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I would love to tour the Southlands
In a travelling minstrel show
I’m dying to be a star, and make them laugh.
Sound just like a record on a phonograph
Those days are gone for ever, over a long time ago.


Steely Dan, ‘Pretzel Logic’, 1974


Not for nothing do we invest so much of ourselves in other people’s lives – or even in momentary pictures of people we do not know . . . Illusions are art, for the feeling person, and it is by art that we live, if we do.


Elizabeth Bowen, The Death of the Heart, 1938


Pop/rock is essentially young people’s music and the eventual encroachment of home-making usually ensures that the gang mentality of a group proves impossible to sustain beyond its members’ late twenties.


Ian MacDonald, Revolution in the Head: The Beatles’
Records and the Sixties, revised edition, 1997


Welcome to the party, we’re all just papers in the wind.


Jo Jo Gunne, ‘Run Run Run’, 1972


You know, in the bar Danny and I just bought in New York, there’s some graffiti in the men’s room – three lines, written by three different people. ‘Film is king,’ ‘Television is furniture’ and ‘Rock and Roll is life.’ I think that pretty much sums it up.


John Belushi, quoted in Bob Woodward,
Wired: The Short Life and Fast Times of John Belushi, 1984




 


 


 


‘Unless you let things take for ever,’ Garth Dangerfield once pronounced, ‘they never get done.’ It was one of his better utterances – probably dating from his short-lived Zen phase – and I very nearly used it in a press release, only to be dissuaded by Stefano, who cautioned against what he called ‘all this philosophical wank’. What Garth meant by it, I think, is that no human activity exists in a vacuum, that everything, necessarily, leads on to something else, that all stories are part of other stories that would take an infinity to separate out.


On the other hand, there is no harm in trying . . .


And so here I am, sitting in the dense, small-hours silence, up in the attic room of the big house in Earlham – the house my mother would have liked so much had she lived – and outside it is raining. Rain on Earlham, and the Norwich suburbs into which it feeds. Rain on the villages beyond the ring road’s encircling arc, on Hethersett and Melton and the endless fields where Ralph Miniver – more about him later – wandered three-quarters of a century ago. Rain falling over Norfolk, from Yarmouth to Lynn, Cromer to Clenchwarton, and Diss to Downham, from the Broads to the Fens, and subduing even time – the clock that ticks on the shelf beside me – with its clangour.


All around me, I realise, is the baggage of a vanished life. There are laminated gold discs glinting from the wall, next to framed photographs from thirty and forty years ago. Also present, in cardboard boxes, in neatly labelled plastic wallets, in ancient vinyl record racks and piles of cassette tapes, are the materials I need for the task in hand. It has been a long job, a small miracle of accumulation and dogged research, enterprise, tact and discrimination, but I flatter myself I have everything: the tour programmes; the stack of music-press cuttings; the vast cache of letters grubbed up by Felicia, one-time secretary to the fan club, from her hoard. (Felicia is into her seventh decade now, married to an investment banker and living in Purley, Surrey, but equally keen that all this should see the light. ‘It matters, Nick,’ she told me, and she was correct.) There is Garth’s autobiography, there is Macdonald’s mad book about the studio sessions, not to mention a whole pile of merchandise from assorted US tours, even down to the limited-edition Helium Kids barbecue-party parasol and the range of attenuated male swimwear . . .


Above all, there is a group portrait, dating, I should say, from sometime in 1970–71, back in the halcyon days, those tornado years through which we cruised like a pack of molten gods, taken at somebody’s poolside, by some-body’s verdant lawn. San Francisco? Fire Island? I don’t know, and the situational details – like nearly all situational details from that time – are limited. The man standing slightly to one side is Jack Nicholson. But nearly everybody who figures in this narrative is there – the boys, naturally, but also Don and Stefano, looking as if they were off to play the ugly sisters in panto, and Angie, and even Rosalind, who had somehow arrived to swell the scene. Our faces look simultaneously triumphant, exhausted and expectant, but also wary, as if already we half-suspect that the glorious prize we have managed to carry off will shortly be taken away from us.


Which is more or less what happened.


Some obvious questions. What took me so long? What stayed my hand? Why now, of all times, when half of us are dead or disappeared or rein-vented into people our former selves would not have recognised? And am I telling the truth? Well, as Garth said, unless you let things take for ever, they never get done. As for the truth, granted the confessional is as artificial a form as any other, but what have I got to hide? Why, as Don once remarked, as he presented a management contract in which most of the subsidiary clauses had yet to be typed in to his five impressionable protégés for signature, would I lie to you? So this is the story of the Helium Kids, of Garth, Dale, Ian, Keith and Gary and poor, seahorse-faced Florian, of wrecked hotel rooms and bright California dawns, of Goodge Street in the psychedelic summer sun, of Ros and Lucille and Al Duchesne, of my father’s corpse bobbing out to sea off the Oregon coast, of the helicopter’s nervous descent onto the human ant-heap that was Ogdenville, of John Lee Hooker playing in the blues club in Columbus, of secrets that could not, in the end, be concealed and of myths doomed to shatter into a thousand fragments, and of the rain, falling on Earlham and across the world, in an endless tide, that will continue to fall when you and I and even the Norfolk villages are gone.




THE HELIUM KIDS


Garth Dangerfield rhy gtr, vocals/Dale Halliwell gtr/Ian Hamilton bs/Florian Shankley-Walker kybds/Keith Shields drms (original line-up)


Formed Shepperton, Middlesex, 1961. Even now, a dozen years into their rollercoaster career – which is putting it mildly – the jury is still out on the Helium Kids. To their admirers they are an essential part of that late-sixties zeitgeist, constantly adapting themselves to the new styles and influences of an ever-shifting musical landscape, and, at the height of their commercial triumphs, only marginally less successful than the Beatles (q.v.) and the Rolling Stones (q.v.). To their detractors, on the other hand (a constituency that at one time included most of the UK’s music press), they are plagiarists and bandwagon-jumpers – ‘a group that has clearly never had an original idea in its collective head’, the influential Rolling Stone columnist Ralph J. Gleason declared after attending one of their concerts. The truth probably lies somewhere between these two extremes. But if hindsight reveals much of the band’s early music to be highly derivative, then the force of their contribution to the nascent seventies scene has been consistently under-appreciated by critics anxious to write them off as chameleons of rock.


The Helium Kids’ origins go back to St Paul’s School, Shepperton, where Dangerfield (b. 19 July 1945) and Halliwell (b. 7 May 1945) were reluctant pupils. Later joined by the slightly older Hamilton (b. 3 February 1943) and Shields (b. 6 June 1943). Former child actor and musical prodigy Shankley-Walker (b. 27 August 1941), a classically trained pianist brought in by the band’s manager, was the only non-working-class member. To begin with the Kids were a Beat Group pure and simple. (1), recorded over three days in the spring of 1964 with the aid of professional sessioneers, could be the work of any competent Merseyside five-piece of the era, sans the Liverpudlian accents, and on its second side veered close to novelty-song territory. At the same time ‘Glad It’s You’, the first Dangerfield/Halliwell composition committed to vinyl, reached No. 3 on the UK singles chart. The US tour which followed was little short of disastrous, the band homesick and out of their depth playing to mostly unresponsive audiences in out-of-the-way venues. (2), released in its wake, is a curious melange, including cover versions of American R & B classics that had featured in their live sets since the early days on the west London pub circuit, but simultaneously spawning the monster hit single ‘Gypsy Caravan’. By this time the band were hanging out with Ray Davies and listening to Dylan, the latter a discernible influence on (2)’s 11-minute closing track ‘Watching the Raindrops Fall’.


Two more singles, ‘Mohair Suit’ and ‘Girl You Shouldn’t Know’, both from the second half of 1965, kept up a certain amount of momentum, but these were difficult times for the group. There were personal tensions, many of them fomented by the presence of Shankley-Walker, whom the others disliked, and ineffectual management. (3), released in the same week as the Beatles’ all-conquering Revolver and sounding suspiciously like the Small Faces (q.v.), whose Mod gladrags the boys now affected, having long since given up on their matching suits, was their weakest recording to date. The era of flower power found them treading water, although (4), with its fashionable kaleidoscope sleeve, was a surprise hit, while the group, always astutely publicised, continued to remain newsworthy. Both Dangerfield and Halliwell, for example, were supposedly present during the famous police raid on Redlands, Keith Richards’s country house in Sussex, in the early part of 1967 and narrowly avoided criminal charges. The press feeding-frenzy reached its height when Shankley-Walker, who had previously expressed his intention of leaving the group, or been sacked from it – reports varied – was found dead in the swimming pool of a friend’s borrowed farmhouse on 14 August 1967.


There followed an inevitable period of introspection, broken only by a cameo appearance in the Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour (q.v.), in which they can be seen cavorting on the back seats of the bus. John Lennon later remarked that they were ‘. . . fucking hooligans. Don’t know why we had them on board.’ (5), which dates from this time, is a period curio, largely consisting of spoken-word improvisations delivered by Dangerfield to an accompaniment of skeletal back-beats. But change was in the air. Shankley-Walker’s replacement Gary Pasarolo (b. Tenterden, 12 September 1949), formerly of the Pastel Shades, was a bona fide guitar virtuoso. Out went keyboards, Mod cuts and King’s Road stylings and in their place came leather jackets, longer hair and a harder sound. With a new manager on board – the formidable Don Shard – and, on the expiry of their Decca contract, a recording deal with EMI, the band emerged from the studio with (6) – certainly their most accomplished record to date, whose occult shadings (‘Ouija Board’, ‘Who is This that Wakes from Slumber?’) brought disapproving articles in the tabloid press. Returning to the States, for the first of several increasingly lucrative tours, they discovered that they had acquired a new, and older – if not necessarily mature – audience, attracted by the overtly ‘political’ material on (7). All this brought commercial rewards that were, for the time, almost unprecedented. In 1971 it was calculated that as a live act they were out-sold only by Led Zeppelin (q.v.), the Who (q.v.) and the Stones. Their extravagant stage show at this time may be viewed on Burning Skies, the documentary film of their notorious free concert in Ogdenville, Louisiana, which degenerated into a near-riot, and heard – inadequate production notwithstanding – on the sprawling (8). If later albums have lacked the power of (6) and (7), then the band are still a serious proposition – both inside the studio and out of it.


(1) Suitcase Full of Songs (Decca 1964), (2) Pumped Up (Decca 1965), (3) Smiley Daze (Decca 1966), (4) Paisley Patterns (Decca 1967), (5) Just Saying (Decca 1967), (6) Cabinet of Curiosities (EMI 1968), (7) Low Blows in High Times (EMI 1970), (8) Got Live with the Helium Kids (EMI double 1971), (9) Greatest Hits (EMI 1972), (10) Street Assassins (EMI 1973). Garth Dangerfield solo – Ragamuffin Chorus (EMI 1970).


New Musical Express Book of Rock, 1973


Recent years have not been kind to the Helium Kids. (11)’s ill-advised foray into ‘progressive’ rock cost them fans, not all of whom were won back by the hastily recorded and more soul-influenced (12). An album of no-frills rock-and-roll covers (13) did reasonable business but their live appearances were by now increasingly bloated affairs, accompanied by lurid tales of offstage excess and narcotics busts. None of this was helped by persistent rumours that EMI were unwilling to renew their contract. Nadir was reached on a woefully under-rehearsed and under-attended jaunt around the US in 1977 – again hit by controversy when $250,000 went missing from the tour manager’s safe. With no new record on the racks for nearly three years and the individual members apparently estranged from each other it remains to be seen whether the band have shot their bolt.


(11) Glorfindel (EMI 1974), (12) Feeling the Pressure (EMI 1975), (13) Return to Base (EMI 1975), Greatest Hits Vol. II (EMI 1976).


New Musical Express Book of Rock, revised edition 1978




PART ONE


The Big World Out There


It’s a big world out there
And I am scared . . .




1. BARRYTOWN


You’re asking ’bout the other girls,
And sure there’ve been a few
But let me reassure you babe that
Hey, I’m glad it’s you.


‘Glad It’s You’


‘Miz Rosalind, she ain’t been downstairs yet,’ said Dolores the coloured maid, which was what you called female domestic servants of Afro-American descent in the south-western states in the year after John Kennedy died.


‘That’s all right. I’ll wait in the hall.’


‘Mizzuz Duche sne, she don’t favour people strowin’ up her vestibule none. Says it’s like a-waiting for the Kentucky Derby to start.’


‘Perhaps I’d better go into the sitting room, then.’


‘You kin do that, I guess. But don’t you go mussin’ up none of Mr Duchesne’s papers. They’re confidential he says.’


It was about half-past seven in the evening, but the heat was still seeping up through the parched Arizona tarmacadam and the flowers in their urns by the Duchesnes’ marbled doorstep all drooped crazily to one side. In the street, a gloomy three-dozen yards away, expensive, low-slung automobiles hastened sharkishly by. When you first fetched up in Phoenix out of the desert, rolled in from Silas or Prescott, say, and found that piecemeal collection of buildings, structures so any-the-which-way disposed that it was as if Zeus had flung them randomly from the top of Mount Olympus, there was always some wiseacre on hand to inform you proudly that there were three things you needed to know: that the climate was agreeable (‘never like to rain in Phoenix’); that there wasn’t a traffic problem, no sir, no how; and that the natives were friendly. All these statements were, in their varying degrees, misleading.


‘Now you take care, you hear?’ smirked Dolores, who clearly hated young, white, visiting Englishmen as much as she hated old, white, resident Americans. Above our heads several different noises – the bopping hum of the Duchesnes’ generator, the march of footsteps and what sounded like two pieces of heavy furniture crashing together – proceeded in counterpoint, and so I pressed gingerly on over smooth, tan parquet that shoe-soles struggled to grip, through acres of spongy off-white carpet, past a top-of-the-range TV set not yet unpacked from its crate and a grocery sack full of gin bottles to the Duchesnes’ sitting room, beyond whose oblong latticed windows the wide Arizona sky was settling to dusk. Here hung several of the items most commonly found in the private quarters of Arizona Republican bigwigs in the early 1960s: a colour photograph of Mr Duchesne (‘Call me Al’) lurking deedily on the steps of Phoenix City Hall with Richard Nixon; a picture of Mr Duchesne and his bride on their wedding day attended by what looked the cast of The Ziegfeld Follies of 1936 but were, I had been assured, Mrs Duchesne’s six sisters and her seventeen first cousins, all kitted out in identical calico bonnets and knee-length organdie frocks, and a full-length portrait of Mr Duchesne taken three days after Iwo Jima where, according to legend, he had personally despatched five Japanese infantrymen. Nearer at hand, dumped on occasional chairs or strewn over the polished table top, lay objects that were more site-specific: half-a-dozen postcards of Phoenix’s favourite son staring solemnly out across Grand Canyon and Monument Valley as if he’d had them put up specially for the general benefit; sheaves of Maricopa County canvass returns with red-inked margins; a couple of boxes of GO FOR GOLDWATER campaign buttons. But this was 5 November 1964, two days after the election, and none of these items, as Mr Duchesne would have conceded if pressed, was worth a fucking red cent.


There was a copy of the Phoenix Gazette on the davenport, a spacious broadsheet, this, with a descending triptych of headlines that read: GOLDWATER GRACIOUS IN DEFEAT: SENATOR HAS ‘NO PLANS TO RETIRE INTO PRIVATE LIFE’: MRS GOLDWATER ‘SHEDS SILENT TEAR’. As I bent to pick it up something shattered violently on the floor of the room above, a female voice said shit, which wasn’t a word you heard very often in Phoenix outside a mechanics’ bar or a honky-tonk, much less spoken by a woman, and with a fine to-do about doorknob rattlings and associated throat-clearings, Mr Duchesne dawdled menacingly into the room. In the light of what came later, I’ve sometimes tried to invest that scene in the Duchesnes’ front parlour, there amid the tangled snarl of Arizonian heritage, the Navajo rugs, the antique trail maps, the cowpoke spurs and branding irons tacked to the fire surround, with more significance than it may actually have possessed. But there was really nothing to it, nothing at all – just me and a watchful old gentleman in his fifties to whom, as the father of my girlfriend – if that was what she was – and for the past couple of months my employer to boot, I owed a certain bedrock modicum of respect, eyeing each other up and making small-talk. He was an intent, nervy character with that curiously blanched look – very common to Phoenix – that comes of sitting in air-conned offices all day when the temperature outside is up in the nineties, who had no idea how to talk to men thirty years his junior and made every statement he uttered sound like an address to a political convention.


‘Why, Nicholas [Necklass],’ he now began, in his white man’s version of Dolores’s fantastically exaggerated down-home croak. ‘A pleasure [pleeshure] to see you.’ The stack of Goldwater postcards caught his eye and returned him to the great business of his life. ‘That was good work you did on the campaign, I reckon, son. Let me say that . . .’ He paused a moment, long enough for me to count the chevrons on his Elk club tie, and then came out with ‘You are a very fine young man.’


‘It’s very kind of you to think so, sir.’ Which was how you addressed any white male Arizonian over the age of forty who wasn’t obviously destitute.


‘Uh huh? Nonsense, boy. Non. Sense.’ There were times when Mr Duchesne sounded like what he was, which was an immensely shrewd real-estate lawyer with a finger in every municipal property development from Tucson to the Texas border, and there were times when he sounded like Hopalong Cassidy rounding up the dogies. At this precise moment he seemed a figure of enormous consequence: simultaneously baleful, kindly and capricious, a good ole boy from the back-end of the Copper State with whom you manifestly couldn’t take liberties. ‘Non-sense,’ he said again, so that the second half of the word seemed to stretch out into a third syllable. ‘An’ you bin spending a lot of time with Rosalind too?’


‘That’s right, sir.’


‘Taking her to the movies and such-like [sech-lakh]?’


‘Now and again, sir. She’s a very fine young woman.’


‘That’s OK. I guess you’re the kind of young fellow I like to see her around with,’ he said, without much conviction. ‘Only, look here . . .’ But whatever he was going to add was interrupted by another terrific crash from up yonder and the arrival of Dolores to report that Mizzuz Duchesne had sent word to say that she was running late and we wuz to go ahead without her.


‘Did Lucille . . . Did Mrs Duchesne say how long she’d be?’


‘No suh.’ Dolores, so snappy if you abandoned a half-full coffee mug on her kitchen table, was always subdued around her employer. ‘Said she needed time to try on a new dress or sumthin.’


‘Well, we can surely wait a moment,’ Mr Duchesne said, with a sudden, exceptional bitterness. He grabbed the copy of the Phoenix Gazette, held it up to the level of my chin and tapped it with his forefinger. ‘I’ve had just about enough of this.’


I could see a cue when it was offered. ‘Enough of what, sir?’


‘Why now, Democrats grinding our noses in the dirt. Liberals pushing us around. Let me tell you that twenty-seven million American patriots voted for Goldwater and they ain’t all morons [moh-rons]. Ole Miss, Alabama, South Carolina, Georgia [Jawjar], Louisiana all went ’Publican, and when wuz the last time that happened? The South’s gonna rise again, and it’ll rise up right under Johnson’s fat ass. But I wuz hopin’ we’d see off some first-termers. That Vance Hartke, say, in Indiana or Phil Hart in Michigan, and it ain’t happened. But let me tell you I’m proud of what we’ve achieved. You hear what I’m saying?’


I heard what he was saying. It would have been impolite in the circumstances to have pointed out that Johnson had collected over sixteen-million votes more than Arizona’s finest and 61 per cent of the total cast, and that Barry Goldwater, whatever his ability to beckon a few million Dixiecrat racists to the cause, had led the Grand Old Party to something approaching electoral meltdown.


‘Chrissakes,’ Mr Duchesne said. ‘Where is that dang woman?’


Three months into my stay in Phoenix, I was used to this kind of thing: folksiness alongside steely precision; naivety framed with the basest cynicism; skyscraper buildings and a set of social attitudes that hadn’t changed since old ‘Laramie’ Jack Swilling had crawled in off the salt flats to establish the place in 1867; all that terrible, pulled-both-ways wonder of sixties America. It was quite dark now up here in Deer Valley, where the Duchesnes grandly hung out, profoundly dark, and although the lights from downtown were blazing up through the murk you could tell that the desert, with all its murmuring silence, was only a couple of miles away. Muttering something about needing the bathroom I went out into the hallway and found Rosalind dabbing powder onto her face from a compact.


‘Nick! Nobody told me you were here. It’s too bad of Dolores.’


‘You look very nice.’ Back then, before the sixties had properly begun, the Phoenix girls were less matronly versions of their mothers and wore Alice bands over corn-coloured bobs, pearl necklaces and capacious pinafore frocks.


‘Do I? Why, thank you. So do you.’


‘Did I get the right kind of jacket?’ The men were supposed to wear tuxedos to this evening’s entertainment.


‘Well, if you really must know, you could have found a better place to hire it than Schwab’s.’


‘On account of?’


She gave a little twitch of her shoulders, as if to show that while duly acclimatised to the prejudices of the county she didn’t necessarily share them. ‘On account of him being Jewish.’


‘I thought Barry Goldwater was Jewish.’


‘It doesn’t signify in the least.’ She leaned over and ran a gloved hand over a phantom crease in the tuxedo. ‘Momma isn’t coming right away.’


‘So I gathered.’


‘She’s not quite herself.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


Mr Duchesne came slinking foxily from his lair, his white face grimly alight in the darkened corridor, and peered at us suspiciously. ‘Time we wuz a movin’ on,’ he said with what might just have been a homely self-consciousness. ‘Your mother will take her own car, I daresay.’


The upper part of the house had fallen silent. Outside the front door the Duchesnes’ once-emerald lawn glowed beneath a tracery of fairy lights. Beyond this, and the clogged highway that ran alongside, sempiternal darkness lay over the hick towns – Prescott, Benson, Douglas – of the Arizona plain. And so, quitting the silent mansion, and Mrs Duchesne, who was not quite herself, and Dolores, who on past form would presently be pilfering Mr Duchesne’s cigarettes out of the mahogany case on the sideboard, and the Maricopa County canvass returns, and the Arizonian antiquities, and Rosalind’s little white-painted boudoir under the eaves, and all manner of hints and imputations I hadn’t yet managed to get my ahead around, we packed into Mr Duchesne’s gigantic Studebaker and juddered off into the concertina’d lines of automobiles winding their way down towards Main Street in the naphtha glare of the streetlamps, with Mr Duchesne grousing about the goddamned traffic as if it had nothing whatever to do with the grid-iron road layout, the absence of sidewalks and gas at 15 cents a gallon on which he and the rest of the city fathers so fondly insisted, past crew-cut kids and cowed-looking Hispanics on street-corners and neon 7 Up signs and hamburger joints and late-night pharmacies with long, steamed up windows and discount funeral parlours (‘Tasteful . . . Hygienic . . . Instalment plans’) and attorney’s offices offering $10 tax returns while-U-waited, all of them hung with election bunting that no one had bothered to take down, until finally the road swung round and we were in sight of the Corporation Plaza, around which limousines and police cars were swarming, and a banner slung over the entrance which said PHOENIX WELCOMES SEN. & MRS GOLDWATER – ALL YOU CAN EAT BUFFET $2.99.


Inside, a woolly haired butler who looked much as Nelson Mandela would look thirty years later was taking coats and inviting people to kindly step this way suh and moddom and a committee of buffed-up Republican potentates stood around shaking hands. Mr Duchesne was instantly swallowed up by this stiff-shouldered horde, swallowed up and exalted by their chatter (‘Marcelle with you tonight, Eugene . . .?’ ‘How you doin’, Dale?’ ‘I’m good, Buck, I’m tremendous’) so Rosalind and I cruised over to the bar in search of that negligible part of the Phoenix demographic which could be filed as ‘anyone I know who isn’t a friend of Daddy’s. Here there were six-foot buckaroos in Stetsons shooting the breeze about rodeos and bull-riding, while their snub-nosed dates stood up on tippy-toes to watch, and a cine-film playing of Reagan giving his ‘A Time for Choosing’ speech, and I looked up at Ron – people called him ‘Ron’ not ‘Ronnie’ in those far-off days – thinking that he was an affable old ham to be sure but that no one could possibly take him seriously. I’ve heard it said that 1964, down in Phoenix, was the start of something, that the free market was mysteriously reborn here in the shadow of the Arizona desert and that Barry Goldwater, old Barry, was a true prophet, but let me tell you that’s not how it seemed at the time. There were balloons hanging in clusters, like giant grapes, from the balcony of the Plaza’s auditorium and posters all around the place proclaiming WE DID IT FOR BARRY, but none of the Arizona Republicans, the Dales, the Dexters and the Eugenes, were happy men. For here they were in a right-to-work state built on gas, cattle and segregation, where no union baron dared so much as make a phone call without some civic grandee to tell him that a basic human freedom was being infringed, with a leader who preached states’ rights and the communist menace, and forty-three million of their fellow-Americans – Massachusetts liberals and Catholics and California pinkoes, yeah, but forty-three million of them nonetheless – had rooted for LBJ, a man so corrupt that it was said that back in 1960 twenty-thousand blank ballot papers had lain in the Texas Democratic Party HQ waiting for the first Republican vote totals to be declared so that whatever the figure was it could straightaway be consigned to defeat.


The ‘Time for Choosing’ speech had given way to clips from the Goldwater TV ads, in which Barry zestfully piloted his plane around the Arizona boondocks, ate lavish Christmas dinners with his effervescing brood at a table that adjoined parched fields of cacti, sternly inspected military installations and their hardware and looked, it seemed to me, simultaneously mad and blitzed and unreliable, and people were tearfully applauding and pounding each other’s shoulders and launching sporadic whoops of admiration (‘Barry! Barry!’). Desperate cries, they seemed to me, agonised and desperate, from somewhere far beyond the Arizona sunshine, out beyond the rim of the world. Meanwhile, there were other problems to consider, one of which was standing close by, orange juice in hand, with the light from the chandeliers shining off her hair and setting it lambently aglow.


‘How was your day?’


‘Strenuous, I guess. Naturally, I worked in the morning.’ There was a fiction that Rosalind, two languid years out of high school, was taking typing classes, but everyone knew that Mr Duchesne would cheerfully have shot an elk with Hubert Humphrey rather than allow his daughter to stoop to secretarial work. ‘Then I had lunch with some of the girls at Macy’s bakery. Only of course Marty Knowland just had to stop by to show me his new Caddie, which is just darling.’ A balloon rolled dangerously towards her over the polished floor and she took an expert little skip into safety. ‘Not to mention helping Momma around the house.’


When I first arrived in Phoenix I’d assumed that its womenfolk lacked both guile and individuality. Three months later I was revising this opinion, all too aware that their submissiveness was capable of coexisting with a striking capacity for self-preservation.


The shots of Barry inspecting rocket-launchers and tumbleweed entanglements of barbed wire had given way to Barry on the porch of a Baptist church grimly attending to a foxy old gentleman in a preacher’s robes who was doubtless telling him to give the Commies hell and keep those darkies in Alabam away from God-fearing white folks, but in the absence of the man himself the whoops, the hollers and the hubbub were dying down.


‘What say we go on somewhere after this?’ I wondered. ‘Take in’ – I was gaining ground on the local idiom – ‘a movie or something?’


‘Oh Nick, you know I’d love to but I can’t.’ As she said this Rosalind brought her hands up imploringly to her bosom in a gesture that would have been substantially more enticing if she hadn’t performed it on every occasion that we met. ‘You see, Momma wants me to go out calling with her in the morning, and then I have to be at the bureau at eleven or Mrs Oglander will tell me off to Daddy again. But we can go tomorrow evening, honey, that’s for sure. Francine said why don’t I go and have a sundae with her and Marty Knowland, but you can pick me up after that if you like.’


This, by the way, was what ‘dating’ consisted of in Phoenix the year Goldwater got trashed by LBJ, or at any rate its higher class, virgin-bride end: giggling trips to ice-cream parlours; platonic Sabbath-afternoon ‘drives’ to beauty spots; sundaes with Marty and Francine; a little inoffensive necking, as it was called, on the patio while Mom and Pop were out someplace and the coloured maid napped in her room. There were, allegedly, specimens of young Phoenix maidenhood who ‘went too far’, skinny-dipped in the Gila River, attended naked swimming parties in the basement pools of the big houses up on Shelley Heights and would end up in an abortion clinic, but Rosalind wasn’t one of these.


‘That’s great,’ I said.


All this time the Goldwater homecoming was going on around us, and the tide of variegated Republican humanity surged back and forth: damson-faced farmers with their stomachs hanging over their britches and nutcracker thighs from spending six hours a day in the saddle; little old ladies with sausage curls and elaborately clasped handbags who lived modestly in the suburbs and worshipped Ike as if he were their long-dead brother; Klan viziers and warlords with incriminating tie-pins (Barry was supposed to have repudiated the Klan, but then Barry was supposed to have repudiated a lot of things); behemoth sophomores from the local college with their Adam’s apples bursting out of their throats like tomahawks (‘They’re good kids,’ a professor met at a fundraiser had confided to me, ‘but they ain’t had the education. Why some of them cain’t hardly write their names in the dirt with a stick.’) Rosalind, I noticed, was looking at me with the kind of sympathetic yet sorrowful expression hitherto reserved for friends who were making fools of themselves with motorcycle boys from what was known, with no irony whatsoever, as the wrong side of town, and there was some kind of commotion – cacophony, dropped glasses, elbowed-aside waiters and raised voices – steadily reaching crescendo at the room’s furthermost end.


In those days, back in Phoenix, afterwards in New York, even later on in Knightsbridge, I used to believe that you could import drama into your life at will, that if wished for it would seek you out in a way that matched your expectations of it. Only later did I come to understand that the truly dramatic is nearly always unforeseen, and that its consequences can never be predicted and sometimes not even understood. What happened now bore this maxim out. Rosalind did not use her sympathetic yet sorrowful look as the prelude to a declaration of love. She did not seize my hand and tell me urgently – as had happened in a movie we had seen only the other week – that I could whisk her away to a motel room and do whatever I wanted with her. Instead she said a touch brusquely:


‘Daddy says he wants to have a good long talk to you.’ Mr Duchesne was keen on having talks ‘to’ people rather than with them.


‘What about?’


‘He says he’s interested to know what you’re gonna do here now the election’s done.’


It was a good question. There would be no more political work in Phoenix for another six months, when some of the state legislature campaigns opened up. Meanwhile, I had $50 in the First Bank of Phoenix two doors along from Al’s office and the rent on my apartment was due in a fortnight.


‘I’d quite like to know myself.’


‘Daddy says’ – and here she lowered her voice to the point where it became almost conspiratorial – ‘he could help you get a job if that’s what you wanted.’


And then, without warning, the known and the assimilable melted away. In fact, several things happened simultaneously. A fan which had been pulsing above our heads, winnowing the stale Republican air and setting the leaves of the gardenias that one or two of the girls wore in their buttonholes sensuously aquiver, gave an awful mechanical squeal and ground painfully to a halt. Rosalind drew in her breath sharply. A man standing next to me, sounding like Foghorn Leghorn in one of the Looney Tunes cartoons, said, ‘What in tarnation?’ Meanwhile, at the far end of the room the haphazard choreography of descending trays, tangled limbs and shattered glass resolved itself and out of the confusion, moving towards us with a swaying yet purposeful step, came a solitary female figure.


The effect on Rosalind was electric. ‘Oh my good Lord,’ she said.


In my three months in Phoenix I had witnessed several of Mrs Duchesne’s performances. I had seen her plunge headlong down the main staircase of her house. I had seen her miss by a solid foot the ashtray in which she was trying to extinguish a cigarette and grind out the butt on the palm of her hand. I had seen her stand on the back porch and hurl a pile of dinner plates, one by one, in a wide descending arc, like a champion discus thrower limbering up. Eyeing up these displays of temperament, I had rather admired the nonchalance that seemed to lie at their core – that, and the oddly non-committal way in which they were received by the other Duchesnes. Mr Duchesne, Rosalind, Herb the beetle-browed elder brother who sometimes came over on Sunday afternoons – none of them ever seemed particularly bothered by the smashed dinner services or the spread-eagled figure on the parquet floor. It was what Mrs Duchesne did, how she behaved, part of the baggage she carried around with her, her inch-thick turtle’s shell, which the others dealt with by not making a fuss about it. Here, though, it was pretty clear that, like the girls who went skinny-dipping in the Gila River, Mrs Duchesne had gone way too far.


‘Oh Momma,’ Rosalind wailed away. ‘You promised.’


What had Mrs Duchesne promised? Not to follow her husband and daughter to the Corporation Plaza when demonstratively the worse for drink? Not to cause trouble in their wake? Not to appear before the Republican elders of Phoenix in what even I could see was a manifestly unsuitable costume of off-the-shoulder Manhattan party frock, surfeit of badly applied lipstick and stockingless feet? Whatever it was, she had failed, and failed miserably.


Rosalind’s watchfulness had given way to a determination not to let things go any further. ‘Now, see here, Momma . . .’ she began.


Mrs Duchesne ignored her. This might have been deliberate. Or it might have been that she was so far gone that the faces around her were simply indistinguishable. Whatever the explanation, she whirled round on her heel with such force that the three or four people nearest to hand, all of whom had been watching her with expressions of fascinated disgust, spun nervously away. Quite by chance, or so I thought, her gaze fell on me.


‘How are you, Nick? Nice to see you.’


‘You too, Mrs Duchesne.’


Until this time it was arguable whether Mrs Duchesne and I had exchanged more than two-dozen words. Now, for some reason, she greeted me as if I was her oldest friend.


‘Would you believe it, Nick? There was a black man at the door tried to tell me I couldn’t come in. Wasn’t that ridiculous of him? And then a waiter dropped a whole tray of glasses just where I was trying to take off my coat.’


‘But you’re all right now, I hope?’


‘I thought I’d just look in. Shake some hands. See the sights. Hear what Senator Goldwater has to say. That’s if he has anything to say at all.’


There was a way in which Mrs Duchesne’s lucidity diverted attention from quite how stupendously drunk she was. The really odd thing, I decided, was the colour of her face. Always reddish-tinted, this now seemed to have acquired a faint tinge of apricot.


‘Momma,’ Rosalind cried again, frankly aghast.


‘Don’t Momma me,’ Mrs Duchesne said equably. Her knees sagged a bit, but she managed to right herself. ‘In fact, why don’t you go and find your father and tell him I’m making an exhibition of myself? That’s what you usually do. And then I can have a nice little heart-to-heart with your beau here. That’s a good girl.’


We watched Rosalind skitter off through the throng. There was a feeling that the situation had calmed down, or at any rate could get no worse. The people who had seen Mrs Duchesne arrive in the room, and perhaps had experience of her behaving badly, went back to their conversations. The fan above our heads gave a little start and whirred back into life. Taking this as a signal, the band of white-coated musiscians who had been loitering on the raised dais on the far side of the ballroom arranged themselves in formation and a tiny bald man in a multicoloured waistcoat and a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles began lustily to sing:


In ah mountain greenery
Where Gahd paints the scenery
Jest two . . . kerrazy people tagether
While you love ya lover
Let blue skahs be ya cover . . .


‘You’d better get me a drink,’ Mrs Duchesne instructed, raising her voice above the din.


The bar was a heaving mass of tuxedos, worn by men who were clearly determined to tie one on before the sobriety-enjoining arrival of the senator, but there was a waiter going past with a tray full of martinis. Mrs Duchesne hoicked a glass off the edge and downed it in one. The cherry re-emerged on the tip of her tongue for a second and then, with a little dab of her head, she flicked it cruelly away.


‘Al will take his time,’ she said. ‘Always did. Never one for a scene. You know, that’s a beautiful accent you have there, Nick. Quite beautiful, even if you do tune it up for our general benefit. You ought to make a rekkud of yourself talking so that all the Phoenix ladies could listen to it and get themselves an idea of what civilisation was all about.’


She would have been about forty-five, I thought, slimline but raddled, with a nicotine-stained right forefinger and hair piled up behind a bow like Mary-Jane in the TV ads doling out cookies to the children. Searching for some resemblance to Rosalind, I found it in the curve of her jaw and the way her throat tapered away oh-so-gracefully into the skin of her neck.


The band had finished ‘Mountain Greenery’ and the man in the multicoloured waistcoat was loudly demanding of ice-cold Katy why she wouldn’t marry the soldier. Outside on the wide star-lit plain Arizona would be settling down for the night, and back in the dead towns, in Elfrida, Turtleneck, Fredonia and Snowflake, the younger citizenry would be drinking tomato juices in the late-night pharmacies and lighting out along Main Street, while the coyotes bawled at the moon. Mrs Duchesne took a pack of Marlboro cigarettes out of her bag, and stuck one in the corner of her mouth.


‘Could you kindly light this for me? Thank you, Nick. You know, I’ve been watching you taking in our little ways. Don’t think I haven’t. Nothing to worry about. I mean, I like you, Nick. And believe me, that’s something. Much better than not liking you. Al doesn’t. You may think he does, but he doesn’t. I suppose, now the election’s done, you think he’s going to give you a job?’


‘It had occurred to me.’


‘Well, he won’t. Sure, he liked having you on the team, shaking hands with the farmers, with that gorgeous accent of yours, but believe me that’s as far as it goes. Al likes people he knows. Better still, people whose fathers he knows. Grandfathers, sometimes. And then there’s my daughter. My daughter Rosalind,’ Mrs Duchesne said, as if she had countless other daughters lying around the place. She looked about for an ashtray and, not finding one, tapped the cigarette against the lip of the martini glass. ‘No chance there either, I should say. She’ll marry Marty Knowland. Maybe not for a year or two, but that’s what she’ll do. You’re very fond of her, aren’t you, Nick?’


It was difficult to know how to answer this. Perhaps what had done for Mr Duchesne would do for his wife. ‘She’s a very fine young woman.’


‘Yes, she is,’ Mrs Duchesne sadly agreed. ‘That’s exactly what she is. Just like me. I was a fine young woman once. Yes sir, every old bag of bones in this hall used to be a fine young woman. You can’t get on if you’re not. And you certainly can’t marry Marty Knowland. Rosalind knows that. Why now, there she is again.’


Over by the dais, where the press of bodies was at its greatest, the crowd had parted to release a small procession made up of Rosalind, Mr Duchesne and a Duane and a Eugene or two eager to catch the fun.


‘Get me out of here,’ Mrs Duchesne said suddenly.


‘What do you mean?’


‘What I said. Get me out. Before I smash this glass into Al’s face and tell Rosalind that she’d be better off marrying some poor booby boy from the county asylum.’


Rosalind and Mr Duchesne were only thirty feet away now. Mr Duchesne’s face was whiter than ever, like candlewax. Above our heads the Tannoy crackled into life. ‘Ladeez,’ the announcer wearily began over the racket of the band, ‘Ladeez and gennelmen . . .’For a split second I wondered about abandoning her, jumping ship, letting the Duchesnes fight it out among themselves, coming back later to examine the casualties. At the same time I could tell that I was in the presence of a will much greater than my own, a controlling force that wouldn’t be gainsaid. Mrs Duchesne, I saw, would get what she desired, whether I liked it or not. It was only her vote that would be counted.


We reached the hotel lobby to find a wave of tension sweeping through it, like wind over corn. Flunkies came smartly to attention; the old black butler abased himself on the plum-coloured carpet. A family party, consisting of a tall, spare patriarch in his fifties, two younger men and a girl and an older woman with elaborately marcelled hair, was racketing through the vestibule. I had seen enough photographs of that husky and curiously tortured face, quite often framed beneath a cowboy hat, to know that this was Barry Goldwater. By this time the senator, flanked by a couple of aides and a man I recognised as the local Republican Party chairman, was barely a yard away. I could have reached out and touched him had I wanted to. I could have reached out and struck him had I wanted that. Straying instinctively to one side, I saw that Mrs Duchesne had taken up a position directly in front of him, more or less blocking his path.


‘Why Barry,’ she said. ‘You’re awfully late.’


Goldwater’s face relaxed. ‘Lucille. It’s good to see you.’ He put out his hand, to which Mrs Duchesne clung tenaciously for a second or two, and then, thinking that his tardiness needed some formal explanation, went on: ‘We had a problem out on the interstate. Thought we were never going to get here. You with Al?’


‘He’s in there somewhere.’ The right-hand shoulder of Mrs Duchesne’s skimpy frock had twisted up, exposing her brassiere strap to view. ‘I was just leaving myself.’


If Goldwater was wondering why the wife of one of his trustiest lieutenants had opted to walk out of the hotel where he was booked to speak at the precise moment he was walking into it, he was too polite to say so.


‘That’s too bad,’ he said gravely.


Mrs Duchesne began to laugh. In the ghastly light thrown by the hotel chandeliers her face seemed to have turned bright orange. ‘You’ll have to excuse me, but there’s something I need to tell you.’


Goldwater offered no encouragement. He seemed to understand that something was wrong. Perhaps he was used to being accosted by the dishevelled wives of his supporters in hotel lobbies. For a moment he stood sizing Mrs Duchesne up: the three-term Arizona senator who had lost to LBJ by the small matter of seventeen-million votes and the Phoenix real-estate lawyer’s drunken wife, by now laughing uncontrollably and with part of her underwear showing.


‘Barry,’ Mrs Duchesne went on, her voice rising to a shriek. ‘I’m sorry you fucking lost.’


The cortege passed on. Outside in the street the heat was still rising from the sidewalk. The downtown traffic snarled around us. Mrs Duchesne, who had stumbled on her way down the marbled steps, clung to a railing for support.


‘I never liked him,’ she said, between mouthfuls of warm air. ‘Ron Reagan I can just about stand. But not that sonofabitch from the John Birch Society.’


Her car was parked in a side street round the back of the hotel, with one wheel up on the kerb. Luggage lay jammed up against the rear window. Mrs Duchesne installed herself in the passenger seat and rested her head on the dashboard so that her dark hair flooded out over the plastic like a stain.


‘You’d better drive.’


‘Where to?’


‘You decide. Anywhere but here.’


‘I see.’


From inside the hotel came a burst of applause, wild cries, a bass drum eerily resounding. By degrees, and with advice from the passenger seat, we moved off. Another thing about the truly dramatic is the lessening of responsibility it brings. Here in the car with Mrs Duchesne I was half exhilarated and half struck down with terror. There was absolutely no knowing what would happen. All bets were off.


‘I need to stop at my apartment.’


‘That’s fine by me,’ Mrs Duchesne said. Bolt upright in her seat now, arms folded across her chest, face more or less returned to its normal colour, she looked surprisingly at ease. It was hard to believe that the events of the last half hour had taken place.


The apartment was on the south side of town: a stone’s throw from what was unofficially known as the nigger belt. Here mouldered tenement housing, all-night diners and juke joints where old black men played country blues deep into the small hours. It took five minutes to pack what I owned into a pair of canvas holdalls and write an ambiguous note to the landlady. At intervals out in the street the car horn sounded. I switched off the light and lingered for a while in the darkness, following the trail of the streetlamp where it fell over cupboard doors, folded ironing boards, empty milk cartons and boxes of Golden Grahams. It was about half-past nine, but the day had one more surprise. On the doormat, receding into shadow, lay a white envelope. I picked it up and turned it over in my hand. The writing, not seen in half-a-dozen years but horribly familiar, was my father’s. Outside, the car horn sounded again.


At some point in my absence Mrs Duchesne had raided a suitcase, for she was wearing a top-coat over her frock and had wound a chiffon scarf around her neck. She was also eating a Hershey bar.


‘I thought you were never coming,’ she said.


‘I was wondering myself.’


I stowed the canvas holdalls in the boot, stood irresolutely on the sidewalk, climbed into the car and then, without even knowing that the trick was done, moved off from one world into another.




2. NORTH PARK AND AFTER


Going back to the place I came from
Going back to the world I knew
Going back to the dreams I nurtured
Going back to me and you


 


‘Going Back’


The house is small. Just the five rooms, not including an eight-by-six-foot cupboard under the roof with space for a couple of boxes. My mother likes to call this the guest bedroom, although no genuine guest will ever sleep there. Downstairs are parlour, kitchen and sitting room. The cramped garden, where thin grass blanches in the shadow of monstrous gooseberry bushes, never catches the sun. We will be moving soon anyhow, my mother says brightly all through the early fifties, a little less confidently in the years that follow. We never do. Outside lurk the perils of the teeming streets: the park with its file of elm trees; the dangerous highway of Colman Road where fast cars maraud. Deep into adolescence I have a mantra dinned into my head to recite to the policemen or responsible adults who will rescue me should I stray from this quadrant. My name is Nicholas Franklin McArthur Du Pont – after Roosevelt and the general – and I live at 33 North Park Avenue, Norwich, Norfolk. The last two locations are superfluous. Everyone I am likely to meet knows where this is.


Taken together, the names are a mouthful, if not a liability. On the other hand, they are nothing like as onerous as my father’s, who claims to have been baptised Maurice Chesapeake Albuquerque Seattle Du Pont in homage to the army depots where his own father, Grampa Du Pont, had done his military training. Not that there is any guarantee that my father’s head has ever gone into a baptismal font. He has a kind of genius for evading official constraints or prescriptions; has, allegedly, no driving licence, passport or social security number. This provisional quality is enhanced by his not actually living in the house on North Park, but in America, possibly in Sarasota, Florida, or perhaps – my mother is vague about this – somewhere in New Mexico. Sir Winston Churchill becomes Prime Minister for the second time and King George dies in his sleep forty miles away at Sandringham. Bread comes off the ration, but my father is not there to witness it.


Despite the gaping hole of his absence, Maurice Chesapeake Albuquerque Seattle dominates my early life. There is a framed photograph of him a foot square in the uniform of 319th Bomb Group on the parlour mantelpiece. The wartime 78s presented to my mother – ‘In the Mood’, ‘Bei Mir Bist du Schon’, ‘String of Pearls’ – sit in a pile by the record player. From their sleeves, bland American faces stare imperturbably out. The peaked USAF cap he once wore still hangs on the coat-rack. Sometimes letters come from Florida, New Mexico and half-a-dozen other places, which my mother reads aloud to her cronies. The letters are long and full of news. My father is always up to something: planning to open a gas station; touring Montana in a convertible to watch the rodeos; negotiating to buy a mobile home. He signs off ‘Your loving husband Maurice Du Pont’. My mother’s friends are impressed by these budgets, but there is a feeling that distance has dulled their edge. It is all too far away, like rain falling out in the North Sea. Meanwhile, England lose 6–3 to Hungary at Wembley Stadium. Sir Winston Churchill is succeeded by Sir Anthony Eden, who my mother, an enthusiastic Conservative, says is a ‘real gentleman’.


My mother is a small, dark-haired woman: ‘petite’ in the cipher of the women’s magazines – Good Housekeeping, Woman’s Own – that she buys at Ragan’s, the newsagent’s around the corner in Colman Road in whose murky window pinned-up copies of the Daily Telegraph turn yellow in the sun. She likes to talk about the time she met my father at the Samson and Hercules Ballroom in Tombland, where GIs from the USAF bases out on the Norfolk plain came to dance the Jitterbug on Friday nights. My mother is from the Brecks – ‘somewhere out there west of Thetford’ – summoned to Norwich to work in a factory making silk canopies for parachutes. We will go back there one day, she insists, to Methwold or Feltwell, out in the wild country on the windy flat, and live in a house that looks out onto fields rather than the football pitches and the bowling greens of Eaton Park. We never do. Three months after the meeting at the Samson and Hercules Ballroom, under one of the great white pillars that flanked the stage, they get married. None of their parents attends: Grampa and Granma Du Pont because they live in Poughkeepsie, Upstate New York and there is a war on: Granny and Grandad Mickleburgh – my mother’s maiden name – because they so strongly disapprove of what Henry James would call this rash and insensate step. A solitary sister escapes the net of parental outrage and comes over on the train from Brandon to be bridesmaid. Three months after that, my father is posted back to America and never seen again. Aunt Dorothy, the bridesmaiding sister, returns to ‘help out’. She stays two years, before marrying an insurance agent and going to live in Southend. Once again, we are on our own. Photographs come back of a spruce, stucco house by the sea and a marram lawn where Sealyham terriers frolic, but my mother soon loses interest. She has other things to worry about.


To eke out her income, my mother takes part-time jobs. Behind the counter at the newsagent’s. At the dry-cleaner’s half-a-mile away in Bunnett Square. None of them lasts very long. My mother can’t settle to the work. The hours don’t suit, and the people upset her. One day she will get a proper job in one of the big city offices, she explains, where the men wear suits and there is a social club with a dinner dance. She never does. Whenever these part-time employments fail, an advert is placed in the Eastern Evening News and the guest bedroom let out to lodgers. There are several of these: Mr Standley, who works for the council’s Parks and Recreation department; Mr Cadwallader, who teaches at the infants’ school; Mr McNulty, who gives my mother a pound a week out of his dole money and spends his days reading the Racing Post and taking furtive walks in the park. My mother is distant with the lodgers, chivvies them briskly out of rooms she wants to clean, gossips uncharitably about them to the neighbours and is glad to see them gone. About this time, she takes up smoking. The empty Embassy Regal packets lie decoratively on the drugget carpet. The coupons are hoarded in a tin bowl by the front door, along with the Green Shield stamps and the Co-op’s bounty. When the pile reaches the rim, my mother will exchange them for a cheap table lamp, a shoe-cleaning kit or a rickety ironing board. Aunt Dorothy’s husband takes a job in Canada. Grandad Mickleburgh dies of pleurisy, still unreconciled, and my mother goes over on the train to his funeral. She comes back tearful and, it has to be allowed, three-parts drunk, saying she has had enough of North Park and wants to leave.


But North Park is not so easily left. It is a long, curving thoroughfare that follows the line of the park due west to a semi-countryside of fields and golf courses, a dense, mobile world, thronged with people: bicycling old men; children on their way to school; paperboys on their rounds; tallymen going door to door. Once one of the bicycling old men drops dead outside the house just as my mother and I reach the gate. The look on his face – a rictus of beady black eyes and peg teeth – gives me nightmares for months. The North Park men work in the boot and shoe trade, in garages and engineering shops. Their newspaper of choice is the Daily Mirror, which has pictures of Gina Lollobrigida, Jayne Mansfield and Diana Dors but also mention of Mr Attlee, Mr Bevan and Mr Chuter Ede. Housewives are judged by the neatness of their interiors and the freshness of their net curtains but also for the prodigality of their material goods. The first television set arrives on the road – a tiny glass screen set in a catafalque of teak, showing grainy black-and-white pictures of Muffin the Mule and the Queen launching ships on the Clyde – and is much admired. In Canada, Aunt Dorothy gives birth to twins. My father writes to say that he is thinking of becoming a ranger at Yellowstone National Park.


My mother is not without her resources. She joins a ladies’ bowling club that meets on Friday evenings at the park and allows her to wear a white A-line skirt and a peaked visor as a badge of membership. There is a sisterhood of North Park women who get together in the long afternoons to play whist and canasta for sixpenny stakes. The women have names like Mrs Stagg, Mrs Baldry and Mrs Marsden. Mrs Ellington, my mother’s particular friend, warns her that they are only after her money. My mother claims not to care. At thirty-five she is still good-looking, but inclining to fat, with neat black hair regularly pummelled into one of the new styles that are always coming out by Madame Yvonne, who owns the Bunnett Square salon. Madame Yvonne’s real name, it turns out, is Ethel. At ten years old I have my mother’s dark hair and Bugs Bunny teeth, together with my father’s high forehead and wide-awake eyes. This resemblance is often pointed out by people with whom my mother shares her photographs. Shortly after my tenth birthday she packs one of them into a manila envelope and sends it to my father’s last-known address in Boise, Idaho. There is no reply. A story in the Daily Mirror says that the most popular English dogs’ names are Hercules, Rex and Tuppence. It is at about this time that my mother shows me the black lacquer box my father bequeathed to me when he left. It contains a special gift, she explains, and can only be opened on my sixteenth birthday. The key is gone, but such is the importance which my mother attaches to this sacramental object that, when the day comes, she is prepared to smash it open with a hammer. I put the box away in the corner of my bedroom next to the model aircraft kits and The Boy’s Own Book of Adventure.


Naturally, my mother and I spend time together. North Park approves of this. It is called ‘doing your duty by the boy’. On Saturday afternoons we take buses into the city and explore its dark, inviting heart. Norwich is full of mystery. In the Norman castle – now a museum – there is a display case with a Saxon skull split nearly in two by a Danish battle-axe. A stone’s throw away in Elm Hill cobbled streets descend to a warren of tiny shops selling stamp-packets and antique bric-a-brac. Other times, on summer Sundays, we take the train to the coast – to Cromer, Sheringham or Great Yarmouth – and promenade along the breeze-blown front eating Sky Ray lollies and Mr Whippy ice-cream cones and peering in at the windows of the big hotels. Next year, my mother says, we will have a proper holiday in the Lake District or the Cornish Riviera, sail in a boat, climb a mountain and dine off oysters. We never do. From Canada, Aunt Dorothy sends pictures of her children and the news that she is working in something called ‘real estate’. A man from Ruskin Road who wins £50,000 on the football pools tells the Eastern Evening News that he doesn’t intend it to change his life. The family moves out a month later. The black lacquer box sits on its shelf.


At ten-and-a-half I show an unexpected academic turn and pass the eleven-plus exam. Colman Road Primary, where motherly Mrs Agar reads to us out of Moonfleet and The Tale of the Flopsy Bunnies, gives way to the City of Norwich Grammar School, with its honours board and shiny, linoleumed corridors, a mile away in Eaton Road. My mother is pleased, but also apprehensive, for the Mickleburghs are not supposed to be ‘clever’: Grandpa Mickleburgh, in particular, is thought to have been scarcely able to write his name. The ability to pronounce the words ‘sabre’ and ‘ptomaine’ in the reading-age test is clearly down to my father’s influence, an unlooked-for twitch on the genetic thread. North Park is in two minds about grammar schools. They may very well get you a job at the Norwich Union Insurance Society or Lawrence & Scott Electromotors, but they might also encourage you to ‘forget where you come from’. Even with a grant from the City Hall education committee, the uniform is a trial. Despairing of the pricey school outfitters my mother buys a couple of yards of cream-coloured flannel and makes up the cricket trousers herself. As for the social experiment which this transfer represents, if half of me is quite glad of the chance to forget where I come from, then the other half is borne away on its slow, sedative current: buying the Pink ’Un on Saturday nights to see the football scores; my mother at the kitchen table with that week’s Reveille, reading the stories about film stars’ engagement rings and the man who was swallowed by a whale but regurgitated three days later still alive but bleached white by its gastric juices, with her mouth open in a little ‘O’ of wonderment, like a goldfish.


Meanwhile, change is in the air. There are houses going up all over the west side of Norwich; the fields retreat and disappear and the outlying farms are being swallowed up. Mr Attlee gives way to Mr Gaitskell. The boys stop being called George and Albert and Jack and start being called Jason and Carl and Clifford. The girls stop being called Kate and Margaret and Mary and start being called Samantha and Jennifer and Suzanne. The North Park kitchens burst out in a rash of refrigerators and washing machines. Walking into the front room of a television-owning friend, I come upon Elvis Presley for the first time singing ‘Hound Dog’, and am transfixed by its novelty, its sheer outrageousness, the sense of ancient codes irretrievably despoiled. The backing band are the usual crowd of demure middle-aged men with cowlicked hair, but Elvis himself is unprecedented, titanic, a moody giant in a room of pygmies. Like the dead man sprawled in the street under his bicycle, the image stays in my head for months. A dozen North Park families club together to send a girl with cystic fibrosis on holiday and are commended by the Lord Mayor for their communal spirit. The mummified corpse of an elderly lady is brought out of a house where she has lain covered in old newspapers and piles of unopened post for the past two years. Suez comes and swarthy Mr Youkomain, owner of the local fish and chip shop, who is thought to be an Arab, has a brick thrown through his plate-glass window.


My mother goes into a decline. It is as if something fractures in her and never mends. She has given up on the part-time jobs to stitch baby clothes for a mail-order firm. The blue-paper patterns are pinned up on the kitchen wall, like contour maps. Anyone can stitch baby clothes, my mother says. Still, she finds it hard to keep up with the work. The sorority of the card tables is diminishing. Mrs Baldry and Mrs Marsden go off to play bingo in St Anne’s church hall. My mother has a stand-up row with Mrs Stagg, a real North Park ding-dong, with men in shirt-sleeves trying gamely to intervene, over a borrowed ten-shilling note. Mrs Ellington, the solitary survivor, is there at all hours: an eternal cross-grained presence amid the baby clothes and the piles of teacups. My father’s letters grow rarer and then dry up altogether. There is no more talk of warden’s jobs at Yellowstone or rodeo tours of Montana. He may now live in Maryland, or Rhode Island. Nobody knows. The last thing he ever sends is a picture postcard of the Golden Gate Bridge. On the back he has written the words Aiming to Cross this Beauty in Style. Mrs Ellington and my mother are very companionable together. They go on excursions to jumble sales in dusty parish halls, or take bus rides out into the Norfolk countryside. One school sports day, breasting the tape in the half-mile, I look up to find them waving to me from the crowd, their faces full of pop-eyed excitement. Like my mother, Mrs Ellington has been abandoned by a man. Unlike my mother, the experience has left her embittered, watchful and unforgiving. At fifteen, tall now, again from my father (the Mickleburghs are country munchkins), with champagne-bottle shoulders, I am fiercely protective of my mother, and at the same time annoyed by her. I am also annoyed by Mrs Ellington, the piles of baby clothes, the plumes of cigarette smoke and the jar of sixpences that makes do for a savings account. At school we read Dombey and Son, The History of Mr Polly and Nineteen Eighty-Four. The plane carrying the Manchester United squad crashes at Munich, killing twenty-three passengers, eight of them players. Mrs Ellington, coming home across the park at dusk, stumbles over a cigar box containing dozens of fossilised white pellets. My mother identifies them as baby-teeth.


My mother rallies for my sixteenth birthday. Even in her semi-collapsed state, its significance is inescapable. The jar of sixpences is raided for funds to buy me a copy of The Fellowship of the Ring, and there is a cake from Oelrichs, the genteel baker in Bunnett Square, with my name picked out in blue icing. The black lacquer box lies between us on the table as I attack the first slice. Picking up the box for the hundredth time, I am startled once again by its weightlessness, the dry, feathery sounds that rustle from within, like the elm leaves in Eaton Park trodden underfoot, how little it seems to contain. What on earth can my father have hidden in it? For some reason, now the great day has arrived, the urgency has gone. After all, it is only a box deposited by a man not seen by either of us these past fifteen-and-three-quarter years. Almost idly, my mother and I discuss ways in which we can open it. In the end, I fetch a screwdriver from the tool-box in the kitchen cupboard, slide it under the rim and give a sharp, decisive twist. Unexpectedly, the lid springs apart. A few flakes of amber rust gently descend. Inside is a cutting from a local newspaper with a picture of my father’s unit on the day it arrived in Norfolk, six $5 bills and a packet of Lucky Strikes mouldering away to dust.


I decide that I am never going to forgive my father for this.


*   *   *


And all the while time is marching on. 1958. 1959. Sir Anthony Eden gives way to Harold Macmillan, although my mother prefers Mr R. A. Butler, and there are race riots in North Kensington. Norwich City Football Club go on a triumphant Cup run that takes them as far as the semi-final. Twenty-thousand people travel down to London for the quarter-final replay at Tottenham Hotspur, and the queue for semi-final tickets stretches a mile around the ground. A university is scheduled for the golf course and the farmers’ fields at the end of North Park, and the turf is full of surveyor’s pegs and cat’s cradles of criss-crossing twine. The different parts of Norwich are identifiable by their smell: the sulfur reek from the chemical factory that hangs over the North Park house-fronts at daybreak; the suffocating tang of the chocolate factory next to Chapelfield Gardens; the cats’ meat stalls – these have names like ‘Pussy’s Butcher’ and ‘Purr-fect Scraps’ – on the back of the market, where my mother impressionably browses. I am sixteen now, going on seventeen, and in the school sixth form studying English, History and Latin with subsidiary French. In the summer holiday of 1959 I spend four weeks working dawn to dusk in the strawberry fields, a three-mile bicycle ride away at Costessey. I spend the £12 on half-a-dozen striped shirts, two pairs of drainpipe jeans, a bum-freezer jacket and black, winkle-picker shoes. There are girls by this time – super-refined Marjorie, who attends the Norwich High School, and likes to be entertained to afternoon coffee and macaroons at the Assembly House tearooms, and deeply plebeian Greta, who drudges in a shoe shop and is quite happy with a bag of chips and a stroll around the park. Though nattily attired and pungent with scent, the girls are oddly sexless. A squeezed hand or a peck on the cheek is at far as it goes. Anything beyond this is considered ‘fast’. Marjorie – plump, wide-hipped and fathomlessly ignorant – whose father is Home Fire Superintendent at the Norwich Union, intends to be an executive secretary. Greta – short, blonde and guilelessly humble – can see no further than stacked boxes and measuring tape. Each of them, after a ceremonious three-month courtship of cinema viewings and Sunday afternoon walks, writes me a polite note of rebuttal. Marjorie thinks that it ‘isn’t working out’. Greta has ‘met somebody else’. Two hundred thousand people traipse through the Berkshire by-roads to Aldermaston to protest about the Bomb. Nothing has been heard of my father for at least five years.


At eighteen I win a minor scholarship in English Literature at Pembroke College, Oxford. The scholarship is worth £40 a year. The rest of my grant will be made up by the local education authority. Of all the triumphs of my adolescence, this is the one that lights the flame of my mother’s imagination. I catch her looking at me sometimes with a kind of mazy bewilderment, as if she can’t quite fathom how she has managed to produce a boy whose headmaster, admissions tutor and local authority education committee chair regard him with such favour. The letter from the senior tutor, which, in an exquisite patrician touch, is addressed not to ‘Dear Mr Du Pont’ or ‘Dear Nicholas’ but ‘Dear Du Pont’, is taken down from the mantelpiece and shown to visitors. Even surly Mrs Ellington is impressed. Quite what my mother believes the daily routines of Oxford undergraduates to consist of I cannot comprehend, but she begins to buy me things from second-hand shops that may, she supposes, come in handy for my new style of life. Six floral-pattern china teacups, a bootjack, a cigar cutter and a mildewed cummerbund are acquired in this way, each of them left behind on the day in October 1961 when I pack my possessions in two suitcases, take a bus to Thorpe Station, a train to Liverpool Street, the underground to Paddington and a second train to the City of Dreaming Spires.


Oxford. Green lichen on grey stone. Mist sweeping up over the South Parks Road. Tattered black gowns catching in the wheels of antique bicycles. Chapel bells a-clang and bright green grass. In a small way I am an example of upward social mobility – this phrase haunts the newspapers, along with ‘existentialism’ and ‘consumer-materialist’. I have come from nowhere; great opportunities await me; what am I going to do with them? This is a good question. There are several views of Oxford current at the time: that it is a kind of Gothic nursery, where very clever men – and a few women – sit fidgeting themselves into neurosis; that it is an institution intended, simply by way of its architecture, to impress the people who wander around in it with a sense of their own insignificance; that it is a glorified employment bureau; that, with its swelling population of grammar-school boys, it is an interesting social experiment. For some reason I never quite get to grips with the environment of which I am a part. It is all too emphatic, too various, too violently removed from the world of North Park and my mother and Mrs Ellington fussing over the teapot, so insubstantial and kaleidoscope-coloured, it seems to me, that it might vanish under my hand at a second’s notice, like a Barmecidal feast in the Arabian Nights. It is not the place’s class distinctions or its superciliousness that baffle me, merely that I cannot crack its codes. A kind of cryptic smokescreen hangs in the air above every activity. You can see the doors, hear the key turn in the lock as other people approach, but, mysteriously, not pass through yourself. I make several friends at Pembroke, witty, worldly, amiable boys who have been educated at Eton, Harrow and Winchester. They will go on to become cabinet ministers, captains of industry, playwrights and novelists. I like them and I believe – once they have decided I am no threat to them – that they like me. They think I am ‘a good sort’, ‘officer material’, as one of them once puts it with not quite enough irony to make it tolerable, but I suspect I can never become a part of the world they inhabit.


My mother visits me once in Oxford, halfway through my second year. It is not a success. She is overawed by the place and too nervous to enjoy the treats I have arranged for her. The panelled rooms on the ground floor of the front quadrangle at Pembroke are three times the size of the North Park parlour, and she sits in them with a kind of terror, as if she half-expects some enforcer of the social proprieties to arrive and throw her out. ‘Your mother’s very charming,’ one or two of the well-bred friends to whom I introduce her duly pronounce. They mean well, but somehow the presumption of charm is worse than any insult. After she leaves to catch her train, I sit in the empty room brooding about the two worlds that have mysteriously collided here – North Park and Oxford; red-brick council houses and Gothic battlements – and wonder which one I belong to. The answer, which I cannot see at the time, is neither.


Only once in these three years do I over-reach myself, go too far, draw attention to the imposture that these three years represent. It involves a girl called Alice Danby. There are no girls like Alice Danby now, and there were not very many of them then. Oxford runs to half-a-dozen: girls of unimaginable poise and sophistication who come to winter lectures in caramel-coloured fur coats, who are driven off to dinner at Thame and Shotover by men in sports cars and saunter into Examination Schools carrying bouquets of roses presented to them by admirers on the steps outside. I meet her at a sherry party given by a friend in a room full of short-haired men in sports jackets talking about the regiments they intend to join and the City jobs awaiting them and women complaining that the iced coffee has run out: a small, dapper girl with a nose so ret roussé that it barely escapes from the plane of her face. She looks – and I am conscious of this at the time – like the girl in the Vuillard painting who sits at her desk under the lamp: an identification which, when made, she commends as ‘awfully clever’. In these days, and in these circles, women do not ‘go out’ with men, much less ‘date’ them, they ‘see something of them’. So, in a small way, Alice and I see something of each other. In a world irradiated by nicknames, where men are introduced as ‘Roley’, or ‘old Gus here’ or ‘the Badger’, she christens me ‘Nicko’. I am not sure – maybe the ‘Du Pont’ helps – quite how much she underrates the social gulf between us, but she is fond, in an irresistibly bantering way, of telling me not to be so lower middle class. Her father is a diplomat, which gives her a further layer of expertise (‘Quite why everyone goes on about Paris I’ve never been able to understand’) and she is, if not intelligent, then shrewd, and – like many of the upper-class people whom the satire industry is then beginning to represent as a collection of buffoons – entirely able to look after herself. Gradually it is agreed between us that I will take her to a Midsummer Night ball at St John’s College. The tickets will be ten guineas each. The protocols surrounding this event are established with surprising rigour.


‘You must promise me one thing,’ she says at a very early stage.


‘What’s that?’


‘You must wear a proper shirt. Not one of those dreadful made-up ones.’
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