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1
             PROLOGUE

         

         Every memoir is part fiction as every novel is partly autobiographical. And anyway, a complete autobiography is usually boring or indecent. It’s the person at the dinner table who just won’t stop talking. It’s the musical phrase with no breath.

         Perhaps there’s another way. To leave aside the grand saga of our existence and, instead, to share some vignettes, without trying too hard to stitch them together. There will be, there must be, gaps; and there will be erasures. Drawing an occasional veil is expected, but how to avoid writing with an airbrush, every paragraph before the make-up mirror, tweezers to hand? Probing for the answers we don’t want to hear; putting off the questions we should ask; pretending to ask them, to answer them.

         One begins to write with fear – of truisms, of clichés, of lies, of mundanity. How to avoid self-consciousness when the act is to be conscious of self’s history? How to transform the trembling arm-held selfie into a steady self-portrait, but yet keep the freshness of a sketch, dashed off as life dashes past? The hope is to paint a portrait that can be viewed with interest without knowing or caring too much about the sitter, as the transparent gaze or gauze of Pope Innocent X on the canvases of Velázquez or Bacon is more interesting than the pontiff’s opaque life.2

         Truth and fiction. But these cannot be consciously unclear in a memoir, even if I’ve changed some people’s names along the way for the sake of privacy. I can’t write that I was born in Wisconsin in 1951 when I was born in Wirral in 1961. Scratch that. The fake always flatters. Try 1971. But a writer’s words are always only symbols of reality, always a mask, ellipses … specks of face powder covering nothing much.

         Lucian Freud’s unfinished self-portraits … enough. But who joins him in the frame? And who do I force to join me in this mirror of my life? The sheer responsibility of writing a memoir, not to oneself but to others. Some I love are barely mentioned in these pages; others I will force before the frigid glass. How much to hide or blur? When life ends all will be hidden or blurred, but books last longer than the people they have power to hurt. And one false word can cause a war.

         Laps of memory, the circle of passing years, always repeating, never the same. Traced patterns on the beach wiped smooth as waves eddy around our sometimes unsteady feet – teasers around the ankles of the rolled-up trousers. If some sand remains between the reader’s toes by the end of the book it will have served its purpose.
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            WIRRAL TO THELWALL

         

      

   


   
      
         
5 Ridgeway


         Number 45 The Ridgeway, Meols, Wirral – the first house I remember living in; I must have been no older than three. In fact, do I really remember it? Without the name having been mentioned over the years the memory would certainly be too pale. But I do recall one thing involving infant fingers that had yet not dreamt of scales. In the morning room, a room off the kitchen where the sun seemed always to stream in through a window on the side of the house, wallpaper was being removed. Mother soaping the walls, softening them, grey suds coursing down to the skirting board. Then shreds of ugly paper being torn off. They must have been redecorating. Despite my small stature I could help out, and I remember scratching at the walls and feeling a squirm of discomfort in my chest at the grating sound as the scraps of gluey paper lodged under my fingernails.

         Ah, then there was the morning after one of my parents’ wilder parties when those same walls were covered in shaving foam and empty bottles clinked in corners of every room. I remember no more until our next house in Birch Road and … well, this memory involved infant, pre-scale fingers too but it demands a different chapter, a place where the blushes can be contained.

         I went to a kindergarten called Minto House, a large sandstone house on Birkenhead Road, between Meols and 6Hoylake. I recall satchels and an itchy school uniform and tied tongues inside the Victorian windows where Victorian widows hammered facts tough as leather into minds supple as plasticine. Nursery rhymes tumbled out of my mouth in those years like toys out of an old suitcase, songs spat from a baby-toothed mouth. Apparently I had memorised more than seventy by the age of two. (How many are there?)

         And then there were walks with my mother’s sister Eileen, me pushed in the pram along the long avenue from Hoylake to West Kirby – Meols Drive, where the rich lived rich lives behind the luxuriant hedges. My luxury was ‘chucky eggs’, boiled firm, peeled, then rough-mashed with butter and salt and specks of dirty pepper, eaten straight out of a mug whilst still warm when we arrived back at my grandparents’ house. Number 8 Derwent Road had a chilly, musty front room containing a glass cabinet filled with china (plates and cups and saucers and figurines) which rattled with every passing footstep. It was a place kept for best, reserved for visitors only. But as my grandparents never had any visitors it remained always empty. It would have been unthinkable to eat my chucky eggs in there.

         Third finger

         One of my oldest, clearest memories. That longest digit, which trills so well with the thumb, the ‘up yours’ finger, was up his. Yes, before I was five years old I had inserted my third finger up a neighbourhood boy’s rectum. 7

         We were now living in Birch Road, half a mile from The Ridgeway, and there were games in the garden and bikes in the scrambled lanes, autumn conkers, a silver sixpence for sweets or summer ice cream cones, and I can see my bedroom. An iron bedstead, high off the ground, tall enough for two small boys to creep underneath. Make believe. It was the coal mines. Hidden from sight, sheet draped down, blind to the implications, prostate size of a pea, testicles before the Fall, we played games boy to boy. We were miners. He went off to work (or was it me? no, him). And I stayed at home, waiting for his return. And in that confusion of roles and bodies and desires and ‘this is for that’ and ‘that is used for this’ … then his pants were down and he turned around (‘Shall I?’) and I pushed my longest finger (later, I would use it to trill long at the top of the keyboard in the Liszt First Concerto during the storm in Cleveland) up his anus.

         Our bodies are the miraculous homes in which we live every second of our lives. And, before taboos, we explore and look and play and gradually learn to respect. And, aged four, it seemed easier to share a body’s probing than to share sweets or toys or comics. Later the finger might become a fist in the face (‘fucking queer!’) but not just yet. Not yet will bluebottles lay eggs on the cracks of the toffee; not yet do toys choke and break as stuffing spews out; not yet do comic books bend or tear.

         ‘Stephen, I know what you two were doing under your bed, and it’s not something nice boys do.’ My mother caught us and gave me the gentlest reprimand. What is strange is 8that right there, in Birch Road, Meols, I knew I was gay even though I had not the slightest hint of any such concept. I felt excitement (a little) in my bones, but more, much more, I felt tenderness with another male person. And, looking back, I feel a tender gratitude for my mother’s measured, sensible response to it.

         A short walk from the Beatles

         Did I actually meet Julian Lennon outside the hairdressers in Hoylake in 1963? My mother told this story, that she and Cynthia were both having their hair done and I was in a pram outside, as was Julian. It was at the time when the Beatles were skyrocketing to fame, the autumn of that year: ‘John has a big concert in London and I want to look my best,’ said Cynthia, as the dryers blew and baked their hairstyles into place. Was this ‘The Great Pop Prom’ in September that year, or the London Palladium performance a month later which attracted fifteen million viewers? The couple had kept their marriage out of the press but nothing could escape the prying eyes of Wirral’s perms and sets.

         The Lennons were then living at 18 Trinity Road, a short walk from our own house in Birch Road. Curiously, today, about the same walking distance from where I live, lives another Beatle. Back in the 1960s Paul McCartney’s dad worked with (or for) my grandfather in the cotton business in Liverpool. It’s where the Beatles’ early white shirts came from – strange to think of, in light of their later beards and 9beads. I have a signed photo from Paul from those years: an innocent scrawl across four young men in black suits and ties.

         Upstairs and downstairs

         Derwent Road in Meols, where my maternal grandparents lived, a short walk from our house in Birch Road – across the railway bridge, loop around the shops and left into a quiet road of semi-detached, pebble-dash houses. Upstairs in number 8 the musty smell of old (not antique) furniture, piled-up linens in a chest and an ancient musical box. Upstairs too the counting sheep of restless nights in the back bedroom under flannelette sheets, overlooking, overhearing the railway tracks where commuter trains clattered at regular intervals beyond the high fence and the field’s higher weeds. Downstairs the lamb roasting in the oven, potatoes sunbathing to a crisp in the kitchenette. Nanna’s desiccated cooking. Baking too, granary bread or scones dry as a brick.

         Between the two floors, at the bottom of the stairs, next to the phone, hung a tiny portrait of the queen. Probably from the year of her coronation, and about the size of a credit card before credit cards existed (‘Don’t buy what you can’t afford’; ‘If you can’t pay for it, do without,’ as she always said), it identified my Liverpool grandma as Orange rather than Green. A Proddy Dog. It would have been Our Lady of Lourdes in that frame at the bottom of the stairs if she’d been from the other side of the tracks but no, it was our gracious queen of Windsor, Defender of the (Protestant) Faith. 10

         My grandparents were not at all artistic. No musical instruments of course, except the wooden musical box, but also no books and no records (or record player) either. But in their bedroom, front of the house, hung a large painting. A Constablesque scene of a rickety cottage on the sloping bank of a stream, fire glowing within, ducks paddling on the pebbled shore. When I stayed with them I would often creep into their bed in the morning, my grandfather on the right, gasping around the clock with emphysema from sixty-plus cigarettes a day, propped up on rock-hard pillows so that he was virtually upright. Easy to reach for the cough sweets at his bed side … next to the covered cup fizzing with dentures.

         I loved this painting and I would lose myself inside its rural scene of pre-industrial-revolutionary chaos. It was large but (so we discovered after my grandmother’s death and its subsequent removal from the musty frame for restoration) it was only a print. Nothing to restore. No varnish to remove. I felt part of my childhood scraped away when we found this out.

         ‘I never saw your grandfather without his clothes on,’ said his widow later. They had two daughters, my mother and Eileen, but apparently he always kept his shirt on until his pyjama bottoms were safely in place, the former’s striped rudder a reliable screen of modesty. What Victorian fumbles were necessary to keep the human race from extinction! Which reminds me of the mother of a friend of mine who told me, after a couple of glasses of wine, that on her wedding night, such a good Catholic girl was she, when her husband had removed his clothes, all modesty cast aside in excited 11nuptial anticipation, she pointed at him and exclaimed: ‘But you’ve only got one!’ Creation’s original multitasking organ confused this innocent young woman.

         Grandad and the pet shop boy

         Both my father’s parents died before I was born, indeed in the very year I was born. But I remember my mother’s parents very well. It’s actually amazing that my grandfather, George, sticks so clearly in my memory because he hardly spoke. The quietest man married to a most garrulous woman. I see his slicked-back white hair, thin on a balding crown. I see him sitting in a chair to the left of the fireplace, a grey or blue sleeveless jumper over a white or blue-striped cotton shirt, with Henry, the green parrot, perched on his shoulder. A pair of claws dug into the wool and dribbles of white shit down the knitted front. And cigarettes. Always cigarettes.

         Sixty or more a day left their mark, on the ceiling and on his fingers, both stained yellow-brown, sticky as flypaper. Maybe that’s why he hardly spoke. His mouth was otherwise occupied, sucking smoke from the stick of tobacco which smouldered down to a stub, then a replacement. The desperation of finishing one fag, the exaltation of lighting another; an eleventh finger pointing towards the inevitable eleventh hour. His breathing was so sharply and frequently indrawn that it was impossible for him not to inhale the fumes, chest heaving, shoulders rising and falling, a halo of smoke during every waking hour, every second an audible gasp … until his last gasp. 12

         His work was in Liverpool, at the Cotton Exchange. I visited him once in his office: the leather-topped desk, the card index, the stiff-collared shirts, the waistcoats, the blotters and fountain pens, the mahogany swivel chair, the soot-stained windows … and the ashtrays sagging with butts and ash. As a hobby my grandfather owned a couple of pet shops on Market Street in Hoylake, a few blocks from the sea where, if you swam hard and straight and long and westwards, you might arrive at Dublin, unless the tide swept you south to Anglesey. I actually thought that one of these shops was my first home – my parents lived there for a short while, a flat above the nibbling hamsters and squawking budgies, a place of cages and musky seed. But no, I found a flyer in my father’s papers:

         
            A TRAMP SUPPER

            45 THE RIDGEWAY, MEOLS

            ON

            SATURDAY 2ND JANUARY

            1960

            Oldest clothes must be worn.

            These must be suitably torn and creased.

         

         Almost two years before I was born.

         Salted sugar

         If I play a trick or joke on someone I can’t keep the pretence going for long. An April Fool lasts only seconds before I buckle 13under and give in. Whether it’s compassion or cowardice I don’t know. But there was the time in Derwent Road …

         My grandmother kept her sugar in a large crystal bowl which was placed on the table during meals. I wonder why? I’m sure we only used it to sweeten tea, but there it was. And next to it was a small glass salt cellar. Their contents were indistinguishable from each other. On one occasion, just before lunch when I was alone in the dining room, I shook copious amounts of salt into that crystal bowl. Drinking tea afterwards I complained of the sugar’s horrid, salty taste. It was a strange joke. ‘I’ll have to write to Tate & Lyle. They’ve always been so reliable,’ said my grandmother, grimacing as she tried my tea, perplexed and distressed. I didn’t admit straight away what I’d done – perhaps the jape was kept up for a couple of days – but when I did confess I wasn’t especially punished beyond a stiff telling off. My grandmother was more hurt and disappointed than angry, and I believe her restraint gave me an early distaste for humour that hurts.

         Transparent machismo

         One day we had all been shopping and returned home to find ourselves locked out of Derwent Road. What to do? We went to a neighbour for assistance. This man was always doing odd jobs around the street, ever a screwdriver or drill in hand. Perhaps he had a glass-cutter with which he could make an incision in the front door’s frosted pane so we could reach in and turn the latch? ‘Of course I can 14help.’ A gleam in his eye, a strut in his step as he strode through the front gate and left along the path towards the front door. He was wearing a flat cap, paint-speckled tweed, and as he took his last steps up to the threshold he removed the cap, formed a fist inside it, flexed his biceps, and thrust his well-protected knuckles through the small window with an almighty punch. The glass shattered into a jagged hole and he opened the door with a flourish of triumph before going back to his house, his masculinity asserted and unchallenged.

         ‘Heavens above! We could have done that,’ my grandmother said. ‘I thought he’d have a special machine.’ And as we entered the hallway, her annoyance turned to anger. There was glass absolutely everywhere. Tiny shards and splinters had showered up the stairs, along the shelves, inside shoes. It required a full spring clean to restore the house to safety.

         Vicious Henry

         Henry was my grandfather’s parrot. He was aggressive and ugly, with a sardonic squawk in place of a copycat phrase. He and my grandfather were utterly devoted to each other and Henry seemed miserable after my grandfather’s death. The only thing that appeared to delight him was if members of the family would dance around his cage singing a catchy tune. ‘Gonna dance with a dolly with a hole in her stocking’ would do the trick, and Henry would begin to wheel up and down in a mild frenzy. I could never reach the point where 15the joy of seeing Henry jig would replace my embarrassment sufficiently for me to join in.

         In later years when my grandmother came to stay with us Henry would come too. He was kept in the breakfast room near the Aga where people tended to gather. I could always escape to the piano. Except for an occasional corpse-waking screech, he simply sat on his perch and pooed onto the Warrington Guardian newspaper sheets lining his cage. But there was another issue. Apparently he was only truly happy when listening to Radio Merseyside, so the radio was constantly tuned to that station, at a low volume, to keep him content. Light pop music or a show such as Hold Your Plums would drone all day long near his perch. I could always escape to the piano.

         ‘He doesn’t like women,’ said my grandmother, the rueful widow who was left to look after him. At thirty-something he was in his youthful, alpha prime: plenty of years left to peck. As she opened the cage to put a tasty morsel in his feeder dish (an apple core was a favourite) she would have to withdraw her hand in great haste before his sharp beak was able to draw blood. An apple with its pips intact was fine but a fleshy finger was the greater catch. Was it mere playfulness – like a dating couple pinching before caressing? If she’d braved the ferocity would he then have nuzzled that sharp beak affectionately against her, looking up with a beady glare barely winking with delight? She never left her hand in the cage long enough to find out and Henry glared, between the bars, the core in his claw, biting into his lunch, a malevolent 16eye cast on the world outside his prison, the Warrington Guardian suddenly moist again.

         Bianowig

         Uncle Tony, married to Florence, sister of my chain-smoking grandfather, was the only person in the family with an exotic surname: Bianowig. I sensed a certain suspicion around him. Wasn’t he referred to as being rather ‘flash’ by my parents? Didn’t he wear rings, and tweeds too brightly coloured and too tightly cut? He was even slightly … ‘bronzed’. Make-up? Surely there were no tanning salons in 1960s Hoylake. He married my aunt in 1929. I think they had a childless marriage.

         But he was the piano player in the family, so why did we so rarely meet up after I’d begun to learn the piano? Did my parents want to keep me from Uncle Tony? His playing as I remember was very flashy. He loved to get out musty scores from his piano bench, especially Albert Ketèlbey. Those lovely, sweet, tooth-rotting tunes: In a … Persian Market, Monastery Garden, Chinese Temple Garden – and don’t forget Bells across the Meadows. If in doubt, add a rippling arpeggio up the keyboard (never down). Crown the roulade with a flourish of the arm, and a wink. Keep it all loose, Tony. Keep it light. Let those rings flash; let the checks on that sleeve stretch and flex. Add an extra octave in the bass; go on, you know you want to.

         Did he have a gold filling or two? Was his smile a little insincere, a little … flash? His wife was severe and sober and 17heavy-set and butch. Uncle Tony had something sensitive and hysterical about him, with a kind of laughter one imagines could easily turn to tears, hilarity in company morphing into melancholy when alone.

         Why didn’t we visit Uncle Tony more?

         Where my caravan has (not) rested

         Mother, father, aunt and uncle (Eileen and George), grandmother and grandfather, two dogs … oh, and Henry the parrot. All in one Sprite Musketeer caravan hitched to the back of our car, driving down the hot motorways to Cornwall. How did we all fit in? Two cars? Some on the train? Am I misremembering? The Elsan Blue porta-potty in the ramshackle awning resting on the damp grass over the earwigs. A holiday? How could anyone have thought it was something to be desired? I only remember one such trip. Did we sell the caravan after it? It nearly cost us a divorce, or three.

         And the title to this chapter – one of my father’s favourite songs, which I thought nothing of at the time but which now gives me a nostalgic lurch in the stomach. Our tooth tends to become less sweet as we get older (Tia Maria to claret) but some music, especially when inlaid with memories, can still give us a sudden sugar rush. George Steiner wrote that the opening bars of Edith Piaf’s ‘Je ne regrette rien’ ‘tempt every nerve in me, touch the bone with a cold burn and draw me after into God knows what infidelities to reason, each time I hear the song, and hear it, uncalled for, recurrent inside 18me’. The Hermann Löhr song of the caravan does something similar to me: it floods me with pain and wistfulness when I think of it. I don’t even need to hear or imagine its sweet tune. The title alone suffices.

         Later in life I would play this song for my father to sing – Uncle Tony had the sheet music in his piano bench along with ‘Kashmiri Song’ (‘Pale Hands I Loved’) and the Albert Ketèlbey salon pieces: exotic Middle/Far Eastern kitsch from late/post-Victorian parlours. And my father’s life pre-me … Australia to India, Palestine and Alexandria, common stamps in a British passport for someone born in 1926. Or is there something profoundly true about the emotions of those songs in a contemporary world which can now seem smaller despite our being able to see more of it after easy flights or on facile screens?

         
            
               Where my caravan has rested,

               Flowers I leave you on the grass,

               All the flowers of love and memory,

               You will find them when you pass.

            

         

         My nostalgia is not lying under the piano and hearing my mother play, as in D. H. Lawrence’s poem ‘Piano’; it’s remembering my sitting at the piano, playing the sentimental songs, thinking them a little silly at the time, not asking why they meant something to my parents but knowing that it pleased them to hear them … then rediscovering the songs forty years later when everyone who loved them has 19died. These are my ‘flowers of love and memory’ and, like Lawrence, ‘my manhood is cast / Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child for the past’.

         Lollipop

         For quite a while hymns and nursery rhymes were the only music in my home and head. I did have a little record player and a selection of a few bendy vinyl discs which I would play till they popped and scratched. There was also a Roberts radio – that warm-sounding, rounded-edged box in wood and leatherette out of which light tunes danced and soap operas bubbled: Frank Sinatra, Petula Clark and Cilla Black; or The Archers, Waggoners’ Walk and Mrs Dale’s Diary.

         I barely remember anything about these shows, but their titles send me back in time to that post-war past: the 1960s’ bright plastic optimism (plastic sliced bread, plastic frozen peas) gradually overcoming the dark era of rationing and serge, of making war then making do. The Roberts radio had pulled us through. And now, for those like me who were not there, it was a link to the past. Before the war. ‘Which war?’ was a constant joke of the time: in other words, how old are you? And the child falling over, scraping elbow or knee: ‘Ah, poor wounded soldier.’ My parents must have seen many of those maimed young men on the streets of their youth.

         We’d now moved to 30 All Saints Drive in Thelwall, when I was about five. The kitchen, the sound of the radio, like the smell of the toast, floated upstairs to my bedroom. At the 20foot of the staircase the custard-yellow phone was screwed to the wall, rotary dial of course, which rarely rang. Except early sometimes. WARRINGTON 63708, the number so ingrained on my memory that fifty years after dialling it I can recall it like my name. My father on a business call: ‘Hello, it’s Colin Hough, aitch oh you gee aitch.’ I still do the same. Saves time. And mistakes. I’m sure the phone was placed as far from the radiator as possible when we finally had central heating, probably to discourage us from spending too much time on expensive calls. If you stretched the flex, though, you could sit on the bottom step of the stairs and the dog could come over and nuzzle. Balancing a mug of Nescafé on the phone books.

         My mother the housewife. She who hated cooking and ironing and cleaning, who preferred to be under the car in the garage, or up a ladder in a boiler suit painting the ceiling. People were (had to be) more content then, despite the ambition burning, thwarted and repressed, underneath the daily grind. The stay-at-home wife. My mother took a job as a lollipop lady outside my primary school, holding the eponymous pole aloft to allow children to cross safely. She might as well have been paid in lollipops for I’m sure the wages were lower than minimum. But she was always a gregarious woman, and actually wearing that white oilskin coat and black-peaked hat and striding out into the middle of the street carrying her metal fluorescent lollipop was theatre of sorts. She held it, propped next to a cat’s eye on Thelwall New Road, with pride and a swagger – and always a cheery greeting to the crossing 21kids and parents. For one, traffic-stopping moment, she was all-powerful. The Ford Cortinas and Hillman Imps halted, their drivers’ calves aching as they held the clutches down in first gear, ready for the continuing ride to Latchford or Lymm.

         ‘You should have been on stage rather than me,’ I often said to her, her fearlessness manifest at parties when half a hint that she might sing or play her one party piece (‘Blue Moon’ vamped with three crude chords) led her to open her mouth or sit at the piano with an alarming alacrity and a big smile. I really believe that every time she stepped into the middle of the road as a lollipop lady it was as if she were leaving the wings of the London Palladium, straight out centre-stage into the footlights. It’s just that these were the Cheshire headlights of a Mini Cooper on a misty morning. ‘Blue moon, you saw me standing alone.’

         Uncle Alf and Auntie Ethel

         Number 94 Chester Road, Grappenhall. Probably in 1966. Where and when I first touched a piano. It was at the home of Uncle Alf and Auntie Ethel, a mile or so along the road from All Saints Drive. Alfred Smith was a brother of my father’s mother (a farming family from Wigan) and he had a Lancashire accent as flat in vowels as the cap on his head lacked a crown. His right forefinger was flat too, deformed into a spatula by an accident at work. He didn’t exactly say ‘Eee, by gum’ before every sentence but a visit to their house would never be complete without it leaving his lips. He was 22a jovial man, kind and modest and back-slappingly cheerful, unlike his wife who (don’t speak ill of the dead) always seemed to me rather sour. Or stewed perhaps, like tea forgotten and steeped too long.

         It was tea that brought us together, as we used to go to their house to drink it in their back sitting room. Auntie Ethel had an extraordinary pouring technique (‘Just let it mash a bit longer’) whereby she would dispense a drop from the pot into the cup, then heave the pot up in the air to force the leaves (never bags) to steep a bit more. Dispensing one cup might involve at least four such gestures. It worked though, if you like your tea dark and strong so you can ‘stand a spoon up in it’. I was bored by these family visits but on the right wall, in that back sitting room, opposite the cream-white door, stood a brown piano with yellow keys. A little boy aged four stood eye to eye with the teeth of those keys and gently, tentatively pressed down some of the ivory tabs. My father said that I would play chords, not individual notes. Hammers hit strings, strings vibrated inside the box and the most amazing sounds entered my ears … and my life. I was utterly spellbound.

         Nothing would satisfy me now but to have a piano of my own and to learn to play it. ‘No, we’re not buying a piano. You’ll get bored with it and then we’ll be stuck with a useless piece of furniture in the house.’ I must have mentioned it constantly (I can be persistent) and in the end my parents bought me a toy piano, smaller than Auntie Ethel’s tea tray. You can’t tuck a proper piano under your arm, or pick it up 23like a tin of biscuits. This box of tinkles and jangles was definitely not what I had in mind. It was a teabag to a real piano’s mountain plantation. So I destroyed it. Not as in smashed with a hammer or stamped into the ground. Dismantled is perhaps a better way to describe the process. I fiddled with a screwdriver, poked around with my fingers, pulled and prised until it … fell apart.

         ‘Please, please can I learn the piano! Please can we buy a proper piano!’ They got the message and one day a van turned into All Saints Drive, parked outside number 30 and delivered a German rosewood upright piano with eighty-five yellowing ivory keys and brass candlestick holders. It cost £5, and another £25 to fix up. Then my mother opened up the Yellow Pages to ‘P’ and on the same page as ‘plumbers’ were ‘piano teachers’. Miss Felicity Riley seemed to live closest to us, one village away in Lymm, so she was phoned and booked and I began lessons.

         Orange lipstick

         The Fiat 500 was born in 1949 but the modified version driven by Felicity Riley dates from 1954, when the engine moved from front to rear. A cheap, cheerful car, unlike its unmarried driver, it was the Italian rival or sibling to the British Austin Mini and the German VW Beetle.

         Miss Riley drives up to our house, parks, and I stand at the window with feverish anticipation, eyes glued on the stationary vehicle with its engine now switched off. She 24is applying a smear of lipstick to her lips in the rear-view mirror. Orange. Bright lips that Emil Nolde would have been delighted to have been able to create from one of his more intensely vibrant tubes of paint. The powder-blue car door opens and slams and a grey tweed skirt is propelled by the spindly legs of this wiry, powdery, elderly lady up the one-and-a-half-car drive, and through the 1960s glass front doors.

         I don’t remember much about the lessons but I do remember the car, and especially its colour – powder blue, sky blue, baby blue. It had not the macho, Jolly Roger swagger of marine or cobalt or navy; it was not the stuff of stiff sweaters knitted against the north wind’s needles; it was more the colour of a crocheted cardigan in which to bake fluffy scones or feather-dust figurines on thin glass shelves.

         ‘A glass of water please.’ My mother would oblige and Miss Riley would plop in two fizzing aspirins (stomach trouble, perhaps?). An orange kiss on the lip of the tumbler and the teacher was fully protected from any possibility of a fortissimo assault. After the thirty-minute lesson she was paid and left, but as I watched her from the front window walking away down the driveway to step once more into the powder-blue Fiat I would beg my mother: ‘Please Mum, can I have another lesson?’ I’d already memorised the pieces Miss Riley had left me for a whole week’s worth of work and I wanted her to retrace her steps from the car back to the front door. Perhaps the effect of the aspirins would last through another session. But the engine was always fired up 25and she always sputtered off, to the top of All Saints Drive, turning left into Stockport Road. It was as if a lover was waving goodbye.

         Felicity Riley (Miss), the marital status a parenthetical suggestion of restraint, a qualification of seriousness, of busyness: ‘No time for all that romantic nonsense … It was wartime … My mother didn’t approve … I was looking after my mother … I didn’t want to be a mother.’ The excuses of the unmarried female piano teacher, the travelling scales-woman, pupils filling her lonely days as if substitute offspring.

         Although my lessons with Miss Riley were short lived and we found a better teacher – and, later, a better piano – still, it was from those fluorescent lips à l’orange that I first learned that Every Good Boy Deserves Favour.

         Crane’s and consumption

         I suppose Miss Riley came to teach me for about six months. I practised incessantly on my rosewood upright and had a small repertoire of children’s pieces, but she was a local piano teacher, used to dealing with reluctant kids being pushed to learn by pushy parents. I, on the other hand, was swallowing the piano whole.

         My father was in Clatterbridge Hospital, sick with tuberculosis, and on Saturdays my mother would take me to see him and then, as a treat, we’d go to the big Liverpool music shop so I could play the big pianos. The Crane brothers started their business in Hanover Street in the years just 26before the First World War – a five-storey building selling sheet music and instruments with a small concert hall above the shop. This performance space became the Crane Theatre in 1938 and today it is still there, renovated and renamed the Epstein Theatre, after the Beatles’ manager.

         One Saturday I was sitting at one of the grand, grand pianos on Crane’s main showroom floor, entranced by the sounds it made, playing my party pieces, happy as could be, when a man entered the store. He stood listening at a distance and then he came over to my mother. ‘Your child is very talented. Bring him upstairs to my studio.’ Crane’s obviously housed teaching spaces as well.

         We went up in the lift and into this large room with another grand piano. I was excited but also somewhat uneasy in a way I couldn’t quite understand. I was always a little afraid of strangers as a young boy and Simon Weaver seemed to me a very strange stranger. He asked me to play my pieces again and he gave me some aural tests. ‘He’s certainly talented but he’s being taught very badly. I would like him to become my pupil.’ My mother was shocked and confused. She knew I enjoyed tinkering around on the piano (‘It’ll come in useful at parties, you can play all the old songs’ – smoke gets in your eyes as midnight approaches and another pack of Benson & Hedges is peeled open), but the idea that it was more than that had never occurred to her. ‘I’ll have to give this some thought, Mr Weaver, but thank you very much for listening to Stephen.’ 27

         We went back down in the lift and drove home to Thelwall. I barely remember the thirty minutes (it can’t have been more) that I spent up in that teaching studio but I can still ‘taste’ the encounter today. There’s a metallic edge and an unctuousness in my recall. It seems terribly unfair to judge someone whom I met once, for half an hour, fifty years ago, and I make no accusations (nothing happened), but I felt uncomfortable with Simon Weaver. My mother too. And she’d no idea what to do.

         ‘Ah, I know what I’m going to do. I’m going to phone Joan Slade. She has two daughters who study the piano.’ I’ve no idea how my mother knew Joan Slade (‘I think she used to come into your grandad’s pet shop’) but that phone call proved to be one of the most important in my life. ‘Hello Joan, it’s Netta Hough here. Can I bring Stephen over to play for you? We were in Crane’s the other day and Simon Weaver said that … and I need some advice because …’ Some days later we found ourselves at Dovedale Road in Hoylake, a short stroll from the pet shop; and there I was in Auntie Joan’s front room playing my ditties on her light brown Rogers grand piano, and there with us were her two daughters, Jennifer and Heather. Afterwards my mother told a friend of hers that the sisters fought over who would teach me and that, like Mr Weaver, they both thought I had unusual talent. It was decided (I don’t know how, except Heather was always a more driven, ambitious person than her sister) that I should study with Heather.28

         A complicated character

         Whereas Miss Riley would leave promptly after my thirty-minute lesson, despite my begging my mother for her to return, I’ve met no one more dedicated to teaching than Heather. Where Miss Riley had guided me along a country lane on a tricycle, Heather took the controls of a jet plane. She was strict, keen, devoted and she knew her stuff. No collapsing finger joints, don’t rush, that’s an ugly sound, thumbs on the keyboard, make sure the pedal change is clean, practise slowly please, take time there, watch before that leap, rhythms, why that fingering? A Dozen a Day, Beringer, Czerny, metronome … practise slowly please!

         The early lessons with Heather mainly took place in Hoylake in a converted garage in their garden, on a clapped-out Chappell grand piano. But as Heather was studying at the Royal Manchester College of Music (soon to change its name to the Royal Northern) she would occasionally stay over at our house in Thelwall, where I would have further lessons. I remember her practising there too. Debussy’s ‘Reflets dans l’eau’ was a problem because our upright only had eighty-five keys and was thus missing the upper B flat required for one of the composer’s more sparkling water effects. As the arpeggios rippled up and down the keyboard on page 3 – the stone’s throw, the circles on the looping lake, the liquid lasso – there was an absent note. As the second arpeggio reached up to that high B flat there was a sudden hole in the texture, a thump as the fourth finger struck wood. Also she worked 29away at the piano part for one of the Hindemith viola sonatas. I was most disappointed when the violist eventually came to rehearse and added her line to the piano music I had grown to know and love for piano alone.

         Heather Slade (-Lipkin, after marriage) was a complicated character. There are numerous tales I could tell … but I won’t. Well, just a couple. After a recital of mine in Hong Kong years later (she had taken a job in Kowloon at the time) she came out for dinner with some friends and the concert presenter. The latter said to me at the end of the evening, ‘That teacher of yours is very strange. I said to her that she must be proud to see you playing here and she replied, “Oh, I’ve had many more talented students than him.”’ Then once, when I was already in my thirties, I decided it was time to thank Heather in an emphatic way for her tremendous help and influence: ‘Heather, I cannot fully express my gratitude to you. You taught me everything in those early years. I owe an enormous amount to your dedication and wisdom.’ ‘Well why did you leave me then? I had a lot more to teach you.’

         Maybe every ambitious or brilliant person is similarly complicated, but now that Heather is, sadly, no longer alive, let’s put aside her put-downs and put my gratefulness into print: I owe more to Heather than I can ever say because the person building the foundations of an edifice is all-important. However famous or distinguished a college professor might be, it is at the kindergarten stage that the vital work is done because without healthy roots nothing will be solid, nothing can freely flourish.30

         Hideous ferns

         Visits to Dovedale Road were a treat for more than Heather’s piano lessons as there would always be cakes and tea. Joan and her husband Cyril were wonderful hosts and the most demonstrative and affectionate couple, still openly caressing each other on the sofa after fifty-plus years of marriage – a contrast to my own frigid parents who couldn’t sit far enough away from each other. Joan also had piano students and taught them on her thin-toned baby grand Rogers in their front room. Weirdly, it had two drawers built into the case, under the keyboard on both sides. Joan would occasionally reach into one of these drawers for a score from which to play for us – only Chaminade, it seemed. Quite extraordinary to have such a speciality. Pierrette, Automne and the Scarf Dance, all of which I loved and later recorded, I heard first from her fingers in Dovedale Road. She had a perky, skittish style of playing, her wrists doing cartwheels at the end of phrases, her unremoved rings sparkling in the sunlight through the net curtains. I was always so happy when we parked outside their house, especially at Christmas when I would have small glasses of sweet sherry and get giggly and tipsy, as would Joan. ‘No more, Mrs Moore,’ she would say with a hoot as she filled another glass to the brim from a bottle of Harveys Bristol Cream.

         There was never a cross word from Joan, although Heather told us that she was ferociously strict with them, but once I made a dreadful faux pas. We’d been shopping in Hoylake, 31looking around for Christmas presents I think, and had gone into a gift shop that sold various trinkets and chachkas. In the corner, in a huge vase, stood some perfectly hideous bullrushes and other ferns, artificially dyed in garish, psychedelic colours: a screaming bouquet of nausea. When we got back to Joan’s for afternoon tea I gave her a big hug: ‘Oh Auntie Joan, we’ve just been shopping and you know what, there were these horrible, brightly coloured fern things in a big vase. They were so …’ – I turned around as I was speaking and saw in the corner, next to the fireplace, in a large glass vase – ‘… u-u-ugly’. My voice had dropped and hesitated. But it picked up again. ‘Oh, not like those beautiful reeds.’ Too late. There was only one shop in Hoylake from which she could have bought her reeds; and there was only one shop in Hoylake in which I could have seen my reeds.

         Mompou: The young boy not in the garden

         We had few records in the house before I started my piano lessons, indeed I only remember children’s ditties, Kenneth McKellar singing Scottish songs, and the soundtrack for the newly released movie The Sound of Music … The hills (UP) are alive (HELD) with the sound of mu- (STRANGE HARMONY)-sic. I was able to tell Julie Andrews decades later that her voice was possibly the first recorded music I heard. Oh, and, astonishingly, we had a two-LP set of Irma La Douce, the musical not the film. My mother often mentioned with delight that she’d been to see that show before I 32was born. I think it might have been the only time she’d seen a musical in the theatre and those records were a souvenir of the evening out. I was always sad when she mentioned Irma La Douce. It seemed to symbolise a life unfulfilled.

         But as soon as I started to learn the piano with Miss Riley, or perhaps when I switched to Heather Slade, my parents started to buy classical records from Dawson’s in Warrington. Clive Lythgoe Plays was the very first, a mixed recital on the budget Music for Pleasure label. Copyright 1968, so we must have bought it hot off the press. I remember its green background with a photo of the pianist wearing a ring and a woman’s watch. Also wearing a tie, which dates it, because by the time of his 1976 Edward MacDowell recording Clive had a shirt open a button or two more than strictly necessary, revealing a Native American choker and a bed of chest hair. In both he had a tan (I imagine without a tidemark) and nut-brown hair not dissimilar to mine. I used to look at his hands and hold mine against the photograph and wonder when my fingers would grow to that size. I wasn’t too keen on the watch though.

         It was a varied programme, the first piece being the Fantaisie-Impromptu of Chopin, then other light delights. Rather unusually there were two pieces by the Catalan Federico Mompou on this album and I was entranced with their lyrical charm, especially ‘Jeunes filles au jardin’, from the composer’s 1918 Scènes d’enfants. I learned this little piece at the time and have played it more than any other over the years. It’s the perfect encore, the perfect after-dinner truffle, 33the perfect piece to play at that party when I’ve had a few too many drinks and am incapable of playing anything else.

         I was inspired by that record to work at the piano ever more, to the point when my mother had to drag me away: ‘Stephen! Go out into the garden and get some fresh air,’ she would cry. On a trip to Chester Zoo, supposedly a treat, I walked about looking distractedly at the lions and tigers, my fingers drumming on my chest. I just wanted to get back home, inside my own cage, with my piano.

         The most important record I owned

         As my parents bought more LPs, they also bought a teak box on spindly legs. The radiogram: an all-in-one unit designed to complement a sofa or coffee table, containing a turntable, two speakers and space to store a decent number of albums. My excitement was tremendous every time I opened the hinge, careful that it didn’t fall and trap my fingers. The LPs quickly stacked up inside, then spilled outside in piles underneath and against the wall as my father bought more and more. We were two sponges. Solomon playing Beethoven’s First Concerto, Moura Lympany in the Grieg and Schumann concertos, and a mixed album called Toccata, a thrilling collection of fast pieces played by Werner Haas.

         But the most influential record I’ve ever owned was Keyboard Giants of the Past from RCA with notes on the back by Abram Chasins. An angel must have been in Dawson’s that day, hovering around the classical section, guiding my 34father’s choices. This record became a constant companion, and as I listened repeatedly to every track my pianistic taste was shaped, in those earliest, most formative years. Although they were already dead (all of the selections were from 78s recorded before the Second World War), these pianists became my mentors, and their musical inflections became part of my own expressive dialect. I often warn students about the dangers of listening to too many recordings, and this is true if it means taking particular interpretations and trying to copy them. But this record opened a door to a different period, a time closer to the composers’ own, and enabled me to absorb a style of playing which (like all music) is impossible to notate and which is in peril of disappearing. Moreover, such was the individuality of the players from that era that there would not be one thing to copy anyway, even if you were to try.

         Gabrilowitsch was the first track, playing Bach/Saint-Saëns’ ‘Bourrée’ in B minor (strangely mislabelled ‘Gavotte’). His playing had a wonderful spring in its step with a transparency of texture in every shining note. Other tracks of his were Percy Grainger’s Shepherd’s Hey and Delibes’ Passepied, but more than all of them I loved his own Caprice-Burlesque. This was my introduction to a kind of romantic genre piece which I found utterly absorbing for many years – I recorded this very example early in my career on my first Piano Album.

         Then came the Lhévinnes, Mr and Mrs, in Mozart’s Sonata for Two Pianos K448. I would later study with the assistants of both husband and wife at Juilliard. And my 35first experiences of Wagner were later tracks, Olga Samaroff playing The Ride of the Valkyries in Ernest Hutcheson’s arrangement, and Paderewski playing Liszt’s arrangement of the Spinning Chorus from The Flying Dutchman. The Polish pianist was also represented on the album by Debussy’s ‘Reflets dans l’eau’, then more French water from the one who was to become my favourite pianist, Alfred Cortot, playing Ravel’s Jeux d’eau. Captivating sparkle and finesse, although it was not the Cortot I came to love later in the more neurotic worlds of Schumann and Chopin. Does he miss Ravel’s final bass note? I always now hear this piece ending in B major because of the unclear final chord on the hissing 78 transfer. De Pachmann playing Mendelssohn’s Spinning Song – silk-spun needlepoint in a world of knitters. And, to end the LP, one of the greatest tracks ever preserved on disc, Rachmaninov playing his own transcription of Kreisler’s Liebesleid. Chasins, in his note, recalls playing this piece for Rachmaninov and admitting to him that he found it deceptively difficult. ‘Difficult? It’s impossible!’

         Along with this LP I devoured Harold C. Schonberg’s book The Great Pianists, a roadmap for a country where I was already at home. I wrote in my neatest handwriting in the flyleaf: ‘This book never fails to inspire and instruct’, a pretentious aside from a ten-year-old. I ripped out that sheet in my more knowing, self-conscious, self-righteous twenties. And now, having passed sixty (and perhaps more tolerant and carefree), I rewrite it here. Our moods have seasons and fashions … along with our tastes.36

         Heterosexual nocturne

         Very soon after starting my studies with Heather I was entered into some local competitions, or festivals as they were called. I remember Liverpool and Crosby, and Bromborough Festival, my first, where I won first prize (a silver trophy) playing A Knight on Horseback by Eric Thiman. The soprano Susan Bullock playfully reminds me when I see her that she took part unsuccessfully in one of those festivals along with me. Her failure in the under-elevens piano was eventually to be Wagner’s gain, of course, and she would, as Brünnhilde, ride a mightier horse than Eric Thiman ever dreamt of.

         There was another teacher doing the rounds with her students at these competitions – I think her name was Gloria Tumelty. I never met her but she couldn’t even be mentioned in the presence of Heather. It was my first experience of the bitter jealousy that often arises in the piano teaching world: ‘She has no idea about technique. Her students are badly taught. They bang,’ and so on – totally irrational and unfair assessments of a colleague. I looked at Gloria from afar with fear.

         Anne Yardumian and Dina Bennett were the two students I remember, and both played the Chopin posthumous E minor Nocturne … very beautifully, I thought. I was a little in love with Dina, whose black curly hair and shy smile are still associated with that doleful piece for me. I wanted to play it too, but somehow it was so associated with Gloria’s studio that the piece itself was tainted for Heather. 37I watched Dina’s supple hand shape the left-hand arpeggios with a strange longing.

         Could this be the new Mozart?

         Beyond those local competitions Heather had greater ambitions for me, and I was entered after only a year studying with her into the National Junior Piano Playing Competition. I lived and breathed only for and next to the piano and I must have made pretty fast progress because I won the North-West round and was invited to take part in the finals, which took place at the Purcell Room at the South-bank Centre on 16 December 1969. As this venue only opened its doors in 1967 the paint must barely have been dry when this young boy with wide eyes and short trousers arrived to play. It was my first visit to London and my grandmother, who had trained as a tailor, made me a new suit for the occasion – dark brown lightweight wool in a snazzy, lapel-less design. I don’t think we stayed overnight – I have no recollection of a hotel. I do remember arriving at Euston Station, itself only reopened in its refurbished form a year earlier, and then somehow I was on stage playing on a wonderful concert grand Steinway, which was probably my first. But my clearest memory is the post-competition press conference when a bossy Fleet Street photographer, fag hanging from a cynical lip, forced me to sit on a pile of phone books on the piano bench for the shot, reducing me to tears as I wobbled on the unstable platform. I was comforted by 38Heather, who was wearing an Audrey Hepburn-type outfit complete with broad-brimmed hat. What a strange group we must have looked! At least my grandmother didn’t bring Henry the parrot along too. ‘Could this be the new Mozart?’ enquired the Daily Mail the next day, where I appeared in its pages with a tear-stained face in my cute brown suit.

         I played Bach’s three-part Invention in B Minor, two Chopin mazurkas (op. 7 no. 1 and op. 68 no. 3) and Prokofiev’s ‘Attrape qui peut’ from his Musiques d’enfants. I have a tiny six-inch LP from this competition, given to each competitor, with both my performance and Gerald Moore’s comments. He was the chairman of the jury, which also included Louis Kentner and Joseph Cooper, and two things are of note: Gerald Moore says that, although the youngest competitor (me) has not won a prize, ‘we want to highly commend him. We are delighted with his playing and we think he has great potential.’ The other thing which literally sticks out is the last note I played. This little Prokofiev children’s piece ends with a unison F in both hands, but with crossed hands, a trap waiting to snag youthful fingers. With a certain flourish I concluded my performance … but on an E and an F, a harsh, strident discord. I still recall a gasp from the audience and my horrified face as this jarring interval filled the hall.

         Pink stilettos in Criccieth

         Until that first visit to Euston I don’t think I’d travelled more than fifty miles from where I was born – if that. But I do 39recall holidays on the coast of Wales (or was it just one, in Criccieth?) and I remember Judy nipping my buttocks as I played on the edge of the sea. Judy, our Border collie, had small but sharp teeth and sheepdog instincts.

         It was in Criccieth, aged about six, that I had one of only two cross-dressing experiences in my life. My homosexuality has never found expression (or refuge) in wanting to dress up as a woman. Camp is many (wonderful) things, but it usually has at its root a desire to shock and to cause outrage. Camp takes delight in poking a stick inside the cage of normal life, at disturbing the yawningly conventional, of making fun of the serious, or, more accurately, the dreary.

         Pink stilettos (you see, placing those two words at the start of a new paragraph is already a gesture of camp). I was bought a pair, at my insistence, when we were on holiday in Criccieth one summer. I took the shoes eagerly out of the box, strapped them on, and proceeded to walk into every ice cream parlour along the promenade in those wonderful shoes, alerting onlookers with an air-prodding forefinger (in case they’d accidentally missed the sight) to look down at my feet. Their gasps of amusement or horror caused as much delight to me then as recalling the occasion does to me now. Oh, and they weren’t just pink: they sparkled with glitter as well!

         There was also the occasion, around the same time, when I won second prize in the fancy dress contest at Thelwall’s Rose Queen Festival. This time I was Liberace holding a candelabra in my infant hands, dressed in another suit made by my 40grandmother (black velvet dotted all over with sequins and studs and brocade – it appears on the cover of this book), escorted along the street by my mother dressed as a man with a moustache. I have the photo still and I do look a little awkward, looking at/away from the camera, whereas my mother simply exudes confidence in her male costume. Indeed, her wardrobe was increasingly emptied of skirts or dresses as the years passed.

         All Saints Drive

         Number 30 All Saints Drive, Thelwall, was my home from age five to sixteen. It is at the crest of a hill so if you let go of the brakes on your bike (with maybe a couple of revolutions of the pedals) you will course down past Moore Avenue, and you may make it all the way to All Saints Church if your wheels are well oiled and your balance is good. As you grind to a halt before Thelwall New Road’s intersection you will have passed the houses of the Sheppards and the Monks and the back entrance of Thelwall County Primary School. In the other direction from our house, upwardly inclined, is Stockport Road. Keep going beyond it up a small hill, then over the Bridgewater Canal, then through open fields, and you’ll be in Weaste Lane. We would do that bracing walk on many a wintery day: crisp leaves under muddy boots, dogs straining on leashes, farm smells, rosy cheeks.

         There was a large tree outside our house which seemed immense to me when we moved in. At its base were tipped 41grass cuttings which formed a mound of compost up the trunk. From the tree to the front door there was room for two cars to park, and on the grass next to the tree there was room for a couple more when we had visitors. Through the front door (garage to the right) ahead to the kitchen, left to the dining room and back to the front to the sitting room, joined by glass concertina doors (hideous, later removed). Up the stairs (phone at bottom) directly to the toilet, left the bathroom, left and back my bedroom, left again my parents’ bedroom, left and round the little box room, always cold, usually empty.

         I became me in my bedroom at All Saints Drive. Doubled in height, voice broke, didn’t do the homework I should have, listened to my pop records, and for a while … I looked. Gazed out at the night sky before getting into bed to sleep, or rather gazed at what lay under the night sky, behind the windows of the neighbourhood boys. From my nighttime bedroom I could see the frosted glass. Double-frosted after steam of bath or shower. Lights off in my room and my curtain a slice open. Gazing. On my knees. And I see flesh shaped like a man’s body. I see the outline through the obscure glass. He’s flexing in front of the mirror, then a punching. Shadow boxing. Vicious jabs into the air. It would be into my face if he knew I was watching him. The television is on downstairs, a roar of laughter from a sitcom, a blare of trumpets and hi-hat cymbals. Parents safely out of sight. Light goes off in his bathroom. Light goes off in my stomach. But then, before I get off my knees at the cramped 42window, it lights up again. Torso behind the frosted frame again. A towel streaming through the air. All so blurred. All so beautiful.

         The long garden

         Our back garden at All Saints Drive seemed enormous to me when we first moved there. And something of its summer shadows is more memorable to me now than the house from which they stretched. Out the back door and there was the coal bunker next to a fecund patch of mint. When we had roast lamb for Sunday lunch some of this aromatic bush would be plucked, mashed and sweetened, one of the few edible things we grew in a garden that could have stocked a greengrocer’s.
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