it differently: that she always wanted to be in the middle of things and never was. She tells me that she was never clever enough for her mother, never as ‘rapturously’ Jewish as she grew up feeling she ought to be, then hopelessly in love with Henry Tonks who ran the Slade School of Art when she went there in the late 1920s at the age of seventeen, but never raffish enough for him. The man she married, she thinks now, was rather like him, except that Tonks had eyes that were ‘a sort of nothing colour’. A fellow student, who became one of a small group of her male contemporaries to form what was sometimes called the Euston Road School in the late 1930s, was in love with her (though she feels that it’s cheek to say so, even now). But ‘I loved Tonks, and I think he guessed,’ she admits ruefully. As a student she lodged with her best friend, Brynhild, in the Chelsea house of two ‘loose’ young sisters her brothers liked, round the corner from Tonks, as it happens. She still remembers that, and that he sent a telegram to tell her to come at once when he first saw her portfolio, but she couldn’t live up to his expectations. She tells me now that the story about Tonks and his telegram was probably a joke, or at any rate a ‘semi-joke’. The scholarship she was offered was swiftly withdrawn when her father wrote to Tonks suggesting it should be given instead to a student who needed the money. She spent long hours drawing from the model, and can still hear Tonks delivering his injunction to do some work every day of your life as he surveyed his students from his eyrie high up on the studio wall. She painted a few large biblical scenes at the Slade as well, a little like Rembrandt, though perhaps more like Ardizzone. Years later, I made a house for myself out of some of them and set a candle on a saucer inside to crown my labours. I don’t think it occurred to my mother to blame me for the fire that destroyed the attic rooms of the house we lived in then, and her student oeuvre.
  


  
    She thinks of herself as a lifelong depressive. I think of her as crippled by self-consciousness and given over to her disappointments, great and small. Yet she has also possessed an unusual will to survive what have sometimes been felt as torments. We talk now as we have rarely done before. She forgets our conversations almost at once, as she forgets my visits, my sisters’ visits, and almost everything that has happened even that morning, and during the last week. When her sister or I suggest that she write things down in a notebook to help her remember them she tells us she has no time. She answers my questions, nonetheless, clearly and with sardonic brevity. Her concern is not with whether I should ask such questions or she answer them, but with whether she remembers things. She practises aloud for me walking round the house and garden where she grew up: the long curving drive, her mother’s wood and garden, the fishpond with a lead tank in the middle. She remembers the rose garden and how you could just see it out of the window in the servants’ hall through the gap in the tall, clipped hedge surrounding it; and then the walk to the engine room and down towards the orchard and the greenhouse and the field full of daffodils beyond that. She remembers the nursery wing, added by her father before she was born, balanced on an airy brick loggia and separated from the older parts of the house by the kitchens and the maids’ bedrooms; and his secretary Miss Hagger sitting in a swivel chair in her office by the library. She visits the cottage where Miss Hagger lived with the head gardener when they married, and the pond where he drowned kittens in a sack. She describes her imaginary walk round all this with breathless pride only in her capacity to visualise it still. She felt as ‘out of it’ in her pretty, opulent home as she has felt ever since, and yet losing her memory, she says, is the worst of her losses.
  


  
    When I arrive I make her a cup of tea. Her kitchen is cold and bleak and almost unchanged since the day she and my father moved in here with their three daughters. Neither of them cared about the look or the comfort of their houses or their clothes, though they cared about pictures. My father cared about painters and their fluctuating reputations more than their pictures, I sometimes thought. My mother cared about making pictures out of what she saw through windows, in streets and gardens, in hospital waiting rooms and parks and train carriages, and she cared about what she saw in her head. She still does. Lying on her bed in that upstairs room, in a nest of crumbs and scattered pages of the Independent (she has always wanted to want to read the newspaper, and the daily wreckage testifies to this), she draws on most days still, using crayons. These may be family scenes, with a sturdy woman in her forties dreamily in charge of a group of restless children, who seem to be playing Monopoly or gently quarrelling. Today she showed me a picture she had just done of two girls on a climbing frame, yet she had forgotten the story I’d told her which had probably inspired it. When one of my sons comes with me he searches the house for books he wants. His surreptitious removal of Herzen’s Memoirs was wordlessly recorded by my mother in a sketch of a young man with knees raised high as he skips uneasily down the stairs in guilty haste, laden with books. She is no longer robust, as she once was, but bent and skeletally thin.
  


  
    When my mother is gloomy she wonders whether she was right to be an artist. Was it sensible? As she looks at her own paintings on the walls of her room she can only find fault with them and is determined to work on their blemishes when she’s feeling stronger. ‘I’ve always thought I should be doing something I wasn’t doing,’ she explains. ‘I have the makings of an unboring person, but in fact I am horribly boring and I must do better.’ Should she change direction, jobs? I ask her what alternatives there were and are; she doesn’t seem cut out to be an engineer or town planner. ‘Being nice to people, I suppose. Educating myself. It must be wonderful to be paid for what you do,’ she adds, in what I take to be a reference to her daughters’ venality. I ask her what else she’s been thinking about these last days, especially on Monday, when she had no visitors. ‘Oh, a bit of this and a bit of that. Monday was a sort of dead day. Quite a good thing, really.’ When I ask her questions about her parents she is more forthcoming. ‘I adored my mum. But I don’t think she was so keen on me. She was amazing, and I was rather a hopeless child, a bit flabby for her. I was probably insensitive. I was always unhappy, never able to accept things or other people as they were. Mum certainly wasn’t very cuddly or easy to talk to; but she was an important person in the Jewish community. She translated the prayer book. She was rather grand, more so than my dad really, and formidable. And very Jewish. She wasn’t interested in art or music or dancing. I suppose my dad overestimated my talent.’
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    That was when she told me that though she felt at home in a synagogue, she never felt rapturously Jewish. Nor did her father, I suspect, not rapturously. Redcliffe Salaman was a doctor and a scientist, eventually the author of a book called The History and Social Influence of the Potato (for some reason, my mother has the Portuguese edition of it by her bed), who clearly needed to find a way of involving himself in the Jewish community, only partly for his wife’s sake. At the end of his life, in the 1950s, he caused a stink among British Jews for advising them to abandon traditional Jewish methods of slaughtering animals. Until that moment he had seemed able to reconcile his agnosticism with his role as perhaps ‘the last of the Anglo-Jewish notables’, as the American historian Todd Endelman has described him. Curiously, none of his thirteen brothers and sisters was anything like as committed as he became to Jewish issues, nor were they as well educated or successful in what they did in the other bits of their lives. One of his brothers achieved fame in the family for owning a telephone at a time when so few other people did that he could only talk to the girl at the exchange. Another was the original owner of Augustus John’s caravan and the payer of the painter’s bills. These brothers did not get on together especially well.
  


  
    I imagine there must have been a good deal of well-mannered tension too between my self-confident, rational grandfather and his dark and passionate wife, Nina. No doubt she missed London and the scholarly Jewish world in which she had made a name for herself. She seems to have turned away somewhat from most of her Derby family, who had repudiated Judaism, and devoted herself thereafter to Jewishness and, particularly, to Hebrew studies, supported in this by her father. It is true that she involved herself in the Women’s Institute in the village after her marriage and that she and her husband paid for the building of its blue wooden hall, where their photographs presided damply in an upstairs room. My grandfather built his wife a tiny copper tower in which to write her poems while listening to the gurgle of the water tank; and a kosher chicken arrived forlornly each week from London in this rural paradise, where mornings began so exuberantly, I remember, with the Gentile crowing of cocks. The front door of the house where they lived near Cambridge – to which my grandfather drove each day to run a phytopathology lab for many years – opened straight into a sunny, spacious hallway hung with paintings by the minor Pre-Raphaelite painters Abraham and Simeon Solomon and by Solomon J. Solomon (who is thought to have added the J to distinguish himself from his reprobate namesake, Simeon). Two, at least, were my grandfather’s relations, and my mother didn’t like any of their pictures much, though she inherited one or two. Nor did she enjoy her Hebrew lessons with her mother in the alcove under the panelled staircase. She hated her governesses and manoeuvred to get one of them sacked. Her brothers’ tutors were another matter.
  


  
    Edward Platt, a young journalist, has published a book called Leadville: A Biography of the A40, which made a bit of a stir. My recent journeys have been enriched, if imperilled, by my wanting to refer to his book as I drive westwards, to pin down the house the squatters moved into, and the one that is said to be full of Gypsies. There is the block of flats on the other side of the road, whose inhabitants remember better days and talk of ‘former glory’. The word ‘decline’ recurs again and again, variously inflected, in the conversations Platt has with owners, tenants, squatters, professional protestors, officials: the decline of gardens, houses, cars, whole areas and their ‘tone’ and ‘class’. The environment, governments, life itself, all in decline: a coincidence, a harmony, a Niagara of decline. Rats, real as well as metaphorical ones, have taken over, and the foxes have moved on and into London proper. One was found recently in the House of Lords.
  


  
    Neither of my parents learned to drive until their children had left home. They each took the driving test five times or more, and neither was ever easy at the wheel. They used to travel by train on the Metropolitan Line to Baker Street, and so did we. The trains had no corridors, and the carriages were sealed off from help or rescue until you reached the next station: Wembley Park, Neasden, Dollis Hill, Finchley Road were the counterparts of those rustically named roundabouts I pass through nowadays. Sometimes you wondered whether you would have to jump out of the train and on to the railway line. I remember two men communicating in sign language with exaggerated gestures and grimaces. I have never been sure whether they were deaf and dumb or faking it for effect. I almost jumped out on that occasion. My mother told me that she once sat next to Lady Diana Cooper, the famous beauty and actress, on that train. My mother introduced herself, and they had a rollicking chat. Rather late in the day, as usual, I took to reading difficult books on the train into London, in the hope, I suppose, of impressing some shy and serious male passenger, but I don’t remember anyone enquiring about my reading matter. We didn’t know much about Western Avenue in those days, only the railway line and its stations, most of them built in the late 1880s, some time after 1871, when Camille Pissarro was living miles away in South London and painting pictures of Penge station and the other sights of Upper Norwood. Wembley for us was not football, unforgivably, but a station and an accent, a kind of English, for my father was not indulgent towards those who spoke with what he called a ‘Wembley accent’.
  


  
    My mother says she knew my father ‘only vaguely’ when she was at the Slade. Robert Collet had been at Bedales, as she had, though he was three years older and unlikely, as she puts it now, ‘to come down to my level’. He was quite famous at the school, which is the oldest of England’s co-educational boarding schools, for passing maths and getting his Matric, a qualification the school’s headmaster thought something of ‘a fetish’, which did ‘serious harm to education’ and smacked of worldliness and ambition. Years later, my father went back to Bedales to teach the piano. He did two stints there, in fact. Ruth Salaman, on the other hand, my mother, took no exams and is sure she wouldn’t have passed them if she had. One or other of her brothers had brought this dark-haired, blue-eyed prodigy to stay, and he had played the piano in the nursery ‘so beautifully’. Only Miss Hartog, who taught them all the piano, played on it much and it was usually out of tune. My mother thought of my father then as ‘a wonderful new discovery’, who was simultaneously familiar and connected. ‘A cathedral’ is how he had seemed to her in those days. But, she tells me now, ‘I was never in love with him. Or perhaps I was sometimes.’ They went to Paris to get married when they thought she was pregnant. It was a false alarm, but by then they were married anyway. He wasn’t Jewish.
  


  
    Her mother had been dead for six or seven years by that time, and her father had remarried. Her brothers and sister did not welcome their new stepmother, but my mother quite liked her: a breath of fresh air, she says, who knew about London and artists, had worked as a photographer with the Italian Army in the First World War and briefly gone to prison with her sisters for suffragette activities. My grandfather built the tennis court for her, but for some reason she never played on it. Nor I think did anyone else. I remember it as overgrown with blackberries, large, ripe ones. ‘She was a bit anti-intellectual,’ I point out. ‘I know,’ my mother replies, ‘it was such a relief.’ She let my mother cut off her pale yellow ropes of hair. My mother has always warmed to fellow outsiders, and her stepmother’s discomforts and uncertainties may have chimed with her own. Her ‘Well, here we all are, I suppose’, pronounced with anxious formality at a family gathering, expressed all too well her shaken sense of the place she occupied there; and her ‘I just love Proust. Sends little shivers up and down your spine’ is remembered with some surprise. Could she, perhaps, have meant Poe?
  


  
    The trouble was that my mother’s father really minded terribly about her marrying a non-Jew and never quite forgave her for it. There were some grand Jewish families in London who ‘showed her the door’. But my father could never see what the problem was. His family didn’t in the least mind his marrying a Jew. They were just rather shocked that she knew so little about Judaism or even about her own family’s history. Religions, as it happened, were one of their specialities. His aunt Clara thought of my mother as ‘empty-headed’ and used to send her letters back with the spelling mistakes corrected in red, and she returned my mother’s Christmas presents to her without even bothering to open them, on the grounds of my mother’s extravagance and foolish adherence to ritual. I always hoped that Clara got round to reading my mother’s letters as well as correcting them, because she was a wonderfully funny writer at times, and Clara could have done with a laugh.
  


  
    In Paris, my parents lived in a flat near the Parc Montsouris, though they returned to London for a month or two for my birth and then went back. My mother remembers that an old woman used to take me for walks in the pram. It wasn’t the concierge, though, because she was known to give Calvados to babies who cried in the night. My parents were students in Paris. My father was studying the piano, with Isidore Philipp, and my mother went to classes taught by the printmaker Stanley William Hayter. The painter Gwen John met this young couple with their baby in Paris and marvelled in a letter home at these students who managed to look after a baby all on their own.
  


  
    Between Hanger Lane and the turning off to the right at the Polish war memorial there are bits of landscape, though they are flat and swampy. Saplings have been planted by the roadside in lime-green plastic tubes. The refugees from Kosovo (asylum seekers, as they’re now known) who sell grey roses, ramrod thin and sinisterly cloned, to motorists sitting in their traffic jams, give up at about this point. There are moments when you can imagine that some tired official from what is now grandly called the Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions might have been flown to the US – the one perk of a life’s work, I dare say – to examine the parkways there and the lessons to be learned from Robert Moses’s road-building in the 1930s. In the summer the scrub on both sides of the road is hidden by wild flowers. There used to be a few patchwork allotments, where men (for the most part) grew vegetables and then sat among them on upturned boxes having a smoke. My mother often painted allotments. In the long list of men she has doted on since Henry Tonks, gardeners predominate. Driving instructors were also favoured for a while. My earliest memory of a man ‘Mum’s got a pash on’ is of our next-door neighbour, a town clerk and dedicated gardener of exceptionally few words, who later wrote her stumbling and affectionate letters, no doubt in response to more practised ones from her. He sometimes enclosed snaps of himself with his wife and two children, perhaps as a reminder.
  


  
    My mother’s paintings are full of rosy-cheeked artisans taking it easy. Even when they are up ladders and on roofs, they are not as a rule very strenuously occupied. For a long time she went to the canal a mile or two away from home to draw and paint the boats and barges, the towpath and the locks and the willows. Her pictures glow with romance and a bucolic innocence she has invented for herself, but which she recognises and cherishes when she finds it in other people. Le Grand Meaulnes was her favourite book for years, and she loved Samuel Palmer’s work. She has thought of Iris Murdoch and Barbara Pym as having some of this carnival quality while also being ‘down to earth’. She can rarely, if ever, have drunk in a pub or watched a football match, yet in her pictures charming young men laugh together over a pint and tangle on football fields, as well as stooping to their leeks and potatoes. Her own exclusion from such scenes must have constituted a good deal of their glamour, and she was always convinced that working-class people were nicer and better at family life than anyone she knew.
  


  
    Taken to task by a teacher years ago for hanging about at lunchtime, my younger sister explained that there was ‘not much point in going home as Mum is catching the autumn’. She has always been best at gardens and inhabited landscape, sometimes magically so, and there are usually buildings somewhere in her paintings, and people, happy, preoccupied, utterly sure of themselves: their importance to themselves and the world unquestioned. Her hundreds of linocuts illustrating Old Testament stories manage to domesticate and mythologise their scenes at the same time. Raw nature, on the other hand – sunsets and mountains and seas – was never her thing, nor were spring and summer, seasons of depression. Sometimes there are women in her pictures, bundled up against the cold, housewives. I don’t think she sees herself as one of them.
  


  
    A cousin has sent me photographs of my mother as a girl. She is enchanting in them: dancing, posing, laughing, deep in high summer grass and pretty as a picture. I show them to her and tax her with looking happy in them, undeniably (and unendurably) happy. ‘Well, I liked showing off,’ she admits crossly, ‘doing what I liked doing.’ As well as singing and dancing, falling in love was the main thing she liked doing. At school it was a matter of who was ‘keen’ on whom. It still is. She tells me that being in love is a cure for depression, even when it is unrequited. She would like me to divulge secrets, love affairs. I have been a disappointment to her in this respect and in others. Her three daughters belong in her category of ‘ordinary people’, non-artists, fitters-in, good at unimportant things like driving cars, using computers and tidying up. And it is true that when I’ve tried to characterise my mother for someone who doesn’t know her, ‘incompetent’ is one of the first words that come to mind, though it is not the right one. She knows and regrets that there are no secrets to be prised out of me and falls back on what she imagines will be more fruitful topics: how I got on with my father, for example, her husband of sixty-one years. I tell her carefully that there was a time when I felt put down by him and his lofty incorruptibility, which could make you feel trivial. And then, when I told him I’d been reading something – say Balzac’s La Peau de chagrin – he wouldn’t talk about it, ask what you thought, he’d just recommend that you read Illusions perdues. And he could never understand why his daughters might need, let alone want, more than one pair of shoes. ‘How many feet have you got?’ he would ask, with biting jocularity. I think we got on well, though, if not intimately. I was proud of his cleverness and good looks, but maddened by his certainties and his particular brand of deafness.
  


  [image: Image Missing]


  [image: Image Missing]


  
    I suddenly remember a linocut my mother made of him. He is concentrating on looking at a painting in an exhibition, while a small girl (I think of her as me, but she is probably a granddaughter) is tugging furiously at his hand to come and look at something else. ‘He could be rather distant, dry,’ I say, ‘couldn’t he?’ My mother’s sketches of her dry, gifted husband have often been slyly comic and extraordinarily like him. There is a funny wood engraving of him playing the bassoon. Ridicule was all his wife and daughters had to hand at times. He did not play the bassoon very well, and it didn’t suit him, despite – or perhaps because of – his scholarly range and fastidiousness as a musician. But ‘dry’ doesn’t do justice to his ambition or his integrity as a concert pianist. I was moved and a bit ashamed all over again when I read the other day what he wrote in 1958 about the playing and the teaching of the pianist Vlado Perlemuter, whom he came to know. He starts by remembering a conversation he once had with his own old teacher, Philipp, who was ninety-five by then:
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      He mentioned Perlemuter as a man whom he greatly admired, and said I was to remember the name and be sure to take any opportunity I had of hearing him. I remember in particular his saying ‘Il joue avec simplicité’, which I think was what Philipp felt was the quality most lacking in so many pianists today – the gift of reacting spontaneously to the work, so that the personality of the interpreter serves to transmit, possibly to enhance, but never to distort whatever it is he may be playing. What struck me at once about Perlemuter was this selflessness in his approach to the music. It is easy to say that of course this should be the attitude of all true interpreters; in fact it requires most unusual qualities of sensitiveness and understanding if the result is not to be a merely negative lack of personality.
    

  


  
    Mostly, my father is reading a book in my mother’s drawings of him, with a slightly disdainful air: a man at once deep in a book, but also detached from it.
  


  
    ‘Well,’ my mother replies, gathering her energies, ‘he was homosexual. Perhaps that’s why you thought him dry. Though I don’t think he was completely, only, homosexual. He liked girls when he was younger. Diana and Karen somebody or other and that singer called Jennifer.’ She has told me these things before and I know she expects something from me in response, although I don’t think either of us knows what it is. Should I ask her what the connection is, in her view, between dryness and homosexuality, or how (indeed whether) his being homosexual mattered to her, or indeed to me? It presumably mattered a good deal to him. ‘Is it true that he ran off with that girl, that friend of yours from the Slade?’ I ask instead, evasively and in order to deflect her and see what she’ll say, since the story about the two runaways getting as far as Le Puy, before my grandfather somehow persuaded them to return, is an old one, with ramifications. Apparently, it wasn’t the only time that this particular lady made off with a friend of the family, and she came from a family of bolters. My mother remembers her affectionately, even though ‘she did me in’.
  


  
    I’ve more or less known that my father had homosexual sympathies since he lent me André Gide’s Corydon when I was seventeen and laughed when I asked him afterwards what could have possessed him to do so. If he had an active homosexual life, he didn’t talk about it to any of us, and I assumed in those days that it was either some kind of literary fantasy or that it wasn’t and he didn’t want us to know of its existence. Perhaps he thought we would be shocked or disapproving. I ask my mother whether they ever discussed these things. ‘Not really,’ she says, ‘but he knew I knew.’ She has never said that she minded exactly or even found it difficult, though she attributes the fact that there were ‘no cosy chats or anything’ in their marriage to his homosexuality. ‘It was probably a bore for him. It was certainly a bore for me. But then I’ve always been a bit homosexual too.’ This time I am surprised. ‘Yes,’ she goes on, ‘I was in love with Eileen for about two years, but she was in love with Isolde.’
  


  
    The solid, high green fence is meant to disguise the absence of all those houses along the motorway that were pulled down for nothing. There is total stalemate now: widen roads and you encourage motorists. Public transport, however, is near collapse in London; and the man who ‘turned round’ the New York and Boston subway systems has been imported to bring order to our Underground. Western Avenue boasts its spanking-new car showrooms, computer warehouses and ‘self-storage’ depots (I think of them as neatly filled by a hundred raging agoraphobes), but the few houses left are ‘trashed, rehabbed and squatted’, in the words of an inhabitant who should know. Much is made these days of what pollsters call ‘the pebble-dash vote’. ‘Pebble-dash’ is that particularly rough and rebarbative stucco applied to many 1930s houses and guaranteed to tear savagely at any hand laid lightly upon it. The same houses and the same people living in them were simultaneously hailed and sneered at in the thirties. They still are. But then there is a letter in the newspaper today from an inhabitant of Penge, who ends her defence of that much older suburb with the line, ‘Go and snigger in Notting Hill.’ J. B. Priestley called these new suburbs ‘essentially democratic’, ‘an England, at last, without privilege’, and George Orwell did too, though he shuddered at ‘the newness of everything! The raw, mean look! The kind of chilliness, the bright red brick everywhere...’
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    On my mother’s ninety-first birthday, my sister and I brought whisky and asparagus and some of our grandchildren to see her. The presents, once they’d been exclaimed over, slipped down the side of her bed. I am reminded of the time when I gave my parents a typescript copy of a book I’d written. Like so much else, it fell and scattered irretrievably beneath my mother’s bed. ‘I suppose it doesn’t matter terribly, does it, what order the pages are in?’ she asked. On her birthday, one of her great-granddaughters did her portrait, starting from her feet and taking particular trouble with the lozenges of colour on her blanket. My mother worried that all the people who weren’t there, hadn’t been asked, might take offence. ‘I really ought to do something, have a party,’ she told us more than once as we tried to entertain her. Her private images of fun and human intercourse have always won out over the real thing.
  


  
    Recently, she has taken to asking me about my memories of childhood, and sometimes I suspect her of angling for compliments or at any rate reassurance that it wasn’t all too bad, that a childhood illness of mine, for instance, was not all her fault. I oblige, though half-heartedly. I’m not sure that she is in the mood to listen to cons as well as pros. Sometimes she insists, with gusto, that at least the two of them must have got something right, if only through their genetic difference from one another: ‘After all, there isn’t a single idiot in the family.’
  


  
    Edward Platt quotes Lloyd George, who thought of ‘the money spent on houses as an insurance
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