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Dedication

For Dianne.

My name is on this book but of course this is our story, and I have loved living it with you.
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A Knock at the Door is based on a true story. Some names and locations have been changed but I have relayed as faithfully as I can the account of Ronnie’s life with us. The most difficult parts to write, concerned the periods when he was a child in care. In these I have relied on what he told us of his experiences and what I was able to glean from his local authority records. Sadly, his time in those institutions and the effect they had on his life, is mirrored in many other accounts of children in the care system at that time.
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Sat on the wall with friends in my childhood street (I am third from the right).




Chapter 1

A Knock at the Door

23 December 1975.

Two days to Christmas and the doorbell wasn’t working properly.

The knock on the door was not loud – not a policeman’s knock, but neither was it soft – not the kind of knock you make when you hope nobody will answer. But it was persistent. I sometimes wonder how it would have all turned out if the person standing outside had given up. If, when nobody responded to the constant pressing of the bell push, he had simply shrugged his shoulders and walked away. I imagine how different our lives would have been if he hadn’t decided to bang on the door, or we had simply chosen not to answer, believing it to be the return of the small boy we had generously rewarded the previous evening just to stop him murdering ‘Once in Royal David’s City’.

But answer it we did.

Dianne and I had been married for four years, I was 27 years old, and we had been in our new home on the outskirts of Cardiff for just six months. I was in the living room listening to Prime Minister Harold Wilson talk about his plans for bringing peace to Northern Ireland, when Dianne called from the kitchen, ‘See who that is, Rob.’ 

I moved into the winter chill of the hall and walked past the brown second-hand sideboard; its scratches covered up by a dozen Christmas cards. It had already been dark for over two hours, and as I approached the front door, the frighteningly tall and broad silhouette through the glass made me pause. Opening it slowly, I was relieved to find that the long shadow was cast merely by the lamppost opposite, and an ordinary man stood on my doorstep.

He was of medium height, with several days’ stubble on his square chin, and brown hair parted in an indeterminate line. Yet something about him was unusual. At first, I thought it was his clothes – they were creased and dirty, as though he had lived with and in them for a very long time – but it wasn’t his clothing that was odd, it was his bearing. In spite of his rough appearance, he looked confident, as if whoever lived at this house would be glad he had called and be sure to show it. 

But the owner of this house did not show it. ‘How can I help you?’ I demanded, with a voice that matched the chill in the air. 

He gazed at me as though he felt sorry for me. ‘Don’t you know who I am? It’s Ronnie Lockwood.’ Of course – how could I have forgotten him and the mayhem he caused the first time we met? 



I was brought up in a street of twenty-eight terraced houses in Cardiff, Wales. It was, in many ways, nondescript, but it did have three things that the surrounding streets did not possess: a laundry, a coal-yard, and a tiny Gospel Hall on the corner. We knew people who worked at the laundry and we got our coal from the yard, but as far as my family was concerned, the church could have been in another country. Then one day, a Sunday-school teacher called Miss Williams came to visit.

Miss Williams was short, with wiry grey hair and replete with a boldness she attributed to the Almighty. When my mother opened the door to her, she smiled and posed the same question she had already asked at the eight houses between us and the Gospel Hall: ‘Would any boys or girls in this house like to come to Sunday school? It is every Sunday afternoon at two-thirty. I’ll pick them up and be sure to have them home by a quarter to four.’ 

Whether it was her 4-year-old’s spiritual welfare that swayed my mother, or just the prospect of some free childcare for an hour or so, I don’t know. But she didn’t hesitate. She pulled me out from behind her apron and said, ‘He’d like to go.’

And so it was that on the following Sunday afternoon Miss Williams called at our house, took me by the hand and led me down the street, past old Mrs Hughes’ place, the Giles’, and finally the Morgan’s, then into the sombre stone building that would change the course of my life. 

Miss Williams was one of the most unusual women I have ever met. She never had any children of her own, yet she possessed an extraordinary gift for dealing with kids. I came to believe that she actually loved me and that if I missed a class, it might well break her heart. And the feeling was mutual, although my affection was not quite so unconditional: I loved her for three reasons. Firstly, once a month she invited us to tea at her house. Tea with the Sunday-school teacher was a big deal. Granted, with our background, it didn’t take much to qualify as ‘posh’, but Miss Williams was. She had a telephone, a fridge and an inside toilet. But best of all, Miss Williams had jelly moulds. If you gave her enough notice, you could have your jelly in just about any shape you wanted. She could do buses, rockets, ships, cars, and any number of animals. My mother took these events seriously. Before I left for tea with Miss Williams, she would slick down my hair, give me a freshly ironed handkerchief, and warn me that if there was only one sandwich left on the plate, under no circumstances was I to take it. And I loved Miss Williams because she gave us stickers. Every time we turned up to Sunday school, we got another one for our album. We cherished those bits of paper – sometimes swapping a ‘doubler’ of ‘Jesus walking on the water’ for a rare ‘Feeding of the five thousand’. But most of all I loved her for her stories – Miss Williams was a brilliant raconteur. My favourite was ‘David and Goliath’ and Miss Williams didn’t hold back. We gasped when she got to the end, imagining it was Stanley Preston, the street bully, being decapitated instead of the giant. 

One Sunday, Miss Williams told us that a new boy would be joining us the following week. She said that his name was Ronnie and explained that he didn’t live in a family as we all did, but in something called a children’s home, which meant he didn’t have a mother or father around. Mr Harker, the Sunday-school superintendent, was going to pick him up from the children’s home and bring him to our class. Her explanation ended with a warning of consequences more terrifying than the fires of hell if we were mean to him.

Ronnie obviously hadn’t been given any warnings about misbehaviour. The first thing he did when he joined our class a week later was to put Alan Thompson in a headlock, and the second was to hide Miss Williams’ handbag under his chair. But it didn’t stop there. Ronnie’s misdemeanours multiplied until, finally, my friend Peter Clayton had enough and, chancing eternal damnation, told Ronnie that he was ugly and his mother dressed him funny. At first, Ronnie just stared at him, then suddenly all hell broke loose as he flew from his chair and landed on Peter, sending him crashing into the little pedal organ which only moments earlier had been cranking out its accompaniment to ‘Yield Not to Temptation’. Peter Clayton got in a lucky shot to Ronnie’s head, but before the full wrath of Peter’s much stronger rival could descend on him, Miss Williams grabbed both boys and threatened to do all manner of unchristian things to them if they didn’t stop fighting. The remarkable thing is that they did stop. The rest of us looked on in wonder. Miss Williams’ street cred was at an all-time high.

Over the following years, Ronnie was a regular visitor at our Sunday school. His clothes weren’t all that different from ours, but there was something about them that stood out: the invisible uniform of the children’s home, which signalled loudly, ‘I am not like you.’ I’m not sure that we were ever deliberately cruel to him, but the honest truth is that he was so easy to wind up. If you pretended to steal one of his stickers or tapped him on the shoulder and hid, you could really get him going. But he was strong. If he caught you, you were in a lot of trouble, but the problem he had with his knees – he didn’t seem able to bend them properly – meant you always had a good chance of being able to outrun him.

One week he didn’t turn up for Sunday school. Nobody, not even Miss Williams, seemed to know what had happened to him. I didn’t see him again until years later, when I would sometimes run into him in the city centre or at a youth club I ran that he would sometimes drop in on. He was always roughly dressed and looking lost. Our lives were a world apart.



The man at my door was still smiling even as he waited for a response. I smiled back. ‘Of course I remember you, Ronnie. How did you find us?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Somebody told me where you live.’

He was holding a black plastic sack in his right hand. I said, ‘What have you got in there?’

‘Just my stuff. But I’ve got this, too.’ And then he held the package he was holding in his other hand towards me. I took it from him and peeled back the paper: a frozen chicken.

‘Where did you get this?’

‘Somebody gave it to me for Christmas.’

‘Have you got anywhere to cook it?’

He stared at the icy parcel. ‘No, and I can’t cook anyway.’

‘Come in. I’m sure Dianne will pop it in the oven for you.’ He nodded, took the chicken back and stepped through the doorway. 

‘Di, we’ve got a visitor,’ I shouted in the direction of the kitchen. ‘It’s Ronnie. You remember Ronnie?’ As I began to open the kitchen door, he pushed past me and without saying a word, thrust the chicken into Dianne’s hands. 

Dianne looked from me to Ronnie to the chicken, as if one of us might offer an explanation. 

I repeated my earlier cry from the hall. ‘It’s Ronnie. You remember Ronnie? Ronnie from the Gospel Hall?’ 

She narrowed her eyes at me then turned to him. ‘Of course. Ronnie, how lovely to see you.’ She put the chicken on the worktop and said, ‘Why don’t you put the kettle on, Rob? Would you like some tea or coffee, Ronnie?’

He shrugged his shoulders, ‘Fine.’

We all voted for coffee and Dianne passed Ronnie his cup. ‘Would you like some sugar?’

‘Fine,’ he answered.

The three of us sat around the kitchen table, long periods of silence being punctuated by Dianne or me asking a question. After a minute or two, Ronnie asked if he could use the toilet. 

‘Sure,’ I said, ‘it’s at the top of the stairs on the right.’ 

As he passed me to go towards the door, a pungent, acid odour hit me, reminding me of visits to my grandmother in the last weeks of her life. When he had gone upstairs, Dianne said, ‘Shall we invite him to stay for a meal? I’ve got enough for all of us. I can put his chicken in and if it’s done, he can take it with him afterwards.’

‘Fine,’ I said. She kicked me under the table.

Ronnie came back into the kitchen, and I said, ‘Stay and have a meal with us, Ronnie, and while you’re eating, we’ll put your chicken in the oven.’

He smiled. ‘Thanks.’

Dianne complains that I’m not much of a conversationalist at dinner parties. Perhaps she’s right, but compared to Ronnie, I was in the Champions League. It seemed that he had used up all his available conversation at the front door, and for thirty minutes we sat around the table trying to mine even single syllables out of him.

‘Where are you staying, Ronnie?’ A shake of the head and silence.

‘Have you got a place to live?’ 

‘Not really.’

‘So where are you sleeping?’ Dianne asked.

‘Here and there.’

Ronnie wolfed his meal down then sat looking at his plate, saying nothing. It was excruciating. Finally, with most of her meal unfinished, Dianne put down her knife and fork and said, ‘Let’s see what’s on the telly.’ We all trooped into the living room. I turned on the Christmas-tree lights, and Dianne settled Ronnie into an armchair in front of the television. ‘What do you like to watch?’ she asked.

‘Westerns.’

We only had three television channels in the 1970s, and gunslingers were on none of them. We chose Coronation Street instead, and although it was immediately obvious that, in Ronnie’s opinion, Ken Barlow was no substitute for John Wayne, his full attention was on that screen.

After a short while, Dianne developed a coughing fit. When we got to know him better, we realised she needn’t have bothered with this subversive effort to get my attention; Ronnie concentrated on one thing at a time and at that moment he was beamed in on the Rovers Return. Instead of aiming surreptitious gestures towards the door at me, she could just have said, ‘We need to talk.’

We left him to Ena Sharples and went into the kitchen. Dianne closed the door. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘What do you mean, “What are we going to do?”’

‘Well, he’s got nowhere to stay. And he smells dreadful.’

After a while, one of us said, ‘Well, what are we going to do?’ 

There was a moment’s silence, each of us with our own thoughts, until the familiar tune wafting in from the living room brought us back to the present. Dianne said, ‘We can’t let him sleep rough tonight. Let’s give him the spare bedroom – I’ll have to clear some stuff out of it – then we can talk properly in the morning.’ 

We went back into the living room. Ronnie was watching the rolling credits with rapt attention. I sat on the settee next to him. ‘Would you like to stay with us tonight, Ronnie?’

‘Fine,’ he said, staring at the Granada Television logo. 

Dianne said, ‘What have you got in that black sack of yours? Have you got any washing stuff?’ He shook his head. Dianne pressed on. ‘Any pyjamas?’ His eyes fixed on the screen, he bowed his head slightly and shook it again. Dianne looked flustered. ‘Don’t worry – Rob will find you some.’

The Corrie credits had finished and as Ronnie was getting stuck into The Sweeney, we went upstairs to get his room ready. I found a pair of pyjamas still in their M&S wrapper, and we added a towel and laid them on the bed. When we got back downstairs, the television was still on but Ronnie was dozing. I tapped him on the shoulder, ‘Time to turn in.’

He woke with a start. ‘Fine.’ 

Dianne coughed. ‘Would you like a shower before you go to bed?’

‘No, thanks.’

She looked at me in a plea for support, but I shrugged my shoulders. We showed him his room for the night and as we closed his door Dianne said, ‘We’re in the bedroom next door. If you need us for anything, just knock.’

Ronnie said ‘Fine.’



I was dropping off to sleep when Dianne whispered, ‘Are you still awake?’

‘Yes.’

‘I was just thinking.’

‘What?’

‘What if he does something?’

‘What did you have in mind?’

‘Don’t be funny. We’ve got a man we don’t really know from Adam sleeping two feet away from us. He could do anything.’

‘So what would you like me to do?’

‘Put a chair under the door handle.’

I got out of bed begrudgingly, went downstairs and returned with a dining chair, which I wedged under the handle of our bedroom door. ‘There,’ I said. ‘Safe.’

But she was asleep.

I got back into bed, but I couldn’t get to sleep – my mind was racing: how had this happened? One minute I’m answering a knock at the door, the next there’s a man sleeping in the bedroom next to us who’s practically a stranger. I calmed down after a while: Dianne was right, We can talk about it in the morning. But I would not have been calm, if I had known, as I lay in bed that night, that in so many ways that morning would never come: the man would never leave.



Dianne woke me at 6.45 a.m. ‘There’s somebody moving around downstairs.’ 

As I made my way down, I could hear the television. I opened the living-room door to find Ronnie watching an Open University programme on maths. ‘What are you doing up so early, Ronnie?’

‘I’m an early bird, I am.’

‘What are you watching?’

‘I don’t know.’ He got up from his chair and beckoned me to follow him towards the door. A knowing smile played on his lips. ‘I’ve got a surprise for you.’

I followed him into the kitchen. He had washed up last night’s dirty dishes and stacked them away. The kitchen was pristine. ‘That’s amazing, Ronnie. Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.’ 

Ronnie returned to the living room and settled in front of a bearded lecturer drawing equations on a blackboard. I went upstairs and slid back into bed. Dianne was wide awake. ‘What’s going on down there?’

‘He’s watching an Open University programme on calculus.’ Dianne laughed out loud.

‘And two more things,’ I said.

‘Don’t keep me in suspense.’

‘When I passed his room, the door was open.’

‘And?’

‘My pyjamas are still in the wrapping.’

‘And the second thing?’

‘He’s done the dishes.’

I lay next to Dianne for a while and tried to get back off to sleep but I couldn’t settle; I could hear Ronnie moving about downstairs and I wondered what he was doing. I got up and went down. He was in the hall looking at the Christmas cards. When he saw me, he said, ‘I wasn’t being nosey.’

‘It’s fine, Ronnie.’

‘You’ve got a lot of friends.’

‘Yes, we have. We’re very lucky.’

He picked up a card that read: ‘To our darling son and daughter-in-law at Christmas.’ He seemed to be far away in his mind and then he blurted out, ‘I’ve got five cards.’

‘What do you mean?’

He looked at me as if he thought I could have done with a little help from the bearded man teaching calculus. ‘I’ve got five cards,’ he repeated.

I lifted my hands in surrender. ‘Sorry, Ronnie. I don’t get it.’

He smiled sympathetically. ‘I’ll show you. They’re in my bag.’ He pushed past me and went upstairs. I heard him rummaging about in his room, and then he descended, clutching a small package wrapped in a cloth. He laid it on the hall table. ‘Open it.’ 

I pulled back the covering and took out a small collection of greetings cards. The first read: ‘You are twelve!’ 

Ronnie said, ‘Look inside.’ 

It read: ‘To Ronnie, love Carol.’ 

I smiled at him. ‘It’s really nice, Ronnie.’ 

A huge grin covered his face. ‘Look at them all.’

I read each one from twelfth birthday to sixteenth, all bearing exactly the same inscription. ‘Who’s Carol?’

‘She worked in the kitchen in the care home. One day I told her it was my birthday and later that day she gave me a card.’

‘And she remembered every year?’

‘Yes. Every year until I left.’

‘That is really lovely. Have you stayed in touch with her?’

‘I went back to the home once. It was a long way away. I asked if I could see her, but they said that she’d left.’

Just then Dianne came down the stairs. We went into the living room together and turned on the television again. It seemed that the gods themselves had felt we needed a helping hand because there was a western on. Ronnie looked as though he had won the football pools and sank into an armchair, transfixed. Dianne and I left him and went to resume the previous night’s conversation. As she sat at the kitchen table, I put the kettle on. ‘Any ideas?’

She spoke slowly. ‘It’s Christmas Eve. He can’t leave today.’ And then she gave me a look of sheer panic. ‘We’ve got your parents coming for lunch tomorrow.’

‘You’re right. Let’s put them off.’

‘I’m glad you can see the funny side of all this. You invited Ronnie in in the first place; he was in your Sunday-school class – I hardly know him.’

‘So what shall we do?’

Dianne got up from the table and went to the window. She looked down the winter-bare garden. It seemed a long time before she spoke, but finally she asked a question. ‘Rob, do you think I’m selfish?’

‘Why do you say that? You’re one of the least selfish people I know.’

‘Because I don’t want him here. I want us to have a proper Christmas together – just us.’ 

She started to cry. I turned the kettle off, walked over to the window and put my arm around her shoulder. ‘This is my fault.’

Dianne spoke between sniffles. ‘It’s not your fault. You had to invite him in. And once he was here, we couldn’t not feed him. And then we couldn’t just ask him to leave. I know us, Rob, and we both know that he’s with us for Christmas.’

‘Not necessarily. I can go out with him today and try to find him somewhere for the night.’

‘You’re kidding yourself. How could we sleep tonight wondering where he is?’

‘You decide.’

Dianne looked up. ‘No. We decide together. But if we decide that he stays, then we’ve got to sort his clothes out, and I won’t be the one breaking the news to your parents about their new lunch partner.’

Our minds made up, we went back into the living room. Dianne stood next to the TV. ‘Ronnie, Rob and I would like you to stay with us for Christmas – you’ll be with us until the day after Boxing Day. Would you like to do that?’

Ronnie didn’t take his eyes off the cowboys riding out of town. ‘Fine.’

Dianne looked crestfallen. I felt cross. ‘Ronnie, Di is being really kind – at least look at her when she’s talking to you.’

He didn’t look offended. He just turned to look at Dianne, smiled, and said, ‘Sorry. That’s fine.’ Then he went back to the film.

Dianne pressed on. ‘Could I put some of your clothes in the wash, Ronnie?’

It seemed that Ronnie was a faster learner than I had imagined. He looked up without being prompted. ‘Thank you.’

‘Can you get them for me, please?’

Ronnie’s incursion into politeness was short-lived. This time, he didn’t turn away from the television. ‘I’ll do it later.’ Suddenly, High Noon was about to be re-enacted; only one person could win. But which one?

In that moment, Dianne moved into one of several roles she would play during our life with Ronnie – not friend this time, nor even older sister. The woman with no kids of her own became a mother. ‘Get the bag now, please, Ronnie.’

Ronnie got up from his chair as slowly as he could, left the room and climbed the stairs. I was about to make some comment about a headmistress but thought better of it.



Almost twelve hours later, we were watching an episode of the prison comedy Porridge. As it finished, Dianne said, ‘We’re going to a midnight carol service later, Ronnie. Would you like to come?’

‘Fine,’ said Ronnie.

‘Perhaps have a shower and a shave and put on some of the clean clothes I’ve put on your bed?’ she coaxed.

‘I’ll do it after Kojak.’

Dianne looked at me as if to say, ‘He’s smarter than he’s letting on.’

Sure enough, the bald-headed champion of American justice was on next. As soon as the programme finished, Ronnie got up and went upstairs. I turned the television off, and Dianne and I sat waiting in the semi-darkness, the room illuminated only by the Christmas-tree lights. Suddenly Dianne shot up. ‘We have to get him some presents.’ 

We began checking the gifts that were piled under the tree, trying to guess what was inside the wrapping paper and factoring in the important condition that whichever ones we chose to be reassigned to Ronnie could not be from anyone who might run into him on Christmas Day. In the end we rewrapped a scarf, a pair of leather gloves and a garish tie that almost made me glad we had invited him to stay. 

We had only just finished when we heard him coming down the stairs. Shoving the wrapping paper and Sellotape under a chair, we quickly placed his presents with all the others. And that’s when he gave us another surprise. He stood in the doorway clean, shaven, and looking so good I bit my lip. Dianne exclaimed, ‘Well, Ronnie Lockwood – you look handsome.’ 

A huge smile creased his face. ‘Not bad.’

It was almost 11 p.m. when we began the short walk to a church around the corner. It was what I have come to call a ‘Christmas Eve night’ – dry, cold and crisp – and only a dusting of snow could have improved it. I can’t say that the church building was attractive. But candles change everything, and inside it was awash with them. It looked magical. Ronnie turned to me and said, ‘It’s pretty.’ 

We spoke briefly to Mike and Jean, some old friends of ours, and, having been introduced to Ronnie, they joined us in the few seats still vacant on the back row. As we stood for ‘Oh Come, All Ye Faithful’, I glanced at him. He was staring nervously at the carol sheet, mouthing sounds and looking around to see if anybody was watching him. It felt good with the three of us sat together like a family in the candlelight. It was a short service and soon the last Bible passage was read: ‘… and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room in the inn.’

The service was over. Mince pies and drinks were brought out as people milled around chatting and wishing each other ‘Happy Christmas!’ Ronnie seemed to be surprisingly at ease. When I mentioned it later to Dianne, she said that this may have had something to do with the fact that he had downed at least three glasses of mulled wine before she could get to him. Suddenly, the church leader went back to the microphone. ‘Sorry to interrupt, folks.’ The church fell silent. ‘Mike Shaw has lost his car keys. Can we all have a good look around to see if he’s dropped them?’ 

I’m not sure what made me look at him, but I turned just in time to see Ronnie slip something onto the floor. Ten seconds later he shouted, ‘Got them!’ I was angry, Dianne was mad as hell, but even if Mike had his suspicions, he was kind. ‘That’s brilliant, Ronnie. Thank you so much.’

‘Pleasure,’ said Ronnie. Dianne gave him a look that perfectly expressed what she was going to do to him when she got him home.

An hour later, Ronnie was in bed having had the talking-to of his life, and we were drifting off to sleep. Dianne nudged me. ‘Are you awake?’

‘I am now.’

‘I was just thinking. If tonight was a challenge, wait until we introduce him to your father over lunch.’

‘Kill me now.’
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Ronnie at Christmas lunch.




Chapter 2

Christmas Day

It was Christmas morning and I could hear a sound. It was not so much threatening as annoying; not that of a menacing intruder, more like a dying bumblebee that had decided to drive two humans crazy before finally expiring. Dianne was asleep and I turned carefully towards the clock radio on my bedside table. The digits confirmed what I already knew instinctively: it was early – very early. I lay in the darkness trying to locate the noise. It was regular, almost rhythmic, and frustratingly hard to pin down. Sometimes it stopped momentarily and then continued, as if finding its stride again. Mostly it was soft, but occasionally it became a low growl. Finally, I nudged Dianne. She woke immediately. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Listen. What’s that noise?’

She listened for all of ten seconds before pulling the sheet around her and turning over. ‘It’s Ronnie snoring.’ This information did not pacify me. Isn’t it enough that we’ve taken him in, fed him and washed his clothes? Almost straight away, I felt guilty. He was not snoring to deliberately annoy us and, more importantly, he didn’t ask to stay. But the guilt was momentary. It was soon swept aside by another emotion: panic. There was a stranger in our home – in our private space; there was nowhere to hide. The first time I met him he attacked Peter Clayton, and I had no real idea what he had been doing since I last saw him in Sunday school. Had he been in prison? Was he unstable? 

Eventually, I drifted back to sleep and then woke again with a start. The early light was finding its way through the cracks in the curtains. For a moment, I just lay there. At first, I felt fine. Dianne was lying next to me. It was Christmas. All was well. But deep in my brain there was a nagging feeling that something was wrong. And then I remembered: Ronnie was in the next bedroom and my parents were coming for lunch. I imagined them contemplating the day with us. My mother would be counting the minutes until I arrived to pick them up; my father simply could not believe he had allowed himself to be talked into coming.

With the exception of Saturday evenings, when he had a couple of beers with some friends, my father didn’t do any socialising at all. When I was a child we had no visitors to our home – neither friends nor relatives, and I can’t recall my parents ever going out alone together without us kids in tow – not once. It wasn’t just social occasions he shunned: wherever possible, he avoided meeting people at all. We had sacks of coal delivered once a month from the yard at the end of our street. The lorry would pull up outside our door and the coalmen would hoist a sack onto their back, carry it along the passage, through the living room, and dump the contents in the coal house in our back yard. When it was coal-delivery time, my father would either go out or sit nervously waiting for the knock at the door. As soon as he heard it, he would rush upstairs and stay there until the job was done and the men had gone. 

If one was being kind, one could say my father epitomised the spirit of ‘Keep calm and carry on’. But it would be more accurate to say that he was detached. He spoke little, and whereas my mother would attempt to kiss me in front of my friends, no matter what my age, my father never displayed any affection. I can’t remember him hugging me, praising me or saying that he loved me. He used to say, ‘A mother for love, a father for discipline.’ 

As I lay in bed thinking of him and listening to the rhythm of Ronnie’s snores, in my imagination I found myself back in my childhood street, filled with working-class families – railway labourers, factory hands, shopworkers. Some of the wives worked outside the home, but not many; my mother wanted to, but my father forbade it. Our terraced, three-up-two-down house had no running hot water, bathroom, inside toilet, or even toilet paper. (Even now, I can’t look at the South Wales Echo without imagining it cut into squares and hanging on a nail behind the toilet door.) With me and my older sisters, Val and Joan, it was cramped, but as my mother used to say, ‘You could eat your dinner off that front doorstep.’ 

Mr Glover, the landlord, called every week, and my mother would hand over the money she had set aside in the large cup with the piece of paper marked ‘Rent’ Sellotaped onto it. My father insisted that what we lacked in terms of house ownership – not to mention washing machines, telephones, fridges and televisions – we made up for in pride. He told us that lots of the people in the fancy houses where he delivered letters were up to their eyes in debt and that it was all for show – ‘Lace curtains and no tablecloth,’ as he would sometimes say in a rare moment of levity. Joan would giggle each time he said it and whisper to me, ‘Cavalry twill trousers and no underpants.’ My father said we were different from the people in the big houses. We never missed a rent payment and paid the grocer and baker on time. He had a saying that guided his financial life and which he repeated to us all at least once a week: ‘Out of debt, out of danger.’ 

He was short and slightly built with a bulbous nose and heavily brilliantined brown hair parted neatly to the side. He would never fail to raise his hat when he passed a woman from our street, often accompanied with a smile and a cheery, ‘Good morning – lovely day today.’ But when the front door closed behind him, he often darkened. My auntie used to say he was ‘street angel, house devil’.

On my first day at grammar school, the form teacher asked each of us to shout out what our fathers did for a living – just the fathers. One by one, kids yelled out various professions, the boy next to me saying, ‘Company director,’ even though I later discovered that his father was a bookie. When my turn came, I was flummoxed. I considered inventing a prestigious job, but in the event I simply froze. The teacher looked annoyed. ‘You, boy.’ His eyes scanned a list of names on his desk. ‘Parsons, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well, Parsons?’

I mumbled, ‘Postman,’ as quietly as I could.

When I got home, my father was shaving. I said, ‘Do you ever get bored just sticking letters through doors?’

If I hurt him, he didn’t show it. He said, ‘Your father delivers the Royal Mail.’ You’d have thought the Queen herself had asked if my old man would be so kind as to deliver some of her correspondence. He went on, ‘Businesses depend on me, armies depend on me, families depend on me. You should see somebody waiting to get one of my letters. No, son, I don’t get bored.’

Before he set off to work, he would put on a fresh white shirt, black tie, and trousers with parade-ground creases. But before getting dressed, he would shine his shoes. I have never seen shoes so bright. One day I caught him cleaning the soles. ‘Don’t do that, Dad,’ I urged. ‘Nobody will ever know.’ 

Without looking up, he replied, ‘I’ll know.’

In the evenings, he would sit in our living room. It had faded wallpaper and a ceiling stained by nicotine. Three ducks flew up the wall over the fireplace, as if trying to make for the window and freedom. There was a settee, an easy chair and my father’s armchair, to the left of which was a radio tuned to BBC Home Service (which would later be replaced by Radio 4). He would listen to it while working his way through a packet of Player’s untipped cigarettes and filling in the football pools. Whenever the national anthem was played, he would stand until it had finished. Occasionally, he would fiddle with the knobs on the wireless until he picked up somebody using Morse code and then decode it and write it down. One day I asked him how he had learned to do that. He gave me a withering look and said, ‘Careless talk costs lives.’ After he died, I was going through his old papers and came across his army discharge documents from the Second World War. He was described as a ‘Special Operator’ – part of the Special Operations Executive that Churchill set up to work with the Resistance in France and Belgium. My mother knew none of that; my father never spoke of it. She only knew that whatever he had gone through in the war, he was a changed man when he came back – more nervous, quiet and unpredictable. 

As my mind continued back down the years, a hundred memories of my father came back, but clearest of all was the showdown he had with one of our neighbours, Mrs Coulter. Every kid in the street was involved in either making up new games or taking part in old staples. My favourite was Rat-Tat Ginger. It wasn’t complicated: you knocked somebody’s door, ran away and hid. But there was a variation to the game that was so terrifying that at 7 years old I wet myself the first time I played it. You had to hide in the front of the house you knocked at. Bear in mind that these were small houses with very little frontage to the pavement. The best you could do was to crouch behind a bay window, or if you were lucky, be partially hidden by a bush. The character of each householder was a big consideration when deciding on whose door to knock, especially if you were playing the extreme version. The possibility of getting caught by Miss Palmer was only concerning in that she might tell your mother, but other houses had occupants who threatened terrors that were too awful for a kid to imagine. 

Nobody in the whole history of my childhood had ever attempted to knock and hide in the front of Mrs Coulter’s house. I say ‘Mrs Coulter’s house’ rather than ‘Mr and Mrs Coulter’s house’ not because there was no Mr Coulter. There was. It is just that he was so mild and his wife so terrifying that it seemed appropriate to give her the honour of total ownership. The Coulters didn’t have children of their own. Thinking back, they must have only been in their fifties, but in our minds Mrs Coulter was as old as the antediluvian strata that lay beneath our feet. 

The fact that Mrs Coulter had little experience of children did not stop her attempting to exercise complete control over the small brood that dared to inhabit the same street as her. Her appearance wasn’t distinctive: she was short and thin with tightly curled, white hair. But her voice was special: high pitched and screeching, a scraping of her vocal cords like fingernails along a blackboard. It was with that terrifying voice, ramped up to maximum volume, that Mrs Coulter issued her warnings, and none more heartfelt than those relating to the iron railings on top of the dwarf wall that surrounded the frontage of her house. Every house in our street used to have railings once, but they were requisitioned in the war and ended up as bits of tanks and other armoury. Only the wealthiest could afford to replace them. Although, like us, Mrs Coulter had neither an inside toilet or bathroom, she did have railings, and these set her apart
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