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Foreword: 2006

It has been an odd, perhaps even eerie, experience reading this book again more than twenty years after writing it. Even though it concerns the events of my own life which, goodness knows, ought to be familiar, I discovered it to be both revealing and engrossing as if it were the story of someone I had known quite a long time ago. In fact, once I had started reading the book I could hardly put it down!

This time I felt more concern for the struggles and upheavals of my boy's life than I recall feeling when it was clattering around me. The poignancy of my sick mother having to send away her two sons, knowing that she would never again see them, disturbed me deeply and almost for the first time, as did the shock of two boys abruptly realising they were heading for an orphanage.

But these tragedies were balanced, if only in part, by reliving the optimism I felt when a few years later I found myself firmly on two feet and knowing that I was starting my life again, alone it is true, but confident, even cocky, in knowing that I had a choice of the way ahead. Where I went, what I did, who I was even, were up to me. One famously successful man said to me not long ago: 'You had the great advantage of not having parents.'

Not that I go along with this Larkinesque twist entirely but I knew what he meant. I knew I had parents until I was twelve and those early years had happened. I could rely on the memories, dimming though they are now. What used to be called Dr Barnardo's Homes have produced many successful people but others, in their minds anyway, have never quite left the orphanage. They were always wondering about their roots. I had mine; they were already in place.

When this book was first published I had become a grandfather. Lois, my daughter, gave birth to twins. Charlie and Joe Faulkner are now at university. Joe shows unmistakable signs of becoming a notable writer and Charlie of becoming an agent, which sounds like a useful combination.

My parents had something like twenty brothers and sisters between them so there must be many unknown relatives out there. Mercifully we leave each other alone.

My own sons, Mark, Gareth and Matthew, live not far away. Matthew was married in St Paul's Cathedral on a mellow autumn day last year, a distinction afforded by my being awarded the OBE 'For Services to Literature'. The honour pleased me immensely and I hope showed a sign to those who like to dub themselves The Literary Establishment. Perhaps they did not notice.

For some years I have been a vice-president of Barnardo's (which would seem like taking after-care too far). When I was first elected, Princess Diana was president and there was a famous day (for me anyway) when, sitting beside her, I was to make a speech at the Savoy. This would have been a memorable occassion anyway, even if the outfitters where I purchased my new suit had not shortened the same trouser leg twice.

I counted (I needed to) the list of my novels; up to now they number twenty-nine plus four non-fiction books. I am about to start a thirtieth novel. Writing books is all I can do. Some have been commercially and artistically successful, others less so, but I have survived in the writing game. The advances are less exciting now although I had an excellent run for my money in earlier times. Many of my current readers are regular clients of their local libraries or Oxfam shops.

I did not have to read beyond page one of the original autobiography to find an error. My mother must have had one of her flights of fancy when she claimed I was born in a nursing home on Stow Hill, Newport. It always sounded a bit pricey to me. My birth certificate, which I have since read (after seventy-five years), marks the spot less exaltedly as 'Herbert Street'.

There is, however, some comfort in the knowledge that, as I have told in this story, W.H. Davies, the poet, was born only a few streets away. There was some confusion here too, as I have described, because a plaque commemorating this event, and relying on his own information, was fixed to the wrong house. Newport-born authors are apparently unreliable witnesses.

But, in all, being a writer is a grand life and you can stay at home to do it. My wife Diana, who, when I embarked on In My Wildest Dreams, requested that I mentioned her only in passing, has been a warm and interesting companion over more than thirty-five years. We have lived in more houses than some villages contain, we have explored the world in everything from a sailing ship to a Second World War Dakota. But when we get home to our house by the harbour in Lymington, Hampshire, we feel ourselves smile.

The city where I was born, Newport, is still just recognisable. It is an idiosyncratic place, a frontier town between England and Wales. When I was at school the town was geographically in England ('England and Monmouthshire' was the official placing) but its heart was always Welsh. We used to get a half-holiday for St George's Day and St David's Day. The pubs were also open on a Sunday, which meant a Sabbath exodus (religiously observed) from Wales, where they were closed. Now it is placed irrevocably in Wales where it belongs.

There are plans, expansive and expensive, to change the place, but not too much I hope. The River Usk still sidles like a muddy snake below the old girders of the Transporter Bridge which was to me as a child one of the wonders of the world and it is still a landmark. Now there are two motorway bridges spanning the inky river and it was never much good as a bridge anyway. I would not be surprised if somebody called it an icon.

The museum where I used to browse for hours as a boy has moved from Dock Street to John Frost Square (named after one of the Chartist rioters of the nineteenth-century, one of the few perpetrators in Newport of historical unruliness). It houses the marvellously huge ship models that once made me pine to go to sea like my father and brothers.

None of them is now living. My younger brother Roy, who had been closer to me than the others (he could hardly have been more remote), continued his adventurous life, becoming a bosun on a 200,000-ton ore carrier sailing around Australia from Port Kembla, New South Wales. True to the adventurous tenor of his life he finally lost it when he blew himself up. He was in hospital, dying anyway of the emphysema which had dogged him. He was breathing oxygen through a tube and casually lit up a cigarette at the same time. The resulting explosion almost lifted the roof off the ward. He was alive when I telephoned from England. 'I'm all right,' he assured me. 'Except there's not much left of my nose.' He died the next day. I sat down and laughed and cried at the same time.

Maesglas, the last council estate in England or Wales, whichever way you were looking in those days, was a penniless place everybody called Moscow. When it was built in the thirties the winter was of such Soviet severity that the frost-bound workmen gave it the name.

Poor though it was, nobody who ever lived there can today mention its name (which in Welsh means 'Green Fields'), or its Russian nickname, without breaking into a grin. It was a singular collection of streets and people. They have knocked it down now and rebuilt the houses that once half-hid behind the privets.

There was a patch of garden at the front and the back, and they were more spacious than our previous council house on the summit of the hill at Somerton at the other end of the town, where we perched among the Welsh winds. I also made a sentimental journey to that house and discovered that it too had been demolished. But only just. The outline of the brick footings was still to be seen. The only living room seemed so confined, even with the absence of walls. I remembered how my mother had performed the tango, a dance that needs space, across it. It was getting dusk and the same old wind was blowing. Secretly I tried a few tango steps myself in the tight outline of the room. A passer-by stopped to watch me in the dimness and then cautiously moved on.

Mysteries often solve themselves once they become histories. In these pages I have told of the strange 'gas attack' early in the war which had the Maesglas housewives, snorting through gasmasks, scrubbing down the pavements outside their homes. 'Mysterious White Powder Dropped By Germans' reported the South Wales Argus but its purpose was never explained. Recently I discovered that the alarm was occasioned by the overturning of a lorry carrying a cargo of bone-meal powder, which is used in the manufacture of deadly anthrax, presumably meant to combat the expected German invasion, so the emergency was not so unnecessary. There was a factory in Cardiff that processed the bone-meal.

Another discovery I have made is that I might have had a half-sister. As a small child I recall a lively young woman, about the age of my elder brothers, appearing at home. She came from Birmingham and, viewed carefully, I think she may have been the result of my mother's stay in that city. 'You had a sister once,' I remember my mother saying. This lady is only a shadow but even as I have been writing this paragraph I have miraculously remembered her name: Daisy Fern.

After many years I also rediscovered my boyhood friend Chubber, or he rediscovered me. When we were young and roaming the streets and woods, we used to leave secret messages for each other and at the bottom of the page was a drawing of a dagger dripping blood. Fifty years went past and one day I opened a letter to see that same childish sign. Appropriate to his nickname he became a locksmith and we have since kept in touch, meeting up on occasions. Once he said to me: 'I'm retiring next year. I'm going to finish my book then.'

'You're writing a book?' I asked.

'No, I'm reading one.'

Each November I go back to Newport to march in the Merchant Navy memorial parade, organised by another one-time Maesglas boy, Bertie Bale. More merchant seafarers were lost from the town than all the other wartime services put together. My father was one of them and I do it for him, wearing his medals and clanking along the main street. My marching days are limited, though. Last year I could hardly keep up with the mayoress.

The old man would have enjoyed the scene. So many aspects of his life were embroidered with farce – even, so I have discovered, the news of his death at sea. He had written the wrong address on his next-of-kin form before setting off on his final voyage. The message was delivered to another family several streets away and the hapless telegram boy had to trundle his bike around the many Thomas families in Maesglas trying to discover one with a missing-believed-drowned father.

Through the years I have made several sentimental journeys to the rather sombre house on the crest of Fore Street, Kingsbridge, in the South Hams district of Devon, where two anxious brothers, carrying their sparse belongings, arrived on the day after they had said tearful farewells to their mother. The house seems smaller now as childhood places do when revisited later in life. A housing estate has sprouted in the paddock where I used to ride Pommerse the pony. I used his name for a horse in my novel Dover Beach.

Teatimes at Lower Knowle were redolent with peanut butter, a gift from American soldiers; many years later those same Americans provided me with the basis of The Magic Army, a book which revealed for the first time the bungling tragedy of more than seven hundred young men who died by German action in one night while they were only practising invasion landings off Slapton Sands, Devon.

The success of The Magic Army resulted in a summons from the United States, from the Pentagon no less, to receive an award for my part in revealing, years later, the terrible story. In Washington there was an impressive dinner attended by veteran survivors of the ill-starred Exercise Tiger and I was presented with an engraved plaque. But military blunders were not a thing of the past and the framed citation was made out in the wrong name. There were on-the-spot apologies and the right item was forwarded to me when I was back home in Britain.

Barnardo's called their reception homes 'Ever-Open-Doors'. The Kingsbridge home was in the charge of a grey and handsome man who, though not in holy orders, liked to dress in ecclesiastical garb, wearing a clerical collar and preaching in St Edmund's Church. More than thirty years later I saw his name in a local newspaper at Henley-on-Thames, where Diana and I were living. He had recently died after long being the well-respected vicar of a local church, presumably by then officially ordained.

Since I became a vice-president of Barnardo's I have been called on to assist in various ways. Once I presented a short television film about some disabled toddlers at Harrogate where I could scarcely stem the tears. The day after the film was shown on television I was walking my dogs in Kensington when a hearse, complete with coffin, stopped in the street and the driver alighted.

'Saw your film last night,' he said while the traffic piled up behind the corpse. 'And I want to give you this for Barnardo's.' It was four pounds. 'Somebody gave it to me as beer money' I thought it might have been 'bier' money – a joke in the undertaking business perhaps.

Cherie Booth is now President. We meet at an event sponsored by Monopoly in aid of Barnardo's. Mindful of the newspaper stories about Mrs Blair allegedly using her position as wife of the Prime Minister to feather her own nest, I warned her: 'Don't let the press photograph you with handfuls of Monopoly money.'

She replied smartly, 'Or the card that says "Go to Jail".'

Barnardo's do not have orphanages these days; their efforts are concentrated on deprived, abused and sick children. In those times they cared, as much as they could, for 8,000 children of various sorts. One of the orphanages was called Babies Castle.

I did cross swords with Barnardo's once about an advertising campaign that I thought was unacceptable, a baby supposedly photographed injecting heroin, a toddler about to jump from a roof, a man with his head blown apart. I wanted to resign as a vice-president but was dissuaded. An even more grisly set of full-page advertisements appeared the following year and the Advertising Standards Authority banned them.

It is not altogether known that people invited to appear in the famous pages of Who's Who are required to compile their own entry. When, to my considerable surprise, my name was added to that illustrious list in 1973 I summed up my career in the armed forces succinctly: Army Service 1949-51. Rose to lance-corporal.'

Even that meagre rank was acting, unpaid, and did not last long. I was demoted for failing to arrive on time at a Sunday cricket match for which I had been selected, having had my trousers thrown from a window by a Chinese girl I years later christened Juicy Lucy in my novel, The Virgin Soldiers.

This mishap was reprised in the Carl Foreman film of the book and (since she was an eager cinema goer) I often wondered if she had recognised herself, if not her name. Juicy Lucy was, in fact, the nickname of a Chinese airline stewardess I met years later in Hong Kong and I appropriated it for the story. Later still, in America, I discovered that Juicy Lucy had been a jazz tune in the nineteen-twenties and thirties. After The Virgin Soldiers was published it passed to yet another generation via a pop group and a popular health food bar in London.

As for the title The Virgin Soldiers itself, I will never write three more potent (or profitable!) words. Perhaps in the singular it will be carved on my tombstone. In more than forty years, since I first penned them, they have been quoted by politicians and military men, including Field Marshal Montgomery, in newspapers, on radio, television, and in the sports world.

The novel has scarcely been out of print since first publication in 1966. There have been all sorts of figures quoted for worldwide sales but I don't know how accurate they are. I have lost count. It was the first novel of the twenty-nine, and that simple soldier's story has been a long-lasting blessing to me. The film and its sequel still appear on television (usually after my bedtime) and it has attained, over the years, the odd status of a cult movie and the book has now been dubbed 'a classic'. My ambition had only been to write a story.

But the book and the film gave a hopeful author in his thirties a leg-up which most first novelists could only enjoy in their dreams. It was a lucky try. It was many years before I reread it (most of my books I have never reread) and I had to wonder what all the success had been about; to me it seemed nothing more than a beginner's novel. Today, if I could write it again, it would be three times as long, three times as well written – and probably sell about a third.

One dark afternoon in winter, sitting by a log fire in my house, I decided to try my hand at writing a detective story. By bedtime I had the framework and some of the characters; it was called Dangerous Davies: The Last Detective. He was an amalgam of some of the policemen I knew when I was a young reporter in Willesden, London, the old X Division of the Metropolitan Police. I have a great affection for him.

Willesden was a gritty, working-class, area in those days with many Irish inhabitants. One day I saw two hundred sober and stone-faced Irishmen march towards the Catholic cemetery with a coffin carried at the front of the parade. One of the bearers was a tiny man, much shorter than the others, and he held up the coffin with one muscular extended hand and arm. The lodgings I inhabited, one tight room at the top of a house, had a blackened fireplace where two would-be IRA members had ham-handedly tried to make a bomb. The house became Dangerous Davies's lodgings in the story.

I have now written four books about the hapless Dangerous Davies and his sidekick the philosophical Mod. The unique Bernard Cribbins was the first television Davies and Bill Maynard the elderly muttering Mod. Now, years later, Peter Davison is the latest incarnation of Davies and captures the difficult character perfectly. Mod has been transformed from an old Welshman to a young Irishman, Sean Hughes. It works so successfully that, although I have been encouraged to write a further adventure, I feel that the story has been taken out of my hands. From our family point of view the notable triumph is that our talented son Matthew wrote one of the episodes of the first series and two episodes of the series they are filming as I write. I have had nothing to do with his success (or the series for that matter). It has taken him ten years of hard graft and biting disappointment to find success but he is so fearful of accusations of nepotism that he even refuses to let me see his scripts.

I cannot pretend that the origins of The Last Detective lie outside the real murder mystery in my own family, as described in this book, the sordid killing of my fifteen-year-old niece in a field next to a Birmingham fairground. Being the dispersed family that we are I did not realise she was my niece until more than ten years after it happened. As a reporter I even wrote one of the newspaper stories myself from London, unaware of my relationship to the victim. Thomas is a common enough name and there were quotes in the press from the girl's father (who wasn't) and mention of brothers (which she did not have). Her mother had taken up with another man after my brother Harold's death.

The facility which enabled me to think up Dangerous Davies in that afternoon by the winter fireside was, I am sure, something I honed in my newspaper days. At the Evening News I wrote articles on myriad subjects to order, often at a couple of hours notice. This has been continued even up to today by an occasional commission from the Daily Mail after lunch with fifteen hundred words to be researched, composed and faxed by five o'clock. The fax and the word processor, on which I am working now, are my only forays into modern technology. I tell people I have only just got rid of the carrier pigeons.

Computer matters still confound me. When I had finished my airport novel Arrivals and Departures I decided that I did not much like the name of one character – Jack Richardson. So I asked my secretary to tap the instruction that would change all the 'Jacks' to 'Edwards' which resulted in a manuscript which referred to 'the Union Edward' flying at the flag mast and fears that an airliner might be 'hi-Edwarded'.

Keeping my hand in with journalism has always been pleasing and rewarding. The Evening Standard once dispatched me to Las Vegas to write what in the trade are called 'colour pieces' about the imminent Mike Tyson versus Frank Bruno world heavyweight fight. I told them I knew nothing about boxing but they sent me anyway. My wife asked me to get both combatants' autographs to be auctioned at a charity event.

The amiable Bruno was easy enough (I had played cricket with him!) but the mean-eyed Tyson was something else. I explained that the autograph would raise a lot of money for disabled children. 'And how do I know you're not going to take the bucks for yourself?' he asked nastily. He is not a particularly tall man and I did not have to look up very far to meet him eye to glinting eye. 'Don't you speak to me like that,' I snapped back. There was an unpleasant pause. I tried not to blink or go pale. At least my death would make the headlines. Tyson grunted and gave me the autograph. At the auction it fetched about a hundred pounds. Hardly worth dying for.

Fleet Street is now vanished. And vanished with it is my generation. Once it was called the Street of Adventure (not to mention Shame) but is now a citadel of banking, insurance and IT, as they call it; the bars serve cafe latte for God's sake. All that remains among the blank buildings, modest despite its poetic spire, is the journalists' church (Father forgive them, for they know very well what they do). St Brides in these after-days is often the venue of a memorial service. Men, who laughed coarsely, drank with dedication and knew priceless stories for sale, are only ghosts, staggering slightly as they pass on their way to their spectral upright Underwoods.

Not only men either. There were redoubtable women journalists (what their descendants in the trade now call 'feisty'), like the one who recently died in her seventies. I recall when, as an attractive young woman, she travelled halfway down America in the company of a man who turned out to be a multiple rapist. After he was apprehended the police asked her if she had been assaulted and she answered: 'He'd have to get up early in the morning to rape me.'

The lady who said, 'Just mention me in passing,' when I began the original version of this story repeated her modest request when I embarked on this new introduction. She cannot, however, escape responsibility as a co-conspirator in what has been an undeniably nomadic life. In a little under forty years together we have had twenty-six residences, sometimes three concurrently, a house in the country, an apartment in London and a place abroad.

When Diana and I lived in the Close of Salisbury Cathedral, in an exquisite Georgian house with its long, green, garden floating down to the Wiltshire River Avon, we sometimes wondered what a pair like us was doing there. Me, failed working class and she from a terraced house in Leicester. But the residents, some very exalted, were glad to see us and said that we brought a breath of fresh air to that ecclesiastical enclave.

Military and naval neighbours, who included Admiral Teddy Gerlitz, the redoubtable Beach-master of D-Day, were ever kind and tactfully praised the rank of corporal (promoting me at a stroke) as the best in the army. We were once invited to an officers' mess dinner where Lance-Corporal Thomas and his missus sat at the top table, our faces reflected in the regimental silver. In the same barracks I discovered, to my huge amazement, an old comrade from the teenage soldier days in Singapore, who had signed on when the rest of us were heading home, and who was now the Regimental Sergeant-Major – which is undoubtedly the best rank in the British army.

The longest we have remained in any location, to date, was our fine house, the Walton Canonry in the Cathedral Close at Salisbury, where we lived for ten years before we noticed the lease was getting dangerously low. The shortest stay was eighteen months (it was a converted piggery). So far we have spent five years at Lymington, Hampshire, in an enjoyable old house overlooking the harbour and we do not plan another move until 1 cannot manage the four flights of stairs.

Before we could become owners of the remarkable Walton Canonry at Salisbury Close we had to be vetted by the Dean and Chapter who pronounced us 'eminently suitable'. This suitability included the financial assets sufficient to replace the roof and to refurbish the building. Just to ensure that we had commissioned a good job the cathedral architect would slyly climb to the roof with a magnet to make sure we were using the right kind of nails.

There had been a dwelling on the site since 1198 when the great cathedral was first constructed and we inherited a list of occupants since that time: the first was one William of Gerdstock, who came from Normandy.

The classic Georgian house we had moved into was built in the early seventeen hundreds by Canon Isaac Walton, son of Isaak Walton 'The Gompleat Angler'. He died of cholera before he could occupy it and it passed to the titled Eyre family whose coat of arms remained above the huge front door. Me with an escutcheon! Before the Second World War the Ganonry was the home of the artist Rex Whistler, who was killed soon after D-Day in Normandy, not far from the place where William of Gerdstock had come.

Edward Heath was the first of our new neighbours to invite us to lunch. As I looked from his window towards the elegant Close and the lofty and lovely cathedral, I said: 'I never thought I would ever live in a place like this. I'm a working-class boy.'

'So am I,' he said truthfully.

To mark his eightieth birthday the BBC filmed a programme and came to Salisbury to interview us. Considerably to my surprise the producer asked bluntly: 'Is Edward Heath gay?'

'No,' I replied immediately. 'He's bloody miserable.'

Actually he was not. I am not a political animal so I took him as I found him, quirkish but often kind. He conducted a village band in 'The Cornish Floral Dance' on our lawn and they never forgot it. He also cleared his crammed diary so he could be chairman at a Foyle's literary lunch, which was given for me in London, attracting a more illustrious top table than I would have ever been able to manage. He made a funny speech and I swear he had never read a word of my book. The venerable Christina Foyle said it was the best lunch since 1931.

As a former prime minister Ted had twenty-four-hour security (and had survived attempts on his life). His armed guards became as much neighbours as he was. It was not unusual to find one of them sitting having coffee in our kitchen with his sub-machine gun parked on the table.

One autumn afternoon I was taking our dog – by this time a sweet-natured Rottweiller called Gipsy – for a walk in the cathedral grounds when she dug into a depression apparently full of leaves and found a body. My artificial hips prevented me getting down to investigate so I returned to my house and rang 999. The Close had a high security rating and as I returned one of Sir Edward's guards was already striding towards me calling, 'Where's the body, Mr Thomas?'

A police car and an ambulance had arrived smartly and as we walked across the grass, the guard with his machine gun and me with the pleased dog, the body sat up. It was a poor wrecked woman clinging to a vodka bottle. The ambulance crew knew her and they assured me I had done the right thing because it was cold and she might have died in that hole.

The split-minute security in the Close saved our house from burning down even before we lived in it. A retired surgeon, practising his golf, spotted a finger of smoke coming from a window. A spark from a workman's blowtorch had smouldered and set fire to some wood shavings. The Salisbury fire brigade was there almost in seconds and prevented the flames spreading to the roof. The builder in charge of the work mentioned that he had insured the house for a million pounds only that day.

There was rarely a dull moment in that holy place. In the cause of ecumenical understanding the bishop once took a delegation to meet the Pope in the Vatican. They were puzzled by the Holy Father addressing them in German. He thought they had come not from Salisbury but from Salzburg.

The inhabitants of the Close were of absorbing interest. There was a dying canon who had the choir from his Oxford college ranged around his bed in Salisbury hospital so they could sing him to heaven. 'He left all his money to them as well,' sniffed the dean.

When I first moved to the Walton Ganonry, an angular lady was heard to wail biblically: 'We have a pornographer come among us!' She became a sweet friend and loved to tell stories of her time in the Sudan where her husband had been a district officer. He would go on a tour of his area, about the size of Wales, mounted on a camel but sitting backwards so that he could read a book.

By and large critics have been fair with me, although some do not bother to read the whole book. Certain newspapers either ignore my work entirely or, at the best, are patronising. But, as any writer must admit, it is the bad reviews you remember long after the pleasure of praise has gone. The late Auberon Waugh, a fat man with the expression of a disturbed barn owl, and someone with all the bile and none of the talent of his famous father, made a vicious attack on my second novel Orange Wednesday (which was top of the best-sellers) during which he complained that my work always (always? And it was a second novel?) failed to give him any sense of sexual anticipation. I have never since replied to a critic but on this occasion I wrote to the magazine concerned pleading that I was a writer not a faith healer.

Poor Auberon, on one and the same day he had a novel published and two remaindered. My agent, Desmond Elliott, not lacking in bile either, bought some of the remainders and advertised them for sale at one pence each with the catchline: 'Spend a Penny on Auberon Waugh'.

Desmond and I parted company shortly after the publication of the original edition of In My Wildest Dreams. The reasons seem trivial now but we never spoke again in twenty years. Urged by Diana and Matthew I had intended to send a reconciling letter to him (although I was assured it would be rejected) but he died in New York before it could be written.

When you write a book you have no idea how many people will read it. Rarely is there any instant reaction either. It is not like scoring a goal or playing Mendelssohn's violin concerto. There is no applause. The book goes off over the horizon and for all you know disappears on the other side.

But then rumours drift back, people mention it. Sometimes it has even played some significant part in their lives. A lady wrote from a remote place in Cumbria. Her husband had gone to the Carlisle library to collect one of my travel books. 'I never saw him alive again,' she said. 'I found him dead of a heart attack in the car which was in a ditch.' She asked a passing hiker to telephone for assistance. 'Then,' she related. 'I sat beside him in the car, the man who had been my husband for forty years. Your book was on the seat and I opened it and began to read. It got me through the worst half an hour of my life and then through the next week. Thank you.'

An actor once told me that he had married a young dancer, on the spur of the moment. They went off to Spain, in the winter, and before long had run out of conversation. 'It was getting desperate,' he said. 'Then in the village newspaper kiosk we came across a couple of your paperbacks, curled by the sun. We had both read your novels and we took these back to the hotel. We enjoyed them, laughed and discussed them, then we swapped. It would not be too much to say that you saved our marriage.'

There is, of course, the occasional comeuppance. I was giving lectures on the liner Oriana and was sitting in the library having just come across my entry in the Larousse Dictionary of Writers. I was wallowing in the phrase: 'His writing is unaffected, truthful, funny, often poignant' when I heard two ladies conversing on the other side of a huge bowl of flowers. 'This Leslie Thomas,' one said. 'They say he can write and that he's funny and charming. I can't see it myself.' Her friend replied: 'Nor can I.'

But it has been a highly satisfying life. This semi-educated scribe has become a Doctor of Letters and a Master of Arts (both honorary, of course), I've done hundreds of broadcasts and signed thousands of books and shown off on television, without ever becoming a star. People know me, though, and they know my work. I have been happy in my homes (all twenty-six of them!) and, apart from the odd falling-out, with my immediate family.

That is why this book is called In My Wildest, Dreams because that is where I have ended up. Not beyond them.





PART ONE
 HOME





I

Stories run in our family. My father, a wandering Welsh sailor, would come in with the tide, overflowing with yarns of ships and places, although as far as the places were concerned he often wrongly pronounced them and his knowledge of where they were located was not considerable. 'Well,' he answered when once someone remarked on this. 'It's being a stoker, see. I'm hardly on the deck from the time we sail to the time we tie up. How do I know where the ports are? All I know is I've been there.'

Similarly my mother responded to drama. Romance, tragedy, weepy songs, stirring hymns, disasters of the larger variety, weddings and especially funerals ('Oh well, it was a nice day out wasn't it?') were the enjoyments of her life, to be retold often and with increasing exaggeration. Even my birth was a tall story. According to her it took place in the pricey privacy of a nursing home on Stow Hill, the highest point of Newport, Monmouthshire. This was an elevation in more ways than one because thereafter there were times when we could scarcely manage the cost of a bed, let alone a nursing home. 'There was a terrible thunder storm,' my mother would relate, eyes beginning to glow, hands beginning to move. She had a throaty Barry Island voice. 'Terrible. Bangs and electric shocks all round the bed.' Another, possibly pregnant, wait. 'And there was me, sitting up, see . . . singing!' I could believe that. She had a faltering Welsh wail. She claimed she had sung 'Rock of Ages' between thunder claps.

Not long ago I went up Stow Hill, a place of elderly large houses crowned by St Woolos Church, now a cathedral, and looked out over the dented roofs of Newport, my homeplace, a frontier town between England and Wales. There is a pub across the road from the churchyard and I wondered, as I sat in the bar, whether my father had drunk there. He probably had. There were few places he had missed.

My parents agreed on little but they would gladly call an armistice to verify each other's tall stories. Like the one about the dog we had who one night came home, pleased enough, with a whole quiver of bones from the St Woolos burial ground. The road was being widened and he had taken advantage of the excavations to do some digging on his own account. In this story they actually lived ('in residence' according to my mother) on Stow Hill, possibly to be near the nursing home, but the first domicile of my memory was two rooms in Milner Street down by the murky and mucky River Usk, not far from the Transporter Bridge.

Now there was a wonder, the Transporter Bridge. We were told at school that it was one of only two in the country and a Frenchman was brought over specially to build it. I do not doubt that. It must have been the most uneconomic way of ever taking goods, people and vehicles from one side of a river to the other. In recent years the town discovered that it would cost more to demolish it than to keep it; so they kept it. It has two massive steel structures, one on each bank, like the towers you see above Texas oil wells but taller. Between the towers is a Meccano-set bridge and slung below this on cables, a platform pulled by hawsers from one side of the river to the other. For a boy it used to cost a penny to go across.

It was a child's delight to make that journey from bank to muddy bank of the Usk. I used to pretend I was going to another country. It was like travelling in the gondola of an airship, whirring slowly through space, the broad, black-tongued river curling below, little ships lying like dogs against its bank. On one side you could see the other more conventional town bridge and its traffic, the green cupola of the Technical College, with the wharves and warehouses and the stump of the ancient castle. Electric trams travelled in the distance, making sparks on dark days. On the other side of the Transporter, beyond the puffing steel works, the river yawned to the Bristol Channel. Misty miles away it seemed, the gateway, as my father pointed out to me in a scene reminiscent of the Boyhood of Raleigh, to the wide and amazing world. To look directly down below from the moving platform was to experience a delicious terror; snakes of thick water wriggled between slime coated by coal dust drifting from the Welsh valleys. It was legend that people had fallen or jumped and been sucked up by the hungry mud. I used to imagine them lying down deep, engulfed by the stuff . . . preserved. When the tide was up the river flowed strongly, but still foul and thick as if its bed were on top. One day, however, we saw a blithe sailing boat with scarlet sails on the moribund water and my mother burst into a loud and embarrassing chorus of a song called 'Red Sails In The Sunset'. I had to ask her to stop and I could have only been four years old.

On another day she made a gallop for the travelling platform moments before its gate slammed, almost dragging me off the ground in her hurry. An avid funeral-spotter she had seen that the bridge's cargo was nothing less than a cortège, the hearse and the two mourners' cars standing dreadly beside a horse and cart and various pedestrians looking decently the other way. No such embarrassment discouraged my mam. We stood holding hands, neither of us being able to take our eyes from the glistening wood and shining handles of the coffin as the platform began its crossing. Unable to restrain herself any longer Mam approached the first mourning car and tapped politely but firmly on the closed window. A distraught and astonished face was framed when the glass had been lowered. 'Who is it?' she enquired in a huge whisper jerking her head towards the hearse. The wind was blowing down the Usk and the platform was swaying.

Hardly able to credit the enquiry the mourner, a man in a black bowler hat, haltingly told her the identity of the deceased. My mam thanked him and whispered: 'There's a pity,' before the window was hurriedly rolled up again. Only a toddler, I witnessed this brazenness with amazement and admiration. She returned to me and once more took hold of my hand. 'Nobody we know,' she confided.

The Transporter Bridge straddling the river can now be seen afar from the railway or the motorway like a giant standing over Newport. The borough used to have a nice little Victorian town hall with a big white clock in the main street too, but they knocked that down and built a flat-roofed store instead. You could see the hands of the clock from Stow Hill and, it was rumoured, even further. I remember that town hall well because on the night that Japan surrendered and the war was finally over I went down there dressed as a girl. It was only in fun (the nuances would have been lost on me then) and the boy next door encouraged me. The clothes were his sister's. During the general dancing and celebrations a soldier grabbed me and shouted 'We've won! We've won!' and he kissed me on the lips.

Along the river bank from the Transporter Bridge was a wharf beside the steelworks. One morning in the unemployed nineteen-thirties, my father took me there to act as bait in getting a job aboard a little coaster. 'Suck your cheeks in. Try to look half-starved,' he suggested as we went aboard. It was not difficult. I had seen my mother burst into tears when, having seen the plates put out for tea, I enquired: 'Well, there's the plates – all we want now is something to put on them.'

The skipper of the coaster was presumably impressed by the waif because he not only gave my father the job as a stoker on his weekly boat (so named because it went to Ireland and back in a week) but took us to his cabin where he spread out a hundred or more coins on his polished table. It was like a treasure and my eyes shone. 'Let's see what we can give the boy' ruminated the captain. He shuffled the wealth about while I trembled with anticipation but eventually decided that every coin was foreign except one, a halfpenny, which he pressed with ceremony into my hand.

During his workless times, and they lasted weeks and months, my father used to look disconsolately for odd jobs ashore, sit at home eating bread and cheese (all he ever ate) or go to the public library to stare at the papers. When he got his dole money my mother would escort him to make sure he did not head for the nearest public bar. Once, the money in his pocket, he abruptly announced that he had been informed in a vision that our house was on fire. Before she could stop him (I was with them and she was holding my hand and that of my young brother) he had loped off into the dusk. He came home at midnight, plastered and penniless, and she threw the chamber pot over his head. Hurt and in a huff he went away and we did not see him again for nearly two years. Then he turned up in the middle of the night. He had been on a ship to Argentina and was dressed in a goucho's outfit and plucking a guitar. He said he thought it would make her laugh.

There was an announcement one day that a free concert was to be given for the children of the unemployed. It was held at an extraordinary Grecian building with white portico and marble columns, which sat incongruously amid the straight streets and was the steel works social institute. My father took me and I sat enthralled by the various acts that attempted to temporarily alleviate the misery of the workless. We sang with feeling a song called 'I Do Like Potatoes And Gravy', a social commentary if ever there was one. One performance thrilled me more than any, a whistler who whistled through his fingers while adopting various poses, on a bicycle, on a chair, and standing on his head. It seemed to me that he whistled better when he was upside down than he did when the right way up. When he had finished the applause shook the Grecian columns. 'Oh, Dad,' I enthused. 'He was good, wasn't he!'

His reply was heartfelt: 'There's too many of them,' he said. Both my parents were born in Barry, Glamorgan, twenty-five miles or so inside Wales, west of Cardiff, a town which managed to combine the difficult functions of being both a seaside resort and a coaling port. More than one hundred years ago, the importance of coal transformed it from a village of fewer than one hundred inhabitants into a major town. 1 have heard it described as Sin City and the Candyfloss Capital of the Western World.

There was an excellent deep water harbour where the ships would load Welsh steam coal brought down from the valleys, colliers waiting with grey patience out in the Bristol Channel, in Barry Roads, for their turn to berth. This gritty occupation was successfully kept separate from the seaside resort on Barry Island and it was only with a contrary wind that coal dust speckled the ice creams on the beach. Some people thought it was decoration. On the other hand the prevailing breeze often enlivened the dusty environs of the port with the fragrance of ozone and fish and chips.

Barry Island, which boasted (and may still do so for all I know) of being the nearest seaside resort to Birmingham, is not an island at all. A railway embankment and a road stretch out of the resort with its twin beaches, one of sand and one of globular white pebbles, divided by a headland called Cold Knapp. Between the two are the municipal open-air swimming baths where, in the summer the war ended, I entered for the town aquatic gala. I was three months over fourteen and my sole opponent in the 'Over-14s, Under-18s One-hundred-yards Freestyle Race' was a day under eighteen, a fierce Tarzan-like youth whose leopard-skin swimming trunks, tight around his thighs, contrasted vividly with the two pairs I was wearing of plum-coloured, sagging wool; worn in tandem because the holes in one covered the holes in the other.

The event had encouraged a large and festive crowd to the pool. They had a bonus as this white ribbed competitor struck the water a measurable time and distance behind his athletic opponent and as he did so both pairs of trunks fell down. As I gamely struck out in the wake of Tarzan they dangled around my knees, leaving me both handicapped and humiliated. Hoots and exclamations were provoked by my bare bum surfacing. 'That boy's lost his knicks!' I heard someone shout coarsely. Somehow I managed to pull them up around my waist again. Tarzan was now just a splash on the horizon and, in truth, by the time I had completed the course the competitors were already lining up for the next race. Nevertheless, there being only two competitors in mine, I was awarded second prize, a pig-skin hairbrush (the first prize had merely the addition of a comb). Much more important, the results were printed in the local newspaper and my aunt and uncle, with whom I was staying, put it around the town that I was a potential Olympic champion. It was also the first time I had ever seen my name in print.

All that occurred half a century after my grandfather had retired from the adventurous business of rounding Cape Horn on the shrieking deck of a sailing ship. He left the sea, so he said, because he abhorred bad language and one imagines there was a certain degree of that among the calloused crews of those wild waters. It must have been difficult to make a decent comment when you'd just lost a finger. He refused to go to the annual dinners of the Cape Horners for the same reason. 'There is never any excuse for blasphemy,' he used to say to his children.

Back beyond my grandfather was a long tradition of sailors and sea. There were two great-aunts who had voyaged on sailing ships and who, in their eighties, ascended ladders to clean the upper windows of their house in Cardiff and apparently climbed on to the roof itself to get a better view of the Jubilee procession in 1935.

We called the old grandfather Papa, a genteel appellation and apparently we were a family of some substance in Barry in those days. He started a business repairing ships in Barry Dock, later to extend to Cardiff, Newport and ports all around the Bristol Channel. He had the good idea that if he had workmen in all these ports then the vessels would not have to interrupt their coastal voyages while repairs were carried out. He was derisive of steamships, often quoting the sailing man's jibe: 'Wooden ships, men of iron – iron ships, men of wood.' Nevertheless the boilers of the steamships required scaling and it provided additional prosperity. In the eighteen-nineties he was also alleged to have been Harbourmaster of Barry Dock, a boast I have heard many times. His family – there were twelve or thirteen children – lived in a substantial manner. My grandfather was a Liberal candidate in an election in the early years of this century and his election address photograph shows him with a dipping moustache and matching watch chain. Lloyd George knew my grandfather and my grandfather knew Lloyd George and made some attempt to look like him.

Americans like to hear stories more than any other race apart from Arabs, and many years later I spoke about my Grandad during a New York television programme. I was wearing a watch chain across a grey waistcoat and the interviewer concluded, with no great prompting from me, that this was Grandad's. He plainly required me to elaborate, so, to my shame, I said: 'Yes, this was Papa's watch and chain.' I took the bright and bulbous thing from my pocket and dangled it. 'It arrived,' I related, 'in a package in the post with a note which said "I have always wanted you to have this. It was your grandfather's." There was no signature.' There was no truth either for I had made it up on the spur of the moment and, in fact, the watch was bought by my wife in an antique shop. But I was unable to resist telling them a yarn. They seemed very pleased and interested, too.

My Auntie Kate, who lived with my silver-haired Uncle Jack Roscoe in Barry (although they did not visit the beach – 'The Sands' – for twenty years or more) and with whom I spent holidays at the end of the war, cooked the Christmas pudding that was Papa's ultimate meal. He expired on the afternoon of Christmas Day, 1938, having retired to the red-velvet front room for a nap after lunch. He had been in the habit of going, rather daringly for him, to auctions held every Saturday night and once he came home with a nice wall clock. Auntie Kate alleged that, like the old song, the clock stopped at the very moment he died and never went again.

Auntie Kate was as thin as a vein, with red hair tight in a bun; her greatest achievement was catching flies in flight. She could catch them when she was staring absently out of the window, while she was gossiping, or while she was eating cake. It was remarkable. She had not missed a fly in forty years, or so she told me. She never did it, however, when people came to tea. That, she said, would be showing off. She had even caught flies when she was singing. For she was another Welsh singer. At her most exalted note she went into a locked gargle as if she were drowning. If she could not sleep she would get up and smash out midnight hymns on the piano, howling like a glutton. Neighbours feared these moments but lovely old Uncle Jack Roscoe would wake up and, lying back on the pillows, accompany her from bed. One night he heard a cat howling and after ascertaining that Auntie Kate was innocently snoring at his flank, he threw one of his working boots out of the window and never saw it again.

Of my father's relatives the only ones I knew during my early childhood before the war were this kindly pair. They looked after my grandmother until the old lady died still convinced that Grandad had been elected to Parliament, which was why he did not come home any more. They were simple and childless. 'Children makes you poor,' Kate used to recite a little regretfully. 'Don't go foreign,' was another of her proverbs, warning me against a life at sea. 'Go on the Company', the Company in question being the Great Western Railway. Sometimes she used to cry while laughing as she told me about my father's youth in Barry. How he had ridden the milkman's horse around a field one night so that it was too knackered to pull the milk cart the next morning; how he had once materialised at a roller-skating dance, scattering the participants by zig-zagging between them clad in a bonnet and shawl and with an appropriated perambulator containing a screeching baby. 'Oh, that Jim,' she used to say wistfully, wiping her eyes. 'That Jim Thomas.' And it was nearly half a century before.

These were the few things I gleaned about my father's boyhood because we were not what you would call a close family. I never met any of his other brothers or sisters apart from the youngest, Christopher, who appeared when I was in an orphanage and tried to get me out.

My mother had also fallen out with her family and never saw them although there was a shadowy episode once, just before the war, which was like a short story. She had taken my younger brother Roy and myself to Barry, but instead of going to the beach we went to some gardens overlooking the Bristol Channel. There sat an old man leaning on a stick, staring towards the ships on the flat sea. To our astonishment my mother crept up on this stranger from behind. We had the odd idea she might be going to rob him and we stood expectantly. Instead she curled her arms around his neck and kissed him thoroughly. 'It's me, Dad! Dolly!' she cried. 'Oh, it's you Dolly' he said calmly. 'Come back have you?' Roy and I were dispatched to the sands but she remained talking to the old man for a long time. When we finally walked away from the place she was quite wet-eyed. 'That,' she said having failed to introduce us, 'was my father.' She had not seen him for many years and, as far as I know, she never saw him again.

There were twelve offspring from her parents but, apart from her younger sister, Iris, whose husband was Bert, a soldier who eventually fell into the Newport dry dock, we knew none of them. Once, just after she had ambushed her father, she took us to a street in Barry where one of her sisters lived. She had not seen her since she was a girl. 'Hello, Doll,' said the sister flatly. 'What is it you want?' There was a short conversation, as unfathomable as it was uncomfortable, on the doorstep and we went away, again for ever.

If my mother's relatives remained anonymous then my father's brothers and sisters were familiar only from stories and photographs. There were pictures of Eisteddfod outings by the Barry Choir, each lady in black and wearing a flower, each gentleman throttled by a wide, white collar and topped by a proper hat. That was Auntie Her, that was Uncle Him; each one pointed out and possibly an anecdote related. There were also many pictures of dogs, including some taken over the years of Lady, my Uncle Jack's pet which was like a pig. Hugely obese and horribly pink, it was so engulfed in fat that when it descended to the floor from the sofa it rolled over like dough. Jack loved Lady – whom he inaccurately called his 'pup' – and on occasions took her down to the Institute where he played billiards. He never took Kate because he said that the only females allowed were bitches.

A family photograph that never failed to impress me was of my Uncle Leslie, after whom I was was named. He had been a sportsman, excelling in rugby and cricket (he married a Sussex cricketer's daughter but I don't remember her name and now there is no one to ask) and attained fame as a Welsh schoolboy international soccer goalkeeper. He had thought of turning professional with Cardiff City but instead joined the East African Police Force which my grandfather thought was safer. In the photograph he stands crossed-armed in goalkeeper's jersey at the apex of the Kenya International Team. Every other player is a black man. Leslie died in the late nineteen-thirties of peritonitis somewhere in the African bush. I once met a man on a ship who had known him out there but he could not remember much about him except that he had been good in goal.

There really is no one I know to ask, even if I wished to do so. These two large families totalling twenty-five children have vanished. No one ever told anyone anything. Nice old Uncle Jack, a silvery man and decent, spent his waning years working in the Cardiff office of his brother-in-law, Uncle Chris. We were not often in contact but one day I telephoned and during the general conversation asked how Jack was.

'Jack? . . . Oh, Jack, he's gone.' I was told.

'But it's only four o'clock,' I said. 'You let him go home early, I suppose.'

'No, not gone home . . .' A pause. 'Although I suppose you could put it like that.'

An unpleasant notion settled in me. 'Well, where is he gone?'

Just gone . . . you know, well actually he's dead.'

'Dead? Jesus Christ! When?'

'Oh, months ago now. Months . . . let me see, when did Jack die? We must have forgotten to tell you.'

This was not unique in our family. My elder brother Lindon died in hospital in Tokyo while I was staying in the hotel almost next door. I knew nothing about it until a year later when it was passingly mentioned in a rare family letter. My second brother's daughter was brutally murdered and I knew nothing of that either; not for years.

For a long time, I must confess, I have been party to this conspiracy of silent Thomases. I subscribe to it heartily and I truly hope the other unknown aunts, uncles, and what must be a multitude of children, and their children, continue to keep our family secret.

Only with my younger brother Roy have I retained any sort of relationship and contact. When he was nine and I was twelve our parents died within six months of each other and we were uprooted from our poor but secure home and put into the howling corridors of an orphanage. He unknowingly escaped by being lent to foster parents and I lost him for almost two years, having no idea where he had been sent. He had a habit of writing his initials. In the parish church at Long Crendon in Buckinghamshire you can still see the letters he carved in the woodwork while he was supposed to have been pumping the organ. Once, when we were in our early teens, living together again, and I felt responsible for him, I was standing on a railway station and saw his monogram outlined in the soot underneath the footbridge. When I upbraided him for this he protested: 'I had to hang by one hand to do that.'

He always wanted to be a sailor and he started by going up and down the Thames on an outings boat. He wrote and told me he was the mate, but it turned out there were only him and the captain aboard. Now he voyages on a different but equally concise course, an eternal circumference around Australia, where he has lived for more than twenty years. Last year I was in Sydney and we arranged to have a night out together. He telephoned my room from the hotel lobby and I told him to come to the fourth floor. The room was directly opposite the lift and seeking to amuse him, for I had not seen him for three years, I stood at the open door wearing a dressing gown and with a tin waste-paper basket over my head. I heard the lift door open and the exclamations of surprise as the passengers got out. My brother, who had paused to get some cigarettes, was not among them.

Quite recently the compiler of one of those odd but apparently fascinating books of lists included my name in a section uncompromisingly headed: 'Ten Famous British Bastards'. The selection was headed by William the Conqueror (who may have been a bastard but was scarcely British) and I was in excellent company throughout. The distinction was, however, undeserved (the researcher, I was told, had mixed up 'orphans' with 'bastards'!) for when I was born on March 22nd, 1931, my parents had been married almost twenty years and had two other sons, Lindon, who was eighteen, and Harold who was fifteen. My younger brother Roy was born two years and eleven months later and his bawling from the open front door of the little brick house in Milner Street provided me with my first graspable memory. I was trundling along the street on my coloured tricycle with a companion called Georgie who enquired about the screams. 'I've got a new baby brother,' I boasted.

'We're going to have a baby soon,' Georgie replied jealously. 'We might even have two.'

'You can't,' I asserted. 'The doctor hasn't got any left.' He looked discomfited and I sought to cheer him up with some sensational information. 'When I was in the doctor's house before I was born,' I confided. 'I looked out of the window and I saw the moon fall down.'

This early foray into fantasy was witnessed by Silvia, the daughter of our landlady, Mrs Jenkins. She returned from the past only a short while ago, a commodious Welsh lady who approached while I was engaged in the hazardous occupation of signing books in a Newport shop. Although I had not seen her since childhood I knew at once who she was. 'Oh Leslie,' she said, full of Welsh accusation and sentiment. 'Why didn't you come and see my mam before she died?'

Fumbling for an excuse, I was taken by surprise when she leaned across the table and embraced me powerfully. We lost our balance, clutched at each other as both we and the stacks of books began to topple. We ended amid the debris of everything I had ever written. We picked the books up together, kissed emotionally again, and I haven't seen her since.

Jinka, the name I gave to Mrs Jenkins, and her daughter, who I called Siv, had taken us in when we had nowhere else to go. Jinka was my godmother and it was in her house that I experienced my first whiff of eroticism when playing houses behind the sofa with a little plump girl who had come to look after me when my mother was out. We had a wonderfully emotive roll around in that warm tight space and I was only three.

In one corner of our room was a loudspeaker from Rediffusion, simply a square piece of plywood with a central panel, presumably an extension from the landlady's wireless set. It played a song called 'Looky, Looky, Looky, Here Comes Cooky', to which I could sing and dance. Sometimes I would stand and stare up at the piece of wood, daring it to play my song.

Jim and Dolly Thomas had gone to live in Newport in the years after the First World War. My father had served in the Royal Artillery and received several wounds, one of them when his own gun carriage ran over his foot. Nobody realised why he was making such a fuss, or perhaps there was a noisy barrage from the German lines, but it was some time before they realised what had happened and backed the horses up to release his toes. The battery was due to move its position in the line and my limping parent was left in charge of a horse which had a like impediment. Off went the other men, horses, and guns into the Flanders dust, leaving Gunner Thomas trudging a great way to the rear. He and the horse limped along together, a picture I can imagine fondly, until eventually they came upon a Frenchman leaning on a gate. My father paused to pass the time of day and the Frenchman admired the horse. He was of the opinion that it might yet recover sufficiently to be useful as transport. Otherwise it would be useful on a plate. A simple bargain was struck and my father continued limping on alone until, at evening, he reached the place where his battery was encamped. 'Where's that horse, Thomas?' demanded the sergeant.

'Gone, sarge, gone for ever,' answered Gunner Thomas. 'I thought you said he was lame?'

'That horse was lame.'

'Sarge, there was a German shell landed a hundred and fifty yards away,' related my father sorrowfully. 'And off that horse went. It would have won the Derby.'

'It was a mare,' said the sergeant, loaded with suspicion.

'All right, then,' said the Old Man. 'The Oaks.'

He fought throughout that awful war, then in the Spanish Civil War – on the opposite side to my elder brother – and finally died in the bowels of a torpedoed ship in 1943. When he was in France in 1917 he received the worrying news that his wife had fled Wales and was in Birmingham with a man who played the cello in a picture palace. Father returned home on leave and, with my shocked grandparents, journeyed to the English city where they sat in the cinema watching the man scrape at his cello.

As a serving soldier my father was incensed that, quite apart from anything else, this person was not opposing the Germans in the trenches. His anger was as much martial as marital.

He strode from his seat and put his twin points of view to the cellist. Something of a fracas ensued which I like to think may have been complementary to some silent slapstick fisticuffs on the screen. The reason that the cellist was not on active service became apparent at once because he raised an artificial leg, which he had unstrapped during his work, and struck my father a felling blow on the temple. Gunner Thomas had travelled from the hell of the battlefield to be sorely wounded in the orchestra pit of a Birmingham cinema.

In any event he won back his wife because my mother's recollections of the war were predictably melodramatic. 'When your brother Hally was a tiny, tiny baby,' she recalled by the fireside one night. 'He was screaming his head off in the early hours of the morning. There was I, all alone, your dad away at the fighting, and I couldn't stand it any longer. I threw that baby down the bottom of the bed. Then I saw a vision, yes a vision, of Jim Thomas standing straight in his uniform at the foot of the bed, holding up his hand and saying to me: "Steady, Dolly, steady. Don't throw the baby about like that! I'll be coming home soon."'

Generally, however, it was my father who had the visions. They usually occurred shortly after closing time.

I have often wondered what those two people, my mother and my father, were really like. Physically, he was thin and I believe quite tall (it is difficult to remember people's heights from your childhood), a spare and sinewy man hardened by a life of shovelling coal into the boilers of ships pitching on the world's oceans. He had low eyebrows, little other hair, and a bit of a hook at the end of his nose, so that I recall him as looking quite fierce. He had a habit of talking out of the corner of his mouth as if passing on confidential information. His hands were like nuts and bolts and he had tattoos hidden among the hair of his forearms. When ashore he wore a trilby hat and a white silk scarf with which my mother several times tried to throttle him.

'You old soak!' she used to shout. For some reason, in my childish manner, I imagined that the scarf was called a 'soak' and I thought so for many years.

Dolly was tiny, with a bird's bright eyes. I have two photographs of her, one taken as a young woman with an elegant profile and a mass of lovely hair done like a cottage loaf; the other is with Roy and me and must have been taken only months before her death. Perhaps she knew it would be the final picture for she had expended the money to go to a photographer's studio in Newport. We two little boys are in our best suits, our mother wearing a flowered blouse stands between us. Her eyes gleam fiercely.

Do I remember them only as caricatures now, plucking from the past only the things they did and said that were noteworthy enough to remain in my boy's memory? Perhaps it is true that you only really get to know your parents when you have grown up and by that time mine were dead. Over the years I have met a good many people who knew my father, mostly men who had sailed with him, and they invariably have some legend to relate. 'Nothing was too hot or too heavy for Jim Thomas to handle,' one old shipmate told me. And as the others always did he smiled at the memory. Apart from my mother I have never found anyone who would say a bad word about him.

She saw him in a lesser light. Sometimes when he rolled home awash with beer she would not let him into the house so he would break some windows and all the neighbours would peer into the street to see what was going on. It was always enjoyable to hear a fight happening somewhere else. During the war when the windows had once more been damaged by Dad, I told my Cub mistress that a small German bomb which had landed in the garden was to blame. Since the windows of the neighbours' houses had remained intact she must have wondered just how small the bomb was. She was a nice young woman. We had to call her Akala but her name was really Miss Rabbit.

Also, I think, my mother must have resented deeply the decline in our social standards from whatever they had been. Even when we moved from the two rented rooms in Milner Street to a council house with a view, boasting a pebbledash facade and a bathroom, she felt the relegation. And to think,' she sniffed, 'that we once-upon-a-time had a motorbike and sidecar.'

There were always, of course, the possibilities presented by my father's life insurance for the sea was ever a perilous business. There was one notable false alarm. During the Spanish Civil War he was a member of the crew of a ship which was bombed in Barcelona harbour and sent to the bottom with all hands. It was an unusual thrill to hear 'David James Thomas, Stoker' listed as dead on the wireless. As it turned out he was the only survivor. He had been, unofficially I imagine, ashore when the dive bomber dropped a single high explosive down the funnel of the vessel and blew it to bits. When he came home he told the emotive tale: 'All bits and pieces floating on the water,' he said. 'And there . . . bobbing about among it all was the cabin boy's hat . . . Ah, he was a good lad too . . .'

My brother Lindon, who was also gun-running to one combatant or the other in Spain, returned home trembling from the experience. He had seen his friend killed by soldiers guarding the ship when he and a fellow officer had gone on shore to give some food to famished children. When he and Dad eventually exchanged reminiscences at home it became apparent that something was amiss. What was my father doing in such and such a place in November? After all the other side was occupying it then. Carefully they examined their adventures and concluded they had been running guns and other supplies to opposite sides.

A family of sailors is rarely together. I never remember a time when we were all in one house, which was just as well because there would only have been further arguments. My second brother Harold, known as Hally, was also at sea as an apprentice and Lin was already a junior officer. The old man remained deep in the stokehold.

Our move to the council house had at least given us something at which to look. It was on the eastern side of Newport, on a long-backed hill, with the roofs of the other, lower, streets serrated beneath our very feet and behind us the first green fields of the countryside. There was a lady called Auntie Blodwyn, although she was not truly a relative, who lived at the foot of the hill, next to Newport County football ground. One day her chimney caught fire and brought a match to a standstill. Several of the spectators came and demonstrated outside her gate, but others were quick to offer congratulations and say that it was the best thing that had happened that afternoon. Newport were never very inspiring or even aspiring. Just after the war they lost 13–1 to Newcastle United. My sister-in-law, Mary, told me that she had private information that the goalkeeper was in no way to blame. I remember her saying it because it was the day I nearly killed myself when I demolished her old chimney. It was over a ruined outhouse in her back garden and, aged fourteen then, I stood on the wall and, with a sledge-hammer, knocked the bricks away from under my own feet. The heavy chimney, followed by the whole building, collapsed. Fortunately I fell on top.

Money in the nineteenth-thirties was so scarce as to be a novelty. On my sixth birthday I went to school and rashly boasted that I was having a party. Nobody in those days, in that area, had birthday parties. The eyes of my classmates glowed. The lie, once told, was difficult to retract and with abandon I compounded it by going around the infant class and choosing who was to come to the party and who was not; that fiendish sadism peculiar to small children: 'You can come, and you, but you can't, nor you . . .' The lucky party-goers were given instructions to appear at five o'clock at our front door in their best clothes, and bringing with them a plate, knife, fork, spoon and cup and saucer.

Now I was really in it. As the school clock hours went by I desperately tried to think up a plan. I dared not tell my mother about my birthday party because we hardly had enough to put on our own plates. When I got home I found I had a birthday present, a bar of chocolate. That was a start anyway. I hung about outside the house until my five or six favoured guests arrived and, somewhat to their surprise, I announced that since it was a nice day for March we were going to have the party out of doors. They sat down on the path and the front door step and I gave them each a square of chocolate and a cup of water. My powers of persuasion must have been immense because, not withstanding the paucity of the feast, I promised them organised games to follow and suggested that it was in order to sing 'Happy Birthday To You'.

They did, the tinny voices attracting my mother who came to the door as they got to 'Happy birthday, dear Leslie, Happy birthday to you!'

She sent them off home and then sat in the front room howling into her hands while I stood mystified. Only a few years ago, just before they demolished the houses, I climbed the hill to Maple Avenue again. On the step of Number 16 was a toddler, sitting, apparently stunned as toddlers often do, staring into space. He looked like somebody left over from that party so many years ago.

Not having very much is a great provoker of envy. The boy next door had found sixpence and the story spread with the speed of jealousy around the neighbourhood children. The green eye flickered within me when he showed the little silver coin and told me, and a number of others assembled, how he proposed to expend this wealth. When I next went shopping for my mother, across a muddy quarry to a low street where the crouching corner shop showed its lights, I fell to temptation and shame which I have never forgotten. The shop was kept by a kindly and confused man who would even give credit. My mother once sent me to him with a list of groceries and instructions that the fact that we had no money to pay should be concealed until the ultimate moment, when the purchases were already, so to speak, in the bag. I was very worried about this but I carried out the plan only to be confronted with his aghast face when the credit was suggested. 'I can't do that, sonny' he said. 'I'd have to ask the missus.' The missus it turned out was in another shop several miles away and I was dispatched there on foot, with a medallion of his as a token to show that I had already seen the husband. I cannot remember whether we got our groceries, to be paid for next week, but whether we did or not the man's kindliness was ill-repaid by the small boy who again approached his crowded counter having just seen that desirable sixpence lying in his neighbour's hand.

As I stood there waiting to be served, while the shopkeeper was getting confused by the demands of half a dozen people, I became aware that on the counter, its milled edge shining at the level of my eyes, was a half-a-crown. It was grand larceny. I had never seen so much stray money, so temptingly close. Before I realised what I was about my hand snaked up and into my pocket thudded the heavy coin. I left the shop, having calmly made my purchases and preserved a criminally straight face while the poor man searched pathetically for the lost money. Mean and triumphant I went home, pausing only to boast to the boy next door that I had found five times as much as his miserable sixpence. The loot sat on my hand, a silver miracle. Like a cat my mother pounced on it.

'Where did yon find this?' she asked, giving me the credit of having come by it honestly or needing, at least, to keep her own conscience clear.

'In the quarry,' I answered. 'It was just lying there.'

'Oh good,' she breathed. 'That's a prayer answered for a start.' To my chagrin she relieved me of the coin. 'If nobody comes for it,' she said fixing me in the eye, 'I'll give you a penny next week.'

This, it appears, could be labelled the early criminal part of my life, because before long I stole something else. This time it was a vegetable marrow.

On my way to school I had spied this large and lush green object, lurking below its leaves, at the foot of somebody's garden. I had no idea what it was but it looked good enough to eat. After a couple of days I took a kitchen knife to school and on my way home I cut it and staggered the rest of the way, running with it in my arms like a big green baby. My mother, however, was less than pleased. 'I can't cook that!' she protested. 'We don't like it. Where did you get it?'

This time the quarry was out. I confessed. She bore it back to the owner. After that I had to make a long detour to and from school to avoid the scene of the crime but, even so, I saw the woman waving her fist at me in the distance. I did not steal anything else after that. Nothing large anyway.

As it was, I thought the police had tracked me down. On top of the hill where we lived there was no road, only a footpath so if a policeman appeared then everyone knew that he was on his way to one of the neighbouring houses and observed him spitefully. Shortly after the larceny of the marrow I was digging in the patch of ground next to our front door when a constable appeared, black and lofty on the horizon, and strode purposefully towards our house. Some little girls, who had recently heard me use some bad language and threatened to report me, were playing by the path and the policeman paused and asked them something. Skinny arms went eagerly out and accusing fingers pointed towards me. No, I thought, no . . . surely not . . . not the police! All I had said was 'bugger'.

Not daring to look up I counted every footfall as he approached. I could feel my small body shaking. Nearer and nearer . . . and then he turned into our house.

'Hello, sonny,' said the policeman. 'Is your mam in?'

Struck speechless, I led him towards the door. Should I make a run for it now? Fancy ruining my life for a marrow . . . Or perhaps it was because of the half-a-crown . . . or the swearing. My guilty past closed in.

'Mrs Thomas?' said the officer when my mother appeared. I stood slightly behind him rolling my eyes and shaking my head to prevent her shopping me.

'Is anyone dead?' she asked with almost dramatic hope. 'An accident is it? An explosion?'

'No, no,' he said, at once both a disappointment and an assurance. 'Not dead, drunk. Your husband, I think.' He looked down at his notebook. 'David James Thomas. Drunk and incapable.' He looked up with some sort of interest. 'Got out of the train at Newport station . . .'

'On the wrong side,' she finished for him. She nodded sad confirmation. 'He's done it before,' she sighed. 'When he came back from burying his father. Where is he now?'

'In the cells,' he replied dramatically. I had heard about the cells. Letting out a toddler's cry of anguish I set off down the hill weeping and shouting. 'My daddy's in the cells! My daddy's in the cells!' Before my mother and the policeman could catch me everybody in the district knew. They would have known anyway because it was in the South Wales Argus that night. 'Drunken man fell from train,' it said. The old man cut the piece out and used to keep it in his wallet.

On this occasion I went with my mother to court although all I remember is her having to pay the two shilling fine and muttering 'Bunny rabbits' as she looked for the money in her purse. The kindly court officer collecting the cash enquired what the phrase meant. 'I always say "Bunny rabbits" because it saves me swearing,' my mother explained piously. At that moment my father, ashen-faced, was brought out to freedom. 'Bloody bunny rabbits,' cursed my mother.

The previous time he had left the train on the opposite side to the platform was as my mother had told the policeman, after my grandfather's funeral. On that occasion some concerned people had hauled him up and sent him home in a taxi. I remember him now, standing by my bedside, getting undressed, festooned with long underpants (my mother refused to sleep with him) and looking very bruised and sad.

'Did you cry?' I enquired.

'Oh no,' he boasted thoughtfully. 'Not when I fell out of the train, not at the cemetery either.' His testicles were hanging like prunes from a hole in his pants. 'No, men don't cry, son. Not even over somebody dead. Worry is what men do. Worry.'

Throughout his life he collected a formidable catalogue of injuries and tales through a combination of inebriation and transportation. Not only did he plummet from trains but from other vehicles, and from the platform of a bus that was going over a bridge, ending up strung across the parapet wall, and God knows how many times he had fallen into docks throughout the world. Once he came home plastered, literally, his ribs all caved in and bandages around his shoulders. He took his shirt off and walked around for a bit like this and my mother pretended not to notice. Eventually she said: 'Missed the ship again, did you?' He had. Apparently by several feet.

He was, nevertheless, spontaneously good-hearted. His second weakness was whist drives at which he frequently won prizes. If he were in some port in another part of the country he would send the prizes home. One evening he was in Swansea, just before Christmas, and he won a goose at whist. Full of good-will and undoubtedly spirits, he wrapped the goose up, took it to the post office and dispatched it home. It arrived several days after the holiday on a bike, stinking to hell, with a green-faced postman propelling it.

It would not be too difficult to deduce that my mother was long-suffering. The uncertainties of her life are endorsed for me in a single cameo. After being for months on the dole and then having, for his customary reason, failed to sail on a ship he was supposed to join, my father finally got himself a berth on a vessel leaving Newport for some place so distant that it even pleased my mother. There was a chance he might be gone for two years. Her anxiety was two-rooted: she wanted him to go away and some money to come in. They had spent a long time rowing miserably, calling each other 'wet-weeks', a recurring insult, a combination of malice and meteorology. Now he was leaving, his kitbag packed, the first week's allotment money only seven days away.

When he left the house she even went so far as to kiss him. She went up to the bathroom and watched him trudging down the hill and up again with his kitbag on his shoulder; like a lookout Indian she observed him waiting at the distant bus stop and eventually boarding the bus. She came down and sat quiet for a long time, studying the clock. Eventually she gave me the final two pennies from her purse, and instructed me to go to Mrs so-and-so's house about a mile away, and ask if they would mind telephoning the dock gates to make sure my father's ship had actually sailed. She explained to me that she was too ashamed to go to the telephone herself. I had the name of the vessel written on a piece of paper and the woman with the telephone, grumbling about the imposition, made the call and told me to tell my mother that the ship had left. I returned happily with the news and had just related it to my relieved mother when the smile dropped like a stone from her lips and she pointed in disbelief out of the window. There he was, in the distance, kitbag on his shoulder and on his way home. There had, he said, been some sort of misunderstanding . . .

Despite it all she managed to make a home for us in that boxy council house on the hill. It had an iron boiler in the narrow back kitchen, which was at the front of the house (rumour had it that the builder had read the plans upside down) and in this she used to wash the clothes and cook steamed puddings in pillowcases. We had a wooden three-piece suite with brown corduroy cushions, in the living room, a relic, I imagine, of more affluent days. The settee and two chairs could be transformed into a ship or an outpost when my mother was out. My brother Roy and I played many games in that room, spoiled once when he attempted to make a campfire with some books under the wooden table. We managed to put out the flames before the whole interior was ablaze but there was smoke still pouring from the windows when she got off the remote bus.

Our house on the rise was clearly visible from that bus stop even though, up and down hill, it was a quarter of an hour's walk away. Trouble, in either direction, could be seen from afar, and sometimes the agony and uncertainty seemed far longer than fifteen minutes. The smoke puffing out like a signal was not the first, nor the last, of these distant shocks. Once, in summer, she perceived that we had pitched a white tent at the front of the house and, as she panted home, her suspicions hardened to the certainty that the tent was formed from two Witney blankets, prized possessions, given to her years before and which had never known a bed. In those days good things were often stored away unused.

Roy was more adventurous than me. I would stay at home and read while he set off, in the family manner, to other places. Lin and Hally were away at sea and we rarely saw them. My only memory of Hally from those days was when it was suggested that he should shin up the lamp posts in Milner Street to afix flags and banners during the Silver Jubilee celebrations of King George the Fifth and Queen Mary. Since he was a seafarer, it was calculated that he ought to find it easy, but he made the excuse that he could only climb up things like that when he was at sea and the ship was rocking on the waves. Lin, who was working his way up the decks, had interludes when he returned from voyages, went out to dances and brought girls home. These young ladies often used to make a fuss of me and let me sit on their laps with my head on their chests so I really looked forward to his return from a trip. One of his ex-girlfriends who lived quite near once gave me an old piano, in a spirit of vengeance perhaps. I could only have been seven or eight at the time and I was trying to make arrangements to move it from her house to mine, but my mother found out and told the girl we didn't want it.

Lin used to study with matchsticks on the table, calculating winds and currents for his exams. He had an amiable Latin-looking friend called Guy Hodges, who I can picture clearly even now. He had a concise moustache which he called his 'little bit of dog' and he could draw adventurous pictures of ships and storms and could also play the mandolin. During the war my brother went to visit him and found that both he and his brother Eric had been lost at sea. My brother cried bitterly and I have never forgotten the brothers' names, although I never even met Eric.

When Lin had gone back to sea I would sit studying matchstick winds and currents just as I had seen him do. My mother was both proud and worried. She did not want her younger sons to go away. Then I began to draw sea gulls, sunsets and steamers bedecked with funnels. 'Ah,' she said in an attempt at re-routing my life's course. 'You'll be a draughtsman when you grow up. Now that's a nice job.'

Thereafter, for some years in fact, I imagined a draughtsman was somebody who poled a raft down a river, a wet and perilous living. I even used to have nightmares about it. When, eventually, I realised that a draughtsman was someone who drew lines on paper, usually in the sanctuary of an office, I found the image more becoming, but at fourteen I went to technical school and quickly discovered it was not my future. My drawing was surrealistically inaccurate and scarred with erasures, my calculations wild; and when it came to practical applications such as brick-laying, mine were the walls which fell down.

So keen was my mother to keep her sons home by the fireside that she even refused to let us go on one of Campbell's Paddle Steamers that used to sail out of Newport on Bristol Channel pleasure trips. She feared, once we'd got the salt in our noses, we might acquire a taste for the life. So places like the exotic-sounding Weston-super-Mare, of which we heard from our more travelled acquaintances, remained beyond our horizon.

In fact we scarcely went anywhere. The hill of houses, the quarry and its grey-green fields at the back, the cold old pond where we tried to fish and ventured for a muddy paddle in summertime, and occasional trips into the town where the tramcars sizzled along their steel rails, were the stuff of our world. My Sunday school teacher, apparently seized by some temporary missionary zeal, promised to take the class into Newport to show us the sort of blinds and awnings used in the Bible lands, a sort of holy journey. When she failed to fulfil this pledge, and the summer was going by, I asked her when we were actually going and she replied lamely that the blinds of the shop she had been thinking about had caught fire and it was no more. The adventure was off. That night I lay awake with disappointment.

Our great journey of the year was a day at Barry Island. Money was put away in preparation for this trip and the weather became the subject of prayers. Everybody in the street went in what was strangely called a charabanc. Once my mother, having put the fare money into the kitty throughout the year, found when the day dawned, that she did not have another halfpenny to take with us, nothing even for a cup of tea or an ice cream and certainly nothing for a bucket and spade. She went to bed and sulked the night before and she had a good cry the next morning. The shining charabanc arrived for the twenty-mile trip to bliss. The neighbours began to tumble joyfully aboard. 'Dolly Thomas is missing!' somebody shouted. They saw my wistful brother and I watching. 'Where's your mam?' someone demanded. "Aving an 'owl,' I replied. 'We're not coming'

Determined neighbours disembarked and a delegation climbed to our front bedroom to plead with my mother who at first hid under the bedclothes. When she emerged they argued that they did not have much money either, although they had more than us. Roy and I had followed the deputation and added our pleas, promising faithfully that we would not ask for impossible dreams like buckets and spades. Reluctantly she got out of bed and made some jam sandwiches. We went to Barry Island and sat on the sand eating the bread and jam. The sun beamed and the fairground blared blatantly behind us. But there was no charge for the sea and the sand so we had quite a good day.

The noise of the sideshow barkers and the music of the roundabouts must have been as thoroughly tantalising for our mother as for us, for she had a dire weakness for fairgrounds. Once, when the August fair was in Newport, in Belle Vue Park, she found the temptation of the airship game too much to withstand. The silvery airship, alight with coloured bulbs, cruised raucously in a long parabola, lighting up various Christian and surnames as it went. If it stopped at Bessie Brown, and you had purchased a ticket with 'Bessie Brown' on it, you were the winner. It was getting towards the end of the evening and mother was almost out of money.

'I know "Frank Davies" is going to come up next time,' she informed me. 'I just know it.' She challenged me with her bright green eyes. She wanted support.

'How much have we got, Mum?' I enquired.

'Just the bus fares.' Defiance lit her face. 'What do you think?'

'Put it on Frank Davies then.' I shrugged.

She did and we watched the glittering airship float around, finally coming to rest on 'Bertie Jones'. Defeated, downcast, we stumbled from the fairground. She had already transferred the blame and she refused to speak to me. As we reached the road, with a long trudge home ahead of us, it began to rain. It thickened and teemed. Heads down the woman and two little boys ploughed through it.

'It's your fault!' she shouted at me, her face streaming. 'You made me do it!' She pointed at Roy, a shivering figure soaked through his skinny clothes. He told me that he had done a wee in his trousers so he was wet both inside and out. 'Look at him!' she bellowed. 'Look – sopping he is. And you know he's got a bad chest! I could murder you!'

She gave me a slap on the back of the head which set me bawling. The buses went by tantalisingly, their passengers dry, smug and staring through the yellow windows at the stumbling trio in the downpour. Mother stopped abruptly. 'Les,' she ordered. 'Go and ask the conductor if he'll come up to the house for the fare. I've got some in the teapot. It's not far from the stop, after all.'

'He won't do that . . .' I began to argue. Her streaming face was turned to me again. This time she was all broken up. 'Go on,' she pleaded. 'There's a good boy. Roy will get pneumonia.'

I chased after the bus which was at the stop but it started away again while I was still framing my unusual request to the conductor. I turned back disconsolately. We continued to walk. The rain stopped but the wind seeped through our wet garments. 'You're never going to the fair again,' said my mother darkly. At that moment I was not all that sorry.

Often she was a sweet and loving woman but she needed someone to take, or at least share, blame for the multiplying viscissitudes of her life and I was the obvious choice. One evening my brother and I were playing a game in our small living room which involved jumping over a rope tied between chairs. It was bedtime, but we begged for 'one more go' and the final jump ended with Roy howling on the floor with a broken arm.

A neighbour with a motorbike (the only vehicle in the district) was summoned and he took Roy on his pillion to hospital. They tied him on with a rope and instructed him to hang on with his good arm. It was not far anyhow. My mother, roundly blaming me for the mishap, followed by bus. Tearfully I went to bed and lay awake wondering if you could die from a broken arm (then I'd really be for it) until they returned after several hours, all talking quite cheerfully. 'What will be, will be,' quoted the motor-cycling neighbour as he left. Before she went to bed my mother came into the room. I pretended to be tight asleep. She bent over and kissed me and said: 'I'm sorry.'

Roy's plastered arm provided us with a useful excuse for coming home from school early. He had just started at the local infants' department and my mother asked if he could leave early each afternoon to prevent his arm being jostled by the other children. It was agreed and I was given charge of escorting him home. On the first day, having left the classroom ten minutes before the close, we were confronted by the daunting iron gates (the school, notwithstanding, was of wood) which were powerfully locked and were not due to be opened by the caretaker until going-home time. Nothing was going to hinder our privilege, however, and we decided to climb the gates. This was difficult enough for me, for they were high and topped with spikes, but for Roy with his heavy and useless arm, it was much worse. I got halfway and helped him up the initial stage. Then I climbed higher and assisted him again. With difficulty and danger I climbed over the spikes at the top and urged him to do likewise. I half dropped, half fell, but triumphantly landed only to hear a dreadful squawk from above. Roy was dangling there, one of the spikes having gone up the leg of his short trousers and emerged at the seat. His arms, the good one and the plastered one, were waving horribly, his knees pedalling like fury, and his face was a mask of fright. As he wriggled I heard the rip of his trousers.

In a panic I rushed to the caretaker's house and hammered on the door. The man, an indolent person, appeared in his carpet slippers. 'My little brother's hanging on the gates!' I cried.

'Let 'im,' replied the man unfeelingly. 'It's not four o'clock yet.'

I went back to Roy. His face was like milk.

'He says he can't get you down until four o'clock,' I called up.

'My trucks is ripping!' he cried.

The man, having been troubled by conscience I suppose, emerged shuffling in his carpet slippers, but wearing his official peaked cap with its Newport Corporation badge. He stared up at the stuck boy.

'Shouldn't be up there in the first place,' he said.

Children were emerging from the school now, rushing shouting to the gate. As if my brother was not impaled overhead, the caretaker unlocked the gate and swung it open, swinging Roy with it. The children were naturally entranced at the spectacle and, as the trousers ripped again, gathered to see what the final outcome might be. Roy was howling despairingly. The caretaker, at a miserable pace, went for a ladder and, in a scene not unlike the Descent from the Cross, unhooked the sobbing brother and brought him down.

We went home, he with his trousers asunder. My mother said it would be a terrible job to sew them together again.
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