












­­SWAN RIVER


Throughout his childhood and youth David Reynolds kept an eye on the past, entranced by family stories from Victorian London – the music halls, the romances, the strange disappearance of his grandfather – even as he himself came of age in the vibrant 1960s. In Swan River he describes both worlds with great vitality and sympathy, and shows how a child’s puzzled interest in his forebears deepens into an adult’s understanding of human nature.


Swan River was short-listed for the PEN/Ackerley Prize for Autobiography.


* * * * *


‘David Reynolds’s memoir Swan River stood head and shoulders above every other book this year. ... a beautiful meditation on the nature of families, on the way that feelings are passed on almost imperceptibly from generation to generation. The material is crafted and shaped with the artistry that we would expect from our best fiction writers. An enthralling story, flawlessly told ... A book for all of us – mysterious, consoling and deeply pleasurable to read.’ JONATHAN COE -- Independent (Books of the Year)


‘An exquisite work of memory ... in turns funny, sad and moving; it’s a book that will stay with the reader long after the final page. Swan River is a lovingly crafted story about love, truth and searching, and David Reynolds is a writer of calm, quiet brilliance.’ JEREMY POOLMAN -- Daily Express


‘Entertaining and readable ... written with great warmth and shrewdness ... The sense of personal satisfaction, of some kind of closure being achieved, is strongly conveyed. It is a mark of Reynolds’s skill that the reader shares it.’ D.J.TAYLOR -- Times Literary Supplement


‘A gripping journey that has the all-important ring of truth… takes an inexorable hold on the reader ... a remarkable piece of social history and a stunning reconstruction of family life down three generations ... strangely moving and elegiac ... through his clarity and mastery of detail, Reynolds has taken us with him every step of the way.’ TIM LOTT -- Daily Mail


‘The unflashy prose and downbeat candour are disarming … His family’s story matters to him. Stubbornly, against the odds, he makes it matter to us, too.’ BLAKE MORRISON -- Guardian


‘Told in an unsensational and deft manner, all the more effective for its lack of stridency, and for its inclusion of quotidian detail ... Out of his bedroom, into the wider world, and back into the past, gently, Reynolds leads the reader on, immersing you in his antecedents’ world and his own memories until you begin to think they are yours too. Such inclusiveness is surely the mark of a good writer.’ PHILIP HOARE -- Independent


‘The story he pieces together is one of ill-fated love in Victorian London and that period is evoked with a striking clarity, as is the 1960s counter-culture scene which Reynolds inhabited while he pursued his family’s past ... The prose is sometimes startlingly good ... a moving account of the way every generation hands down pain and joy to the next.’ DAVID MATTIN – Observer


‘Evocative family memoir, in which the stories of three generations intersect until the mystery is resolved.’ FANNY BLAKE -- Woman and Home (Book of the Month)


‘Beautifully written family memoir ...’ -- Real Magazine


‘A remarkable portrayal of the love between father and son ... a fabulous, moving book.’ WILL SELF


‘A beautiful book ... A loving, wise book.’ ANNE MICHAELS


‘Immensely likeable … readable, engaging, wholly appealing.’ -- Toronto Globe and Mail


‘A profoundly moving story about fathers and sons.’ -- Vancouver Sun


‘It is difficult to guess whether Reynolds’s memoir has given him the gift of connectedness, or has simply illuminated it, but that sense of being in place is tangible ...’ GABY NAHER -- Sydney Morning Herald
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For Martha, Grace and Rose









‘He appeared to suggest, however, that there was something debilitating that haunted human society. He implied that the knowledge he conveyed was crucial to survival, that Armageddons loomed for us, always. The threats he saw to civilisation were vague. They had to do with the failure to remember, which explained some of his devotion to the study of history, and the failure to honor.’


Barry Lopez, ‘Theft’ in About This Life


‘The more a man is, the less he wants.’


Maxwell Perkins


(painted across their living-room mantelpiece by his wife)









Author’s Note


While the events described in this book are essentially true, they stretch back more than a hundred years and have been recalled not just from my memory but from my father’s and from those of other members of my family. My father died many years ago and cannot be asked for verification, but it is worth noting that he was quite taken by Aristotle’s view that ‘poetry [by which, in modern terms, Aristotle meant fiction] is something more philosophical and more worthy of serious attention than history’. Though I have much respect for history, I am inclined to go along with my father and Aristotle on this - and with Nietzsche: ‘There are no facts, only interpretations.’


The names of certain people have been changed to protect their privacy.









Prologue


In northern Manitoba the winter of 1906-07 was hard, but not exceptionally so. The snow began at the end of the second week of November, and within a fortnight lay deep throughout the valley and all around the new buildings and shacks that made up the town of Durban. The homesteaders, who had been in the district for seven or eight years, knew that the freeze-up could be endured, but the newcomers drawn to the booming town by the new railway shivered in the dry, cold air and thought of returning to the east or the south. There were two trains out every week, so for some it would be easy. Others had no choice.


In the middle of a night in early January Tom was woken by the cold. Since winter began, he had slept fully clothed, but the fire had died. He had forgotten to replenish it before retiring; he had been too drunk to think ahead. Wrapping a blanket around him, he forced his stiff limbs a few strides across the floor; then returned to the bed to pull on his boots. He took two mouthfuls of whisky from the bottle, stared at the thermometer which showed 60 degrees below zero, the coldest since his arrival the previous summer, and began to remove the ashes from the stove with a shovel. He quickly built a fire, and walked up and down his tiny board cabin, flapping his arms as he waited for the warming blaze.


He sat down with the bottle and a packet of biscuits; then remembered that he was due to take the sleigh to his workplace on the track at 6 am. He put the whisky down and gained comfort from the biscuits alone. He sipped a little freezing water instead, holding it in his mouth until it was warm enough to swallow. He was close to the kind of desperation that produces total inertia, and had a headache that stretched from the front of his head to the nape of his neck. He was forty-seven years old and had spent most of his life in north London.
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A Quiet Day at the Lock


There was nothing happening at the lock that afternoon. Two swans, their wings arced upwards, paddled upstream towards the bridge. The lock-keeper looked up from a pile of ropes and waved. It was the end of March. In a few weeks there would be sunshine and pleasure boats. Then we would push the grey-painted beams against the current to close the lock gates. And the ice-cream van would wait where the gravel path met the road.


It was our favourite place to hang around, kids let out from school at 3.30, mostly boys though Richard often brought his little sister, Kay. Adam, my other close friend, sometimes came with his big sister, Sarah; at thirteen, she was taller and stronger than any of us. Patrick and Dennis, the Irish brothers, who went to the Catholic school, were often there before us. Dennis was our friend. Patrick would walk with Sarah and even put his arm round her shoulder to show off.


That day I sat on one of the beams and waited, but no one came. The swans flapped up from the water and flew under the bridge, necks urgently outstretched, heading upstream. Staring down into the water outside the lock gates, where brown foam and waterlogged sticks collected, I had an idea. It was nothing much, the product of boredom, curiosity and just a little affection, but years later I see that this was a moment – an arbitrary decision – whose consequences would endure.


I had met the old man hundreds of times, usually with my dad, sometimes with my mum, occasionally with both, but I had never seen him alone or really talked to him.


The red-brick mansion was a little way up the road behind a huge, billiard-table lawn, featureless at this time of the year but for a giant cedar at the farther corner towards the house; in summer it would be dotted with chairs, tables, and green and cream umbrellas. A young nurse opened the door and led me down the polished corridor to the day room. She said he’d be glad to see me; no one had been since the previous weekend.


Four old people were playing cards. Others were sitting about reading, chatting quietly and drinking tea. Uncle George was in his usual comfortable chair by the window, a book in his lap, a pot of tea and a slice of fruit cake at his side. He was gazing across the lawn to the river and the wooded hills beyond.


‘David! Did you come by yourself?’


He was a little old man, terribly old, with brown skin and thin white hair cut short at the sides. He heaved himself up on the arms of the chair and craned round to see if I was alone.


I told him I was and that I’d been to the lock. ‘There’s nothing happening there, so I thought I’d come to see you.’ Not very polite, I realised too late, but he didn’t seem to mind.


‘That’s very nice of you. You must come more often, whenever you like. I’m always here.’


He had been living there since 1951, almost ten years. At first, he had treated it like a hotel, always out around the town, shopping, calling in for a half of bitter at the George and Dragon, dropping in on friends most of whom he had met through my father; he had joined the local fishing club and a bridge club.


My father was his nephew and, when Auntie Marie died, had suggested this luxury old people’s home instead of the house in which the old man couldn’t bear to be alone. Even though it had meant moving a hundred miles to Marlow, a town where he knew no one except us, Uncle George had made a quick decision and had got on with enjoying the rest of his life.


Now well over ninety, he stayed at the home all the time except for an excursion by taxi every Tuesday to his friends, the Browns, a couple in their sixties who ran the grocery shop in the High Street. There he played bridge, always partnering Mrs Brown’s spinster sister, whom he called Miss Robson. He even stopped coming to see us, although he would have been very welcome; my father’s theory was that he was ‘sweet on Miss Robson’, a handsome, somewhat melancholy retired nurse.


I fetched an upright chair and sat in front of him, though I was careful not to block his view through the window. He pushed a button that dangled across the arm of his chair on the end of a lead attached to the wall. A foreign man in a white coat appeared.


‘This is my great nephew, David. He’d like orange squash and some cakes.’


When the man had gone, Uncle George smiled and leaned forward. ‘Tell me David. Are you a happy boy?’


I told him I was. Like all adults he asked if I liked school and we talked about my efforts as centre forward in the school football team. Then he asked about our house, which he hadn’t visited in four years, though it was less than half a mile away. Which room did I have? Did my father still write in the room at the top in the front, and paint in the room at the back? Did my mother still work in the shop? What job was my father doing now? Was he still repairing televisions?


Repairing televisions had been my father’s job before last. He had moved on from that to driving an ice-cream van about three years before: Eldorado ice-cream. There had been three vans and because he was new my dad had had the oldest, which didn’t play music. He had to stop the van, lean out of the window and ring a bell. I had often gone with him, rung the bell, and served ice-cream and lollies from the other side of the van, back to back with my father, when things had got busy.


Now though, he worked for a nation-wide company driving around selling seeds to farmers, and, again, I went with him sometimes, just for fun. Uncle George seemed interested, though it surprised me that he didn’t know this, since my father visited him at least once a week. I told him through mouthfuls of sponge cake where we went, at what time and for how long. His wiry white eyebrows waggled up and down as I spoke.


‘He’s always been full of energy, your father. Never gives up. Keeps on trying.’ He tapped me on the knee, then leaned back and lowered both eyebrows. ‘A bit like his own father, poor man …but different.’


‘Why was Dad’s dad poor?’


Eyebrows up again, he gazed out the window, then turned to me. ‘He had a hard time, married to my sister. Your father doesn’t really understand, but it’s not his fault. Not Tom’s fault either, not entirely, come to that.’ He spoke slowly and thoughtfully, as though unsure whether he should say such things to an eleven-year-old boy.


‘What happened to him? Dad hardly talks about him, except he says he drank too much whisky.’


‘He’s right about that. But why did he? That’s the question.’ He looked out of the window again, before turning back and staring at me as though this was a matter of importance. ‘Your father should think about that. I’ve told him, but he won’t listen.’


‘Why not?’


‘It upsets him. He was very young when Tom went away.’


Some rooks cawed loudly somewhere outside. A swan rose from the river, straightened out and glided away over the weir. The man in the white jacket appeared again and filled my glass from a jug, without being asked.


‘Why did he go away?’


Uncle George stared at me for a few moments, and then spoke quietly. ‘Because he drank too much, too often.’ He drew a long breath, while still looking me full in the eye. ‘He sometimes,’ he breathed deeply again, ‘upset your grandmother, my sister. We had to make him go away.’


I was interested in this family mishap, even though it had happened such a long time ago. My father hadn’t told me about his father upsetting his mother, whatever that meant. Uncle George was looking across the river to the hills again; his thoughts seemed to be many years from now. I interrupted them. ‘How do you know about it? Were you there?’


He smiled and raised one eyebrow; the other seemed to droop as if to balance its partner. ‘I was there. We all lived together, you know.’


I did vaguely know that, a very long time ago when Queen Victoria, whose face was on the oldest, smoothest pennies, still reigned, my father had been a child in a house full of adults, and that when he was ten his father had disappeared from his life for ever. ‘So who lived there? And where did dad’s dad go to?’ This last question interested me particularly; where would a person go – a person who for some reason had to leave their home and family – what would a person like that do next?


The eyebrow went up again and Uncle George leaned sideways towards me. ‘All right. I’ll tell you all about it.’ The foreign man appeared again; this time he filled the teapot with hot water and poured tea into Uncle George’s cup. Uncle George just went on talking. ‘My mother died when I was nine, in 1878. My father, your great-grandfather, had the same name as me, George Thompson. I had a younger brother, Ernest, and we had an older sister, Millie, which was short for Amelia, but everybody called her Sis. She was your grandmother, though you never met her.’


‘Why was she called Sis?’


‘When he was very small, my brother Ernest called her that because she was his sister. After that everyone called her Sis, even our father.’


I waited as he drank some tea and gazed out of the window.


Eventually he put his cup down on the saucer with a clatter. ‘When my mother died, my father rented a new house – almost new anyway. It had been built about ten years before, in a road full of new houses in Dalston, east London.’ He tapped my knee. ‘That’s why your dad supports the Spurs. He grew up a penny ride from the ground, and Tom took him before he went away. The Arsenal were still in south London then. That’s why the Spurs supporters have always disliked the Arsenal supporters; they’re interlopers, you see.’ He chuckled quietly which made his eyebrows shoot down; he peered out at me through the stiff white hairs.


I knew my dad had supported the Spurs since he was a little boy. He had taken me to a match for the first time a few months before and I was a fervent fan. He had bought me a rosette and a blue plastic, star-shaped badge with a tiny photo of Danny Blanchflower stuck in the middle of it. Then he had bought a glossy white, wooden bird-scarer, carefully painted a dark blue stripe down it and presented it to me as my Spurs rattle.


‘He would have gone to White Hart Lane first in the late 1890s. I took him myself sometimes after Tom left.’ Uncle George paused. ‘But that was all later, you’ve got to understand. I’m telling you about when I was a little boy which was even longer ago. It’s a long story and we won’t get through it all tonight. You’ll have to go home soon I should think.’


I had a small Timex watch, of which I was very proud. It was ten past five. I could stay a little longer.


He told me how he had lived in the same house with his father, his brother and his sister from the age of nine until he got married in 1900, when he was thirty-two; that, after his mother died, his father’s sister had come to look after them, and how they had had two servants who lived in the attic. After a while his father got fed up with the sister because she drank too much gin, but by then Sis, my grandmother, was a teenager and she took over the running of the house. She was a bossy type of person and bossed the servants and everyone else, except for her father, but then her father was often away selling furniture which was how he earned his living.


It took Uncle George a long time to tell me all this. I was fascinated – I had never heard anyone talk about things that happened so long ago – but what I really wanted to know was where did my grandfather go when he had to leave all the rest of them, and what did he do then. Eventually, though, I just had to have a pee and that made Uncle George think that it was time for me to go home. He would tell me more another day, he said.


Walking home, I thought about Uncle George and his eyebrows and my long-dead grandfather, whom Uncle George had called ‘poor’. At the corner of Lock Road and Station Road I met Patrick and Dennis; they were leaning against the wall sharing a cigarette. Patrick held the packet towards me, but I said I was in a hurry and just took a quick pull on theirs.


When I got home I told my mother that I had been to see Uncle George. She told me I was sweet, and asked how the old man was.


‘Fine,’ I replied.


She had just got in from work and was standing at the kitchen table with an apron over her work skirt. It was Tuesday, so she was mincing the leftovers of Sunday’s joint to make rissoles.


‘I’d better go and do my homework.’


‘Just a minute.’ She quickly rinsed her hands; then kissed me on the side of my mouth. I could smell her lipstick, and hoped that she couldn’t smell tobacco smoke. ‘It’s so nice of you to go to see Uncle George.’ She reached into her handbag and gave me a Penguin biscuit. ‘Here – a treat.’ She smiled and went back to turning the mincer.


Penguins, which cost threepence each, were an extravagance; squashed flies or bourbons from a packet were an acceptable expense. My mother was not mean – in spirit, she was generous – she was simply parsimonious, the product of the times and of years of living with a man who saw money simply as something to spend, preferably as soon as possible.


I took the Penguin up to my room and ate it slowly, staring out at the few cars parked in the street.


* * * * *


I called in on Uncle George a week later, again at about tea time. Orange squash and cakes were produced again, and he seemed pleased to see me, but he looked tired and was less talkative.


We talked about school and football and my father and mother, especially my mother this time. He told me how fond of her he was, and how my father and I must look after her. There were silences while he stared out of the window across the river to the tree-covered slope beyond, and he held my hand some of the time, something he had never done before.


After a while, he screwed up his eyes, stared at me and said, ‘You know, I first met your mother in 1933.’ He closed his eyes still tighter. ‘Your father brought her to Sudbury to meet me and dear Marie.’ He opened his eyes and smiled. ‘Such a polite, quiet, gracious woman.’ He tapped my knee. ‘Now, is she happy?…I know she was upset when she had to sell the shop.’


She had sold the shop two years before. It was in the High Street and we had lived in large, airy rooms on the two floors above. I told him that I thought she was happy. I didn’t tell him my worry about the way my father was sometimes unkind – even cruel, I thought – to her.


‘Good. She deserves to be happy. She’s a woman with a great sense of duty… It comes from her upper-class English upbringing.’


I had an idea of what he meant, but he seemed to have forgotten that my granny, my mother’s mother, was American.


Uncle George continued to smile, though he looked tired. ‘You’ve made her very happy, David. You know that, don’t you?’ He leaned forward and poked at my knee again. ‘They were married for sixteen years before they had you, you know.’


‘I know,’ I said wearily. My father mentioned this fact almost every time we met someone new, especially new farmers: ‘This is my son David. We were married sixteen years before he came along.’ Depending on the response, this was often followed by: ‘My third marriage. My eldest son’s forty-five and this one’s eleven...’ His arm would then be placed round my shoulder. ‘Remarkable.’


They had married in 1933, and I, their first and only child, was born in 1948. My father was then fifty-six and my mother forty-two, but I could never understand why this should be of such interest to people, especially complete strangers.


Uncle George took my hand again and leaned back in his chair. He shut his eyes for a minute, and I wondered whether he had gone to sleep. When he opened them, they were watery, and he spoke about his wife, Marie: how pretty she had been and how he still missed her. He pronounced her name with a long ‘a’ sound and the emphasis on the first syllable.


The same foreign man refilled his teacup and my glass, and then I asked him about my whisky-drinking, disappearing grandfather and where he went after he had to leave home.


He took several sips of tea while staring at me over the rim of the cup. He put the cup down slowly and carefully, and turned his eyes back to mine.


‘When you are grown up and can afford to travel, you must go to Swan River, Manitoba.’ Despite his obvious tiredness he said this with great earnestness, nodding, waggling his eyebrows and tapping my knee quite hard.


I felt a little strange, as though I had heard bad news, although he was smiling at me now. I had never heard of Swan River or Manitoba, but I felt that I had to obey this curious instruction, as if suddenly I had a duty. I asked him why and where was it, but he was looking down at the floor and didn’t seem to be listening.


‘Is that where my grandfather went?’


He looked up at me, nodded and smiled; then he looked at his old Omega watch and said he was tired and that it was a long story and Billy Cotton’s Band Show would be on television soon; he would explain next time I visited him. ‘But remember, Swan River, Manitoba.’ Again, he said the words with emphasis and then smiled.


It was a quarter to six; Billy Cotton would not, in fact, start up for another fifteen minutes; the sun had long gone off the river and the trees. He said no more about Swan River, but talked about his brother Ernest’s first wife who had worked in the music halls around the turn of the century. There was clearly a connection in his mind between her and Billy Cotton whose show was a variety show, the closest thing on television in 1960 to the kind of entertainment Uncle George had loved as a young man.


Ernest’s wife had earned her living in the music halls by playing the violin with her feet while walking around on her hands. She could even do this while going downstairs, Uncle George said, and sometimes practised at home in the house where they all lived. This amazed me. I found it hard to picture; I could see her only as a still image, but not in motion. She had an exotic name, La Frascetti, he told me, although she was English and came from the East End of London, and her real name was Rose Porter.


Just before six o’clock Uncle George asked the foreign man to turn on the television. A thin old man with a stick walked slowly past and raised his hand to Uncle George in greeting; he sat down near us and stared up at the television, sitting very straight with his hands on his stick. As I finished my orange squash, I watched the opening number, Billy Cotton’s band playing their signature tune while the Television Toppers kicked their legs. I left after that, kissing Uncle George on the forehead as I went. He smiled, squeezed my hand tightly and muttered, ‘Good boy.’


Walking home, I repeated the word ‘Manitoba’ so I wouldn’t forget it. I didn’t tell my parents what Uncle George had said; it seemed to be something that was just between me and the old man, for the moment, anyway. Later, lying on my bed, I wrote ‘Swan River, Manitober’ in the red, soft-backed notebook that I kept for my very few secrets.


* * * * *


Uncle George died unexpectedly in his sleep six days later, for no particular reason. I had planned to visit him again the following day. My mother told me that the foreign man had found Uncle George when he took in his early-morning tea; he was in bed as if asleep, but not breathing. ‘He died peacefully,’ she said.


Through the crack in our living-room door I saw my father sitting alone crying with a handkerchief in his hand. I went away because I didn’t want to embarrass him, fetched my satchel and left for school. My father took the day off work. When I came home, he was standing in the hall, speaking on the telephone; my mother came back from work and said he had probably been standing there all day and that we really ought to put a chair in the hall.


* * * * *


The funeral was a generous occasion, conducted in the church by the white suspension bridge, a short walk from Uncle George’s home by the lock. There were crowds of people, lots of them very old; children; flowers; a halting address by Mr Brown from the grocery; the choir singing ‘Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring’; the vicar in white with shimmering purple extras. I sang loudly, sandwiched between my parents in the front pew, and my mother stolidly held my hand. All around us were cousins of all ages, most of whom I didn’t know: Uncle George’s children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. My father, a lifelong atheist, but then in the middle of his brief religious phase, wept not quite silently and knelt, head in hands, longer than anyone at the end.


As we walked down the aisle I was introduced to two elderly women who were Uncle George’s nieces, the daughters of the long-dead Uncle Ernest. I was disappointed to discover later that they were not the daughters of the fascinating La Frascetti, but of a piano teacher who had been Uncle Ernest’s second wife.


In the churchyard, a weak, late-winter sun lit the grass around the red-brown rectangle; brass and varnished pine gleamed; spoonfuls of earth were thrown with a polished spade – first by the many cousins, then my father, then my mother, then me.


Later, still holding my mother’s hand, I wandered among the graves, past an ancient yew, to the river. Two swans glided in small circles near the weir. A car’s horn sounded from the bottom of the High Street.


‘Where is Swan River, Manitoba?’


My mother looked at me curiously. She was wearing her calf-length black tweed suit. ‘Manitoba is in Canada. Why?’ She swung her black handbag with the gilt clasp from her right hand to her left.


‘Uncle George told me to go there.’


‘Did he? You’d better ask Daddy.’


I took her arm and pressed my cheek against her shoulder as we wandered back and out of the churchyard to the street. It had been my first funeral. That Uncle George was in that smart box under the ground now seemed less strange than when I had first seen the coffin, covered in daffodils and lilies, and had asked my mother, ‘Is Uncle George actually in there?’


* * * * *


Uncle George’s wake, or ‘the do afterwards’ as people called it, was at Burger’s Tea Shop, a little way up the High Street. A long table for us children at one end was matched by another for old people from the nursing home, at the other. In between was an uproar of polite adult chatter which I carefully ignored, although I was pleased and stood up when the foreign man approached me hesitantly and said how much he had liked Uncle George.


I sat with my friend Deborah, whose father ran the sweetshop further up the street and who was the only person privy to the secrets in my red notebook. Out of earshot of my mates, Richard and Adam, I asked her whether she’d come with me to Swan River, Manitoba, Canada.


She was slim and had short brown hair, and showed her gums when she smiled. We had been friends since we were five, had, indeed, shown each other everything when we were five, and had been caught in the bathroom together by Deborah’s mother – a shameful discovery which had led to a row between our fathers, mine liberal and fiery-tempered, hers conservative and kindly.


‘Yes. When we leave school.’ She forked in a rectangle of Welsh rarebit, chewed, swallowed, tilted her head sideways and gazed at me from under her hair. ‘We’ll have to go on a boat, won’t we?’


‘Probably, I’m going to ask Dad where it is.’


‘Canada is in America. You have to go on a boat to get there.’


My father had flown to Australia and back four years before and had made a tremendous fuss about it, filling a complete photograph album with tiny black and white pictures of a silver aeroplane with four propellers and even more of himself standing under palm trees dressed in white wearing a curious hat that looked like an oval fruit bowl, but everyone else who went anywhere abroad seemed to go by boat.


Deborah didn’t ask why we were to go to Swan River; she loved an adventure, and had been an avid reader of Arthur Ransome. If I had suggested a trip to somewhere with a less watery name, San Francisco, say, or Staines, she would probably have wrinkled her nose and said ‘No’. When we were younger we had often had fantasies about what we would do when we grew up, and had made detailed plans which we wrote into my red book.


Richard and Adam, currently separated from us by a crowd of my young cousins, had little imagination and no thought for the future; they seemed to live solely in the real world and in the present. But Deborah’s ability to fantasise frequently dovetailed with my own. On this occasion, though, I had a new, scary feeling; going to Swan River wasn’t just an imaginative game.
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On the Road with the Seed Salesman


My father had glasses with thick black rims in those days. He looked not unlike Harry Worth and was often just as funny, but he had a serious side – a very serious side – as well.


The next evening he and I watched The Brains Trust. I didn’t understand much of what The Brains Trust talked about, but I liked the people’s names – Bertrand Russell, Dame Edith Sitwell, Doctor Bronowski, Lady Violet Bonham-Carter – and I found their serious faces and their accents somehow entertaining. And this was a rare time when I could be with my father while he listened to someone else talk instead of talking himself.


When the programme ended I spoke before he did. ‘The last time I saw him, Uncle George told me to go to Swan River, Manitoba, once I’m grown-up.’


My father leaned back in his loose-covered armchair and stared at me intently for a few seconds. He took off his glasses, pulled out the handkerchief he always kept in the breast pocket of his tweed jacket, waved it about a bit and blew his nose loudly and thoroughly. Stuffing the handkerchief back and replacing his glasses, he looked at me again. ‘My father spent the last part of his life in Swan River, Manitoba.’ Unusually, he fell silent – and stopped looking at me. He stared at the carpet instead.


‘Why would Uncle George tell me to go there?’ I asked this a little tentatively – it was clearly a sensitive matter.


He got up and poked the cosy stove vigorously. Yellow and blue flames appeared on top of the anthracite. Still standing, he said, ‘My Uncle George was a very kind man, a very liberal man – if you know what I mean. He found it hard to think badly of anyone.’


He walked back to his chair and sat down, throwing one knee over the other. He picked up his tin from the table and began to roll a cigarette. ‘Uncle George thought there was good in my father.’


He licked the Rizla paper and stared at the floor again. ‘It’s what they call a long story.’ He lit the cigarette with his shiny Ronson and inhaled. ‘Very long indeed. I’ll tell you it all, but not all at once.’


He blew blue smoke towards the ceiling and it gradually formed a horizontal cloud above our heads. ‘It’s complicated… Or it’s very simple, depending on your point of view…Where’s your mother? Let’s play Cluedo. I’ll be Professor Plum.’


* * * * *


I knew we would talk about it, because I spent a lot of time with my father and talking was his great talent. Though he was sixty-eight years old, he worked hard at his job selling seeds, driving from farm to farm all over Buckinghamshire in an Austin A35 supplied by his employers, persuading farmers that his varieties of wheat, barley and oats were better than those of his competitors. He was very good at this – he was his firm’s nationwide champion salesman for the whole country that year and the next. I often went with him in the holidays and in the afternoons after school, map-reading, finding farms he had never visited before. We talked a lot on these journeys, and we talked early in the mornings before my mother got up.


As well as being a generation older than my friends’ dads, my dad seemed to have had a more complicated life than they had. Richard’s father was in the RAF and had been ever since his call-up during World War II; he was ‘ground staff’ and my father referred to him as ‘the man with the ping-pong bats’. Adam’s father taught politics at the London School of Economics; my father approved of him and they had frequent, reasonably friendly arguments. Deborah’s father ran a sweetshop and always had done as far as I knew.


These three men had been married only once. My father had been married three times; had, I understood, been very rich and very poor; and had had more jobs than he had had cars, which was a lot. He had once written me a list of all the cars he had ever owned; it began with something called an Invicta, which he had bought in 1912 when he was twenty, and continued over two pages.


During World War II he had done three jobs at once: he had managed his own furniture business in High Wycombe; had, with no previous experience, run a farm on a hill just outside that town; and had written a series of autobiographical books about life on the farm – they were sub-titled ‘One Hundred Acres Farmed by an Amateur’. He had been ‘too old to fight’ in that war and told me without shame that he was ‘a coward’ and that, had he been young enough to be called up, he would have avoided fighting anyway, as he had, fortuitously, during World War I.


The books – four of them – had made him quite wealthy. In the three years between the end of the war and my birth, he had owned a Rolls-Royce and a yacht. I had seen photographs of both, and there was a model of the yacht in a glass case on top of the cabinet containing the Encyclopaedia Britannica in our living room. When I asked my mother about this period of their life, she downplayed both these signs of riches: the Rolls-Royce was an old second-hand one, and the yacht was not what some people would call a yacht – it was a large sailing boat with room for eight people.


These days, he wasn’t wealthy. He had spent the money from the books, sold the yacht and the Rolls-Royce, and wound up the furniture business long ago. After the war, his publishers had brought out four more books with decreasing success and had, in 1950, declined to publish his ninth. Despite this, he still woke every morning at 5 am and wrote for about three hours, either with a fountain pen, sitting up in bed, or on a black portable typewriter at his roll-top desk, wearing his dressing gown over his pyjamas.


When I was younger, before I liked reading, I would go to his room every morning as soon I woke up and he would stop writing and play games with me, or I would climb into bed with him and he would tell me exciting, made-up, adventure stories. He taught me chess, cribbage and bezique, and he made a board on which we played shove ha’penny. He liked to play with me, his late child, born late in a late marriage, and I took it as the joke he intended when he said that his writing career ended when I started to demand his attention.


I loved him, and I loved being with him, but he had a demon. It showed itself in frightening outbursts of rage, sometimes vented on strangers in shops or in traffic, only rarely on me; I had learned to recognise the stirrings and to back away. But my mother couldn’t escape; she was the enduring receptacle for his wrath. In his presence she was quiet and subdued; away from him she came to life and laughed. He seemed compelled to destroy her spirit – and he succeeded in dulling her brightness – but I knew that it would never leave her altogether. I loved her unreservedly, and couldn’t understand why this otherwise clever, funny and kind man should attack someone so innocent and so perfect.


The mood came upon him most frequently during breakfast, as my parents sat with their newspapers at opposite ends of the table, with me in between. Often he would read out something he had written that morning and ask for her opinion. But no response was ever adequate. A positive comment provoked a sneering shrug, as if her opinion were of no consequence; a critical one led to an interrogation as he pinned down with ruthless logic precisely what she meant and proved – to his own satisfaction at least – that she was both stupid and wrong. The exchange might end with him shouting ‘I cannot suffer fools gladly’ in the ugly tone I had heard him use to bank clerks and shop assistants, and with my mother gently sighing and drawing her paper up in front of her face. My hands and arms and shoulders would tingle with the fear that he would hit her. And I wondered what would happen then. And I wondered why and I wished it would stop.


* * * * *


He was always Professor Plum, but we didn’t play Cluedo that day because we couldn’t find my mother. At first neither of us could think where she was. We had gone into the garden to look for her and were gazing at the budgies when my father said, ‘I know. She’s warbling… She’s gone to practise warbling in a bonnet.’


‘What’s that? What’s warbling in a bonnet?’


‘HMS Pinafore. You know, the opera. They always wear bonnets in HMS Pinafore. She’s in it, God help us. Mrs…Whatsername persuaded her.’


I remembered then. She was at the Liston Hall in Chapel Street, rehearsing.


‘She has to learn how to warble in a bonnet,’ my father said abstractedly. ‘You don’t have to learn, do you?’ He was talking to one of his budgerigars.


‘She left us a shepherd’s pie.’


He didn’t seem to hear me. ‘How many will be purple? That is the question.’ He was looking at a small wooden nesting box, high up at the back of the aviary. ‘What do you think, Sunny Jim?’


‘Three out of four,’ I replied.


The budgerigars had been an enthusiasm for about two years; my father had built a lean-to aviary out of two-by-one and chicken wire, installed nesting boxes and bought four adult budgies, two of each gender. Despite minor setbacks – tiny, blind, pink creatures falling to the ground and being tended to in the house, often unsuccessfully, with eye-droppers filled with warm milk – the aviary was now packed with budgerigars and, reluctantly at first, he had started to sell them by advertising in the Bucks Free Press. The next stage had been to specialise in budgies of a certain colour; he and I both liked an unusual pastel purple; he had isolated two birds of this colour and we had waited expectantly to see if their children would turn out the same.


To prevent my hopes from rising too high, he had read out loud to me long sections of The Origin of Species and tedious articles from The Encylopaedia Britannica. He was expecting ‘throwbacks’ as detailed in these two publications, and we got them: of the three surviving children, one was purple and the other two were green. The purple youngster, who turned out to be a girl, had taken ten months to reach adulthood and had then been isolated with a purple cousin – not with her father, because that way we might produce a new colour altogether, if we carried on long enough, according to my father and Darwin – and we were now waiting to see what would happen.


‘All right. Two bob. I’ll give you two bob if we get three out of four.’


Two shillings was a lot of money, but I tried for more by looking disappointed and saying, ‘Oh, go on. Five bob. There might not even be four.’


He looked at me sharply. ‘No, two bob. Two bob’s enough.’


My pocket money, paid to me by my mother, was one shilling a week. My father gave me money sporadically when it occurred to him, which tended to be simply when he was feeling flush, or when he heard that I had done something good, scoring a goal or getting high marks at school; he gave me sixpence if I found a new farm on the Ordnance Survey map, but only if it led to a sale, which had happened six times in his two-year career as a seed salesman.


And then there were the bets. The odds were against me, but then, I never had to pay out. ‘What colour will the next car we see be?’ ‘Red.’ He would then think for a couple of seconds. ‘OK. A penny.’ Red and blue were usually a penny; black and white twopence; green threepence; and wishy-washy colours like beige and maroon might go as high as sixpence. We also betted on types of car, types of people – ‘lady with grey hair’ – animals, traffic lights, pubs – defined by brewer – and any random thing that entered my father’s head as we drove around the lanes of Buckinghamshire.


* * * * *


On a cold, sunny afternoon in the week after Uncle George’s funeral my father and I drove up a long gravel drive, lined with new young conifers. At the end was a large, dull, red-brick house; roses were sprinkled in geometric patterns across recently mown grass; and several girls and a very small boy were trotting around a horse-filled paddock while a bossy woman in a sleek headscarf shouted and waved a whip about.


Although he knew he had to do business with the farm manager who would be in the farmyard round the back, my father stopped the car and walked across the gravel to the front door. He wanted to greet the owner even though he didn’t like him; he was one of what my dad called ‘the idle rich’, but he paid the bills and, more importantly, might easily be induced to buy his seeds from the competition for the price of a few gin-and-tonics. My father had to maintain a presence and he was at a disadvantage in this one respect; he hated alcohol and would only visit pubs if this was absolutely essential to further business; inside a pub he would order bottled Carlsberg and drink it as slowly as possible.


On this occasion I stayed in the car while he talked to a small, aggressive man in a tight checked jacket, cavalry twills and a flat cap that looked as though it had just been ironed. He soon returned exclaiming, ‘God strewth, that man thinks he’s God almighty!’


‘And he’s a bloody fool,’ he added as we drove round the back through some small cypresses, past a garage containing a highly polished, bottle-green Jaguar 2.8, to the farmyard. Here the gravel became tarmac, streaked with just a little mud. The bailiff appeared immediately. He had neatly brushed hair and no mud on his clothes, but he did know about farming and my father enjoyed chatting with him about ‘yields per acre’, ‘straight ears’, ‘one-year leys’ and endless stuff, some of which I had begun to understand.


That this man respected and trusted my dad went without saying; more unusually, he remembered me and my name and called his sheepdog for me to pat. He ordered several hundredweight of Koga 2, at that time my father’s revolutionary new line of wheat, signing the order that my father wrote out in his order book. As we drove back past the house, the man in the checked jacket was standing on the gravel talking to the woman in the headscarf. My father lifted his hand from the steering wheel and waved rather formally; the man nodded. My father glanced at me. ‘Never forget, Sunny Jim: no person of quality esteems another merely because he is rich.’


‘Yes, Dad.’ I had heard this before.


The speed and success of this call left my father wondering what to do next. We sat in the A35, deliberating. We could go home or we could visit someone else. I knew we were close to my favourite farmer and his wife.


‘Can we go and see Dor and Narby?’


He turned and smiled at me knowingly; he liked Nobby and Doreen Cox as much as I did. He pushed his hat backwards so that it hit the ceiling of the little car and removed his glasses while continuing to smile to himself. He shut his eyes and pulled his thumb and forefinger across them to his nose; then he opened his eyes, blinked and replaced his glasses.


‘All right, Sunny Jim. There’s no sale in it, but it’s good customer relations… And we’ll get some tea.’


He turned the ignition and flicked the black plastic knob under the windscreen, unnecessarily activating the indicator. With only average grunting and cursing, he performed a seven-point turn in the country lane and we were off down a gradual curving hill with the Chilterns high above the hedge to our right. We passed through a long straggly village without speaking.


‘Could you tell me more about your father?’


He felt inside his overcoat, pulled his handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and blew his nose noisily. Then he held the steering wheel and his handkerchief with his left hand while gently drumming with his fingers and thumb on the black plastic spoke beneath his right hand. The drumming meant that he was thinking.


‘It’s a story about my mother as well. There are two sides to every story.’


He replaced his handkerchief, changed down a gear as the car began to slow on a hill, rummaged in his side pocket and handed me a small, shiny tin. ‘Roll me a cigarette; there’s a good chap.’


I often did this and took some pride in my prowess. My friends’ fathers seemed to smoke ready-made Player’s Navy Cut, or not to smoke at all which I found very dull. In the shiny tin was a little machine comprising two rollers with waxed cloth stretched over them. I pulled a Rizla paper from the green packet, placed it in the cloth between the rollers, tugged tobacco from the silver paper packet labelled ‘A1’, crammed it down on to the paper, pinched the rollers together, twiddled them so that only the gummed edge of the paper stuck out, licked the gum, twiddled some more, pushed the rollers apart and there was a perfect cigarette.


It took me less than a minute on this occasion. Meanwhile he was telling me that it was hard for him to know whether to begin with his father or his mother. I suggested he start with his father and why he went to Swan River, Manitoba.


‘But that’s the end of the story, you see.’


He turned and looked at me, then looked quickly back at the road. I handed him the cigarette which he stuck in his mouth while searching in his jacket pocket for his Ronson.


‘And once he goes, there’s no more to tell about him.’


His voice quavered a little and his eyes were watering. I was embarrassed, and part of me wished I hadn’t asked the question. He had cried in my presence many times, but we had usually been watching a film, either at the cinema or on television. I put my hand on his forearm, and he lifted his other hand from the steering wheel and put it on top of mine for a few moments.


As we drove towards Nobby Cox’s farm he began talking about the house, his grandfather’s house, the one Uncle George had told me about, and the people who had lived in it while he had been growing up in the 1890s.


His memories were of a house crammed with people – his grandfather who was called George; his mother, Amelia, usually known as ‘Sis’; his father, Tom; his uncles, George and Ernest; his aunt, Rose – the astonishing La Frascetti – Uncle Ernest’s first wife; and two servants, both called Alice. He described most of them at some length. It seemed that he had the fondest memories of his grandfather, his mother and Uncle George. Uncle Ernest and La Frascetti had been intriguing characters, but away from home a lot performing in music halls in Britain and abroad. Last of all he mentioned his little sister, Gladys.


Not only had all these people lived in one house, but numerous relations had dropped in all the time because his grandfather had been the eldest of seven brothers and sisters, most of whom had lived nearby with their spouses, children and grandchildren. The house had been run, somewhat imperiously, by Sis, my father’s mother, who had taken charge in her teens and who had deferred to no one except her own father, to whom she, and all the rest of them, had deferred a great deal.


By the time my father had told me all this, including naming and describing all his great uncles and aunts, we had been parked in the lane outside the Coxes’ farm for almost an hour. All the time I had expected that the next minute we would get out of the car and change into our wellingtons for the tramp through the Coxes’ sticky farmyard, but there was always just one more person, or another detail, that my father had to mention. Eventually we picked our way past derelict farm machinery to the Coxes’ back door. It was the kind of home where the front path, the front door and the front room were clean and neat but barely used. My father speculated that the Coxes would have people they regarded as superior – such as their landlord, or an official from the Milk Marketing Board or the vicar – in their front room, but not friends or tradesmen.


The half-hour we spent with the Coxes took my mind off the story of my grandfather Tom, and Uncle George’s curious instruction; but later, in bed, I thought about all my father had told me in the car. He had given me a quick but vivid account of his childhood. It seemed a magical time to me with horses instead of cars, gaslight instead of electricity, singsongs around pianos, family parties with numerous aunts and uncles and cousins, and servants to help with the work. And I could imagine the people who had lived in that house in Dalston: the grey-haired, bearded patriarch; the strong young woman; the handsome, moustachioed man who had married her and turned to drink; the two brothers, one slick, talkative and witty, the other introspective and kindly; the young, pretty, servant and the blowsy, larger one. I had had a picture in my mind of the music-hall artiste since Uncle George had first described her; I saw her more fully now: brash, determined, physical and friendly. I could imagine the house as well; it was like ours but on a grander scale and with an extra floor – the basement, where the kitchen was.


There were two things I didn’t know, and Uncle George had in different ways asked both questions: ‘Ah! But why did he drink so much? That’s the question,’ and what had he done in Swan River, Manitoba?
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Deborah and the Outsiders


Deborah and I had known each other since we were four, when my mother had used money left to her by her father to open a shop selling china and glass two doors from Deborah’s father’s sweetshop in the High Street. She was one month younger than me, born on the same day as Prince Charles, the little boy on our savings stamps. We had much in common. We both lived above shops in which three of our parents worked long hours, and neither of us had siblings.


We fell into a sister-brother relationship with none of the bad bits; we didn’t have to compete for our parents’ attention and we could get away from each other if we wanted to. As we grew older and went to different schools, we found friends of our own sex with whom we spent more time, but the closeness remained, even after my mother’s shop failed and we moved to our house a quarter of a mile away in Station Road. My mother became the book-keeper at what had been her own shop, which meant that I went on spending time among the china and glass.


We met in the library the next Saturday – it was the first time we had seen each other since Uncle George’s funeral – and later we walked through the back streets towards the lock. I told her that I had found Swan River in my father’s atlas and that Manitoba seemed to be right in the middle of Canada, with Swan River about halfway up it, on the left-hand side.


At the lock, leaning on one of the beams, staring down at the water, I said, ‘What I really want to know is what Uncle George thinks – thought, rather – I’ll find in Swan River.’


‘We. I’m coming too. I am, really.’


‘And when are we going to go?’


She looked up at the sky. ‘When we’re eighteen, nineteen, something like that… When we’ve saved some money.’


This meant seven or eight years’ time, and it seemed like for ever. But we solemnly agreed that we would go there together as soon as we had enough money after we left school. Deborah said that this seemed like a Famous Five adventure. To me ‘Two Go to Swan River’ was more real than a story in a book or our other wild schemes, because I believed that, one day, it would actually happen.


There was a solitary motor launch waiting to enter the lock, and we helped the lock-keeper open the gates and sluices to let it through; then we walked along the towpath downstream past the bird sanctuary, an ancient wood beside the path where humans were forbidden but which I had frequently entered with Richard and Adam. We were silent most of the time, but spoke whenever one of us had an idea.


I told her that, now that I had time to think about it, Swan River, Manitoba, was beginning to seem more of a worry than a potential adventure. She took my hand, turned to me and said that it couldn’t matter that much; Old Tom, as she called my grandfather, was dead; Uncle George had been very old when he made his odd request; it would just be something interesting, rather than worrying or important; besides, she’d come with me, she really would. She put her arm round my shoulder.


The conversation meandered on, confused and inconclusive, as we walked back to the lock and on to my house, which was distinguished from the others in the street by its bright green window-frames and doors, the work of its previous owner. My mother had wanted to paint them white, but my father had said he liked the green – it reminded him of a cricket pavilion near Oxford that he had once slept in – but, to please her, he had painted the picket fence in front of the privet a brilliant white.


The house was three-storey, late-Victorian, end-of-terrace. The front door and the back door, which led into the kitchen, were down a path at the side where there was more green paint. Inside it was neither spacious nor poky; the furniture was mostly old, comfortable rather than elegant. For some reason, perhaps to avoid a disagreement between themselves, my parents had given me the best bedroom, on the first floor at the front. My mother’s bedroom was across the landing from mine and my father’s was on the floor above. A curiosity that occasionally caused problems was that the bathroom, which contained the lavatory, could only be reached by walking through my mother’s room.


Deborah and I found my mother sitting at the kitchen table reading Woman’s Realm. It was the weekend and she had a relaxed look; she was wearing a loose pink jumper, knitted for her by her mother, with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows, shiny red beads around her neck and no lipstick. I always thought she looked better without lipstick; it was something she put on to go to work and the carmine red clashed with the cool greys and greens in her eyes. She had an intelligent face with a strong jaw and a bony nose; she had been slim and beautiful in her late twenties when my father had first met her. Now, there were gentle wrinkles, but many people still looked at her twice.


A warmth came into her face as she looked up from the magazine. She and Deborah were good friends, to the extent of sharing jokes about me. She asked if Deborah would like to stay for lunch and, without waiting for a reply, told us it wouldn’t be ready for a while because it included baked potatoes.


Upstairs, in my room, Deborah asked why Tom Reynolds left his home and wife and child, and I told her what Uncle George had said, that he drank too much and upset my grandmother, and that Uncle George and the others had made him go away.


I got out my secrets notebook and wrote out a list of the people who had lived in the house in Dalston. Remembering the conversation I had had with my father in the car, I knew there were nine, including him and two servants; the names quickly came back to me. We were lying on our stomachs on the carpet under the huge map of the British Isles, with the counties coloured in pink, orange, yellow, green and purple, which my father had framed and given to me as a Christmas present. Deborah stared at my list with her chin on one hand. She giggled. ‘Who is Rose Porter? And what’s this mean?’ She hesitated ‘La Fras…what?’


‘She was married to Uncle Ernest,’ I pointed to his name, ‘and could walk about on her hands while playing the violin with her feet…really!’ Deborah was laughing and shaking her head from side to side, her hair swinging and brushing the carpet.


‘Impossible. How could she?’


‘I don’t know, but she did. It was her job. She did it in the music halls they had then; you know, an act, like an acrobat but with music.’ I found this funny too. ‘That’s what they say, Uncle George and Dad.’


Still giggling, Deborah stood up, pushed off her shoes and did a handstand against the wall. I sat cross-legged watching her. She moved one hand away from the wall and then, more tentatively, the other. She took another step, bent her knees to bring her feet closer together and collapsed on to her back with her feet up the wall. ‘See. It’s completely impossible.’


I took my shoes off and tried, starting off against the opposite wall. I staggered on my hands and fell in a twisted heap. Deborah picked up my notebook and biro, found my ruler and lay on her front on the carpet again. Very carefully, with her nose an inch or two from the paper, she drew a family tree on the page opposite my list, asking me questions to make sure she got it right. It had three generations – my father’s grandfather, George Thompson, was alone at the top; there was a long middle line with five people; before she drew the bottom line, I told her my father had had a sister, Gladys, who had died a long time ago.


‘So she lived there too. There were ten people living there, then.’ I nodded. She muttered to herself, ‘Ten people, and two of them were called George and two of them were called Alice.’ She used the ruler to draw a horizontal line across the end of the vertical one which led from the ‘x’ between ‘Tom Reynolds’ and ‘Amelia’, and in small, neat writing wrote ‘Clifton’ and ‘Gladys’ at the bottom.


‘There. Done.’ She turned the book round and pushed it over to me. I studied the page carefully. It was all neat and, as far as I knew, accurate. On the middle line, underneath ‘Rose Porter’, Deborah had written ‘La Frascetti’ and had framed these words with ornate brackets. She had drawn a box in the bottom right corner containing the heading ‘Servants’, and had written ‘Big Alice’ and ‘Little Alice’ underneath.


My mother’s voice wafted up from the hall. Lunch was ready.


We ate at the old mahogany table in the dining room which led on to the kitchen at the back of the house. My mother had put the Nutcracker Suite, a pile of 78s which dropped on top of each other with a click and a clatter every few minutes, on the huge walnut-veneer radiogram. Deborah sat opposite me. My father sat with his back to our old upright piano at the end away from the kitchen facing my mother. In front of each of us was a white plate with a purple rim containing sliced ham and corned beef and a baked potato. In the middle of the table were a bowl of lettuce, tomato and cucumber salad, a circular, blue-and-white striped butter dish, a contraption made up of two small bottles with curved necks stuck together which dispensed oil and vinegar, bottles of Heinz salad cream and Colman’s mustard, jugs containing orange squash and water, a small wooden pepper-grinder and a glass salt cellar with a silver screw-on top.


We all helped ourselves, passing items around politely; my father poured orange squash for me and Deborah and water for himself and my mother, and made great play of grinding a huge quantity of pepper over everything on his plate. My mother, bright and chirpy whenever my friends were around, talked about summer holidays; we were going to Ilfracombe again, and Deborah was going to Saundersfoot. The merits of different types of caravan were discussed and how both caravan sites had games rooms with ping-pong. My father mentioned the fly fishing in north Devon, and told us he preferred chess to ping-pong as a rainy-day activity.


When the first course was over, everyone ignored my mother’s instruction to stay seated while she fetched the pudding; instead we all stood up and carried everything into the kitchen. The next course was tinned peaches with raspberry-ripple ice-cream. While my mother was dishing this out, Deborah asked my father about La Frascetti; was it really true what I had told her, that she could walk about on her hands while playing the violin with her feet?


He smiled and leant across the table towards her. ‘I saw her do it many times. She used to practise in our house, in the front room, in the hall, on the stairs. The high point of her act was walking on her hands downstairs while playing a popular tune with her feet. Later I saw her performing at the Hackney Empire, the Britannia in Hoxton and …’ He paused and stared at the floor, trying hard to remember. At last it came to him, ‘Collins’s Music Hall in Islington. But she went all over the world, America, Russia, Europe. She was a big act and earned lots of money. My uncle Ernest was her manager for a while, and then became part of the act. I remember seeing him on stage at Collins’s, dressed in a top hat and cloak, while she did her acrobatics wearing spangly short dresses and tights like the Television Toppers.’


He took a spoonful of peaches and ice-cream. Deborah and I both spoke at once. ‘But how did she do it? Hold the violin…’ ‘Could everybody see her bottom?’


My mother laughed. My father ignored me and continued speaking to Deborah. ‘She held the bow between her big toe and the next one, and the violin was fastened to her other foot with a strap.’


Deborah put her fingers in her hair and frowned. ‘I can’t imagine it.’


‘Well, she stood on her hands with her knees bent and her feet above her bottom, which you could see, incidentally, although she wore silk knickers with sequins all over them,’ he turned quickly to me with a smile and back to Deborah again, ‘and somehow managed to push the bow across the strings. It was remarkable to watch.’ He took another spoonful. ‘Although, when I first saw her at home, I was small and thought nothing of it. I grew up with Rose walking about on her hands in the house, and it didn’t seem odd until I got older and my friends started wanting to come round and have a look.’


My mother turned the pile of 78s over and Tchaikovsky came quietly from the corner of the room again. Deborah and I had second helpings of ice-cream.


‘How did she actually play the notes?’ Deborah wrinkled her nose and looked at my father.


This provoked a long discussion involving my mother as well, because my father didn’t really know the answer and my mother was the musical one. They decided between them that La Frascetti’s violin must have been tuned to four particular notes and that she had probably played the key notes in a popular tune or chorus; even my father admitted that it was unlikely that she could actually hold down the strings with her toes while standing on her hands. As far as my father could remember from the four or so times that he had seen her perform in public, she had always had musical accompaniment; certainly drum rolls and clashing cymbals at the climactic moments; on some occasions he had seen Uncle Ernest playing a xylophone and there had usually been a small orchestra in the pit at the music hall.


My mother had a theory about black notes. She switched off Tchaikovsky and tried various old tunes on the piano to see if any contained just four of them. My father kept whistling something which he said was called ‘The Belle of New York’; my mother found this hard to play but got it eventually. It did indeed contain four black notes, and they both got very excited, convinced that these were the very notes that La Frascetti had played all those years ago. My mother played it over and over, hitting the black notes higher up the piano to simulate our long-forgotten ancestor bowing her violin with her feet, while my father drummed on a table mat with two bendy knives.
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“His family story matters to him ... he makes it matter to us too’
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‘calm, quiet brilliance’
Daily Express

‘gripping ... strangely moving and elegiac’
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