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    For Hilary, Jack, Molly and Barney

  


  
    ‘Actors live in fear of being resented by their agents for taking 90 per cent of the money they earn’


    I was on holiday in Spain with Judi Dench and her husband, Michael Williams.


    During supper in Puerto Banus, Judi slipped away from the table and returned with a present for me.


    A set of shark’s teeth.


    ‘Dentadum de Tiburon,’ said Judi. ‘Very appropriate for an agent. Put them on your desk.’


    They’ve been there ever since.
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    Prologue


    


    The trouble with St John’s Church, Withyham, was that it wasn’t in Withyham. There was a church in Withyham but it wasn’t St John’s, which was in the middle of the Ashdown Forest, tucked away in the undergrowth. There were a lot of late arrivals at our wedding. The best man, Nigel Havers, arrived just as the service began, so there was no help from him in keeping the bridegroom calm and relaxed. The bride, Hilary, was late too, but not as late as the best man.


    After the service, Nigel told me that he’d had a row with his wife, Caro, about routes, so much so that they had lost their way three times. His newly wedded agent hoped that Nigel would calm down by the time he got to the reception.


    There were more late arrivals at the reception held at Hilary’s parents’ house in Crowborough; as I waited for the presentation queue to form, James Fox beckoned me over to the side of the marquee.


    ‘Have you got a moment?’ he asked. ‘I just wondered if you’d heard back from Rose about the Spanish film?’ (Rose Tobias Shaw was an American casting director with a rather flaky reputation.)


    ‘No I haven’t, but I’m sure it will be fine.’


    ‘It’s a good part, don’t you think? You liked the script, didn’t you?’


    ‘Absolutely, James.’


    ‘And it is an offer, isn’t it?’


    ‘Sure,’ I said.


    Judi Dench stuck her head around the corner. ‘Did you know there’s a wedding reception going on in there, Michael?’ she said and disappeared.


    ‘Will the money be any good?’ asked James.


    ‘Well, I haven’t actually talked.’


    Nigel appeared hot and flustered. ‘We got bloody lost again. God, Caro’s hopeless at navigating. I said Crow-borough not Crowhurst. Are you ready to receive?’


    ‘Absolutely,’ I replied. ‘See you in a moment.’


    ‘Will I get top billing?’ said James.


    ‘I’m going to have to dash, James. Can we talk later?’


    ‘Of course we can, Michael. You’ve got better things to do, I quite understand. But if you hear anything while you’re away you will let me know, won’t you?’


    ‘Michael, come on,’ said Nigel. ‘The vicar is boring the pants off Tom Courtenay.’


    ‘It must be a nightmare being an actors’ agent,’ said John Wells as I walked with him towards the marquee. ‘Everyone pretending to be your friend when in fact all they want is for you to get them a decent job with loads of money.’


    ‘No, no, John,’ I replied, ‘it’s not a nightmare. I love actors. They’re great.’


    After the speeches, I was talking to a friend of Hilary’s father.


    ‘It must be very glamorous swanning around the world, visiting film locations,’ he said.


    ‘Yes, there is a bit of that, but most of it’s pretty humdrum and boring; a bit like working in a bank.’


    ‘I’m a bank manager, actually, and I find it very interesting,’ he replied. ‘I’ve just been having a long chat with Nigel Havers’s father’s bodyguard, who’s thinking of changing banks. Charming man. Now there’s an interesting job, bodyguard to the Attorney General.’


    My mother, Nora, had of course come to the wedding and spent most of the day looking for Stewart Granger. She’d never wanted me to be an agent. ‘Mucking about with actors won’t get you anywhere, dear,’ she used to say. ‘Get yourself a proper job.’


    She was bitterly disappointed that I never completed my articles with Williams & James, Solicitors of Gray’s Inn, failed my Bar exams, and drifted in and out of various media jobs. It was my lazy streak coming through, she used to say. In any case, she definitely didn’t like the notion of my being an agent, and it was only when she heard I was representing Stewart Granger that she began showing some interest in the whole thing. She loved Stewart Granger - though probably not as much as he loved himself- and adored all his films: The Man in Grey, King Solomon’s Mines, Scaramouche, Bhowani Junction. Now there was a real film star.


    Unfortunately, Jimmy Granger didn’t turn up at the wedding - maybe he got lost - so Nora had to make do with Sandy Gall, another great favourite of hers, but not quite in the same league.


    I bumped into Anton Rodgers on my way to the house to change.


    ‘Great wedding, Mike! Remind me where you’re going on honeymoon? Sardinia, isn’t it?’


    ‘No, the Seychelles, actually, but we’re spending a couple of nights in Bath first.’


    ‘Do you mind if I have your numbers... y-you know, just in case?’


    ‘Of course, ring me any time.’


    ‘Well I won’t disturb you unless it is something urgent. To be honest I need a job. You know it’s been three months since I finished the series. I thought this was going to be a really good year but it’s turning out to be a disaster.’


    As we were changing there was a knock at the door.


    ‘We’ve got to dash Michael,’ said Nigel. ‘We’re spending the weekend with the parents in Suffolk and at this rate we’ll be there at midnight. I’m going to let Caro drive and do my own navigating this time. Give me a call next week... you never know, we might have heard back from ITV.’


    On our way to the Priory Hotel in Bath, I mused on John Wells’s remarks and the fine line between client and friend. Were any of these people really my friends? Or were they just fair-weather friends? With a few exceptions, maybe not friends for life but certainly friends for the life of their next contract.


    As Hilary and I lay on the bed talking about the day and getting ready for our first night of wedded bliss, a note was slipped under the door.


    Rose Tobias Shaw had called and left a message. They had gone with Lloyd Bridges, but would James be interested in playing the friend? She’d ring me in the morning.


    I turned out the light.


    

  


  
    1. Keeping Up Appearances


    


    Around the time Adolf Hitler and Hermann Goering were discussing on which British cathedral towns to launch their retaliatory Baedeker raids, Jack and Nora Whitehall were making up their minds where they might rent a house to get away from the London bombs. Unfortunately, Jack and Nora had the same idea as Adolf and Hermann: Exeter.


    Jack spent most of the war travelling around the country as a gas instructor in the RAF. When he’d joined up, Nora had pictured him as a dashing pilot with a fur-lined flying jacket and polka-dot silk cravat, though the reality was a desk job based near Taunton with particular responsibility for teaching new recruits to cope with gas attacks. As, of course, there weren’t any, Jack could be said to have had a ‘bad war’; but at least he was in uniform, unlike his brother Cyril, who was making a fortune selling them to the army.


    One of many houses that my parents rented during the war, and certainly the one from which our family made the swiftest exit, was 60 Rivermead Gardens, Exeter. One night, during an air raid, we were all huddled in the Anderson shelter at the end of the garden when there was an enormous explosion, which knocked the shelter flying. As we staggered out, my mother clutching me to her ample bosom, we saw that 60 Rivermead Gardens had disappeared. We’d had what was appropriately called a ‘direct hit’. So much for Nora’s notion of a safe haven.


    Nora, whose maiden name was Kellond, claimed to be related to the Earl of Egmont, but she was always rather skimpy when it came to the fine detail. The Egmont family name was Perceval; the earldom had been created in Ireland in 1733, and the current earl appeared to live abroad somewhere, though Nora wasn’t sure where. As the years went by, the Egmont connection was referred to more frequently; although in her dotage it turned out that it was my father Jack who was apparently related to the Egmonts: an even unlikelier story.


    The Kellond girls - Nora had two sisters, Betty and Vera - were brought up in the gentility of Bearsden, a middle-class suburb of Glasgow, in the 1920s. Her mother Elizabeth was a formidable woman with a bosom of Hattie Jacques proportions. But Elizabeth - unlike Hattie - was shy, retiring and a devout Catholic, and her bosom caused her constant embarrassment. Various corset-like garments were strapped across her chest to keep it flat, but, unfortunately, this only caused it to spill out at the sides. Loose-fitting garments were the order of the day for Elizabeth, and she constantly had the look of a woman in the latter stages of pregnancy.


    Nora inherited her mother’s reserve and also, to an extent, her bosom. Elizabeth’s husband, however, was a wholly different proposition. A draper by trade, Arthur overdressed, drank far too much, had a violent temper and spent what little money he had on anything that would show him off to his friends and neighbours. Instead of driving to work, Arthur would ride a white mare, brought to the front door of their suburban villa by a local stable lad. Arthur would then gallop off in his jodhpurs and tweeds to his draper’s shop in the centre of Glasgow. It clearly wasn’t much fun for the horse - this being the 1920s rather than the 1820s - and there would be much neighing and snorting as he tried to control the animal in the heavy Glasgow traffic. He also owned a convertible Daimler, which he insisted on driving with the hood down in all weathers, and a Sunbeam motorbike with a sidecar. Elizabeth refused to travel in the sidecar, something her daughter, Nora, would do years later when her husband Jack bought his first motorbike; mother and daughter considering it to be the most vulgar form of transport.


    Arthur’s violent rages, especially when in his cups, proved too much for Elizabeth’s delicate disposition. He was often inclined to clear the mantelpiece and the drawing-room table of Elizabeth’s collection of bone-china figurines with his riding crop. Elizabeth would then disappear to her room in hysterics, and by the time she reappeared, often twenty-four hours later, her husband had substituted the detritus of the previous night with expensive replacements. Inevitably, the family finances and the marriage ran out of steam. Although Arthur and Elizabeth stayed together for the sake of the children, it was never the most stable of liaisons, the constant flow of crockery across the sitting room causing much upset to the three girls as well as to the neighbours. Lord Egmont certainly wouldn’t have approved, nor would he have approved of Arthur’s not-so-secret penchant for dressing up in his wife’s clothing.


    At any social opportunity, Arthur would appear at the dinner table or in the sitting room in full cross-dressing mode: that is apart from the make-up. He didn’t actually want to look like a woman, but like a man in woman’s clothes. He would often walk down the street in Elizabeth’s best hat, coat and shoes, puffing his pipe and fiddling with his moustache. This was Arthur the clown rather than Arthur the transvestite. Either way it caused his wife considerable embarrassment, and being a rather humourless woman, she completely failed to get the joke. It is one thing to call your children embarrassing nicknames in front of their friends, or to trip up in public like Norman Wisdom, but to collect them from school dressed as Norman Bates’s mother is no laughing matter.


    Needless to say, Arthur’s light-hearted transvestism had a profound effect on Nora’s development: she suffered acute embarrassment for the rest of her life. In conversation she would never take the lead in anything for fear of getting it wrong. ‘I love Rachmaninoff,’ she would say, but then try and change the subject in case someone asked her which of his piano concertos she most enjoyed, or whether Symphony No. 2 was his defining work. By then, she would be out of her depth.


    And perhaps her father’s demeanour was ultimately responsible for the fact that she always put the lights out before undressing for bed. Undressing that is into a neck-to-ankle-length nightdress and bed-jacket worn in all weathers. Once when I tentatively enquired as to how she and Jack had babies, having drawn a blank in extracting any information out of the monks of Ample-forth, she told me: ‘It happens naturally while your father and I are asleep.’ Amazingly, I believed her.


    In the late 1950s, when we were on a family holiday in Salcombe, my brother Barry and I went to visit Arthur’s cottage outside Kingsbridge. By now, he was in his late seventies - Elizabeth had died some years earlier - and only just able to look after himself. He was expecting us for tea at four o’clock and, as we walked up the garden path, the door flew open. There stood Arthur in a large feathered felt hat, a floral print dress and high heels; he was roaring with laughter and puffing away at his pipe.


    ***


    After leaving school, Nora went to the Glasgow School of Art, subsequently getting a job sketching for a fashion catalogue in London. She had a good eye for colour and clearly had talent, but she was never going to make a living as an artist. Soon the paintbrushes were replaced by the typewriter, and then in 1932 she met Jack Whitehall.


    The scene of this first meeting was a dinner-dance at a hotel in Croydon. Nora had a flat nearby, which she shared with two other girls - quite a racy arrangement in those innocent days. Jack, on the other hand, was only twenty-two, five years younger than Nora, and lived with his parents in Norbury. It certainly wasn’t love at first sight from Nora’s point of view. In fact it was Jack’s friend Harry Miller to whom Nora first gave her address. But Jack was persistent and, after being turned down on two separate occasions, Nora finally consented to join the Whitehall family. They were married in 1934 in the church in Streatham where, some forty years previously, Jack’s parents had wed.


    Jack’s father, Ernest, was the stuff of Dickensian novels. One of eight children, by the time he was seven he was an orphan. All his siblings had died, his father had been fatally wounded in a pony-and-trap accident and his poor mother - who could blame her - died of grief. A cousin of his father, a rich Birmingham industrialist with a wife and no children, adopted Ernest and ultimately left him his fortune. Charlie Worsley’s money ultimately paid for


    Barry and me to go to Ampleforth and paid for my first house in Barnes. Even the Whitehall family silver - heavily engraved with a ‘W - was the Worsleys’. Years later I remember visits to Ernest’s house in Worthing when he was in his eighties. His wife Edith had died during the war; she had suffered from a floating kidney, which sounded most inconvenient and in her case turned out to be a killer. I remember her only as a very severe-looking woman, always cross, always dressed in black with a penchant for feathers and a very frightening live-looking fox draped around her gangly neck. Ernest was a big bear of a man with thick white hair, and certainly wouldn’t have suited his wife’s clothes as well as Arthur. He was very deaf, and Barry and I had great fun shouting at each other through his ear trumpet and mouthing sentences to each other across the room, to his increasing annoyance. He also let us play his pianola - a miraculous instrument. At the time I was a great fan of Sparky, a book about a boy who had a piano that played itself. I longed for one of these magical instruments, as I was bored to death trying to learn the piano - so rolls of music that could be put into the piano seemed to be a perfect solution.


    Ernest’s great love, however, was knitting. He would sit in his deep leather armchair with a cigarette in his mouth, the ash growing longer and longer, knitting socks, gloves, jumpers and scarves. I would wait for the ash to fall on to the front of his home-knitted cardigan, which he’d brush off and carry on with the job in hand. He had a live-in housekeeper called Mrs Gale and a chauffeur called Stanley who drove him along the Worthing seafront every day in his elegant, shiny-black Rover 14. Sometimes Barry and I would be allowed to go with him, although I used to get car sick as both he and his chauffeur chain-smoked throughout the journey. On one occasion, having successfully held in my sick until I arrived back at Ernest’s house, Stanley braked rather sharply and I delivered a projectile vomit which covered not only the back of Ernest’s seat, but also his neck and jacket. He was furious, and I was never invited on one of his seafront drives again. So there were my two grandfathers: one liked dressing up in his wife’s clothes and the other liked knitting. I sometimes wonder whether my sons will develop a passion for dressmaking or floral arrangement in later life.


    Someone who certainly did not have a feminine side was Uncle Peter. Peter was married to Nora’s younger sister Vera, a match which Nora was always rather jealous of. Peter was handsome, had been to a ‘good public school’ (well, Sutton Valence actually) and was a doctor’s son. As an officer in the Royal Artillery, he had had a ‘good war’: Dunkirk, North Africa, Burma. He had had a very bad time in the jungle and in later life wouldn’t allow anything Japanese into the house, which put him at a considerable disadvantage when it came to electrical goods. One Christmas, when he was staying with us, he refused to watch the Queen’s Speech because my father had recently acquired a discounted Japanese television set from John Lewis. On leaving the army with the rank of major and getting a job as sales director at a manufacturing company in the Midlands, things went rather downhill, and he ended up as a ‘commercial traveller’ selling cork tiles. He did however have a company car and an expense account of sorts, so visits to Uncle Peter and Auntie Vera were always looked forward to, even though much time was spent at the local pub, where Peter’s hospitality was always at full stretch.


    I sometimes wished that Peter and Vera were my parents - their lives always seemed more fun than Jack and Nora’s. Although they lived in a 1930s mock-Tudor house in Solihull, there was something racy about Uncle Peter and Auntie Vera. They drank wine with their lunch, in Peter’s case rather too much. They seemed to have lots of friends who popped in for morning coffee or lunchtime drinks (nobody ever popped into our house, apart from the man who read the gas meter) and in the afternoon Peter and Vera would sometimes disappear upstairs for an hour or so. Jack and Nora never disappeared upstairs during the day.


    After the war, Jack got a job at Marks & Spencer and we lived in a rather grim rented house in Edgware. We didn’t, of course, have a car. Jack’s brother Cyril had acquired a new Bentley, paid for out of the profits from his military outfitting. Cyril and his formidable wife, Alice, would take Barry and me out for picnics from time to time. I always thought that Uncle Cyril was a bit of a bounder. He even had the look of a bounder: tall, smooth, crinkly hair, always very sleekly dressed, with a penchant for silk shirts and cravats. His voice was smooth too - with a rather louche drawl to it - and whenever I saw him, he would always squeeze a ten-shilling note into my hand. ‘Buy something nice for your mother,’ he would say; which I’m ashamed to admit I never did.


    Cyril seemed to be the complete opposite of his brother Jack and treated him in a rather patronizing way. ‘If only you could be successful like Cyril,’ Nora would say to Jack which, of course, did wonders for his confidence. ‘He and Alice are always flying down to the South of France for long weekends. All I ever get is a Sunday-afternoon run in the car to Westerham for tea,’ she moaned.


    The arrival of Cyril’s Bentley outside our house always caused a bit of a stir and gave Nora’s financial credibility a much-needed boost, with Jack hanging on by a thread to his job as assistant manager of Marks & Spencer in Hendon.


    As we headed off in the Bentley, the strong smell of the Connolly hide would soon get my stomach churning. By the time we reached the designated stopping point, lunch was the last thing on my mind. This was usually just as well as there were two clear catering options, which Alice strictly adhered to. The chicken, which in those days was still a luxury item, was reserved for themselves and their spoilt and snappy Dachshund, Tina. Barry and I were provided with what I can only describe as meat sandwiches. Those were the days when meat, and indeed almost everything else, was cooked to death. Sunday lunch in Edgware was always preceded by the question ‘What meat is this?’ as Nora put the plate in front of us. The only clue as to whether it was beef, pork or lamb was whether mustard, apple or mint sauce was offered to accompany it. A thick covering of Bisto gravy gave it a bit of flavour but even less of a clue as to what it actually was. The same could be said of the vegetables - always a sad, grisly selection of grey spinach, cabbage and spring greens all merging into one tasteless overcooked mush.


    Towards the end of the war, I was a source of constant embarrassment to Nora by denying the existence of my father. This was for no deep-seated Freudian reason, but merely my way of having a joke at my mother’s expense. On one occasion, I was sitting in a railway carriage with my mother, who was speaking to the lady opposite. (People spoke to strangers on trains in those days.) Nora told her that Jack had been stationed up north for the past year but would be coming home soon.


    ‘So you’ll be pleased to see your Daddy then?’ asked the woman.


    ‘I haven’t got a Daddy,’ I replied.


    ‘Oh, I am sorry,’ said the woman (turning to Nora), ‘but I thought you said


    ‘Michael, now don’t be silly, of course you have,’ said a flustered Nora.


    ‘No, I haven’t. Jack’s not my Daddy,’ I said.


    The woman, clearly wishing she hadn’t started the whole thing off, returned to her library book.


    ‘I was only joking,’ I told Nora, as we made our way down the station platform.


    ‘You love making a fool of me in public,’ she said, which became one of her catchphrases.


    And it wasn’t just in front of Nora that I denied my father’s existence. After the war, when we lived in a large Victorian house in Sydenham, I was at it again, though this time in front of Jack, just back from his desk job with the RAF. One Saturday morning, Jack accompanied Nora, Barry and me to the local butchers.


    ‘Good morning, Mrs Whitehall, and this must be Mr Whitehall. I’ve heard all about you from Mrs Whitehall,’ said the butcher, and turning to me. ‘You must be pleased to have your Daddy home, Michael.’


    Before Jack could reply, I cut in with: ‘But he’s not my Daddy.’


    ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said the bemused butcher, ‘I just assumed...’


    ‘Don’t be silly Michael,’ said Nora. ‘Of course he is.’


    ‘I’m not being silly Mummy, just truthful.’


    ‘Right, Mrs Whitehall, what would you like? I’ve got some lovely pork belly today.’


    ‘Why do you say all those things?’ said Nora as we walked home.


    ‘Because I think that butcher is really boring and very nosey.’


    ‘I agree,’ said Barry.


    One of Nora’s little quirks of paranoia was her daily and seemingly endless worry of being ‘fobbed off’ by shopkeepers of all persuasions. My instructions, when doing the shopping for her, always came with dire warnings of not being talked into accepting inferior goods.


    At the butchers, everything had to be English: ‘Don’t let them fob you off with New Zealand lamb,’ she’d say. (‘New Zealand lamb couldn’t possibly be fresh - do you realise how far away New Zealand is?’) And of course the ham had to be York, the steak Scotch, the liver calves and the sausages pork (beef sausages were very common). She was always on the lookout for horse lurking on the shelves, although, as far as I can remember, none ever slipped through her tightly meshed net.


    She was always very suspicious of fish, never believing it was entirely fresh (except if we were on a seaside holiday); but on our rare forays to the fishmongers, smoked salmon had to be Scotch and haddock, a favourite of hers, ‘finnen’.


    She had great brand loyalty. No baked bean ever crossed our plate unless it was from Heinz; no cereal unless it came from Kellogg’s; and the only people who knew how to make butter properly were the Danes.


    ‘Those eggs don’t look very fresh,’ she said to Jack one day when we were out shopping.


    I asked Jack how could she tell that they weren’t fresh just by looking at the shells.


    ‘You know your mother,’ he replied. ‘Once she gets something into her head...’


    Nora ran her life on keeping-up-appearances principles. By now we had moved up a rung and were living in a semi-detached house in Beckenham. At least I was able to tell my friends at school that I lived in Kent, even though a ten-minute walk would have landed me up in Penge.


    When the doorbell rang (chimes rather than a bell, one of her few mistakes on the class front), the net curtains (another one) would twitch and she would move at enormous speed through the ground-floor rooms, clearing all surfaces of anything that might suggest that someone actually lived in the house. Books, papers, cups, saucers, all were shoved into cupboards; the television set, when we eventually could afford one, was wheeled behind a curtain. She would then carry out a quick check that the cloakroom loo seat was down and the bowl flushed, before rushing breathlessly to the front door. We tended not to have callers - more often than not, it would be the postman or the milkman - and certainly our neighbours wouldn’t have dreamed of ringing the doorbell without prior appointment.


    The local Catholic priest, Father Byrne, usually called a couple of times a year, again always by appointment. His arrival would be preceded by a top-to-bottom clean of the house on an industrial scale, with day-and-night vacuuming, polishing and dusting, and the removal of virtually the entire surface contents of the living rooms into the already overfilled cupboards and drawers. My mother would then lay on tea for Father Byrne. No ordinary tea was this, but a mélange of sandwiches, cakes and home-made scones, and a range of cake stands, slicers, trolleys, dessert knives and forks would appear from some little-used dresser, only to be returned after his visit and not seen again until his next appearance.


    We had a very unreliable Pekinese dog called Candy, or to give him his full pedigree name Foxgrove Candy Floss. Candy was normally fairly even-tempered but when anywhere near food, especially any kind of meat product, he would turn into a wild beast. Perhaps he was traumatized by having a bitch’s name. During one of Father Byrne’s visits, Candy managed to get hold of a couple of meat-paste sandwiches which had fallen off the trolley. While Nora was in the kitchen putting together a selection of assorted fancies, Father Byrne approached Candy’s basket to give him a stroke. Thinking that the priest was trying to snatch his sandwich, Candy leaped out of his basket and attached himself to Father Byrne’s hand. On hearing the pandemonium in the drawing room, Nora rushed from the kitchen and grabbed hold of Candy, who promptly turned on her and stuck his teeth into her arm. Barry and I, who had been upstairs awaiting Nora’s call to tea, managed to sort out the mayhem, although sadly it marked the last of Father Byrne’s visits.


    Nora, however, continued to be a regular worshipper at St Osmund’s Church in Beckenham. Every Sunday we were all expected to attend the 11 a.m. Mass; this included Jack even though he was C of E. No question of course of our ever setting foot inside a C of E church, which Nora would have equated with a mosque or synagogue. A regular at St Osmund’s was an Old Amplefordian financial adviser called Gerard Ussher-Smith. Ussher-Smith had looked after my parents’ financial affairs, in so much as they had any, for years; and although he never did anything dishonest - or not that they noticed - there was the whiff of something dodgy about him.


    ‘I think he’s a crook,’ said Barry. ‘He asked me how much I had in my Post Office savings book the other day. I didn’t tell him.’


    I probably would have told him, had I not spent all my pocket money before it ever got near a savings book.


    But as far as Nora was concerned, and Jack usually concurred, Ussher-Smith was a Catholic, so he must be OK.


    Years later when I bought my first house in Barnes he came back into my life. He’d heard from Nora that I’d inherited some money from Ernest and offered to invest it for me. I would provide finance for one of his clients by way of a private mortgage on his house, all risk-free of course, and I would receive a much higher rate of interest than I’d get elsewhere. The paperwork looked fine to me - these were the bad days of unregulated financial advisers - so I handed over the five thousand pounds, a tidy sum in the 1960s, and waited for the interest to roll in. I had, of course, already taken predictable family advice.


    ‘I’d tell him to fuck off,’ said Barry.


    ‘He told me he was doing some financial work for the monks at Ampleforth,’ said Nora. ‘They certainly wouldn’t get involved with someone who wasn’t completely honest.’


    In any case the interest cheques came in at the end of each month, and I had the security of a mortgage on a nice semi-detached house in Banstead, owned by a Mr Pritchard. Then, as Barry had predicted, the cheques stopped. I called Ussher-Smith, who assured me that everything was fine. A month passed and, after a couple of telephone calls, he became more aggressive.


    ‘I told you you’ll get the money. This is a very good investment from your point of view, so don’t be greedy,’ he ranted.


    And then one day his telephone wasn’t answered, and I discovered that he’d done a runner.


    ‘I did warn you,’ said Barry.


    A few days later I had a telephone call from Mr Pritchard, telling me that he had a mortgage on my house and was going to have to call in the money as he had had no interest payments from me and that his financial adviser had disappeared. Mr Pritchard reacted badly to the news that I had a similar arrangement on his house. We met up and discovered that our so-called mortgages were valueless, and that Ussher-Smith had stolen our money. It turned out that he’d pulled the same trick on dozens of other unsuspecting investors. The police eventually caught up with him, and he did a couple of years in an open prison somewhere. I managed to track him down after his release and demanded the return of my five thousand pounds, but he refused to speak to me. I subsequently received a letter from his solicitors, accusing me of harassment. Nora said she felt sorry for him because his wife had been very ill, and he was probably using the money to fund her medical bills.


    ‘Bollocks!’ said Barry.


    Another St Osmund’s habitué was a young Pole, in his early twenties, who had been introduced to Nora by Father Byrne. His name was Eugene Voyack and, according to Father Byrne, had ‘tragically lost his family during the war’. Nora took a great fancy to Eugene: she thought he was very attractive and courteous. He became a regular visitor to our house until one day Nora announced that he was coming to live with us. I heard Jack and Nora having various heated conversations about Eugene’s permanent presence in the house. His whole background sounded melodramatic and, although always very charming to Nora, Jack thought there was something not quite right about him. Nevertheless, Nora would not be swayed from having this young man in the house, and within a few weeks started talking about adoption. This was a very different proposition. Eugene coming to stay for a few weeks was OK, but becoming our new brother, no way.


    And then one day Eugene arrived from a trip to the West End with a present for me - a very impressive-looking gold watch, engraved on the back: ‘TO BROTHER MICHAEL FROM EUGENE’. Jack and Barry thought that this was very definitely jumping the gun, while Nora thought it sweet. I, on the other hand, liked the watch very much. Barry was annoyed that he had been given only a rather dull book, similarly inscribed, but then he had been quite frosty to Eugene from the outset, suspecting that he might have some kind of hidden agenda.


    A week or so later my watch stopped and Eugene took it to the West End to have it repaired. That evening I was disappointed to hear that it would be at least a week before I got it back. The following evening Eugene offered to read me a bedtime story (I must have been eight or nine at the time), and got into bed with me. The following evening he read to me again and then introduced me to a game called Lost Property. This involved Eugene fumbling around my pyjama bottoms looking for ‘lost property’ and finding it between my legs. I mentioned this to Nora the following morning. Needless to say, she was sure I was making the whole thing up. Barry was less sure. That evening Eugene came into my room with a copy of Enid Blyton’s Five Go Off in a Caravan, and before long we were into another round of Lost Property. What should I do? I knew if I told my father that would be the end of Eugene, but he still had my watch and I really wanted it back. So I decided to put up with a few more sessions of Eugene’s little game. The next evening, just as it was reaching its finale, the bedroom cupboard door burst open and Barry sprang out.


    ‘Get out of my brother’s bed, Eugene! I’m going to get Mummy and Daddy.’


    Nora was far too embarrassed to get involved, but Jack ordered Eugene down to the sitting room. Moments later Eugene was on the front doorstep with his suitcase. I never saw him again, nor my watch for that matter. ‘It was fake gold anyway,’ said Barry.


    I’m not sure whether Barry ever quite forgave me for being born. He was three years older than me and, although we had the same parents, he seemed to be from a different planet. We didn’t look remotely alike: he was tall and thin with curly black hair; I was podgy with a cowlick of brown hair. He was deadpan to the point of being almost mute; I was a chatterbox. When an early school report mentioned that my meagre achievements were ‘entirely spoilt by bastic buffoonery’, Jack and Nora rushed to the dictionary. But they had no success in tracking down the word ‘bastic’ and assumed the teacher had made the word up, although, they agreed, it sounded like me. Barry, however, was neither bastic nor a buffoon. He took life and himself very seriously. ‘I do wish you boys would get on better,’ Nora pleaded and carried on pleading until the day she died. But it never really happened. After leaving school and doing National Service in the RAF, Barry joined the BBC and worked through a series of responsible jobs, ending his career as Head of Resources, World Service. This seemed to involve budgeting and approving various items needed by the BBC’s far-flung outposts, such as a new radio mast for the Solomon Islands Broadcasting Company or refurbishing the hospitality area of their Greenland facility off Baffin Bay. A former Controller of the BBC’s World Service once told me that Barry had overrun a meeting of heads of department by more than an hour by insisting that everyone around the table should have a copy of a proposal for a new toilet block attached to a facility in Tasmania. He then discussed in considerable detail the various financial options available to them. We would have happily nodded this through as a written request, said the former Controller, but Barry insisted on giving us every nuance of the project, down to the last toilet-roll dispenser.


    Barry, unlike me, was conscientious, responsible and utterly reliable. He joined the BBC in the engineering department and then moved over to radio and subsequently into personnel. He spent his entire life there, and after he retired became a magistrate, ending up as chairman of the magistrates in Oxford. We were never the closest of siblings: I think he thought I was a loose cannon and got away with murder. He never asked Jack or Nora for money, while I seemed to be permanently on the edge of a major financial crisis, having spent unnecessary sums of money on what Barry would call ‘fripperies’. ‘Surely you haven’t bought another tie,’ he’d say. ‘I have only one tie. You must have at least fifty. Why do you need fifty ties?’


    He wasn’t remotely surprised that I failed in my attempts at becoming a journalist, solicitor and barrister, and thought I’d reached my level when I told him I was working for a theatrical agency. After I’d started my own agency and was at last making a bit of money, he came for lunch at my new house in Putney.


    ‘How much did this place cost?’ he asked, rather abruptly. ‘A fair bit, I would have thought.’


    I rounded the sum down quite substantially, not wishing to appear too extravagant. I knew my place.


    ‘Christ, wherever did you get that kind of money from? Did you...’ (I thought Barry was going to say steal) ‘borrow it? I imagine you’ve got a huge mortgage. How much?’


    ‘A lot, actually,’ I replied.


    ‘Will you be able to service it?’ he asked.


    ‘Well, I hope...’


    ‘I don’t have a mortgage,’ said Barry. ‘But, as you know, my house is much smaller than this.’


    He emphasized the this in that accusatory tone he had acquired as a child: ‘You’ve broken it, Michael.’


    ‘Well, I just hope you haven’t overstretched yourself again,’ he said.


    I remember rather resenting the again, as I’d made a nice profit on my previous two houses, enabling me to push the boat out a bit.


    ‘And do you need five bedrooms?’ he asked.


    I wanted to say I needed the five bedrooms to accommodate my fifty ties.


    Fortunately I never ended up in the Oxford Magistrates’ Court, though I’m sure Barry would have given me a hard time. ‘Oh for God’s sake, Michael, what are you doing here?’ he would have asked. ‘Not speeding again? Send him down for twelve months. Next case.’


    But he did sort Eugene out for me, for which I was always grateful. I just wish his timing had been better - I miss that watch.


    My father by now was working for a company called Westcoat & Intrex selling frocks to big stores in London.


    Occasionally, if he had lots of samples to show the following morning, he would bring the company’s van home. This had a very tall body and was clearly designed for housing rails of clothes. It also had WESTCOAT & INTREX FASHIONS in large letters on both sides and at the back. As Nora had told the neighbours that Jack was a retired naval officer who did some part-time consultancy work for Harrods, the van was a bit of a giveaway. So she insisted on it being parked in the next street, away from prying eyes. Jack seemed to change his job fairly regularly. George Smith & Sons, furriers, also had a high-backed van, which made brief appearances in Foxgrove Avenue, as did that of a firm of glove-makers in Wembley.


    One of Nora’s habitual embarrassments - and there were many - was her constant fear of being overlooked: our front and back windows were always swathed in net curtaining. Our new home at 45 Foxgrove Avenue was particularly desirable as it had heavily frosted glass on all windows, behind which daily ablutions or undressing would take place. Nora felt especially exposed in gardens and our new back garden was no exception. Within weeks of our arrival, Jack, Barry and I were instructed to dig a large hole in the middle of the lawn to prevent her being overlooked while taking the sun. Sunbathing was not a wholly accurate description of what she thought she would be overlooked doing, as she never took off any of her clothes. On the contrary, she tended to put on extra ones. With her large straw hat, enormous sunglasses, scarf and stockings (bare legs wouldn’t have done at all), very little flesh was on show for the neighbours to feast their eyes on.


    Instead it was the hole itself that caused all the local interest. Over six feet in diameter and of similar depth, it took us weeks to dig, and resulted in Jack having spasmodic back pain for the rest of his life. Nora referred to it rather grandly as the ‘sunbathing area’, but in reality it was just a large and unsightly hole in the middle of the lawn. Steps were cut out at one side, and there was an attempt to give it a rockery effect; although, after Jack had carried tons of rock across the lawn, Nora decided they looked rather ‘common’, so they all had to be lugged back again. She was also worried that if she slipped on one of the makeshift steps, she would be gashed to death on the rocks below.


    We spread liberal amounts of grass seed on the sides and base in an attempt to make it look less like a hole in the middle of the garden. Unfortunately, the seed didn’t take as the sun never got to it. Indeed, this was the problem: the sun never got down there at all. Unfortunately the rain did, and Barry and I often had to bucket out the muddy water before putting up Nora’s deckchair.


    And then, quite suddenly, Nora decided that she didn’t like sitting in the hole after all. It was cold, dark, damp and slippery, and she found the steps impossible to manage. So Jack filled it in over the next couple of weeks, doing further damage to his back. Nora gave up the idea of sunbathing altogether, making do with a seat on the patio, which was well protected from prying eyes by arbours, trellising and pergolas.


    In order to give our garden a bit of style, now that the hole had been filled, Nora had Jack buy a dovecote; and in order to set off the effect, Jack was dispatched to Chislehurst to buy a pair of white doves. The doves were wired into the dovecote, as the man who sold them to Jack had advised, and two days later the wire was removed. The doves would now remain in the garden and return to the dovecote after they’d had a fly around the garden. Perfect. Nora thought they looked just the ticket. Unfortunately, they both flew off within an hour of the mesh being removed and were never seen again. Jack was sent back to Chislehurst, where he bought another pair. The man said it was most unusual.


    ‘Perhaps they weren’t meshed in for long enough,’ he suggested.


    Of course, the second pair of doves flew away too, and Jack had to make a third and final visit to Chislehurst, returning with a pair of doves that looked remarkably like the first pair. This pair did a runner with similar alacrity. Barry thought the man in Chislehurst had a very nice little earner going for him, and Nora decided that the dovecote looked fine without any doves; it avoided having all those unsightly bird droppings.


    Jack was always wonderful at keeping up with all the non-existent Joneses in Nora’s life. He was a sharp dresser and always neat and tidy. I used to love watching him shave in the morning with his shiny cutthroat razor, and then the smell of cologne when the job was done. His shoes were always beautifully polished, his cuff-links gold and gleaming, and his full head of hair brushed back over the forehead with a pair of white horn hairbrushes. He always looked far too elegant to be heading off in his van to try and sell ladies’ dresses to the buyers of various large department stores in the West End. But he was a good salesman.


    ‘The buyers feel sorry for Jack,’ Nora once told me, ‘they think he looks sad so they give him a big order. It’s all an act, of course.’


    I wish I’d got to know Jack better, but he was always a bit of a closed book and a man of few words. I remember his bone-dry sense of humour best of all. Shortly before he died of emphysema - he was only in his late fifties and a heavy smoker - we went to see a film at the Curzon cinema in Mayfair. As the exhaustive credits rolled out at the end of the film, one caught his eye: ‘Production Accountant: Gerald Atwood’.


    ‘Of course,’ he said to me, ‘of course, Gerald Atwood, Production Accountant. I should have guessed. The film had his name written all over it.’
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