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			‘A life well lived and a story well told. From first page to last, Brian Cox the great actor is Brian Cox the great storyteller, and nobody is spared his sharp eye and his caustic wit, himself and some big Hollywood names included. He is brutally honest about who and what he likes and doesn’t like, and honest too about his own failings. But what shines through every page is a man who loves being an actor and who has a deep understanding of why culture, and especially theatre and film, really matter.’ Alastair Campbell

			‘Rage and vulnerability, loss and passion, self-doubt, triumphs and laughs. Brian Cox’s memoir brings to mind the Blake poem “What is the price of experience? Do men buy it for a song? Or wisdom for a dance in the street? No, it is bought with the price of all that a man hath: his wife, his house his children.” What a treat and privilege to be invited in. I’ve never read a book that conveys the joy, grace and pain of the journey of being an actor and a human more honestly and with such straightforward blistering charm.’ Kate Beckinsale

			‘It is much more than a rabbit Mr Cox pulls out of his hat. In this candid vision of his life it is revealed how it is he is able so convincingly, authentically and uniquely to play such an abundance of characters. All of them different, all of them real, all of them him.’ Hampton Fancher

			‘Brian Cox is not only one of the greatest actors of his generation, he is a gentleman among men. Kind, wise, funny and intense in the best ways possible, Brian is also a wonderful tale-teller as this book proves. It is an honor to call him a friend and I’m so proud of him. What a life well lived.’ Ryan Murphy

			‘Wonderfully honest, touching and funny.’ Gemma Jones

			‘There has always been a coiled-spring energy to Brian’s acting and, now in his 70s, he has lost none of it. This book is like listening to him talk, switching from anecdote to diatribe to honest self-reflection and back to his original story before he interrupted himself. The effect is of undiminished curiosity and passion for life and work. All his observations are laced with his characteristic generosity, self-­deprecation and cut-the-crap wisdom.’ Harriet Walter
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			To my Ma and Dad, 

			and to the other three great influences in my life: 

			Fulton Mackay, Michael Elliott and Lindsay Anderson.

			And, of course, to the family Circus Coximus.
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			Foreword

			The first time I saw Brian Cox on stage was in 1985 when, in a mere three months, he stormed New York in two roles that could have not been more antithetical: first, on Broadway opposite Glenda Jackson, as a dashing doctor in Eugene O’Neill’s five-hour Freudian epic Strange Interlude of 1928, and then at Joseph Papp’s Public Theater downtown as a savage detective in Northern Ireland in Rat in the Scull, a fierce contemporary drama by Ron Hutchinson. Rarely has an actor so little known in America unfurled his dazzling range in such prominent venues in so compact a time before New York’s tough audiences. This coup soon led to a rapid expansion of his career from the British stage to theatre, film and television productions all over the world. The pace, quality and fearless variety of his work has never let up since.

			I would not meet Brian until more than three decades later, when we gathered at Silvercup Studios in Queens for the table read of the pilot of the HBO dramatic series Succession in November 2016. As I discovered in the long days on set to come, he is both a dedicated artist with a relentless curiosity and boundless work ethic, and the natural leader of a company of actors, most of them considerably younger, whom he cheers on at every turn. Plus he is witty and devilish company; he takes his work seriously but never himself. I can’t believe that, as a producer of Succession, I have had the good fortune to be in his presence for nearly five years.

			There have been so many dividends and delights in being Brian’s colleague that I would have to write a book of my own to catalogue them. So I must focus on one day that stands out as a landmark in my lifetime of watching actors at work, whether on stage, on screen, or on set. The Succession gang was aboard a yacht in Croatia in the spring of 2019, preparing for the final shot of the final episode of our second season. Brian’s character, the tyrannical family patriarch Logan Roy, is seated in his boat’s gilded salon watching the live cable-news broadcast of a New York press conference in which his once favoured son Kendall, played by Jeremy Strong, accuses him of enabling unspeakable crimes in the family firm. 

			We shot the scene first thing on a sunny morning. The television screen Brian was watching was blank, since the press conference itself would not be shot until the following week in New York. So Kendall’s diatribe was not acted by Jeremy but instead read by a young female production assistant crouched a few feet away from where Brian was seated. I was also a few feet away from Brian. His performance could not have been more different from those I’d seen him give on stage. He had no dialogue. His assignment was simply to listen. Not that there was anything simple about the delicate interplay of emotions the camera captured in close-up.

			In this memoir, Brian quotes our Succession collaborator, the writer Tony Roche, as telling him, ‘You do stillness like nobody I know . . . One just has to give you stage directions and then film.’ Tony of course is engaging in artistic license. But not by much. Here’s the stage direction for Logan, as written by the show’s creator, Jesse Armstrong, on the final page of the script: ‘Slowly across his face there cracks just the hint of, not quite a smile, but a smile-smirk of appreciation. His son is a killer after all.’ Brian conveyed all that from the very first take. Mesmerized viewers have been analysing it and talking about it ever since.

			The story of how Brian attained such mastery is told in full in Putting the Rabbit in the Hat. The tale kicks off with custodial jobs at a theatre in Dundee, Scotland, where he grew up in Dickensian circumstances. The youngest of five, with a beloved father who died when he was eight and a mother who spent the rest of her life battling mental illness, he left school at fifteen. He survived repeated tragedies thereafter, from near-poverty after his father’s death to a devastating fire that incinerated the playhouse of his tutelage. Yet somehow he found his way to London, where he studied acting at the renowned LAMDA. Soon he was revelling in the new ‘social mobility’ of the 1960s, personified in the theatre by working-class iconoclasts in acting (Albert Finney) and playwriting (John Osborne) who showed him a path to a career.

			How Brian ended up collaborating with so eclectic a cast of characters over the ensuing half-century is deliciously told in these pages and illuminated with his spicy cameos of the whole sprawling ensemble. What other actor has intersected with Steven Seagal and Tom Stoppard, Spike Lee and Vanessa Redgrave, Ralph Richardson and Mel Gibson, Nicol Williamson and Woody Allen? Played Hannibal Lecktor as well as Harold Hill in The Music Man and King Lear? Had an instant wedding in Las Vegas, directed The Crucible at the Moscow Art Theatre, served as the rector of the University of Dundee, taken up tango dancing and been felt up by Princess Margaret? It’s all here, along with the marriages, love affairs and children, the struggles with afflictions of the mind and body, and his impolitic takes on Margaret Thatcher, Michael Caine, Quentin Tarantino and Lee Strasberg (among others). Also present is an overarching humanity that drives him to find the good in (most of) those whose work or behaviour he finds appalling. 

			At one point in this riveting, candid and touching memoir Brian writes, with characteristic generosity, of Morgan Freeman, that Freeman was ‘the Morgan Freeman you would hope to meet’. Brian Cox is the Brian Cox you would hope to meet, as you are about to discover for yourself. 

			 

			Frank Rich

			August 2021

		

	
		
			Prologue

			In 1996, I found myself seated next to the actor Nigel Hawthorne on a plane, and we got talking about our respective work.

			‘I once did a film with Sylvester Stallone,’ he moaned at one point, apropos of exactly what, I don’t remember.

			‘Oh, that’s nothing,’ I told him, playing my ace. ‘I can beat that. I’ve just done a film with Steven Seagal.’

			‘Oh,’ said Hawthorne. ‘Really? What was that like? Do tell.’

			‘Well . . .’

			Steven Seagal, I told Nigel, is as ludicrous in real life as he appears on screen. He radiates a studied serenity, as though he’s on a higher plane to the rest of us, and while he’s certainly on a different plane, no doubt about that, it’s probably not a higher one. Seagal suffers from that Donald Trump syndrome of thinking himself far more capable and talented than he actually is, seemingly oblivious to the fact that an army of people are helping to prop up his delusion.

			Seagal would never do off-lines for others. Off-lines are when you do a scene and the camera’s on your character, while the other actor stands there to provide you with your feeds. It’s a bit boring for the one off-camera but most actors, the ones who aren’t Steven Seagal, will do it because it’s part of the job. But on The Glimmer Man, the director, a lovely man called John Gray, took me to one side and said, ‘The continuity person will be doing your off-lines, I’m afraid. Steven won’t do them. Steven doesn’t do off-lines.’

			‘That’s a relief,’ I said, ‘it would only be a distraction.’

			One particular day when Seagal was showing a girl around the set he stopped by where I sat with the script in my hand. ‘You see,’ he purred serenely at the girl, ‘this is how a great actor works.’

			‘No, Steven,’ I sighed. ‘I’m just learning my lines, that’s all.’

			The next thing I knew, he materialized, mysteriously keen as mustard to do his off-lines for me. But Steven doesn’t do off-lines, I thought. Confused, I glanced across to see John Gray shrugging, and I wondered if Steven’s attendance had anything to do with the girl he’d been escorting around the set. Could it be a coincidence that she stood not far away?

			Action. We began the scene, but the problem was that Steven didn’t know his lines. He kept fluffing them. ‘Steven, it’s very nice of you to do this,’ I said at last, ‘but it’s really not necessary. Why don’t you go back to your trailer?’

			Thankfully, Seagal agreed that his absence would make our hearts grow fonder, and there were audible sighs of relief as he left us to it.

			And that was what I told Nigel Hawthorne about my experience of working with Steven Seagal.

			‘Well, I can’t do that sort of thing any more,’ he shuddered, ‘I can’t play that kind of action movie type part.’

			‘I don’t feel that way,’ I told him. ‘To me, the nature of the actor’s life is that we do the job, we do the best we can and move on.’ I added that I’d just read a book by Michael Powell, A Life in Movies: An Autobiography, about how he and Emeric Pressburger became the pre-eminent film-makers of their generation. In the book, Powell says something along the lines of, ‘In movies, there are no big parts or small parts. There are only long parts and short parts.’ He means that no matter what the part, it can be as big or as small, as slight or as impactful as the film or actor allows.

			It was a piece of wisdom that had stuck with me, and as someone who had decided their future lay as a supporting actor, it lit the way for me from that moment on. It freed me, in fact. It removed ego from the equation and allowed me to disregard the size of the role, the star wattage of my co-performers, even, to a certain extent, the quality of the film I was in, and concentrate solely on what I was able to contribute to my character and what my character could contribute to the film. Actor, character, text. That’s all it is.

			No doubt my words fell on deaf ears, because even though Hawthorne had put Demolition Man behind him and gone on to make The Madness of King George as well as a brace of well-received Shakespeare adaptations, he was still fixated on that Stallone experience. That, too, is a characteristic familiar to the actor, that feeling of deep-seated insecurity. All actors suffer from it. We’re all desperately insecure.

			All of us, that is, except Steven Seagal.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Saturday, 1st June 1946, about 1.45 in the afternoon

			Throughout my childhood I’d hear it from my poor old ma. How my beginning was almost her end.

			You see, it was with considerable reluctance that I came into this vale of tears. There was no abseiling down Fallopio and into the light for me. I was going in the other direction, my wee hands clasping at the funiculus umbilicalis, wrapping the cord around my neck, while to make matters even more perilous and potentially fatal for at least one of the participants, my legs had joined the party too.

			What’s that now? Something cold and metallic on my backside. These forceps are tugging me, dragging me, pulling me down, until out I come, arse first through a sea of red – farting and shitting my way into the world . . .

			‘Molly has had a baby boy, a wee Gemini!’

			The cry was rallied throughout the nearest and dearest, including my Aunt Susie, who trilled, ‘I gotta a horse,’ as was her habit. And if that looks like a typo, I can assure you, it’s not. ‘I gotta a horse,’ was the catchphrase of Ras Prince Monolulu, a West Indian tipster who at the time was famous for espousing his spurious equine knowledge at racecourses up and down the country. (Monolulu, incidentally, died in 1965, when he was visited in hospital by legendary bon viveur Jeffrey Bernard. Bernard had brought with him a box of Black Magic and Monolulu choked to death on a strawberry cream.)

			Susie was my dad’s sister, a larger-than-life personality. Her husband, the wee and wily bonnet-clad Geordie McWha (and it’s true, he was called McWha – I believe his Irish ancestors must have had an unpronounceable name and ended up with McWha) was her polar opposite, although he did once pour a bucket of water over Winston Churchill when Churchill was running for re-election as Dundee’s MP – a contest Churchill went on to lose, possibly as a result of the soaking. ‘He had it coming,’ Geordie would tell you if you asked him why he did it. Perhaps Aunt Susie had a bet on the election’s outcome, for both she and Geordie were inveterate punters, and Susie, whose own birthday was also 1st June, had decided my arrival was, ‘An omen, a blessing. A wee Gemini, just like me.’

			‘Well . . . not quite like you, Susie,’ retorted Chic, my dad – Chic being short for Charles, especially in that part of the world.

			‘Bugger off. Y’ken what I mean. I gotta a horse.’

			She meant for that Wednesday’s Derby, of course. The horse? A grey. A rank outsider with the odds to match. She picked it for the name: Airborne. Gemini being an air sign.

			So, bets were laid. And Airborne did indeed win the 1946 Derby at fifty to one. But as small transient fortunes were made, the celebrations of my extended relations overshadowed the physical hell of my mother. Since the birth of my elder brother Charlie, she had suffered four or five miscarriages before I came along. Scarred inside and out, mentally and physically, she suffered alone in her hospital bed, and although nobody knew it at the time, she would never be the same again.

			Nevertheless, she rallied enough to instruct my da to register the birth. After some discussion around the issue of naming, my dad reluctantly agreed to my mother’s preferred suggestion and set off to the register office, not at all convinced by my intended name but with a task to complete nonetheless.

			The story was told to me later by my gambling-mad Auntie Susie – how my dad found himself at the desk of an affable and, as it would turn out, somewhat presumptuous registrar.

			‘And what would the wee man’s name be?’ asked the registrar.

			‘Colin,’ replied my father, with ebbing confidence.

			‘Colin?’ responded the registrar, pulling a face. ‘Really?’

			‘Aye . . .’ was my father’s shaky response.

			Still the same face. ‘Are you convinced?’

			‘Aye . . .’ my dad replied, not at all convincingly.

			‘Och, I dinnae like that name,’ countered the registrar, shaking his head. ‘The laddie will get all that police emergency nonsense. “Calling all cars.” Colin all cars. Get it? Have you no got a better name than that?’

			‘Not really,’ was my father’s sheepish reply.

			‘Well, to be frank, I’ve always had a hankering for the name Brian.’

			‘Och, that’s better, that’s much better. Oh, yeah. That’s a relief. Brian it is, then.’

			The registrar made a note. ‘Now what about a middle name?’

			‘A middle name?’ My dad’s confidence had well and truly evaporated by now. ‘I really don’t know . . .’

			‘Oh, he should have a middle name. He should certainly have a middle name,’ insisted the registrar, now firmly in his stride. ‘What about Donald? Very popular. David? Douglas? Dominic? I know. I know. Denis.’

			Who knows why the registrar should have been so obsessed with the letter D. Either way, my dad, now on the edge of hysteria, agreed. ‘Yes indeed, let it be Denis. Let it be Denis.’

			Thus I was registered Brian Denis Cox.

			Later, my dad confided to my aunt. ‘Susie, I couldn’t wait to get out of that bloody registrar’s office. It was like being cross-examined by the Gestapo.’

			Nothing is recorded as to my mother’s reaction to the name change. I suspect given how ill she was that all questions and decisions were subsumed in a morphine haze.

			Meantime, I had joined ‘Clan Cox’: generation after generation of dislocated Mick-Macks besieged by the forces of tribalism and the Catholic faith. Acceptance without question, that was us. I call it ‘conditioned ignorance’.

			Not that I knew any different back then, of course. My world was my father, Chic, my mother, Mary Ann (also known as Molly) née McCann (and affiliated with the Clan McCann), and my siblings in descending age order: Bette, May, Irene and Charlie. Together we lived at our house at 19 Brown Constable Street in Dundee.

			I call it our house, as in our ‘hoose’, which is a very Scottish expression. You talk about your ‘hoose’, but your ‘hoose’ could just be two rooms, and that’s precisely what we had at Brown Constable Street. My elder sisters would end up moving out and going to live with their respective husbands, but for a while there were all seven of us in that two-bedroom flat. Bette, May and Irene all shared the bed settee in one room (and in order to sleep, May would sing to her sisters at Bette’s insistence); my father and mother in the small bedroom, and my brother Charlie and me in the bed-alcove in the living room. I slept with wet cloths on my feet as a result of terrible ankle problems I suffered during childhood. Just growing pains, I think, since they didn’t last long, but in the meantime, the cloths did a grand job of soothing me to sleep.

			Our kitchen was a tiny scullery off to one side where the cooking was done. My ma had a terrifying accident in there once when, while remonstrating with Charlie, she knocked a pan of hot chip fat all over her arm and collapsed. I remember afterwards, we were all playing with this meringue that she had on her arm – this huge white meringue it was.

			From our house you could see the Tay, the longest river in Scotland. I’d marvel at its silvery swell spread out before me, dominating the city, every time I left the house on my way to school or off to play games of ‘lone wolf’ with my pals. That river acted both as barrier and portal. On the one hand it reminded me of the city’s roots in the whaling industry via the famous Tay whale, a humpback which found itself lost and stranded in the estuary. The whale was slaughtered and dissected, its blubber oil contributing to the town’s huge jute industry by being used in processing and extending the jute yarn. Then of course there was the famous Tay Railway Bridge, which literally fell down with a great loss of life during a storm in December 1879.

			And on the other hand?

			On the other hand, I’d look at that river and think, I’m gonna cross that bugger one day, find out what’s on the other side. From about the age of four I’d think that. Every time I left the house.

			I see myself now as an infant determinist. Later on in life I’d have a mentor who told me, ‘It’ll be the long haul for you, Brian,’ a condition I accepted, unconditionally. And I see now how Dundee’s whaling history acts as a metaphor for that state of being. The long haul meant keeping astride the lost whale through sea and estuary, wave after wave after wave. The infant determinist would be tossed and thrown in his pursuit. I would challenge oceans in pursuit of ‘the reason why’ – why be an actor? – and on occasion I would get severely drenched.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			In 2013, I was part of a documentary, Secrets from the Workhouse, in which I joined the writer Barbara Taylor Bradford, Felicity Kendal and Charlie Chaplin’s great-granddaughter, Kiera Chaplin, on a journey to investigate our respective ancestors’ links with the poorhouse, as it was rightly known in Scotland, not the workhouse as it was known to the south (of England), where there was no ‘work’, only flagrant misery.

			Look at the documentary now and you’ll see me getting cross. Not quite the works – Logan Roy in full flight – but still, I probably shouldn’t have got as worked up as I did, or at least kept it for behind closed doors. By Christ, though, it was a downright unjust system, and I was angry on behalf of all those like my great-grandfather on my mother’s side, Patrick McCann.

			Patrick had been injured working on the Forth and Clyde Canal in Glasgow and also suffered from bronchitis. At the age of thirty-nine – having lost five of his eight children and his own wife who’d died at the age of thirty-six – Patrick took his youngest son, Sam, and threw himself on the mercy of the poorhouse. There he should have found sanctuary.

			Fourteen times – fourteen times – he attempted, primarily, to have his youngest son taken into care, which through his persistence, eventually happened. But as to himself, the poorhouse labelled him a malingerer and turfed him out as one of the undeserving poor. In 1908, Patrick was briefly united with his three sons, and a new two-year-old granddaughter who was my mother, Molly. This was in Dundee and Patrick would have loved to stay there with his family, but as he was registered in Glasgow he had to return there. Three unhappy years later he was declared insane at Gartcosh asylum, where he wandered the wards believing he was a fourteen-year-old boy from Derry. He died later that year, taking the stigma of being a ‘malingerer’ to his grave.

			So, yes, my blood boiled at the sheer injustice of it all. From an injury sustained by building the city’s transport links to a lonely, wretched death in an insane asylum, shunned by a system that should have supported him. That was my great-grandfather’s life. ‘Malingerer’, in-fuckin’-deed.

			As you might imagine, the tales of my great-grandparents, grandparents, aunts and uncles are legion, and we could fill another book with a dizzying array of Bernards and Annes and Hughs and Kathys and Jeans. We could talk of Uncle Tom, who had been in the First World War as a stretcher bearer. Tom married a young French woman called Zelie Valembois, had two sons, Andrew and Harry, and the family settled in Béthune, in the suburb of Labeuvrière, France. There, thanks to his medical experience, Tom found work as a masseur for the local football team. In May 1940, Germany advanced into France, trapping Allied troops on the beaches of Dunkirk. By sheer mischance, my uncle’s team were playing an away game somewhere on the coast of Normandy, cutting him off from his family. Informed that the only way out of his dilemma was to join the evacuating Allied troops, he ended up getting on one of the last boats out of Dunkirk, and was thus separated from his family for the whole war.

			Back in Béthune, my Aunt Zelie and her two children found themselves in the clutches of an occupying force. The Germans saw a photograph of my uncle in his British army uniform and interned my cousin Andrew, being the eldest, in a labour camp in Silesia, where he ended up serving time with P.G. Wodehouse. His brother Harry would join him a year later. In time Andrew would write a book about their experiences.

			Uncle Tom lived with us back in Scotland for a while, as did Aunt Zelie, who looked after me when I was a wee boy. She used to sing ‘J’attendrai’ by a French singer called Dalida to me, an influence I remember as being distinctly not-Scottish, something different, something kind of special.

			But like I say, these tales could fill another book. For the time being we’ll be content to keep the focus on my mum and dad, beginning with my maternal grandfather, James McCann, who was one of the unfortunate Patrick’s children.

			James was a tram driver, a drill sergeant in the Black Watch militia, an alcoholic and a rather abusive man by all accounts. Not to excuse his abusive behaviour, merely to put it into context, but he was a veteran of the First World War, having been invalided out with frozen feet. My mother used to say that he had a look in his eyes as though he’d seen the dark side of the moon. No doubt he had.

			James McCann died in 1927.

			On the other side of my own particular gene pool was my paternal grandfather, name of Hugh Cox. Hugh was married to Elizabeth, who between the years of 1877 and 1904 gave birth to thirteen children, one of that baker’s dozen being my pa, Chic.

			Hugh Cox died in 1927.

			So, in other words, both of my grandfathers died the same year, and it was their passing that was indirectly responsible for bringing my parents together. In those days you had to serve an appropriate mourning period of three months, during which time you wore a black armband and weren’t supposed to socialize. To get around that and go dancing, for example, you’d have to slip out of town, where you could remove your armband.

			Chic and Molly, then, both of whom having lost their dads and wanting to cut loose, happened to go to the same dancehall in Montrose at the same time. My mother saw my dad sitting alone and, my God, the sheer brass of it, asked him to dance.

			And that was it. He was twenty-three. She was twenty-one.

			We Scots are a peripatetic, nomadic lot – I’m like that now, shuttling between London and New York – and so it was that just after they met, my mum left for Canada to take up a life in service. My dad was okay about it. Pretty sanguine, you might say. ‘Ah well, you’ve got to go, you know. It was an arrangement,’ and off she went.

			The thing was, she didn’t get on all that well out there. Plus, she had my dad waiting for her back in Dundee, so she returned home after about a year, reconnected with him and they got married.

			She shouldn’t have done that. She regretted having done it. If I could choose one word to describe my ma, it’s ‘thwarted’. She would always talk about how she should have stayed in Canada, and she maybe felt that things would have been different – as in better – for her if she had, because after all, coming back to Scotland meant re-entering a society which was essentially quite feudal, where everybody was supposed to know their place, where women in particular were expected to knuckle down, bear children, and tough shit if you don’t like it. In Canada she’d been in service and I’ve no doubt that it was bloody hard, but it was a job with pay and fixed hours and the occasional day off. It was arduous and restrictive, but I dare say not as arduous, nor as restrictive and imprisoning as life as a spinner in the jute mills, followed by three daughters, a son and then me, not to mention the four or five miscarriages in between.

			Money, at least, was not a problem. Not at first anyway. Not then. See, there was a twenty-two-year gap between my dad and his sister, my Aunt Anne, which explains why she was more like a surrogate mother than big sister to him, and also why she used her war widow’s pension to help set him up in business when her husband, Joe, was killed in the Great War.

			It was Anne’s hope that my pa and his family would escape the cycle of poverty that had afflicted both the Cox and the McCann clans since time immemorial. (In common with Joe Biden’s ancestors, my Irish Cox forefathers were victims of the 1840s Irish famine. Joe’s forebears escaped to the US, mine to Dundee.)

			The money from my Auntie Anne was used to open a grocer’s shop in the small working-class ghetto of Charles Street in the Wellgate area of Dundee.

			At first my dad wasn’t keen, and in fact it was my mum who ran the shop while he played out the final few bars of his pre-married life. Along came us children, though, and Ma was needed at home to look after the kids and stare out of the windows wondering how life in Canada might have been, so Da took over the running over the shop.

			It’s odd that he should ever have been wary of assuming life as a grocer, because he soon realized that running a local shop was something of a calling, and he quickly came to see himself as a community service first, shopkeeper second, filling days that were very hard and very long with acts of kindness and civic duty, lending a hand to the old and infirm, lending money to those that needed it. Fortunately, the war years brought him some prosperity. As a grocer he was an excused occupation, and thus in a position to make a bit of money. Being a true socialist in the best sense of the word, he paid his good fortune forward.

			The first time I remember trying to visit the shop, I was just three. He used to return at lunchtime for his ‘denner’ and forty winks. ‘Take me back with you, Da,’ I asked him on one particular occasion.

			‘Oh no, son, best you stay here,’ he told me kindly but firmly.

			Not even me crying my eyes out would persuade him, and so he left without me. I waited for my ma’s back to be turned and decided to follow him.

			Outside our front door I promptly got horribly lost. In fact, I was only two streets away, but that might as well have been the other side of the world as far as three-year-old Brian was concerned. Unsurprisingly, being so far away from home for the first time, and having lost sight of my father and with not the foggiest idea how to get back, I shat myself. I don’t mean metaphorically, either. I literally shat myself.

			Eventually, almost the entire afternoon later, I was picked up by two policemen who took me to Bell Street police station in the centre of town. There was an old lady there who was the station housekeeper – bet they don’t have one of those any more – and she cleaned me up before they returned me to my frantic parents.

			So my actual first visit to the shop happened later, and what I remember about the shop was that it was sawdusty and seemed to sell everything. That everything on sale was fresh. These days you’d walk into a shop like that and think you’d chanced upon a quaint little delicatessen, but back then it was a case of needs must: everything was fresh because we had no refrigeration.

			What else? Oh yes, he had a ham machine. He got very excited about his new ham machine. He could operate that ham machine with the same expertise and dexterity that he used to prepare butter pats with two wooden paddles or cut cheese with wire or look at a stream of figures and add them up very, very quickly (a skill that was denied to me, sadly). I remember thinking that my dad seemed to possess all these skills, these secret shopkeeper skills that I never even knew he had. They just made him even greater in my eyes. My king and my hero.

			Mostly I remember him with the customers. That generosity, already legendary, at work. How people would arrive with a sad face and leave with a smiley one. How to them he was hero and confessor of their day-to-day struggle against the poverty of the Great Depression. How he treated everyone the same, and how to him they were all his brother.

			‘Are you all right, brother?’

			‘How are you today, brother?’

			It wasn’t just financial help he provided, either. It wouldn’t be at all uncommon for him to close the shop at ten o’clock and go straight to help an old couple decorate their home. This after a day during which he’d got up at five or six to fetch the milk and do the cheese and ham rolls and then open up.

			For my mother, however, his generosity and care were a source of constant frustration. After the war, and by the time I came on the scene, we had a little bit of money behind us. We were what you’d call lower middle class, and she thought his working-class customers were taking advantage of him, seeing him as a soft touch.

			‘Remember, Brian,’ she would say to me tartly, ‘charity begins at home.’

			He didn’t see it that way, of course. I think of him now as being very much a medium for other people’s joy and happiness, though sadly not his own. I was told about a big party they held in 1936 for the Coronation, and guess who organized that? And as for Hogmanay . . . He loved Hogmanay. He loved to put on a party.

			There is one particular Hogmanay that stands out. I was three years old again, and my family were eagerly awaiting the coming year. Guests – otherwise known as ‘first footers’ – would begin to arrive at our house as soon as church bells announced the arrival of the new year, and my ma and da, both adept at creating the perfect ambience for a New Year’s ‘do’, stood like greyhounds in the slips. Our troubles were some years in the future. Life was good then and it was especially good at Hogmanay.

			How important is Hogmanay to Scots? Very, very important is the answer. It’s Christmas and Thanksgiving and a Scottish Cup win all rolled into one and we celebrate accordingly. My family were Mick-Macks, a mix of Irish and Scottish who, although they liked to party and had innately sociable bones, were by no means what you’d call ‘party animals’. Even they were drunk for a week at Hogmanay. It’s tradition, you see. The same tradition which says that the first footer who brings luck to the house should be blue-eyed and dark-haired, and that they should enter bearing a lump of coal to signify the bringing of a year’s good fortune to the home.

			Meanwhile, my sister May was ready to sing her heart out at a moment’s notice while Bette and Irene were primed to do my mother’s bidding in preparation of the festivities, busily laying out knives, forks, plates, various cordials and alcohol of numerous varieties – all in hopeful contribution to a successful evening’s spree.

			Me, I’d be resigned to missing out on the majority of the festivities, knowing that early in the evening I would be consigned to bed in my folks’ bedroom – the living room, where Charlie and I slept, having been requisitioned for the do. At some point, at around say, 1 a.m., I’d be woken by my da, and invited to join the throng. He’d carry me into the chamber of drunken revellers, a room filled with intoxicated joy and happiness.

			On this particular occasion, my dad stood me on the coal bunker, which was situated in the window recess of our living room and equipped with heavy curtains to keep out the winter’s excesses. This, it turned out, was to be my first stage. Mine was a family of performers at heart. Whether it was May with her singing or my other sisters staging the show of Hogmanay, my father the master of ceremonies in his shop, my mother the tragic figure haunting the scullery kitchen. Of course, I had to make my own debut.

			I don’t remember how it was planned, or even if it was. Just that I had seen – and loved – The Jolson Story at the cinema, and so it seemed only natural that when the curtains drew open, I should kneel and launch into a medley of his songs, accompanied by a complete set of physical actions, but minus blackface.

			It was the effect, the electric effect it had on the room, that stayed with me. It was how my actions seemed somehow to unify the gathering. It was the attention, the acceptance, the sense of purpose. Of course, there was an element of vanity, of ‘showing off’, but it was more about that effect, about being some kind of transmitter and creating a shared experience that brought the room together.

			I could not have articulated it at the time, naturally, but even at that young age I was given an insight into the power of performance, and in that very moment the path of my life was confirmed. My purpose was confirmed, and it would fill my wee spirit for days. The young Brian did not need to know the nature of the purpose. It’s not like I knew I want to act. Just that I had that feeling of purpose. And with that feeling came freedom.

			Nestled within my safe familial bubble, I was allowed to develop my nascent performing tendencies, which even extended to the games I would play. The rain kept us indoors a lot, so me and my pals would build a bomber in my big front room, recreating raids on the enemy. It was all performance. And yet, because my life was settled and comfortable, I never really saw it as a means of escape, because I had nothing to escape from.

			Not then, anyway. Oh, but one day, my mother ran away and I didn’t know why. I just came home and she wasn’t there, and my dad was having to deal with the fallout and not doing a very good job of it. Befuddled, almost, by my mother’s lack of fulfilment.

			It turned out that she had gone to Blackpool. My dad went after her by way of my sister May in Chester, only that didn’t work out so he placed me in Prestatyn holiday camp, and then went on to negotiate with my ma for her return. All told she was gone about a month.

			There were also, I think, religious differences between the two of them, my father being a confirmed agnostic in the face of my mother’s even more fervent Catholicism. Or was that just the pretext for any number of other issues? Either way, I remember seeing them fighting. I was woken up one night by the noise of them arguing. I remember vividly seeing my father with a scratch down his face where my mother had lashed out at him.

			Looking back now, I can see that there was a disconnect between the two of them. An essential lack of understanding. She, in her own way, was doing bird when she wanted to fly like one. She was looking for a creative outlet and was jealous that Pa had found one in performing acts of kindness for other people.

			But still, no life is without its share of affliction and overall ours wasn’t at all bad. My Auntie Anne’s wish had been granted; we had indeed escaped the mouse-wheel of poverty that had gripped our clans since the middle of the previous century. My dad was as generous with his family as he was with his customers. My sisters, Bette and May, both benefited from grand weddings; we took family holidays to Butlin’s and even to Lourdes. Often, on a Sunday, my mother and I would load up on Patterson’s crisps and Robb’s lemonade and take half- or whole-day bus trips on a Dickson’s or Watson’s tour bus. They left from just outside the city library on Albert Square and would negotiate the narrow, winding Scottish Highland roads to such places as Pitlochry, Blair Atholl and Killiekrankie.

			These days out, as well as creating a close bond between me and my mother, instilled in me a love of travel, that nomadic urge I’m talking about that is common to Celts – and particularly we Scots – and that has never truly left me.

			All in all, life was good. And it stayed good, right up until the age of eight, when my world fell in.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It was a Friday afternoon, and I arrived home from school to find Mrs Robbie, who always wore Edwardian black and suffered from goitre, standing on the landing outside the door to our flat. Mrs Robbie lived next door, so her being on the landing was the first thing to strike me as odd.

			It’s funny, because as an adult you know – you know that a certain expression augurs bad tidings, or that a phone ringing in the middle of the night is never good news, or that a stammering, shell-shocked neighbour spells trouble. But as a kid you’ve got animal instinct, and it was that very instinct which told me something was wrong as Mrs Robbie struggled to find the words – struggled because it wasn’t her place to tell me what lay in wait over the threshold of our flat.

			‘Oh, Brian,’ she was saying, with one hand at her swollen throat. ‘Brian, Brian. Poor Brian. I’m so, so sorry, Brian.’

			Sorry for what? I wondered, as I walked into our flat, which was even busier than usual, bustling with sad-faced folk who all seemed to be hovering around a table laden with food. Among them was my mother, sitting in an armchair. And it was as though my gaze travelled on rails towards her. She’d been weeping but then, as my arrival prompted a respectful hush to fall across those assembled, she looked up at me, and she told me, ‘Your da’s gone, Brian. He passed away this afternoon at two o’clock.’

			I knew he’d been ill, of course. I knew he’d been ill because he was always hunting out the Andrews Liver Salts for what he said was indigestion, and I knew that he’d been sufficiently ill to require a hospital stay. My mother and I had paid him a visit.

			But I didn’t know he’d been that ill – not ill enough to die one Friday afternoon while I was struggling with arithmetic at school. I later discovered that he’d only been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer three weeks previously, but at that stage I didn’t even know that much. Just that one minute he’d been hunting out the Liver Salts and having to go for an inconvenient hospital stay. The next my ma was weeping, and all our lives had changed.

			I was sent to my cousin Rose, who put me in front of the TV, an invention that was still new and very much a rarity back then. I stayed in front of that television for a long time. To this very day, television is still a great comfort to me. I wonder if there is a link?

			My father’s funeral was amazing, so they said. Packed to the rafters with over 200 mourners, and not just family and friends, but his customers – those many, many beneficiaries of his generosity.

			But I missed all that. I was in front of the TV.

			I know why they did it. They did it for my own good, in the name of protecting me. But my reaction to that emotional bulwark was to create a fantasy in which I went to fetch a shirt from a back room, there to be confronted by the sight of my father lying in state.

			It wasn’t true. There was indeed a wake, as is Irish tradition, but I didn’t see it. My chancing upon it was complete fabrication on my part, a story made up in order to connect in some way with this bizarre event that I was not allowed to take part in, not even being allowed to attend the funeral.

			Hardly surprising, then, that for years afterwards – right up until my late twenties – I had a recurring dream of searching for my father, only to see him in the distance but never being able to reach him, his dream-state form remaining forever out of my reach.

			I tell a story about how I attended the funeral of an uncle with my son, Alan, who was twelve years old at the time. When my uncle’s coffin was lowered carefully into the ground, Alan broke from the mourners, ran to the edge of the grave and solemnly watched as the cemetery workers began filling the hole. After a while he returned to me with a look on his face that took me a moment or so to decipher.

			It was closure. It was journey’s end seen and understood.

			I envied Alan that. I envied him because I never got there with my father, never would and never will.

			My father’s death affected us all in different ways. People would say, ‘Aw, it must have hit wee Brian hard, being so young,’ but in actual fact, I think my elder brother, Charlie, at sixteen, suffered the most. While writing this book, I spoke to May, who told me a story about Charlie at the funeral. How people were laughing at fond remembrances of my father, but Charlie was crying. How he tried to disguise his tears by peeling an orange. Concentrating too hard on peeling the orange. Pouring himself into the task. Using the orange to avoid having to confront his own feelings of utter and outright desolation, shoving the fruit into his mouth as though to keep his motor functions occupied and thus prevent the tears.

			I don’t remember much of Charlie after Pa’s death. Despite the fact that he could have been excused on compassionate grounds, he ran off to do his national service, and that took him out of the picture for a while.

			As for my other siblings, Bette and May had got married, left home and had families of their own. My other sister, Irene, was unmarried, still at home, and was expected to take care of me as our mother grieved. Irene’s own dreams of travelling abroad had to take a back seat for a while.

			And Ma? My already frail mother? My thwarted mother who had always chafed at the bonds of her life of maternal servitude, scarred mentally and no doubt physically by five births and an equal number of miscarriages? As for her?

			Where do I start?

			Well, a many-sided dice was my mother. One of those sides was funny and eccentric and sweet in a beguiling, unworldly sort of way. You and I will be talking more about my great friend and mentor Fulton Mackay in due course, but when my mum first met him in the early 1970s, she curtsied.

			I was taken aback. ‘Ma, what are you . . . did you just curtsy?’

			She said, ‘I never. I never did, Brian.’

			I said, ‘Ma, you did, you went . . . you bobbed . . . you curtsied. What’s all that about?’

			She said, ‘Oh I don’t know, it’s just . . . we used to do that in the old days.’

			In Canada, she’d meant. And you’d have thought Canada might have been a little less Downton Abbey, you know? A wee bit more relaxed and not quite so hierarchical. But no. Everybody – even in Canada – likes that form of servility, and for those of my mother’s generation, and particularly of her standing, deference was baked into their DNA.

			‘Please don’t do that again, Ma,’ I asked her, feeling a bit bemused by the whole thing if I’m honest. I wasn’t used to that side of her; I knew her as queen of her own domain, an environment in which she’d sooner die than yield to another. But that was one of her many contradictions. Like on the one hand I remember the great excitement when, during the years of prosperity, she got a fur coat, while on the other hand one of my abiding memories of her is wearing a worn-out red dressing gown night and day, a garment that seemed to symbolize her fragility and ill health.

			She never was one to go overboard. That was another thing about my mother. When I married my first wife, Caroline, she wrote to my mother-in-law, a letter that included the memorable passage, ‘Brian’s not awfully bright, but he’s got a good heart.’ Praise indeed.

			Her greatest praise was that something was ‘quite nice’. You have to read that in a Dundonian accent: ‘Oh it’s quite nice.’ That was praise indeed from my ma, and it carried her through the early years of my career. One time not long after I’d left drama school, she said to me, ‘Brian, listen, I’ve got a petition up.’

			And I said, ‘What’s this petition, Ma?’

			She said, ‘It’s a book saying that I think we should see you more on television. I’m getting the neighbours to sign it, and I’m going to send it to the BBC.’

			And I had to say, ‘Ma, it doesn’t work like that. You can’t just tell the BBC to put me on TV and they’ll do it.’

			Thankfully she dropped her petition idea.

			Another time, Caroline and I were living in a wonderful place called Vincent Square, just overlooking the Westminster School playing fields, and my mum came to visit. I’d been doing a bit of TV and working late, and I was hung-over for some reason, but I staggered home to the flat only to find my ma sitting at the kitchen table, smoking a Player’s, as was her habit.

			‘Oh, Ma . . .’

			I’ll be honest, I’d forgotten she was due to arrive that day.

			‘Oh hi, Brian,’ she said, and if she minded my forgetfulness, she didn’t show it.

			‘So, how are you?’

			‘Oh. I’m fine.’

			I said, ‘How was the journey?’

			‘Oh, it was quite nice. It was quite nice.’

			I said, ‘It was your first time in an airplane, wasn’t it?’

			‘Oh yes, it was, it was. And you know, Brian, I never knew – I never knew the sky was in bits.’

			‘In bits?’

			She said, ‘Well, when you see it from the ground, it looks like it’s all in one piece. But when you’re up in the plane and you look out, there’s a bit here, there’s a bit over there and there’s a bit up there. It’s all in bits.’

			And I went, ‘Yeah, Ma, that’s cloud, you know. Clouds – they’re not necessarily at the same level.’

			We ended up having an existential conversation about the sky: me in a slightly altered state; her, pondering with the ubiquitous Player’s, and both of us wondering whether the sky is a single, intricately embroidered sheet or a glorious gaseous patchwork.

			But that was her. Very sweet. Very endearing. Almost eccentric in her way.

			But then, on the other hand, came an incident in 1971. Caroline was pregnant with twins. She’d put her acting career on hold as a result. I’d been doing Alan Bennett’s Getting On at Brighton when I got the call, and it was Caroline, who I should point out has a dark, almost gallows sense of humour.

			‘I’ve got good news and bad news,’ she told me. ‘The good news is that we had twins.’

			‘What’s the bad news?’ I asked.

			‘The bad news is that they didn’t make it.’

			See what I mean?

			Which is not to say that it was anything but a matter of profound sadness to her. I came home one day to find her going through all the drawers. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Oh, nothing . . . nothing . . . I just thought . . .’

			‘What?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know . . . it’s stupid . . . I thought they might be here.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Um . . . the twins.’

			Ach. Dark times. Dark times, indeed.

			And I remember telling my mum about what we were going through, trying to explain Caroline’s suffering. But she just looked at me coldly, with a somewhat bemused expression on her face. ‘Ah, Brian,’ she said to me, as though I had much to learn about the world, ‘we’ve all dropped bairns.’

			That was her phrase. We’ve all dropped bairns. It was said in such a matter-of-fact way that it absolutely floored me, and it took me a moment or so to realize that she wasn’t being insensitive, or at least not deliberately, maliciously so; she was just being a product of her environment. A woman who had lived through and survived – and so very nearly succumbed to –periods of almost intolerable hardship.

			You might argue that she was deliberately denying my wife the empathy that she had been denied during her own periods of loss? What goes around comes around. That kind of thing. I don’t think so. Or again, if so, then not callously so. It was more the expectation and ethos of one generation – a generation that had been deprived of empathy – rubbing up against the next.

			And you know something? There’s no real response to it. In a situation like that you can’t tell your ma she’s got it wrong. You have to show a bit of understanding. You have to try and be in her shoes. You have to see it as just another aspect of her character.

			In the wake of my father’s death, those various sides of my mother folded in on themselves. What she felt, I can’t even begin to imagine, but I assume that guilt and regret figured in the mix. Much later my brother-in-law – Bill Chidlow, May’s husband – told me that my mum had visited my dad in hospital. ‘Your mother came to see your dad and I remember him looking at her with such contempt,’ and what was really going on there, I don’t know, or even if my brother-in-law misinterpreted what he saw, but what I took from it was how terribly tragic that even at the end they couldn’t work it out. They couldn’t cross the chasm of their differences to manage a last rapprochement. My parents were people of imagination. This was their sin: imagination. But they weren’t allowed to give it rein.

			My mother was destroyed. Like cracks in a vase, her life up to Pa’s death had weakened her, and now the vessel smashed.

			Even so, she might have coped. Might have. If not for one thing.

			All of a sudden we were dirt poor.

			What had happened was that Pa had invested a lot of money – and for the time it really was a lot, like £28,000 – which he sank into a building project. That was the trouble with him. He wasn’t built for capitalism. This was a man who would give the shirt off his back for someone in need, and when you look at it like that, the idea of him profiting from a canny business deal seems a fanciful notion at best. No doubt my mum understood that. Perhaps deep down she feared what eventually happened: that his business partners would take advantage of him, it would all go bad and he would lose the money. And that he would die and leave us with barely a penny to our name.

			And that made my mother terribly frail. So frail, both mentally and physically, that she was unable to work, which meant that the money dried up, and there was the odd occasion when we’d be waiting for her widow’s pension to arrive on Friday with the cupboards bare on Thursday night, when I’d have to go across to the chip shop and beg batter bits from the back of the chip pan off them. They were very sweet about it, actually, and it wasn’t as though it happened often. But still.

			Deep she went. Deep into a hole of ill health and mental fragility. Over the years, and at various times, I would see her in the black depths of despair, watching helplessly as she lost her fervent Catholic faith. Watching as she became hostage to her own mental health.

			On one occasion, I returned home to find her with her head in the oven.

			‘What are you doing, Ma?’

			That child’s instinct again. That sixth sense. Something is wrong.

			Oh, but, ‘I’m just cleaning the oven, Brian,’ she told me hurriedly. ‘And it is a hell of a duty.’

			And it took a good few years for the penny to drop. How it formed a pattern. That suicide attempt. The breakdowns she had. The electroshock therapy and hospitalizations. Me, picking up the pieces of my ma. Knowing what had caused the already fragile vessel to smash but not really knowing what to do with the shards.

			The way things fell was that around the new year of 1956 she was admitted to hospital, so for over a year, until Irene emigrated to Canada in the Spring of 1957, it was just me and Irene in the house. After Irene left (or should that be ‘escaped’?) for Canada, I stayed with Bette, her husband Dave and their two young boys, all of us in a two-bedroom flat, sharing an outside toilet with three other families. I was ten then, and apart from spending a brief time with May at her home in Warrington in the summer of 1957, I stayed with Bette until Ma was discharged at the beginning of 1958. I was back living with my mum in a new flat again – this one on the west side of Dundee – intermittently from 1958 until 1961.

			The upshot of all of this was that I became a peripatetic child. A peripatetic child of a peripatetic family spawned by a peripatetic nation.

			My sisters of course were preoccupied with lives of their own, and as a result, it’s fair to say, did not give me the gold-standard in loco parentis care. In interviews these days I often recount that my sisters looked out for me rather than after me, and that’s all very well to say wearing my goggles of adult retrospection, but at the time? Put it this way, it was during the first year after my dad’s death that I wrote a note to my sister: ‘Dear Irene, you’ve never looked after me, you don’t look after me probably. I’m not going any more messages for you.’

			(‘Messages’, I should point out, is what we called ‘errands’ back then, and I’m fairly certain I meant to say ‘properly’ and not ‘probably’. Otherwise? You get the gist. It was ironic that after that year of looking after me, Irene should bugger off to Canada. I’m sure it wasn’t my note that sent her in search of a new life overseas, just as I’m sure that she didn’t choose Canada because of its associations with Ma’s broken dreams. But that doesn’t stop it being ironic.)

			In one sense, self-sufficiency was a gift my sisters gave to me. It meant that from then on my journey through life was largely unaccompanied by feelings of homesickness, loneliness and/or fear; that I had mettle at my core. And yet on the other hand they say that strong, stable relationships, especially parental ones, help the child form better and stronger connections in later life. Certainly, I can look at my own parenting and see that principle – or lack of it – in action, because let’s be honest here, I have, in my time, been a fairly crappy father.

			My first son, Alan, was born in 1970, when I was still married to Caroline. At the time, I was in rehearsal for A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the University Theatre in Manchester, the forerunner to the Royal Exchange. The cast was sharing a house in Manchester. I was on the first floor, and Zoë Wanamaker, who was playing Hermia – her first job, I think – had the downstairs room, a few feet away from the only phone in the house. Which meant that apart from playing Hermia, Zoë was also cast in the role of house messenger.

			At 5 a.m. on 6th August, I was awoken by a rapping on the door.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			‘It’s happening,’ called Zoë from the landing outside, her voice pillowy with sleep.

			Bustling past Zoë – ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you’ – I hurtled downstairs in my PJs, grabbed the dangling receiver. ‘Hullo?’

			It was my mother-in-law. Once upon a time I’d been driving her someplace, said something that displeased her, and she’d slapped me. I had to pull over. ‘Look, I’m not your son, you can’t punch me like that,’ for which she rewarded me with a look as if to say, suck it up, sunshine.

			Now she was as matter-of-fact as ever. ‘Caroline’s on the way now, she’s going to the hospital.’

			‘Okay, fine. Thank you. I’ll be there.’

			Back up the stairs I ran, got dressed (couldn’t find my underpants, had to go commando), rushed to the station, got the train from Manchester to London, hot-footed it to St George’s Hospital on Hyde Park Corner and . . . missed the birth by ten minutes.

			Alan had slight jaundice when he was born, but he was fine and soon developed into a very, very sweet boy with a really lovely nature. And yet missing his birth by ten minutes somehow set the template for my role as a father. The following year was when we lost the twins, which was hard for Caroline, and I’m ashamed to say, I wasn’t much help. Too young, too focused on my career and not quite mature enough. I became mature as a result. Well, I got on the road to maturity, shall we say, because I still don’t know if I’m mature or not, but there you go, the esteemed jury remains out on that one.

			My daughter, Margaret, arrived in the September of 1977. She was born using the Leboyer method, which advocates the use of low light and silence during the process – as described in Birth Without Violence by the French obstetrician Frédérick Leboyer. Not until the mucus had been cleared from her throat did Margaret utter a sound.

			The age gap between Margaret and Alan hasn’t stopped them being close, although – a bit like a married couple – they sometimes get on each other’s nerves. Because I’d left school at fifteen, I didn’t know what to do about the whole political thing of whether to send them to private schools or not. Caroline took the reins on that, I’m glad to say. I was busy ploughing other furrows at the time, so I wasn’t being particularly domestic (translation: I was busy being a crap dad), and so I agreed – being in no position not to, frankly – that the kids should have the best possible opportunities. I would have preferred Alan to go through the university system, but he really wanted to be an actor and like me went to the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art. Margaret, on the other hand, is the first person in my family to go to university.

			With my second wife – and my soulmate – Nicole, I have two more kids: Orson, who was born in 2002, and Torin, born in 2004. We were in Morocco with Alan when I announced that Nicole was pregnant with Orson. ‘So, Alan,’ I said to him, feeling a little nervous, as only a father can be when breaking such news to his son. ‘I have to tell you that Nicole is pregnant.’

			‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Well. Then I shall have to think about that.’

			‘Okay,’ I said.

			So he went out into the desert for a walk. I stood in the hotel room looking at him wandering on the outskirts of the desert, thinking, I wonder what’s going through his head? Until in the end, he returned. ‘Didn’t you think to take precautions?’ he asked, rather impertinently.

			‘No,’ I said, ‘it was meant.’ At that he pulled a face, so I added, ‘You know, I wouldn’t mind grandchildren, so I’ve decided to make my own.’

			He looked at me. Typical.

			Anyway, that was that. Orson was born by Caesarean section. He was supposed to be a home birth, but following in his father’s footsteps decided to make an about-turn and locked his head under his mother’s ribs.

			His full name is Orson Jonathan Cyrus Cox. Orson was originally intended to be Spencer, but when he was born, his arms were so stiff we named him Orson like the stuffed bear. Cyrus (pronounced ‘Sirrus’) goes to his mother’s Iranian roots. We added Jonathan because it means ‘gift of God’.

			After that, Nicole really wanted a natural birth with Torin but his labour was going on for some time, and there were blood pressure problems so another Caesarean became inevitable. Torin is an ancient Celtic name that Nicole discovered. It goes back to the Viking invasions (Thor –Tor-in). As for his middle names, Kamran nods to Nicole’s Iranian roots and Charles is after my father.

			These days, the four of us live in New York, where I’ve been based pretty much full-time since 2008 when I came to Broadway with the West End transfer of Tom Stoppard’s Rock ’n’ Roll, directed by Trevor Nunn.

			And, my God, the kids are so hormonal. I mean, among all the wet towels and the collections of fungus-infested mugs left to fester in bedrooms, we sometimes forget that teenage boys are such slaves to their hormones. How as a result they need to sleep long hours – hours that are not always convenient for the rest of polite, civilized society. How that means you’re always having to wake them up. ‘Torin, it’s five past eight . . .’

			‘Torin, ten past eight!’

			‘Torin, a quarter past!!’

			‘Torin!!!’

			And I hate all that. ‘I wasn’t designed to be your wake-up call,’ I’ll say, day in, day out, like a stuck record. I hate having to drag them off their videogames and failing miserably. I hate the fact that while I had a hand in creating them, I seem to have absolutely nothing in common with them.
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