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			Epigraph

			They fuck you up, your mum and dad.

			They may not mean to, but they do.

			Philip Larkin

		

	
		
			Dedication

			In memory of my mum and dad,

			who absolutely didn’t.
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			Preface

			My brother Jamie calls me Mersey Mouth because, he says, I’ve a mouth as wide as the Mersey tunnel, am hopelessly indiscreet, and will make a story out of anything. My first husband used to kick me under the table to shut me up. 

			So, first, a warning: I’ve taken the view that a memoir consists of events as the author remembers them: true, half-true or corrupted by years of retelling. 

			At first, writing a memoir seemed easier than writing a novel, where you must invent. And, I thought, it could be gratifyingly egotistical, all about me. But then, thinking harder, I realised that what I like about writing is the inventing. Now I’d be racking my memory rather than my imagination. And wouldn’t it be boring to spend two years re-telling a life already lived?

			In fact, I’ve enjoyed it. Indeed, too much. I’ve had to chop a lot out – mostly my involvement with government committees and quangos, with campaigns, commissions and reports. I’m deeply interested in the governance of companies, in education, food policy, art and design, but I can be very tedious on my soapbox so there is more about my personal life and my career in food than there is about the rest. Nevertheless, I’ve been unable to resist some memories of the fat-cat life of a company director, or the rewarding – but unrewarded – life of a charity boss. Readers can skip, after all. 

			Twenty years ago I heard the lecturer on a screenwriting course pronounce that all good writing stemmed from an unhappy childhood – if you hadn’t had one, forget it, you’d never make a writer. At lunchtime I tackled him. ‘I had a very happy childhood. And I’ve managed to get two novels published.’

			‘Well, either you write bad novels or you are in denial about your childhood. If you are any good, believe me, it was unhappy.’ 

			It still riles me. Why should unhappiness be the only route to good writing? Or ‘misery memoirs’ the only ones worth reading? 

			So here goes, with a very happy childhood.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			While my mother was giving birth to my brother in her bedroom with the help of a midwife, I was on the kitchen table having an abscess in my ear lanced by our family doctor. My mother had insisted on this arrangement because she didn’t want me, aged six, in one hospital while she was in another. 

			When I came round, I knew I should ask if I had a baby brother or sister, but instead I asked for a banana. Kate (our housekeeper-cum-everything who had been our father’s nanny) promised I could have one later, and led me into my mother’s bedroom. 

			My first sight of Jamie did not accord with the build-up of a delightful baby born and bred especially to be my infant playmate. The sight of my mother’s nipple leaking onto his sleeping cheek disgusted me. Also he was very small and I was not allowed to wake him up. 

			But I was soon proudly lugging him round like a doll. He was so delicious we called him Butterball. I adored him, and adore him still. But jealousy must have been buried somewhere: when he was nearly two and I was eight, I stood by his cot with Mum, stroking his back, and my strokes suddenly turned into pats and the pats into vicious slaps. I ran from the room, crying and baffled by the strength of my hatred. I thought my mother would come after me, furious. But she picked me up and kissed my teary face. 

			‘Sometimes I hate him,’ I wept. ‘I’ll end up murdering him.’

			‘Nonsense,’ she said, handing me one of Dad’s big white hankies, ‘don’t be such a drama queen. You love him to bits.’ 

			At that time I worshipped my elder brother, David, two years my senior and president of the Tree Climbing Club, an all-boys affair. After a deal of badgering, I was granted honorary boy-hood. I promptly climbed higher than any of them, which should have given me the presidency, but did not.

			I was an honorary boy for a lot of my childhood. In David’s wake I went to Cubs rather than Brownies and I played football on our lawn with the local lads. When I turned eleven my mother mysteriously decreed that I change out of my school gymslip into trousers to play. 

			We lived a privileged, white-South African life, and in spite of my mother (a well-known actress) being considered dangerously liberal we children were unaware of the horrors of apartheid. Mum campaigned against the laws segregating black and white actors and forbidding mixed-race audiences. She demonstrated with the women’s anti-apartheid movement, the Black Sash, once coming home covered in egg yolk from a vigil on the City Hall steps. 

			Yet it did not seem strange or wrong to me that venerable black men would step into the gutter to make way for a bunch of chattering white kids. I thought nothing of sitting in the front of a bus while our nanny, Emma, sat at the back; that she looked after us six days a week while her aging mother took care of Emma’s own children hundreds of miles away, or that Emma, along with most servants working in the reserved-for-whites areas of Johannesburg, only saw her family once a year for two weeks. I took it for granted that she was there to look after me, like an extra mother. 

			Most white South Africans are screwed up about race to some degree. I retain an awareness of colour that my English friends and my cosmopolitan children just don’t have. My brother David tells a tale that perfectly illustrates this: when he first arrived in London, he had only a ten-shilling note to last him until his student allowance arrived a few days later. He took a taxi from Victoria station to his digs. The fare was one shilling and sixpence, but the taxi driver, who was black, said he had no change. David let him keep the whole ten bob. He would never have been so generous, or so nervous of being thought racist, if he wasn’t South African. 

			We had a three-acre garden in the smart northern suburbs of Johannesburg, with tennis court and pool. We spent our time outdoors, free of grown-up interference. My Wendy house was an empty corrugated-iron tank with holes cut in it for door and window. We built a tree house, climbed on (and got thrown off) the donkeys that wandered unhobbled down the street, spied on ‘next door’, shelled peas with the cook on the back step, and hung round the servants while they did the laundry, cooked, cleaned or gardened. Best of all was being allowed into their dark, warm-smelling quarters behind the garages.

			Occasionally there were outings to the zoo to ride on the elephants. Huge excitement. We sat facing out on long benches hung on the flanks of the swaying beasts as they lumbered patiently along the zoo paths. It was both frightening, like a tipping roller coaster, and wonderful to be so high, to see the other animals from our majestic vantage point. Of course animal rights or something has put a stop to such innocent pleasures, something I really don’t understand. I bet the elephants preferred a walk in the park with a pack of kids up top, than standing all day in a small field as they do now. 

			Sometimes we’d hire a row-boat on the zoo lake. Or picnic at one of the Modderfontein dams, wild places where we could swim without seeing a soul. The whole district of Modderfontein (Mud Spring in Afrikaans) was owned by African Explosives and Chemical Industries, for which my father worked. There were the dynamite factory, office and residential areas on huge tracts of veld, the whole fenced off, gated and guarded. We would be saluted through by the smiling guards at the gatehouse. 

			On VJ Day (Victory over Japan) in 1945, the whole family, except old Kate and baby Jamie, who were sitting in the shade, walked across a narrow pedestrian bridge over a dam weir. The bridge had a handrail on one side only, so crossing was exciting. Dad was behind me, and my brother David, then seven, in front. Suddenly I knew that David, ever dreamy and his head full of something irrelevant, was going to turn round to ask Dad some daft question like how many inches there were in a mile, and step off the bridge. He did.

			I don’t remember him falling. Just him stepping off, and then lying, very small, far below on the concrete. Dad climbed rapidly round me, shouting at me to go to Kate, and he and Mum ran along the bridge and scrambled down the steep bank. 

			David’s white shirt was billowing slightly and I thought he was moving. But he was unconscious, with a piece of reinforcing iron piercing his lower jaw. He came round at the cottage hospital almost immediately with nothing more serious than concussion and a very sore jaw. He was home two days later. 

			*

			In 1946, Dad was sent to work for African Explosives’ parent company, ICI, in England for three years, and we all went too. 

			At first we lived in a little house in Wembley. David and I, sent to play with baby Jamie in the garden, would start well enough with his favourite game: you draped a muslin nappy over his head and said, ‘Where’s Jamie? Where’s Jamie?’ And then pulled it off, exclaiming, ‘There’s Jamie, there’s Jamie!’ while he hooted and giggled with delight. But, horrible children that we were, we would leave him sitting on the rug, nappy over his head, plaintively calling, ‘Where’s Jamie? Where’s Jamie?’ while we scarpered off to play without him and Kate remonstrated from the kitchen window. 

			Soon we were sharing a house in Blomfield Road by the Regent’s Canal with the actress Nan Munro. Nan was my mother’s great friend and theatrical partner. She had taken her three children to South Africa when war broke out and she and Mum had formed the Munro-Inglis Company (Mum’s professional name was Margaret Inglis), which thrived until Nan went back to England after the war. 

			Nan’s daughter Angela became my best friend and room-mate. I remember her stepfather, Rayne, carrying us children about on his shoulders and labelling our drawers ‘Angela’s vests, Prue’s socks,’ etc in a vain attempt to make two seven-year-olds keep their room tidy.

			We used to watch the heavy horses plodding along the canal tow path hauling the barges piled with coal. The once-grand houses were mostly divided into flats, some had been bombed to rubble and the area was hardly smart. But even then people called it Little Venice and Christopher Fry, the playwright, had a sign on his gate, ‘Beware of the Doge’. 

			A group of German POWs, still captive two years after the war had ended, were digging a trench in the Edgware Road when we walked past. I was clutching both families’ sweet ration, a big bag of toffees. Mum told me to offer the poor prisoners a sweet. I held out the bag to one of them, and he took the whole bag. My imminent protest was quickly stalled by Mum, with ‘Don’t be silly, darling. Those poor men have suffered more than we will ever know. It’s only a bag of sweets.’ 

			One day, David, then nine, was carrying our precious week’s ration of six eggs (one for each child in the household) in a paper bag. One of them must have been cracked and leaked, because suddenly all six eggs were smashed on the entrance hall floor. I remember the stricken horror on David’s face and the sweetness on my mother’s as she tried to make him believe it did not matter. I felt it did matter. A lot. 

			Living with the Krugers was wonderful. Five of us children were close in age, and we got on well. I do remember some protests when it was my mother’s turn to produce the family Nativity play and the Leiths got all the juicy parts. I was the Virgin Mary, Jamie an overlarge infant Jesus, and David the Angel Gabriel with huge glamorous wings. But poor David got little satisfaction out of his archangel role. He had to stand on a radiator under the window, behind the curtains, which eventually opened to allow Mary to behold him and the Annunciation to proceed. Only later did David reveal blistered feet. The radiator had been on and David, being David, had said nothing.

			Angela and I were sent to the same boarding school, a girls-only prep near Brighton that was very keen on outdoor eurhythmics, hockey, and nature study by way of freezing ‘rambles’ through the woods. 

			The big treat was a Sunday exeat. One or other of our parents would sometimes take Ange and me for Sunday lunch at the Birch Hotel in Haywards Heath. One Sunday my father was mortified by my indignant voice, an early indication of a bossy nature, ‘Daddy, you may eat your pudding with a fork, or with a spoon and a fork, but never ever with a spoon by itself!’ He looked round the tables of tweed-suited parents all eating their puddings correctly and realised the depth of his transgression. From then on ‘Never do for the Birch’ was a family saying, trotted out at any social blunder. 

			My most painful memory of that school was writing ‘Silly Fool’ on the blackboard and having the whole school kept in over break while the headmistress pressed the culprit to own up. I sat, immobile with shame and fear, and said nothing. The guilt of this haunted me for years. Finally, when I was twelve, in my religious phase and wanting to wipe my slate clean with God, I wrote to the headmistress and confessed. While I was at it I also owned up to carving ‘Nicky Hall’ (a girl I had a crush on but now cannot remember at all) into the panelling in the girls’ loo. I don’t remember getting any absolution. 

			I do remember the misery of chilblains, an agony modern children have no conception of, and being told by the matron that it served me right for warming my frozen hands on the radiators. And I remember being sick into the hydrangeas after eating a whole pot of Marmite with my finger instead of handing it in for the breakfast table. 

			We returned to South Africa in 1949 when I was nine. We were to travel back on the Cape Town Castle. ICI, grateful for my father’s three-year stint, treated him and my mother to the presidential state cabin. Mum was beside herself with excitement. Then, two weeks before we were to sail, Dad had a phone call from the head of the Union Castle Steamship company, asking if he would mind dropping by. 

			Dad reported the conversation:

			‘Mr Leith, this is a very delicate situation, and I hope you won’t mind, but we have a problem . . .’

			‘You want me to give up my cabin for someone more important.’

			‘Well, yes, I am afraid . . .’

			‘Look. I am sorry, but the answer is no. There is only one man in the country that I would stand aside for, and that’s Sir Winston Churchill.’

			‘Mr Leith, you have just lost your cabin.’

			Dad used to tell a tale of feeling an arm round his stoutish shoulders and turning to confront Churchill, who hastily released his grasp and stepped back, saying, ‘So sorry, I thought you were my wife.’

			And in the Bay of Biscay when almost everyone was felled by sea sickness, three-year-old Jamie and I were alone in the breakfast room when Churchill came in. He surveyed the empty room and sat down with us. Jamie suddenly stood up, bowed and said, ‘Excuse me, sir,’ and turned to throw up in a potted plant. 

			*

			Once back at my old school in Johannesburg, I wanted to curry favour with my new classmates so I claimed to know Enid Blyton personally. This of course led to demands for her autograph, and one deception rapidly led to more. I forged her signature thirty times in my school exercise book, cut each signature out and distributed them. Needless to say the lined paper gave me away at once.

			One day I didn’t want to go to school so pleaded a tummy ache. My performance must have been convincing because I was kept in bed, but I was alarmed when the doctor appeared. Now too deep in the lie to retreat, I yelped at every prod and to every question answered, yes it hurt. Next thing I was in hospital having my appendix out. 

			The surgeon gave it to me – a little white worm – in a jar of formaldehyde. One suppertime David and I added it to Kate’s spaghetti, although we did rescue it before she ate it. Maybe we wanted to repeat the trick on someone else . . .

			Home was much nicer than school. I spent holidays drooling over horses at the local stables or pretending my bike, Rattlecrank, was a horse. I laid out a cross-country course of ditches, small ramps and even logs, which I would pedal over fast while lifting the front wheel off the ground. Then I’d lean forward to whisper encouragement to my steed. 

			I genuinely couldn’t understand why I should not marry a horse. I had read about an Englishwoman who had married her dog, and that made sense to me. When my father pointed out that my offspring would be centaurs, I saw nothing wrong with that. I also determined that when I grew up I would invent perfumes that would smell of horses. Or petrol, the next best smell. 

			I wasn’t much of a rider though. When I was about ten I was competing in a gymkhana with my hired pony Cherry. We were first in the ring, but Cherry skidded to a stop at the first jump. I wheeled her round and tried again. Twice. And then the bell rang and that was that. My loyal mother, watching, cringed with shame when I lost my temper and whacked poor Cherry with my riding crop as we ignominiously cantered out of the ring.

			One holiday I was sent to stay on an Afrikaans farm – the theory being that it would improve my Afrikaans, which, since we all talked English, it didn’t. But I fell in love with a bay pony called Laddie. 

			My relentless campaign to own Laddie finally wore my parents down, whereupon all the consequences they had feared and I had denied, came to pass. Laddie’s tack cost more than he did; vet’s bills and livery bills arrived thick and fast. And now I pestered to go to the farm every holiday, or pleaded for Laddie to come to Johannesburg.

			And of course, as soon as Laddie was in Johannesburg, stabled a few miles away, I wanted him at home, but my parents baulked at building him a stable in the back garden. So I built a barricade on the back stoep (veranda) and secretly installed him behind it. I don’t know how I thought I could keep his presence secret, but anyway his sojourn was short-lived. On the first night he barged his way through my flimsy fencing and disappeared. Half-mad with anxiety, I searched the suburban streets for miles around. Eventually I found him in a field of mares three miles away and the other side of a dual-carriageway. 

			There were other animals: various dogs, multiple cats and a succession of white mice. David had an aviary full of budgies and parakeets on the terrace, and once briefly owned a magnificent eagle owl. And I had two bush babies who lived in my bedroom, refusing to be caught at night and leaping from cupboard top to curtain rail and back again.

			David was still my hero. He was sweet-natured and absentminded, but when challenged showed steely determination. I admired his bravery, but even then I found him strangely different from extrovert me and sunny Jamie. In his first term at his secondary school he was asked by a prefect to box for his house. In spite of never having boxed before, he agreed. By far the lightest lad in his class, he was punched round the ring for round after round while my poor mother watched. He eventually won on points. 

			As a teenager, he and his friend Mike went bird-nesting at Modderfontein and were attacked by a swarm of African bees. Mike, with three hundred stings, collapsed, so David, covered in stings himself and pursued by the swarm, ran several miles to the hospital, refused treatment and persuaded a complete stranger to drive him back to collect Mike, who was by now unconscious. 

			Another time, David and his friend Robin nicked the friend’s aunt’s car and drove it into a lamppost, putting out all the lights in the district, and ending up in hospital.

			‘But why did you let Robin drive, when he can’t?’ I wanted to know.

			 ‘Because it was only fair. It was his aunt’s car, not mine.’ 

			Having an elder brother, especially a slightly mad one, was a feather in my cap. When David and a bunch of classmates stole into my boarding school at night to sink the great school bell in the deep-end of the swimming pool, I basked in reflected glory.

			My brothers’ school terms and mine did not always coincide, so I was sometimes packed off for a holiday to my Cape relatives. My Leith grandparents lived in a little bungalow outside Simonstown, and they let me do much as I liked. I would run down the road past all the other bungalows, step illegally over the railway tracks (heart thumping in terror of being mown down by a train even though I could see both ways and knew there was no train). Then I would slide down the embankment to the unkempt shingle beach on which my grandparents had a painted beach hut. I would pretend it was my house and that I lived there all alone. 

			I was fascinated by Gran’s beautiful Regency table. There were little compartments for money and pens, and drawers that swung out sideways on hinges. I was told it had been the rent-table belonging to Lord Charles Somerset, Governor of the first British Cape Settlement of 1820. The whole table top swivelled so that when the factor put a rent-book down, or the tenant put his money down, no hand need touch. 

			When Granny Leith died, I was astonished to find she’d left the table to me. It arrived in a huge crate at my little mews cottage in Paddington. I have it still, by far the most valuable piece of furniture I possess. And it still has the mark of a pair of Victorian embroidery scissors that must have once rusted onto the top, the mark then polished over for nearly 200 years. 

			More exciting, though, was staying with my Uncle Jack, my mother’s brother, and Aunt Judy. Jack never dished out compliments but he was always interested in us children and we all adored him, as do all today’s current crop of grandchildren, great-grandchildren, nieces and nephews. 

			At the age of eleven (nascent puberty I suppose) my adoration for my quiet, slim, fit, handsome and tanned uncle became heart-stopping love. Once, staying with him and Judy at their holiday house in Hermanus. I slept on the top bunk on the stoep, trying desperately to stay awake so I could demand a kiss goodnight. The most I ever achieved was an affectionate ruffle of my hair. 

			Jack was always as good as his word. At breakfast one day he announced we were leaving for the beach at eleven o’clock and anyone who wasn’t in the car by then would be left behind. William, his second youngest, then about eight, was duly abandoned as he ran after us down the drive, wailing. 

			One holiday, knowing I was mad about horses, Jack and Judy borrowed a farmer’s carthorse for me. I was used to the riding school discipline of wearing a hard hat and proper boots, being closely watched and held on a leading rein. But Jack just told me the horse and tack were in the shed, and let me get on with it. The horse was huge and I had to climb up a water butt to mount him, but somehow I managed, and was mighty pleased with myself. 

			Once we climbed Table Mountain and camped in a cave. Jack made a fire and we braai’d (barbecued) our lamb chops and then, cosy in sleeping bags, drifted off to sleep listening to the utter silence. But there was a downpour in the night and our shelter turned out to be more river-tunnel than cave. We woke, cold and wet, to find that our breakfast eggs and bacon had been eaten by meerkats.

			When I was fifteen, I was sent to help Judy with her fifth boy, Paul, who became my godson. Judy was a doctor but had an impressively no-nonsense attitude to health and safety. She was unperturbed when I found the baby, then just crawling, eating the flies that had drowned in the cat’s milk on the kitchen floor. ‘It won’t kill him,’ she said, casually scooping him up and depositing him on the veranda, where he promptly made for the dog’s dinner.

			In his nineties, still fit as a fiddle, Jack was climbing Table Mountain and camping in Namibia with my brother Jamie. They had to pitch their tent on the roof of the jeep to avoid lions. 

			Looking back on the people I’ve admired all my life, I realise that I’ve had a steady penchant for older men. One of my early secret passions was for Rayne, Nan’s young husband. We’d left their house in 1949 to return to South Africa and I did not see him again until I was about twelve, when he came to South Africa to do research for his book Goodbye Dolly Gray, a history of the Boer War. He stayed with us while he toured battlefields and trawled through archives. He gave me a pound, in two crisp ten-shilling notes, equivalent to twenty weeks of pocket money. (We were given a penny for every year of our age so I’d have been on a shilling a week then.) 

			Years later I found tucked into my school Bible a cringe-making slip of paper. On it was written, in my round schoolgirl hand, ‘Happiness hangs by a hair, but not in the love, mercy and comfort of God’ Rayne Kruger

			I obviously had made the banal quote up, and must have felt that a real live author would give it authenticity. Little did I know that Rayne was as heathen as my father. 

			Dad was a relaxed atheist. He regarded believers as slightly batty, even amusing, like people who believe in fairies. When, at twelve or so, I was in love with religion, he would tease me. I lacked any sense of humour and attributed none to God, so when Dad once greeted me after Sunday communion with ‘Been up to cannibalism again, have you?’ I was deeply upset at the blasphemy. And when he left the door open and I protested in a smart-ass phrase from school, ‘Were you born in a barn, Dad?’ he replied, ‘Yes, of course. Don’t you remember? In Bethlehem.’

			I spent a lot of time on my knees trying to save his soul.

			*

			Like most comfortably off white South Africans, we would go to the Game Reserve – the Kruger National Park – on family holidays. In the postwar decade it was not the sophisticated experience it is today with air-conditioned vehicles and, for the wealthy, private camps with open jeeps and radio contact to suss out where the animals are. 

			I hated being sandwiched between my brothers in the back of a hot car; unable to open the window for the dust; dawn sun in our eyes; animals invisible in the grass or indistinguishable from logs and boulders. Mum would turn round to check on us: ‘David, put that book down. You are meant to be looking for the animals,’ she’d bark, or ‘Prue, wake up. We’ve not brought you all this way to sleep.’ 

			But we loved the camps. Safely fenced from the wild, we were allowed to run about, make friends, swim in the pool. We’d have an evening braai outside our thatched rondavel (a circular building modelled on traditional African tribal houses), and listen to the hippos grunting like giants snoring. We’d lie on our backs, staring at the night sky and very soon we’d see falling stars. I loved the frisson of fear at the visceral roar of lions at night, tempered by the warm knowl­edge of safety fences and guards. And Daddy next door. 

			Today I love the bush. I set a good deal of my second novel, Sisters, in it, but I’m still terrified of lions. My most recurrent nightmare is one of being chased by a lion. As an adult I’ve been on expensive bush holidays when you drive (or walk or ride) close to these creatures. I feel sick with fear, and all I want is to get away. 

			This dread could stem from a silly joke. On one of these early family holidays, we had to get out of the Landrover and walk with the game warden down a narrow path to a hippo pool. I was about ten, and could not decide where safety lay: next to my father bringing up the rear, or next to the warden in front with a gun. I opted for the gun and stuck to its owner like a shadow. Only when we were out of the bushes and standing at the edge of the pool did I begin to relax. At which point Dad crept up behind me, gave a low growl and bit my elbow. 

			It took me a long time to find it funny.

			We seldom saw lions in those days. Indeed, I can still sing a song we invented on the long drive home after one holiday: 

			No lions in the Game Reserve

			We saw some kudu and a big baboon

			Impala and a warthog and 

			A bird like a loon

			A rat and a bat and a

			Big crocodile

			Giraffe, wildebeest

			And ants by the mile . . .

			But no lions in the Game Reserve

			But once we saw a kill right up close that none of us ever forgot. A herd of impala were running beside the road when a lioness suddenly shot out of the bushes in pursuit. Her pouncing leap seemed to take her ten feet forward and five feet into the air as she brought down a buck by its hindquarters. It struggled until she got her jaws in its neck. She held it still while she roared for her cubs to join the feast. It was hot, her family did not come, and after a while she seemed to doze off in the sun. Suddenly the buck made a bid for freedom and she sprang after it, bringing it down again. This happened twice more, a cat playing with a mouse. Finally, tired of the game, she bent her prey’s head back and we could clearly hear the crack as its neck snapped. 

			After more cub-calling, hunger got the better of the lioness and she ripped the impala’s throat open and drank from the presumably still-pumping artery. We heard the rip, as of canvas, as she tore the skin, and then the lap-lap of her drinking. 

			She roared repeatedly. Eventually, I suppose an hour after she’d brought her prey down, a big male strolled up, cubs in tow. And then they tore the impala to pieces and had dinner. 

			*

			We were never spanked, our parents governing by the withdrawal of approval. We had buckets of affection, praise and attention, but if we behaved badly they could turn down the glow a little – or a lot. We’d work hard to get back into the light. 

			One evening at supper, aged about nine and showing off newly learned playground language, I called my father a bloody fool. He picked me up and carried me to my bedroom as I furiously kicked his shins with the steel-tips of school shoes. He dumped me on the bed, saying I must stay there until I apologised. After a while my mother called through the door, ‘Prue, are you sorry yet?’ 

			‘No, I wish Daddy was dead.’ She went away. Every time she returned with the same question I said the same thing, first angrily, then sulkily, finally in floods of tears and apology. 

			We had three acres to play in and as long as we came when called, no one worried much what we got up to. David invented a good game: we used the gardener’s huge fruit-tree sprayer to shower water on passing cars from behind our garden wall. If you timed it right, and the car was open-topped, you could drench the occupants. Once we gleefully soaked a long line of wedding cars, first the bride and groom, and then a dozen other cars, many of them with their hoods down and all bewildered, but unable to stop since they were in a procession. But we hadn’t reckoned on the last car. The driver had time to realise, from the ducking and weaving of the vehicles in front, what was going on. He stopped his car, jumped out, gave David a good hiding and jammed his bottom into the water bucket. I escaped. 

			Worse was our secret stall, which we would set up on the grass verge outside our house. We sold anything we could safely filch from house or kitchen. Our customers were the servants from surrounding houses. Most popular of course were my mother’s cigarettes, followed by beer or cokes nicked from the drinks cupboard. 

			We didn’t dare steal bottles of whisky, so we set about making our own. This consisted of weak black tea with a tiny dose of real whisky added to make it smell right. Our other offer was methylated spirits, which was, sadly, a tipple of many an unhappy African. We faked this by swishing indelible pencil-lead in water. Our stall was short-lived, however, because the hoodwinked customers told our servants, who confiscated our ill-gotten lucre to return it to our victims, and threatened to tell on us unless we desisted forthwith. 

			I enjoyed the stall so much I tried to run an honest trade with flowers picked from the garden, donated bric-a-brac, and fudge made with the cook’s help, but soon discovered that the demand for odd saucers and second-hand slippers did not match that for booze and fags. 

			Emma, our nanny, was round and fat and smelt deliciously of warm black African and starched white apron. I liked her hugs but tried to land my face in the middle of her squashy bosom because the wide guipure lace frills, starched to rigid stiffness, scratched my face. 

			Donald, the gardener, was a painfully shy Tsonga who would giggle when spoken to and squirm like a child. Nonetheless, when I wanted to take his photograph with my Brownie, he insisted on changing into his Sunday best, borrowing some spectacles and holding a sheet of important-looking paper in one hand and the cook’s new bicycle in the other. I still have the picture, and I bet so does he. 

			We had a laundry maid, called Joyce I think, who was so badtempered, old and ugly that her stream of male visitors was a source of surprise – or perhaps admiration – to my mother. We children could have told her about the skokiaan (illicit, home-brewed liquor made from any number and kind of ingredients) seething in the copper tub under Joyce’s bed and brought out on her afternoon off to fill her customers’ Cola bottles. She made it with pumpkins, which grew conveniently behind the servants’ quarters, brown sugar and packets of yeast filched from the kitchen. 

			While prepared to be indulgent on the moral front, Mum drew the line at illegal brewing, and eventually Joyce got her marching orders. ‘Good thing too,’ said Charlie, the cook. ‘That woman, she no good.’ 

			But Charlie was in the skokiaan business too. One day the police turned up, one white corporal, one black constable and a cringing informer, to say they wanted to search Charlie’s room. My mama said that there was no way our dignified old Zulu cook would be up to anything, and told them to go ahead and search. Next thing, a huge vat of moonshine was hauled out and Charlie was arrested. As the forty-four gallon drum was taken away, popping with exploding yeast sachets that had gone in whole, the white copper said, ‘Hell man, they’ll put anything in this stuff. Dead kittens and what-all.’ 

			The remark has stayed with me down the years, mainly because my mother and I, then eleven, had just drowned some kittens, a traumatic experience, and for weeks I imagined those poor dead creatures might have been in the illicit brew. 

			Too many kittens was a frequent occurrence and there had come a day when my mother, unable to find homes for yet another litter, decided to drown the latest batch. My protests were met with a firm ‘Darling, it has to be done. They are only a few hours old. They will hardly know it’s happening.’ 

			My curiosity overcame my horror, and I trailed after her as she a filled a bucket with water and gathered a thin cotton flour bag. Into this she gently put the sleepy, blind kittens one by one. They didn’t yet look like cats, more like large grey rodents of some kind, with soft short fur and lumpy closed eyes. They barely stirred. 

			‘Poor little things,’ she said, as she lowered the bag into the water. ‘We just have to hold them under and they will go to sleep.’ 

			She was wrong. Dreadfully wrong. Those kittens may have been only hours old, but they fought like the devil for life. We could hear them mewing under the water, thin, long cries for help, and the bag writhed and squirmed as the kittens inside climbed over each other in desperation.

			We looked at each other in horror, both, I think, willing the kittens to die. Suddenly I saw my mother’s eyes fill with panic and then with tears. ‘I can’t do it,’ she said, ‘I’m going to . . .’ And she started to lift the bag. 

			I don’t know what made me suddenly take charge. ‘No,’ I said, as I reached in and gripped the bag. ‘We can’t stop now.’ And somehow, while my mother left the scene in tears, I held the bag underwater until the last kitten had stopped mewing. It took a very long time. Charlie found me sobbing by the bucket, lacking the courage to haul up my cargo of murdered kittens. I wept into his apron and blurted out our story. ‘Go and look after your mother,’ he said, ‘I will take care of the kittens. You did right, Miss Prue.’ 

			Charlie was a Zulu. I could have learned to cook at his apron strings, but it never occurred to anyone that a white girl would become a cook, much less be taught by a black man. And anyway, I never noticed what a crack chef he was. My only forays into the kitchen were to make jam tarts while Charlie cleaned up after me. When years later I returned to South Africa from student-hood in France, I decided to teach Charlie how to make stuffed seafood pancakes. It was only as I saw him deftly un-curdle my split hollandaise, swirl the pancake batter to paper-thinness in the pan, and chop mushrooms without looking down, that I realised he needed no lessons from me.

			It wasn’t all gastronomy in our house. We had the colonial obsession with things from ‘home’. On my father’s birthday Charlie would get all dressed up in his white uniform and stick small ceremonial bones into his hair and set the silver soup tureen reverently down in front of Dad. Next to it he would place a can opener and a starched napkin. 

			We would all fall silent at the solemn moment when Dad lifted the lid to reveal a large tin of Campbell’s tomato soup, hot, but still sealed. His hand protected by the napkin, he would open it, pour it into the tureen and then ladle it out, the smell making all our mouths water. 

			I never asked why the soup had to come to the table in the can. I suppose it was my mother’s joke, proving that neither she nor Charlie had adulterated Dad’s favourite treat. 

			To this day, if I’m too bone-weary to eat, a bowl of concentrated comfort in the form of tinned tomato soup will do the trick. 

			*

			When I was twelve, we went camping for a few days in the Magaliesburg mountains. We’d climbed up a gorge and settled in an idyllic spot, me in a tent with my brothers, our parents in another. 

			There was a rock pool higher up, deep enough to dive into from a ledge. We spent every waking hour playing in that pool, David and I diving, six-year old Jamie jumping.

			On the Sunday morning, long before breakfast, when we’d already been in the pool an hour or so, I went for a wee behind a bush, and discovered I was bleeding. I knew what it meant. I’d been told to expect it by Mum, and some of my school friends were there already. 

			But still, shame and embarrassment enveloped me. Why, I wonder? No one had told me it was shameful. But I knew it was. A girl at school had gone up to receive communion with a blood stain on the back of her dress and we had all cringed in horror and sympathy, but no one could tell her. 

			I crept down the mountain to wake my mother. My father, thinking I’d come to report on the baboons which were everywhere in the trees, tried to shoo me away.

			‘Mum’s asleep. It’s much too early.’ 

			‘But she’s got to come, it’s important.’

			‘Well, what? Tell me.’

			‘I can’t.’ And I burst into tears. Why couldn’t I tell him? 

			Of course he woke Mum and suddenly it was all alright. She made me feel important and grown up. Dad had to provide his stack of perfectly ironed white hankies to stem the flow. And then he was dispatched, with David I think, to climb down to the car, drive to the nearest village, wake up the pharmacist to open his store on a Sunday, and buy thick Kotex and the clumsy pink ‘sanitary belt’ which held the pads in place. 

			*

			My childhood gastronomic memories are comparatively few, but vivid: anxiously watching lest my brothers get more than I of the buttered Marie biscuits sprinkled with hundreds and thousands that Kate doled out on the beach; lying in a hammock eating nuts and raisins after a hefty Christmas lunch (the English tradition of turkey, plum pud and warm sherry was religiously adhered to despite the heat of summer); my mother’s only gastronomic triumph – baked custard, smooth as silk with not a bubble in it; my parents’ predilection for raw onion sandwiches made with white bread and thick butter – I would sometimes wake to find them eating these when Mum got back from the theatre at midnight. 

			And then there were the traditions of the South African obsession, the braaivleis – literally, burnt meat! – though we never braai’d at home. My father described barbecues, especially on the beach, as combining the triple evils of meat raw in the middle, burnt on the outside and liberally dusted with sand. But for my outdoorsy Inglis cousins braai-ing was the norm and they did it effortlessly: freshly caught yellowtail or kingklip baked in foil on the fire, toasted cheese and apricot-jam sandwiches, whole fresh mielies (corn on the cob) cooked in their leafy wrappings, then opened up and slathered in butter; sweet-smelling mealie-bread baked in a clay pot in the ashes. 

			Dad preferred indoor civilisation. From the time I was about twelve, he would occasionally take me, by myself, out to dinner. The Station Hotel was the most fashionable restaurant in Johannesburg in the Fifties. The waiters wore white gloves and red sashes across their jackets, and called me Miss. I ate my first snails in garlic butter there, and loved the whole performance: the hinged holders, the little pick-thing to extract the rubbery snail, the clear lake of garlicky butter, the crusty bread to mop it up, the snail shells they gave me to take home.

			I also had my first chicken in the basket with my Dad. As with the snails, the ‘business’ of the dish added to the enjoyment: pulling the chicken apart with the fingers, a second basket for the stripped bones, a finger bowl with a floating lemon slice, the huge white napkins to cover my chest and dry my hands. It was a ritual of pleasure I will never forget. 

			A South African pleasure I loved, and still love, is toast spread with anchovy paste. Once, sitting on bar stools in a coffee shop with my mother, a stranger on the other side of me was eating anchovy toast, cut into long fingers. I absently helped myself to one of these and was about to bite into it when I realised what I’d done. Hastily putting it back on his plate, I said, ‘Oh, I am so sorry!’ to which he replied, ‘Since it’s been half way down your throat, I think you’d better let it finish its journey. Help yourself.’ I did. 

			When I was thirteen, my mother took it into her head to make me a winter coat. I had to stand on the dining room table – the same one where I’d had my ear operation – on a blazing summer day for what seemed like hours on end while she pinned the hem. Mum grew more and more irritable as I shifted from leg to leg and the hemline shifted with me until she eventually abandoned the whole thing and gave the half-made coat to Emma for her daughter. 

			Never one to be daunted by past failure, Mum’s next noteworthy sewing project was to be the dress for my first school dance. Though now fifteen, I lacked the courage to tell her that I longed for a strapless svelte affair in shocking pink or pitch black. Or that I categorically did not want puff sleeves or a swirling skirt in pink-bordering-on-mauve. 

			My hopes rose when I found her beating the hell out of the sewing machine (an old treadle Singer with a wooden frame) with the pinking shears. These she wielded in both hands as she yelled, ‘You bloody well will work, you will work, you will work’. Sure enough, she abandoned the dress. But only to call in a dressmaker to finish it. 

			So when I was too ill with flu to go to the dance, I was only half sorry, especially when allowed to spend the days in my parents’ bed. The crisp cotton sheets, the cool of the eau de cologne Mum dabbed on my hot forehead and wrists, and, when I started to feel better, the exquisite crustless sandwiches Charlie brought on a grown-up tea tray, turned being ill into a treat. 

			Mostly, my parents’ room was out of bounds, and therefore irresistible. As a little girl I would sneak in, heart banging, and poke around in my mother’s jewellery box, walk about in her high heels, and experiment with her lipstick. I loved the smell of the clothes in her cupboards, especially the evening dress one: musty, but perfumed. 

			In my Dad’s drawer I found strange white balloons, very difficult to blow up because of their wide mouth. My big brother David, then a grown-up eleven to my mere nine, enlightened me but I didn’t believe him: our parents could not possibly do anything so disgusting. When I was thirteen I found a Kinsey’s Sexual Behaviour in the Human Female and a letter from my mother to my father when he was away. The phrase this celibate life is so withering has stayed with me, though I was a widow before I realised the truth of it.

			David and I had discovered Dad’s pistol hanging behind the bed-head, but we dared not touch it. Then one day, when I was eleven, I sneaked into the forbidden bedroom to find Jamie already there, sitting on the bed with the gun in his chubby hands. He looked up, his five-year-old face stricken at the prospect of a grown-up, but relaxing slightly at the sight of me. 

			‘Look, Prue. I found a gun,’ Jamie said, his voice nervous and high as he held it up in both hands. It was shaking. My heart somersaulted. ‘Look’ he said, ‘it’s got a safety catch. When it’s on I can’t shoot you.’ He jerked the barrel upwards with each click. ‘Bang, bang, nothing happens. The bullets can’t come out.’ He turned the pistol and squinted down the barrel, still clicking the trigger. ‘See – nothing.’

			I became icily calm. I knew I mustn’t frighten him. I’d no idea if the gun was loaded or not, but the thought flashed through my head that it would be stupid to have to load it in the dark if a murderer came through the window. 

			I walked towards my little brother and said, as casually as I could, ‘Hey, Jamie, that’s fantastic. Can I see? Where did you find it? I’ve wanted to know where Dad kept that for ages and ages . . .’

			I was babbling on, but it was working. Jamie relaxed and smiled, pleased with himself. I sat down next to him on the bed and reached for the gun, ‘Let me see’. 

			But he moved it away. He clicked off the safety catch and swung the gun towards me, ‘Look! Now if I pull the trigger you’ll be dead.’ His face was still scared. Scared of the gun or scared of me? 

			‘Let me have a turn, Jamie.’

			He handed over the gun and I looked carefully at it, thinking oh, God, don’t let it go off. The words ON and OFF were etched into the metal, and the catch was pushed to the off side and for a moment I felt panic rising. Did OFF mean the gun was off? Or the safety catch? Then my mind cleared and I knew that ON was what I wanted. 

			I stood up and turned on poor duped Jamie, my voice out of control. ‘Are you MAD? This is a real gun, you idiot. You could have killed me. You could have shot yourself looking down the barrel . . .’

			Jamie jumped off the bed, ‘But you said . . .’ Then he understood. ‘You were just pretending, weren’t you? So you could get the gun. You’re mean. You cheated. You’re horrible.’

			I stood with the gun held over my head, out of Jamie’s reach, my legs trembling and telling myself it would be all right. In my most grown-up voice, I said, ‘I’m going to put the gun back, and you are going to never, never touch it again. If you don’t promise, I’ll tell.’ 

			I used this incident in my novel Sisters and learned that the problem with plagiarising real memories for fiction is that I end up not knowing what is real and what I’ve made up. I think this little drama ended with me making Jamie swear on a Bible never to go near the gun again, and never to say a word to anyone about it in his whole life and never to come near it as long as he lived. Cross your heart and hope to die. 

			*

			We all adored my father. He died when I was not yet twenty-one. He could recite more Shakespeare than my actress mother, and he was easily moved by heroic, beautiful or even sentimental words. Once my mother found him reading Paul Gallico’s The Snow Goose to David and me, the three of us huddled together in the big arm chair. We were all weeping our eyes out. 

			But I realise only now, writing this, how much better I knew my mother than my father. She was more present and involved in our daily lives. I remember her climbing up a syringa tree with us and trying to swing on a high branch as we did, but her fingers were not strong enough to hold her. She swung through the air, lost her grip and landed on her stomach twelve feet below. She was badly winded and couldn’t speak, and we thought she was dead. David ran for Dad, who was so relieved to find her alive that he berated her. ‘You bloody idiot!’ he yelled. ‘How could you imagine you could swing like a ten-year-old? How dare you risk your neck? How could you, you absolute fool?’ It was the only time I ever heard him shout at her.

			And then he carried her back to the house, tears running down his face. 

			I think we always knew that the great love of both their lives was each other.

			He hated to upset her. Once, when I was about fifteen and she was in a play, she decided it would be good for me to be the housekeeper for the holidays, doing the shopping and planning the menus. I loved it, and we ate well: grills and roasts and no cheap mince or stews. One day, over lunch of roast duck, the conversation went something like this: 

			Dad: ‘Delicious, Prue. Nice change from stuffed green peppers.’ 

			Me: ‘Thanks, Dad. Mum, why do we have stuffed peppers and stuffed marrows and mince on toast all the time? They’re horrible.’

			Mum: ‘We don’t have them all the time. And I don’t notice either of you turning them down. And duck costs rather more than mince, young lady.’

			Dad (trying to pour oil): ‘Of course we like the peppers. It’s just that they do seem to appear rather a lot.’ 

			Mum swept out of the room, into her car and drove off, hours early, to the theatre. 

			Dad, mortified and realising he’d touched her rawest spot – her guilt at not being the perfect domestic goddess – bundled me into his car and we drove six miles to the theatre. We knocked on her dressing-room door. Mum, her face still pink from anger and crying, fell into Dad’s arms. He stroked her hair and repeated over and over again, ‘I’m so sorry, sweetheart.’ I stood there muttering, ‘Sorry, Mum.’

			How harmonious their relationship must have been if such a tiny thing, after twenty years of marriage, warranted a cross-country dash and tearful reconciliation. 

			They’d married in the Lake District, and I loved to be told the story again and again. The romance of it enchanted me. They had no witnesses other than the niece of the vicar. They had to walk across the fields to the little church of St John in the Vale, which they did with the dachshund puppy Dad had given Mum as a wedding present. During the service the puppy whimpered and had to be picked up and passed from Mum to Dad to the vicar’s niece to keep him quiet. And then they walked back to their hotel for tea. 

			My mother, before she’d left Cape Town to go to drama school in London, had been engaged to be married to Dad’s brother, a handsome chap with his hair parted in the middle and slicked back with brilliantine, and Granny Leith’s favourite boy. But Mum jilted him for Dad, confirming her mother-in-law’s judgement of her as a flibbertigibbet. Gran once told me that it was bad enough that her daughter-in-law was an actress, but that she was prepared to be photographed (‘and for the newspapers!’) in a bathing suit was beyond the pale. 

			At one point in my childhood I rather agreed with Granny Leith. I longed for a less famous and less glamorous sort of mother. One who was fat and homely and made cakes for the school fete. My mother never came to school fetes, and she couldn’t bake a cake. She wore bright red lipstick. And hats. 

			One day, to my horror, she came to school assembly to talk about Shakespeare. I skulked at the back of the hall, wanting to die. But within seconds she was not my famous actress mother, she became the fourteen-year-old Juliet and then the ancient nurse; she was Hamlet, then Horatio. I walked out of that hall puffed up like a balloon. ‘My mother’s an actress. She hasn’t time to bother with cakes.’ 

			I was often proud of Mum, but she could embarrass the hell out of us. She loved to dance, and when we played records there was a real danger that she’d dance around the room on her own. Worst of all, she would put on Danny Kaye’s ‘Ugly Duckling’ and be the duckling, twitching her bottom and jerking her head, ‘with a waddle, with a quack, with a very unhappy frown’; then she’d slowly become the swan and preen and sail through the lake of the living room carpet, while I shrank into the sofa, wanting to kill her.

			When I was a touchy teenager, she had a way of standing in the doorway, eyebrow gently lifted, and waiting for the teenage boys, our loutish friends, to stand up. If they did not, she would say, ice in her voice, ‘Good afternoon, boys,’ and continue to stand there while I hated her with a passion and the boys scrambled awkwardly to their feet. We called it her ‘Duchess’ stare. 

			But she was often the go-between for us children. She persuaded Dad that we did not, as he would claim, regard front door keys as disposable and use postage stamps as sticky paper – we were just thoughtless. When he sighed over my preferring horses to reading, she’d tell him I’d come to books in my own good time.

			I wasn’t much good at school, but until the last few years I loved it. Except for those years in England, I’d always been at St Mary’s. At first I was a day girl in the junior school and used to walk the few miles to school. I had to cross an undeveloped plot of veld, raising clouds of insects as I walked through the crackly brown grass, the sun hot through my thin cotton school dress, the cicadas making their summer racket. Sometimes I would stop and talk to an old man who camped out there. I suppose he was a tramp, a ‘vagrant’, but to me he was an interesting old man who brewed tea in a billycan and talked about his children in the Cape, proudly telling me two of them were so pale-skinned they could pass for white. 

			Johannesburg in those days was extraordinarily safe for us children. We went pretty well everywhere unsupervised. Only once, when I was about eleven, did I encounter anything threatening. I was crossing another piece of empty rough ground that ran down to a stream, taking a short-cut home after visiting a friend in another suburb. A young black chap suddenly stopped me mid-stream, gripping my handlebars as I hauled my bike across the stepping stones,. 

			‘Come with me into the bushes,’ he invited. I shook my head. 

			‘If you don’t come I will roll you up in blankets and throw you in the river.’ 

			I dropped my bike and fled on foot back the way I’d come, leaving him with the bike. Which was probably all he’d really wanted. 

			When I got home, I explained the loss of my bike. My mother, alarmed, decided this was the moment to tell me about the birds and the bees, information I’d had from my elder brother years before. And perhaps this incident was what led to the ban on my playing soccer in a skirt. 

			Compared to today, there was little crime in Johannesburg, though people feared it and talked about it. I remember my mother’s indignation at finding that a burglar had fished the eiderdown off her and Dad’s big bed while they slept. Because all homes had burglar bars on the windows, thieves became adept at fishing for items with poles with hooks on the end. The poles were said to be embedded with razor blades to discourage victims from grabbing at their disappearing possessions. 

			Most white households owned a gun. There was great excitement when a distant relative, known as Aunt Kitty, woke up to see, through the French windows of their bedroom
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