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Introduction



They’re Going in a Different Direction


‘Not really my cup of tea,’ said my agent.


‘Well, Donna, I think it’s going to be a global phenomenon,’ I said.


It was 2009, and the script under discussion was Downton Abbey. I didn’t in fact predict the show’s worldwide success but we’re only a few lines in here and I want you to think I’m smart.


Nine years and fifty-two episodes later we were about to do the readthrough for the first Downton Abbey film. A memo came through from the publicity team saying that Focus Features, the financiers of the movie, had come up with a shiny idea with which to tease our audience. As we assembled on a sound stage at Twickenham Studios, a film crew would capture us clasping each other as we reunited after three years apart. Moments of coffee drinking and satsuma peeling would be caught on camera for posterity as the returning heroes prepared for another foray into the world of the British aristocracy between the wars; the show that its creators had first pitched as ‘Merchant Ivory meets The West Wing’. Then, during the readthrough itself, a supercool 360° camera would record the experience in a digitally shimmering way and there would be a photographer snapping it for all eternity.


A knot tightened in my stomach.


Readthroughs in any genre of entertainment are awkward at the best of times. For the writer(s) it’s like giving birth on the centre spot of a football pitch in front of a capacity crowd. For everyone else it’s first day at Big School. Because of the number of personnel involved, it usually takes place in an anonymous hall, deconsecrated church or, if at a British film studio, in an airless condemned sound stage with what looks worryingly like asbestos billowing out of the chicken-wire walls.


On a table in one corner next to the scalding/freezing urn is a tower of Styrofoam cups, tea bags, coffee (granulated if it’s theatre, cafetière if it’s TV, barista – chain or possibly in-house – if it’s a movie), a smattering of fruit and biscuits and a stack of croissants that no one dares touch because you’re on a diet, obviously; now that you’ve got a job you’re no longer prone to stuffing your face with the unfairness of it all.


If you’re lucky you’ll know a couple of people from other jobs and if so you cling to each other like shipwreck survivors, reliving the horrors of Harrogate ’88, or Peak Practice ’09. Some real car crashes of productions, some invented but worth amplifying anyway in these nerve-shredding circumstances.


Over there is a producer, in a daze because he or she never thought they’d actually get to this point without either having a nervous breakdown or being fired by the money people. Nearby is the director, either quivering because they’ve finally agreed that the schedule is unshootable, or worryingly relaxed (beta blockers) for the same reason – knowing they too may be relieved of their duties before long, or may just walk.


If you’re a guest artist on a series then, however welcoming the principals might be, you are by definition An Outsider. As everyone else mingles and brays and says See You in a Bit, like they’re at a glittering cocktail party that’s never going to end, you hang around the edges of the room gradually deconstructing your Styrofoam cup until it resembles a piece of failed origami with a brown drip. Alternatively, you sit in your allocated spot at the trestle table which has a place card on it with your real name misspelled and beneath it in brackets your character – ‘AN OUTSIDER (ep. 2)’. You want the floor to open up and put you out of your misery, preferably plunging the cliquey overpaid stars to their deaths as well, along with their hilarious in-joke wrap-gift mugs from last season with the special herbal drink in it that some runner had to get them from the production office because that’s what they’re meant to do and Christ how they hate it but as Dad said, everyone has to start somewhere, Tiger.


I guess whoever had the task of telling Maggie Smith about the bright shiny marketing idea of filming up our nostrils throughout this emotionally complex rendezvous had been met with a brief and final ‘Oh I don’t think so’, because there were, thank God, no 360° cameras in evidence as we assembled for the day. The reunion.


Our hugs and smiles went unrecorded. It was three years since we’d last been together in the same room but I can tell you that the bond of those six seasons working with largely the same group of people was tangible. In a good way.


As we started to read I looked round the huge square of tables, catching Lesley’s eye, now Brendan’s – Mrs Patmore, Mr Bates. A shared smile and a shake of the head, almost of disbelief. Who would have thought it? And then Liz Trubridge, one of our executive producers, the one closest to the cast and its welfare from day one, who had been going to leave after the second season to pursue other projects but had said to me one day, ‘I can’t leave. This show’s in my blood now.’


I suppose that’s how we all felt as the series continued to roll out around the world.


*


We were standing in a garden in Dorset watching a camera track being laid for the next shot when Julian Fellowes first told me about Downton Abbey. He was directing me in a film called From Time to Time. Maggie Smith is brilliant in it. Well, what else would you expect? Seemingly half the future cast of Downton Abbey were in it too.


‘You writing anything else at the moment?’ I asked.


Julian’s statuesque wife Emma was nearby, chaperoning her elderly mother who was sitting in a chair next to the sound recordist, a rug over her knees. ‘Now Mummy, when that man over there with the walkie-talkie says “Action” you zzzzp,’ said Emma firmly, zipping her mouth with one hand and adjusting Mummy’s blanket with the other.


‘Well, yes,’ Julian answered me, ‘a number of things on the go, as a matter of fact.’


In a blazer and tie, he was without doubt the most smartly dressed director I had ever worked with.


‘There’s a four-parter about the Titanic. I’ve got two book adaptations in the works. Oh, and one idea that’s set in a country house before the Great War. Gosford Park territory but earlier.’ He paused before adding, ‘You probably think you’re too young to play a dad.’


‘I am a dad.’


‘Of three girls, marriageable age.’


‘Hmm.’


‘Well. Once it’s ready, let’s see.’


Ten months later I read the first episode. I couldn’t put it down. The way the characters, as yet uncast, popped off the page was rare. I could see them in my mind’s eye and I could hear them, too. All too often you can blank out the name of a character in a script and not be able to tell who is speaking. The setting was grand yet homely, the pacing snappy, like that of a soap opera (it was no surprise to learn that Julian was a fan of Coronation Street), the characters intriguing, endearing and convincing. And as I turned the final page, I wanted to know What Happens Next.


At the time, period dramas were out of fashion with British broadcasters and none of the US channels were interested either; only PBS Masterpiece put its hand up. Nevertheless, Carnival, the production company commissioned to make the show for ITV in the UK, wanted a three-year option on its cast. ‘But as we all know,’ said Gareth Neame, the executive producer and managing director of Carnival, ‘it probably won’t run beyond the first seven episodes.’


‘Well, Donna, I quite like it,’ is what I actually said to my agent.


She shrugged. ‘OK. It’s up to you.’


Some people change their agents like they change their underwear. I’ve worn mine for more than thirty years. In fact, I’ve been with my UK agency longer than my agent has. Donna started as an office junior at Marina Martin Management; after ten years, she and a colleague, Cally Gordon, then my agent, bought out Marina and changed the name to Gordon and French Ltd. Then Cally hung up her headset, leaving Donna holding the baby. Or at least holding the actors, some of whom need treating like babies because sometimes we behave like babies. I don’t, obviously, but you know what I mean. You’ve heard the stories. As a breed we’re notoriously thin-skinned, prone to door-slamming and lying on dressing room floors flailing feet and fists until one of them connects with something hard, which justifies upping the screeching by a couple of decibels.


That’s the public perception of the indulged actor, who can’t handle criticism or rejection and has to be protected from painful truths at all costs. A good supply of euphemisms is probably the most valuable tool in the agent’s toolbox, if he or she is to have a chance of getting through a Bad News phone call with a client without it descending into a silent sulk or a tearful tirade, or sometimes both in the space of half a minute. I’m made of sterner stuff. I can’t bear being let down gently by means of a euphemism.


‘Hugh, it’s me,’ says Agent Donna. ‘I’m afraid they’re going in a different direction.’


‘If by that you mean I haven’t got the job,’ I say, ‘then just say so. Please don’t treat me like an imbecile.’


‘OK. You didn’t get the job.’


‘Fine. Thank you. I didn’t want it anyway. We move on.’


As an actor you are the chairman, chief financial officer, production manager, marketing director and product all in one. At least that’s the way I see it. Being rejected is nine-tenths of the job. One in ten times you get the part.


American agents are often more straightforward and to the point. There’s certainly no gushing down the phone about how exciting it is to have got as far as an audition. In my experience, it’s usually a dispassionate email from an assistant.




In anticipation of your conversation with Jeremy Barber about RADIATOR MOON, please find attached the script. This is a Bottleneck/Turnip Production directed by Ming Vase, produced by Curly Wurly, for Ginger Snap Productions. Please consider the role of JESSICA. Also attached to star are Sprouting Broccoli (AMY), Crème Caramel (COUNT SERGE), Pina Colada (MIKEY) and Pickled Onion (DAPHNE).





I’m always interested by the ‘Also attached to star’ bit – which is sometimes ‘Interest has been expressed by’, or perhaps ‘Offers are out to’ – because they rarely reflect reality. By the time the film eventually comes to be made (if indeed it does get made) most of the cast originally mentioned have either jumped ship, or died.


The one time I had to eat my words was when a note came through about playing the role of Donald Jeffries in a film called The Monuments Men. Aside from George Clooney, who as cowriter, director and co-producer was fairly likely to turn up, ‘Also attached to star’ were Bill Murray, Bob Balaban, Jean Dujardin, Cate Blanchett, Gary Oldman and John Goodman. For once they did show up. All, that is, except Gary Oldman. He had presumably ‘expressed interest’ initially but at some point had become less interested or in some other way uncoupled from the project but the assistant forgot to take him off the ‘Also attached to star’ paragraph. So when the script and covering note reached my inbox it didn’t take much to deduce the clerical error. Still, it was flattering to think that if you can’t get Gary Oldman you might eventually end up with me.


Most actors are wise enough to know that you’re often second, third or even eightieth choice for the role, however much the producer, director, casting director and agent try to convince you otherwise, gushing waves of superlatives in your direction about how thank God you agreed to accept the role because you are the only person in the universe who could possibly play the part.


What’s hard to take is when you know you’re perfect casting but no one else does. I was so convinced that I was right for the lead in David Nicholls’ TV mini-series I Saw You that I was prepared to cancel the holiday I was taking soon after the audition because I knew I’d be required in London for the recall. I was about to break the news to my wife about having to sacrifice our romantic jaunt on the altar of my career when Donna rang to tell me I wouldn’t be needed for a second audition and so we could go on our mini-break after all.


‘Well, that’s great! That’s fantastic!’ I was grinning from ear to ear.


‘Is it?’ Donna said doubtfully.


‘I mean, that doesn’t happen very often, does it – no need to bring him back in, he’s our man. Wonderful!’


‘I don’t think you understand. They don’t want you.’


Time stopped. The world went silent. Somewhere in a park a mile away a crow flapped its wings. Tumbleweed.


‘I beg your pardon?’ I husked, my voice now a winded whisper.


‘You haven’t got the part.’


The air chilled, the tumbleweed began to dance, precursor to some terrible change in the weather. A plume on the horizon.


The bluntness of those words was so painful, her directness so utterly, appallingly insensitive, that really I should have fired her on the spot. And lo, the plume funnelled, grew taller and taller, spiralling upwards as it approached, gathering speed, until the tornado roared into the foreground and down the telephone line.


‘How could you? How COULD you? I cannot believe you just called me up and ruined my day, my week, my whole fucking year actually, by being so callous. Christ, don’t you ever THINK before you speak? Do you have any IDEA what it’s like going into auditions, baring your very soul to these people, putting your life on the line, time and time again, and then – bang – “You haven’t got the part”. Just like that. Jesus! And anyway, he’s wrong. He is so fucking wrong. That is MY PART, it has MY NAME ON IT.’


‘No it doesn’t, Hugh.’


‘Oh doesn’t it, Donna Marie French? Well, I’m going to write to David fucking Nicholls and tell him he’s wrong.’


‘Don’t.’


‘Don’t,’ said my wife Lulu as she stepped out of the shower in the crummy hotel we were now in for our mini-break.


Three days later I was still fuming. I’d cleared the rickety little table of the kettle with the implausibly short lead, the sachets of tea, instant coffee and UHT milk pouches in order to create a desk from which I could launch a nuclear strike via the medium of words. I wrote a brilliant, pithy defence of my position – that I was the only person on the planet who could do justice to the lead role in this brilliant piece. You, David Nicholls, may have given birth to the character and the script, you may have crystal-clear ideas about how the role should be played, you may indeed be the executive producer on the show and involved in the casting, but you really don’t know what you’re talking about and your project will be a catastrophe if I don’t play the part. I jabbed the last full stop and tore the page from its binder – I thought using the reverse of the final page of the actual script was a brilliant touch – folded it and put it in the envelope I’d brought from home for the purpose.


‘You’re not actually going to send that, are you?’ sighed Lulu, searching for a plug socket for the hairdryer without which she never travelled. ‘At least sleep on it.’


‘I’ll be right back,’ I said as I licked the stamp and flung open the hotel room door for a full-flounce exit. Or I would have done if it hadn’t been one of those self-closing doors that has a ridiculous pressure hinge on it, so you can’t slam, fling, or do anything remotely dramatic with it for punctuation.


I woke next morning and lay in a sweat wishing I hadn’t found that post box in Malmesbury, Wiltshire, quite so easily the night before.


The letter didn’t make the blindest bit of difference, of course, and Paul Rhys was excellent in the part. I met David Nicholls again eighteen years later. We were both on a jury for something or other. He said hello as he reached across the table for a ginger biscuit.


Sometimes you read of actors going into the audition room and smashing up the furniture and impressing the director so comprehensively with their I Don’t Give a Shitness that they instantly get the part. Other times the police turn up. Tricky to know how to pitch it. Or there are times when your agent believes in you in a way that you yourself don’t. Because you’re now in your fifties and have concluded that no one’s going to let you try anything different any more.


‘I’ve got this script, Hugh. Nina Gold’s casting. We love Nina.’


‘Donna, you love Nina. You go skiing with Nina. I don’t ski.’


‘There’s a part in it which Nina doesn’t think is right for you but I know, I absolutely know, you can play it.’


‘She’s Nina Gold. She skis. She’s bound to be right.’


‘Hugh, I’ve represented you for thirty years. This part is you.’


‘Describe it.’


‘He’s a bitter misanthrope who drinks too much, wafts his own farts round the office, looks a mess and nobody likes him.’


‘Hugh?’


‘Hugh, are you still there?’


‘Yes, I’m still here, Donna.’


‘The thing is, the girls have been looking through your clips and they can’t find anything suitable to put together as a mini-showreel. And Nina assumes you won’t go in and read.’


The weird thing about being in a few telly shows and films that do well is that it is immediately assumed you are (a) constantly in work and (b) too grand to meet directors and casting directors to discuss a project let alone read for a role. Mind you, I’ve heard of actors in the USA being paid a fee just to read a script in their own bathtub.


‘If the script’s good, of course I’ll go in and read.’


‘Phew,’ said Donna. ‘I’ll ping it over.’


You can usually tell within the first five pages whether or not a project has potential. I’m a stickler for spelling and punctuation. If they’re sloppy then I wonder if the writer doesn’t care, or if the producer/director doesn’t care, or if they do care whether they’re too scared of the writer to correct him or her. Whatever the reason, it distracts me. Like covering letters that often accompany a script, which on the one hand tell me I’m their fantasy casting for the role and wouldn’t they be so lucky if I so much as deigned to read the first page, while on the other hand addressing me as Dear Huw or Mr Bonvile or Hew Bournville. Yes, I get the gist, but I can tell immediately you don’t actually give a monkey’s whether I’m involved in your project or not, you’ve just been told to write a covering letter to make me feel special. ‘Dear Huge’ is the most common, by the way, but that’s just autocorrect being hilarious. I think.


This particular script is great. And it is indeed a terrific role, which anyone who knows me would agree shares much of my emotional DNA. The challenge is how to convince ‘them’.


The meeting will be with Nina Gold and the creator of the show. The reading will be taped and forwarded to myriad faceless executives and deskbound decision-makers. But I’ll really need to be in character, Donna says. ‘Make them forget about Downton and Paddington and W1A and just be the filthy heap of shit I know and love.’


As the day of the audition approaches, I put personal hygiene on hold and hide my razor. I choose my wardrobe carefully. A grey (not white) T-shirt, on to which I carefully flick some tea around the neck. I find a collarless grandpa shirt that’s seen better days and rip a hole in its forearm. I drip a tell-tale splish of oil on the groin of some pale trousers and rummage in a cupboard for my manky old trainers.


So far so good. Nina Gold’s office is brilliantly convenient if you live in her part of North London, which I don’t. I live in West Sussex and rarely go up to town, so when I do I always try and condense appointments as much as possible. On the day in question, I have a meeting with a TV drama commissioner first thing, a voice over, then the dentist, the Nina Gold audition at 2 p.m., followed by a podcast interview. My dentist would be fairly relaxed about how I look – it’s my gummy version of the Forth Bridge he’s interested in – and I could do a voice over and a podcast in bra and knickers and no one would bat an eyelid, but I do need to look presentable for the breakfast meeting. After all, I’m pitching a show to a broadcaster and don’t want him to spend the meeting wondering where on earth it all went wrong for me and if this really is what I look like off camera, kudos to the wardrobe and make-up departments of the British film and television industry.


I opt for a suit for the morning, a quick change into my rundown civvies at lunchtime and off to Nina’s torture chamber.


Looking suitably suited and stubbled, I select a couple of supermarket bags (Tesco, not Waitrose), ram the script and Outfit B into them and set off. The breakfast pitch meeting goes fine, as does the voice over. Things start to go wrong at the dentist.


‘Ooh. That looks interesting. Does it hurt if I—’


‘YEG! Cucksake! Yeg, it dug!’


I emerge nearly an hour later with a sore mouth, carrying my two Tesco bags. I’m now running forty-five minutes late, just time to change and head north-west for two o’clock. I’m near the Marylebone Road and have already planned my next stop: the Gentlemen’s toilets opposite Baker Street tube station. I’m not overfamiliar with the facilities in question but am confident I’ll be able to pop into one of the cubicles for a Superman-style change. I last visited these particular loos in my twenties. The sort of place that boasted ceramic tiles and a forelock-tugging assistant on whose dish you’d pop 5p in gratitude for keeping the place spick and span. It probably never looked like that but in my imagination all public loos in days gone by were civilised establishments; you might even run into Sir John.


By September 2019 things have changed substantially, I can tell you. I skip jauntily down the steps in my suit, expecting to find the place empty, or at most occupied by a good-natured assistant with a mop.


Not a bit of it.


Three men standing at urinals, their heads slowly craning round to take in the newcomer. Another man, humourless and starey, in a smelly anorak, waiting to take his place in one of the eight cubicles, only two of which are occupied. I’ve never felt more uncomfortable. Worst of all, these are not the cubicles of my recollection, protected by reassuring floor-to-ceiling solid oak doors, with chunky brass latches and locks. No, the modesty protectors of this facility are the toilet architecture equivalent of the thong, revealing way too much above and below and not hiding that much in the middle.


I bravely push against the saloon door of the cubicle furthest away from Mr Starey. Oh my God, it’s like Armageddon in there. I retreat and try the next one. Marginally better. I enter. The floor is damp and has gritty footprints of previous visitors, who’ve shuffled their dance across the tiles. The hook on the low-level door is broken. I put my bags down gingerly but where am I going to hang my things as I manoeuvre out of my suit and into Outfit B without dropping anything? Oh terrific: now Mr Starey has gone into Armageddon next door. Why in God’s name would anyone willingly enter that hell hole?


Oh.


Oh, I see.


Life is coming at me in a rush. There’s no way I can get changed in here. What little dignity I have left is not worth shedding in front of Mr Starey, who is now standing in the dystopian wasteland of the adjoining cubicle, eyes apparently fixed on the downpipe of the cistern, but ready to swivel his glassy gaze on to anything fleshy that might come into his peripheral vision.


I’m up the stairs and on to the pavement in a flash, my Tesco bags moist at the base. Christ, it’s 1.17 p.m. Think. Think, man, think!


Marks & Spencer, Edgware Road. They’re civilised. Their loos are bound to be nice and way less predatory. Having lived in this neck of the woods in my teens I have The Knowledge and am as nifty as a taxi driver. I sprint off along Marylebone Road, past the Old Marylebone Town Hall, slant left down Old Marylebone Road, right on to Chapel Street. And there she is up ahead, M&S, a shining beacon of welcome and reliability and hopefully a better class of cottaging. My aunt always referred to Peter Jones in Sloane Square as the Mothership. That my mum thought of M&S as Home says a lot about different branches of the family. I am nearly Home. And I can buy some socks if I have time, like a proper customer. But I haven’t got time and, alarmingly, there’s a notice on the door stating ‘Marks & Spencer, Edgware Road, is closed for refurbishment. We apologise for the inconvenience.’


It’s 1.24 and I’m in a grey suit with visibly wet patches under the arms. And then a solution doesn’t so much occur to me as appear like a mirage. The soundtrack switches to Lawrence of Arabia as the dark dot looms larger and larger, taking shape in this desert of inconveniences. It may not be Omar Sharif on a camel but it is the Hilton London Metropole, shimmering in the heat haze of diesel exhausts this September lunchtime on the Edgware Road. And suddenly I am O’Toole on camelback, hurtling towards Aqaba, as I dart through the traffic, my supermarket bags flailing, making for the front door of the hotel.


Once inside, the music scratches to Mission Impossible as I move calmly and swiftly across the lobby, nodding hello to the concierge, dividing my ocular capabilities by scoping for security cameras with one eye while with the other scanning the horizon for the lavatories. Time check: 1.29.


I round the corner of the lobby, nearing the banqueting suites. Wisely, I don’t break into a run because I’m now being picked up by a second bank of cameras. A gender neutral sign indicates that the bogs are in range.


But it’s not my day. The music stops abruptly. Outside the toilets is one of those yellow hazard caution cones indicating that operatives are on manoeuvres. On cue, a woman appears from within holding a bucket, gesturing that I’d better come back later. Using the universal language of grunting, I apologise and enter anyway, the man in the grey suit leaving her marooned in the corridor.


In seconds I’m down to my pants in a cubicle the size of a phone box but at least I’m on my own and, even better, I have a disgruntled hotel employee standing guard outside. I whip off my tie and, using my shirt as a towel, pat down the wetter patches of my body as best I can. Next, it’s on with the T-shirt, ripped overshirt and soiled trousers. Stylish brogues are swapped for old flappy trainers, smart watch for some weird bracelet I found from another life. I squish my suit into the Tesco bags, topping things off with a strategically placed half-drunk bottle of whisky. At the basin, I sluice my hair with water and assess myself in the mirror. I look like I’ve just died.


I exit the toilets and smile at the woman with the bucket, who does a fantastic double-take – what happened to the man in the suit?


I have twenty minutes to get to Nina Gold’s lair in fucking Greenland or wherever. More running and sweat and screw the bus, get an Uber. Painful minutes watching the little car wander round and round my screen.


Eventually I am deposited outside Nina’s fortress and I go in. Nina looks at me with suppressed curiosity. The show’s creator is equally puzzled but too polite to comment.


‘Apologies about the ripped shirt,’ I say. ‘You should see the bush!’


If I don’t stink, I am definitely sweating. And as I put my Tesco bags down with a satisfying clink, I fart. I suspect more through nerves than being in character.


‘Let’s crack on, shall we?’


I read pretty well, I think. Nina and the writer/producer give me some notes. I read again, differently but still in the manner of a man who’s had a hideous ninety minutes getting here.


Two days later Donna calls to tell me that they’re going in a different direction.


‘Who different direction?’


‘Well, they’d offered it to someone a while ago but he’d hummed and hawed and they thought he was no longer interested, which is why they started looking again. I mean Nina really was . . . really was surprised and, don’t get me wrong, interested by your, by your—’


‘Who different direction?’


‘Gary Oldman.’


Actors are characterised as self-indulgent, greedy, lazy and feckless.




Q: How do you wipe out fifty actors in one go?


A: Lob a chicken leg on to the M25.


Q: Why don’t actors look out of the window in the mornings?


A: Because otherwise they’d have nothing to do in the afternoons.





Keen to find out how much dogs resemble their owners, researchers conducted an experiment. They took three dogs, one belonging to an architect, one to a scientist and one to an actor, and put them in a room with three piles of bones. The results were revealing. The architect’s dog swiftly organised its pile of bones into a perfect pyramid, the scientist’s dog shuffled the bones around to form a double helix, while the actor’s dog ate all the bones, shagged the other two dogs and asked for the afternoon off.


I am one of the luckiest actors I know. I have managed to keep working since 1986 in theatre, radio, television and film but beyond turning up on time and not punching the director if you can possibly help it, I have no great tips of the trade to impart. This isn’t a manual or a map, it’s a series of snapshots I’ve taken along the way.










PART ONE



Beginners Please










1



Hurry Up and Wait


Dad was sleeping when I arrived at 7.45 a.m. A February morning in 2018. I was taking over from the carer who had an urgent appointment. I was free that day anyway, in a holding pattern, waiting to hear if a film about Roald Dahl was going to happen, or not happen. It had been in development for two years and after several false starts was nearly ready to go into pre-production.


Nearly.


As is so often true of independent films, delicately put together by a coalition of the willing rather than one studio with a cheque book, we’d hurried to the start line and were now waiting for one last piece of the jigsaw – financing dependent on confirmation of my co-star – to slot into place. Then we could mix metaphors and start taxiing along the runway.


So I had time spare to spend with Dad. And time was precious. He was in the early stages of dementia. While I waited for him to wake up I sat on the sofa by the baby grand piano in the living room of his flat, the downstairs of a converted Edwardian house. I picked up a family album from the coffee table and began to leaf through it . . .


*


My darling mum had passed away three Christmases previously, my brother ten months ago. Then my dad’s twin brother died. My father had suffered a great deal of loss lately, but strangely, because of the softening of his brain and the inevitable loosening of his attachment to the world, he had not seemed particularly emotional about any of these events. Then again, I never saw Dad cry. That’s not to say he was a hard or heartless man. On the contrary, you could not meet a more twinkly-eyed, good-natured soul; when introduced to ladies of any age he’d usually kiss their hand, theatrically. But he was never one to express deeper feelings. As I’ve tried to fathom him more in recent years I think I’ve put this sense of emotional distance down to his own father before him. He greatly admired his father, a surveyor, who suffered from shell shock in the First World War. It was one of the five or so stories my dad still had access to and repeated on a regular basis, weekly if not daily.


‘My father was blown up on the first day of the Somme, y’know. Thrown right up in the air. Have I not told you this story?’


‘Well, ye—’


‘And when he landed he said he felt like he was a blob of jelly on a slab of ice. He never rode a bike or drove a car after that.’ Nor did he ever talk about the war, apparently. After his experience in the fields of France he became a man of few words and even fewer gestures.


My father rarely gave me a hug on impulse when I was a kid – a kiss at bedtime, sure, if I was still awake when he got home from work at the hospital. I don’t think his parents hugged him or his twin brother much, although they loved them both. Once I had got over the awkwardness of being a teenager, when any familial expression of emotion was quite frankly hideous, I consciously started to hug Dad hello and goodbye. It’s not that he recoiled in embarrassment when I kissed him on the cheek or put my arm round his shoulder but I think he found it unusual, just not part of his make-up.


My grandfather, John Pritchard Williams – same name as my dad – died before I was born. Grandma Dorothy was a Methodist, serious but sweet in her own way; bird-like and quietly spoken. Dad said the only time he saw her drink alcohol was the night they went to see Donald Wolfit in King Lear. She was so traumatised by his performance that in the interval she ordered a port and lemon.


Saturday afternoons in East Sheen in south-west London, where we lived when I was a kid, saw me being deposited round the corner at Grandma’s. A trip to the toy shop, Fred Cross, on the corner of Thornton and the Upper Richmond roads was the bribe. Grandma lived in the ground-floor flat of a two-storey conversion in Palewell Park. My Cassie lived upstairs. For years I assumed a Cassie was some sort of relative that everyone had, like an aunt twice removed or something. But in fact she wasn’t a blood relative at all and had evidently married into the family in a manner that was never fully explained to me. Only recently did I discover that she had in fact been nanny to my father and his brother and when their grandmother died, Cassie married their grandfather. Perhaps some of the family didn’t approve.


By the time I came along, Cassie had a fantastic beard. Both she and Grandma smelt of Old. Although Cassie had better biscuits and her bright kitchen upstairs looked out over the rooftops of Sheen, I felt duty bound to have tea with Grandma in her altogether more gloomy flat below. She would put the television on just as the afternoon’s sports were coming to an end. Time for Final Score. The living room was sepulchral, with dark Edwardian furniture and heavy curtains. Add to that the incantation of football results emanating from the telly and the whole thing was like being in a brown tomb listening to Gregorian chant without the laughs.


‘West Bromwich Albion [slight upward inflection] two . . . Manchester City [depressing downward tone] one.’


Even today hearing the football results being read out causes a feeling of dread to wash over me. But it wasn’t just the dirge of the scores being intoned like an executioner’s death scroll, it was also because, back then, it meant it was nearly that time. Time to hide behind the sofa. Time for Doctor Who.


I can still feel the rough bobbled texture of the fabric on my upper lip as my hands gripped the top edge of Grandma’s dark green settee, my nose just resting on the rim, between the antimacassars. The room fills with the creepy, haunting electronic slithers of the theme tune, my eyes are glued to the weird pulsating diamond shape emanating from the screen of the television as Patrick Troughton’s face warps into view.


Most of my father’s family on his mother’s side lived within a few streets of each other in East Sheen. Uncle Ron had been gassed in the First World War and was forever being doused in cow’s cream – great big thick dollops of it – to soothe his skin; it came in a pot, prescribed. And he ate industrial quantities of ice cream. The house in which he lived with Auntie Ethel was preternaturally dark. She had OCD. The curtains were always closed, the furniture was heavy and depressing – what you could see of it anyway. Most of it was covered in dust sheets. Reluctantly, Auntie Ethel would reveal the dining table for meals and polish it while eating.


During the war years much of my father’s extended family lived in the same house, Greenfields, in East Sheen. After lunch on Sundays Grandpa Bates, the patriarch – he had founded Luxfer, a pavement glass company, had a driver and smoked a cigar – used to stroll across the lawn to the old coach house and cottage at the bottom of the garden where the chauffeur lived. But it wasn’t the chauffeur he was visiting for a post-prandial moment, it was Miss Slatter, his former secretary, who he had installed in the same property. Maybe the chauffeur was asked to vacate for the afternoon. Maybe she dressed up as the chauffeur. Maybe she had a stick-on moustache and a cap? History doesn’t relate.


*


Dad’s bedroom door opened and out he came, dressed neatly in pale cavalry twill trousers and brown suede brogues, a checked shirt and burgundy lambswool V-neck sweater. Something of a uniform. A country gentle man. Seeing me in the living room, leafing through the album, he spread his arms wide in a showman’s expression of delight. ‘My dear old chap! I didn’t know you were coming!’ – even though we had gone over his diary many times just yesterday.


‘How are you, Dad?’


‘All the better for seeing you.’


It was a familiar rhythm of speech. Sometimes the same question elicited the response ‘God has been merciful to me, a sinner’. It was usually one of the two.


‘Coffee? Tea? Glass of something stronger?’


‘It’s eight a.m., Dad. Let me get you some breakfast.’


In the grey haze of dementia, time of day has no real meaning. In recent months Dad had taken to getting fully dressed at three in the morning and shaking his carer awake because he had an urgent engagement. One night there were half a dozen people waiting in the car, apparently. Another time he was going to be late for the Queen. Good to know his subconscious was mixing in the right circles.


After the Leys School and Emmanuel College, Cambridge, Dad went to St Mary’s, Paddington, to train as a doctor. It was the era evoked in the film Doctor in the House and its sequels, a world in which carefree medical students tried to avoid the professional wrath of big, blustery surgeons like James Robertson Justice and the wards were run by matrons of the firm but fair variety. The early years of the NHS, a time when there were fewer middle managers, when medical students worked hard and played hard and, as Dad never tired of telling me, ‘we didn’t spend all our time filling in forms’.


Clearly thinking themselves rakish and debonair, my father and his two best friends called themselves The Three Musketeers. There was one particularly pretty trainee nurse they’d spotted in the canteen, so they drew straws for who was going to ask her to the annual dance. You can probably guess the rest.


The album on my lap was open at an informal photograph of Dad and Mum, newly engaged. A handsome couple, he in a suit and tie, she beautiful in a floral dress, dark brown wavy hair, swept back.


‘Tell me, old fellow, who is that? Priddy gal!’


I told him Mum’s name but it didn’t mean anything to him now.


John Pritchard (JP) Williams married Patricia Adele Freeman in March 1952 and they lived happily together for sixty-four years, bringing up three children: Nigel, Clare and me. There were two years between Nigel and Clare and I was youngest by six years; an afterthought perhaps but hopefully not a mistake.


After St Mary’s, Dad went on to become a surgeon, and, from what I gather from the medics I occasionally meet whom he trained, a good and kind one. He was a urologist – ‘I’m just a plumber, really. Waterworks and all that.’ However much he downplayed his occupation the fact is he improved and often saved lives. He made a difference to the world around him and he did it with modesty and a lightness of touch.


My mother, the pretty nurse the musketeers had spied in the canteen, was born in Alexandria in 1929, to Richard Freeman, an RAF doctor from Howth, Dublin, one of eleven children, and his wife Muriel White, who was from a family of bulb growers in Spalding, Lincolnshire. If you’re not in the know, family nicknames can be embarrassing. There was no problem using the name Granny for Muriel (to distinguish her from Grandma Dorothy) but I could never really understand why classmates at my primary school sniggered and held their noses when I said, ‘My PooPoo’s coming this weekend.’


PooPoo – my mother’s father – made me laugh. The sort of laughter that pushed me to a pitch of tearful hysterics where I’d plead, ‘Stop it! Please stop it, it hurts!’ There would be a truce and a moment of respite, until he pulled some other silly face or made some other farty noise and I’d be off again, fast on the way to bursting something. I don’t remember much else about him – he died before I turned five – other than the bath times whenever he came to stay. As Mum and I went through the general washing procedure, this spooky shape would appear against the mottled glass of the bathroom door and his fingers would drum on the pane, transporting me to so many squirming giggles that the water would slosh and sloosh and overflow.


Granny smoked Benson & Hedges, drank gin and tonic and had a telephone on the table by her armchair so she could call the bookies. She loved watching horse racing on the television, which as her years advanced and her hearing retreated was turned up louder and louder. After PooPoo died, whenever I went to stay with her in her bungalow in Pinchbeck, Lincolnshire, there was no escaping the climaxes of Peter O’Sullevan’s commentary on the 4.05 at Doncaster. Granny’s was the first colour TV I had ever seen. It was miraculous and vibrant, mainly because she usually mistook the colour knob for the brightness knob and so the hues on the jockeys’ silks throbbed like an acid trip.


‘What’s that noise, old fellow?’ asked Dad, as the beep of my mobile phone broke the reverie. I put down the photo album and looked at the text. It was John Hay, the producer/director of the Roald Dahl film, To Olivia, telling me our leading lady had become unattached. Not as in deranged, she had got a better offer than our small-budget project.


So, it was back to the drawing board. Just another iteration of the industry catchphrase Hurry Up and Wait.
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Playing Under the Piano


Fledglings was a nursery school in a house in East Sheen. I know the building at least is still there because I drove past it not long ago and a single image popped into my mind: me under the upright piano near the bay window, wearing a green painting smock, looking like Christopher Robin in a drawing by Shepard.


Was I hiding under the piano? Or was I just playing?


I couldn’t remember at first, and then, as I passed through the gates into Richmond Park, it came back to me. The teacher had asked me to do something in front of the class. I think it might even have been a bit of the Nativity play. Except – no – there’s a stream of sunshine lancing down through the window and piercing my hiding place like a spotlight. And the sunlight is flickering, so there must be leaves of some sort. So, it’s not Christmas. No, not leaves, it’s blossom. There’s pink blossom on the tree and sunshine and a blue sky beyond. And I am terrified of having to do something in front of the dozen or so other boys and girls. Are they wearing poncey green smocks too? I can’t see now, not from this distance. Am I the only one looking this ridiculous, aged three or four? Maybe the terror that’s gripping me there beneath the piano has more to do with looking like a green meringue than performing. And that’s the tension, I suspect, that I have sensed within me ever since. The instinct to keep it in the shadows, this acting lark, just playing under the piano for fear of looking a fool, yoked to the thrill of stepping into the spotlight in character, as someone ‘other’ (and certainly more interesting) than me, and, by doing so, sharing stories with others.


I was about six when we moved to Kidbrooke Grove, Blackheath. The house seemed huge to me. Solid red-brick entrance pillars marked the In and Out of the semi-circular gravel drive. It was quite imposing, with three stone steps up to the front door, a big bay window to the left of it – a playroom with piano – and my dad’s study window to the right.


It was built at the beginning of the last century, with a large rear garden divided by a pergola that ran the whole way across its width. In summer, which of course in my memory was most of the time, the pergola was shrouded with yellow laburnum and twice a year the rear façade of the house was a sea of purple as the wisteria, the bane and beauty of my father’s gardening pleasure, wafted its intoxicating scent to my various camps and hiding places. One of these was a tree house in the copper beech that stood sturdy and ancient. A rope ladder from Raggity Ann’s toy shop in Blackheath Village provided access to this turret of adventure and a swing hanging from one of its muscular grey branches was the source of bruises and scrapes from aggressive pirates and repelled Roundheads.


Whenever Billy Smart’s Circus pitched camp on the Heath, the circus kids used to come to our school for the duration of their stay, on one occasion on an actual elephant, which was totally thrilling. Had the Health & Safety Executive existed at the time it would have had a coronary. All Saints School was tucked in a vale on the Heath itself. The circus kids were earthy and different but I felt sorry for whichever of them had to sit next to my friend Phoebe who seemed to pee non-stop, bless her. You only had to say ‘Good morning, Phoebe’ or something equally upsetting and there it was, lemoning its way down her leg. She played 1st Shepherd to my 3rd Shepherd in the Nativity play, so at least I didn’t have to stand directly next to her. As well as my first acting role I was also given the stage management duty of Manger Wrangler, a dual skillset that I like to think has served me in good stead over the years.


Poor Phoebe. Mind you, my own bladder function wasn’t exactly robust.


One winter, snowballing on the Heath, dressed in the sixties equivalent of a giant furry onesie, I felt the call. On the treeless Heath everyone can hear you scream and there’s absolutely nowhere to hide, or, for that matter, take a leak. So, looking like something out of Scott’s Antarctic expedition, I started waddling home as fast as I could.


Crunch, crunch through the snow – which way’s quickest? Along the road past the houses, or take the alleyway footpath down the side of Morden College?


Decision, decision.


Crossing the road now, icy, nearly slipped, decision, decision.


Stick to the road and the pavement. Waddle, waddle.


You so want to pee, but don’t worry, you’re going to make it.


The turning into our street now coming into view.


Fast waddle, faster waddle, bladder burning. You’re going to make it.


‘By the way,’ your tour-guiding brain intervenes unhelpfully, ‘just up that road on the left lives someone called Wedgwood Benn. His family have something to do with politics. And in that house there lives a famous conductor called Downes – his children are Caractacus and Boudicca, Crack and Boo for short,’ which always makes my mum raise her eyebrows and shake her head.


‘And look, there’s Adrian Thingy’s house, and here’s the corner coming up.’


Oh how fantastic, it’s going to be absolutely fine. Right turn approaching, then a hundred-yard dash along the slushy pavement and I’ll be home.


The turning’s nearly upon me now, the pollarded tree on the corner looking stubbled and bald. I don’t even know what pollarding means but Dad used the word the other day so I’ve been telling friends about the pollarded trees in our road as a matter of importance, showing off my new word. ‘There are a lot of them about you know and—’


Uh-oh.


Too late. There’s a sudden, unexpected warmth inside my furry jumpsuit. And it’s wet.


As the camera cranes up I see a six-year-old boy leaning against the pollarded chestnut tree at the corner of Kidbrooke Grove, panting, beginning to cry, a dark stain spreading across his khaki snowsuit.


Oh, the humiliation.


It was at that same spot, a few years later, that I told my sister about the boy up the road who made me rub myself up against him. He was several years older than me. We shared the school run and so I would often go to his house for tea on afternoons when Mum was at work. While his mother prepared sandwiches, we’d go up to his room to play. Except my idea of play and his were evidently quite different. He had recently been to see Diamonds Are Forever at the Odeon in Lewisham and wanted to act out a scene in which James Bond apparently rubbed up against someone. He instructed me to lie on the bed and let him demonstrate quite how amazing the scene in the film was. Intrigued, and a devoted fan of 007, I did as I was told. He then frotted away against me like a dog against a leg. But I wasn’t the corner of a table, nor insensible. Even at the time I thought it was fairly peculiar behaviour for a secret agent but anyway it made me rampantly curious for about a year and a half and I went round James Bonding with anyone who was vaguely interested.
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Emperor Salazar


The time spent between getting back from school and doing my homework was a patchwork of rubbish attempts at making Airfix models, and yelling ‘Achtung!’ as Guy Bonser, Mark Spurgeon and Adrian Thingy from round the corner besieged or escaped from the fortresses we had constructed in the occupied territory of various back gardens along our road. But more sharply in focus than any of these images is me, crosslegged on the carpet in front of the telly. Prep school shorts, a downy moustache of orange squash, a Garibaldi biscuit if I was lucky. And there, glowing from the box in front of me, three gods of the small screen, whose every word was gospel.


You see, I was one of the anointed who between 1967 and 1972 bore witness to the tripartite divinity of John Noakes, Peter Purves and Valerie Singleton. Verily they said unto me sticky back plastic and send your milk bottle tops to and Down, Shep!


This was the world according to Blue Peter and it was the religion of my childhood certainties. Of course, there was an alternative doctrine, but Magpie was on something called ITV which, if not the work of Satan, was certainly to be considered with suspicion because it was New and had Adverts.


A lot of my time was spent on my own. I didn’t have imaginary friends but I certainly developed a vivid imagination. At this stage in my young life I wanted to kill my sister. Really seriously murder her. I was about seven. At breakfast I had done something innocuous like kick her under the table. Just for something to do, really. Looking for a reaction. I was an irritating younger brother, it was in the job description. She’d kicked me back, so I had probably shrieked or cried and in any event complained loudly to Mum, who was in the kitchen, half visible through the hatch in the small dining room.


‘Clare!’ snapped Mum. ‘You are thirteen, for heaven’s sake.’


‘Ow!’ I shrieked again, even though nothing so much as a fly had touched me. But Mum wasn’t to know.


‘Oh stop it, both of you!’


Suddenly, Clare was out of her chair and round my side of the table to ‘get me’. She pulled my ears and dashed on past, making for the twelve-paned door in the corner of the dining room that gave on to the garden. Furious, I squealed like a stuck pig and, abandoning my toast, leaped up.


Cut to: me chasing my sister round the perimeter of the back garden. She was laughing. I was chubby and slow. I sweated after her, my blood boiling as she glanced over her shoulder at me, skipping easily ahead. After two laps, she darted off the lawn, through the back door and into the house, swiftly pulling the door shut, at the same time turning the key in the lock. As she dangled the key smugly, she did the most irritating thing any sibling can do when in a momentary position of power: she stuck her tongue out at me.


A red mist descended and the world went into slow motion.


A sledgehammer was leaning against the wall next to the back door, minding its own business. Cutting short its coffee break, I reached for its handle. It was incredibly heavy. With superhuman strength I managed to pick it up and with one wobbly slo-mo roar launched it towards Clare’s scrunched-up face and pointy tongue. To reach its target the sledgehammer obviously had to pass through the multiple glass panes of the door, which it did with impressive ease, thanks to various laws of physics relating to force, momentum and angry little boys. The glass from a dozen panes shattered into a thousand shards as the door splintered.


Cut to: Dad chasing me round the back garden. While I panted my way religiously around the perimeter my dad simply cut the corner and headed me off, tackling me to the ground in about six seconds. I pleaded for mercy, blamed my sister, society, the dog – bad call, since we didn’t have one at the time – but to no avail. Dad spanked me with a slipper, or it might have been a hairbrush. The only time he did so.


On the upside, the back door subsequently let in a lot more light, now containing as it did a single sheet of glass instead of those annoying little panes. So much easier for Mum to clean. Frankly, I had done everyone a favour. I dug a shallow grave behind the garage for Clare and plotted ways to put her in it, but as the months went by my animosity waned and I decided to bury the hatchet rather than my sister.


The upstairs landing of the house had two exits either side of the staircase, left and right. As far as I was concerned it was a proscenium arch theatre in London, SE3. Perfect for the great performances I was destined to give to my bored family and hired locals. Or for my more avant-garde creations there was the playroom downstairs, a room that back in the day must have been the formal dining room but to me was a gigantic blank canvas. Here I could put on big-budget productions that required things like actual sets (cardboard box), rather than the simple request of ‘now shut your eyes’ between scenes while I effected a quick change from Granny’s fox fur stole to an Arabian headdress. Now I was the Emperor Salazar or, with Grandpa’s waistcoat added, a Sultan of Some Description.


The dressing-up box in the walk-in airing cupboard was a haven for me. This was where I spent an inordinate amount of time inventing characters. Inside Dad’s National Service Royal Navy trunk were endless cast-offs, ripe for new stories. Guy Bonser and Mark Spurgeon and Adrian Thingy from round the corner were far more interested in football and shooting things (Guy once took out my ankle from thirty yards with my brother’s air rifle as I hid behind the wheelbarrow). But all the commando stuff in our garden, or in the allotments at the top of the road, was really a ploy. I was reeling them in. While by day I feigned interest in Leeds United and declared Peter Bonetti the best goalkeeper in the world until Guy pointed out he played for Chelsea, by night I crafted theatre tickets and drew up playbills. Ultimately my humouring of their preferred interests had the desired effect: one by one, my neighbourhood friends succumbed, allowing me to dive into the dressing-up box and drape them in some musty old clothes, so that they could play a supporting role in one of my Plays on the Landing, starring ME.


In my bed in the small room that in olden days would have been a dressing room, I would lie awake and listen to sounds from downstairs, a long, long way away.


There’d be the ring-ring of the telephone. Mum answering, ‘Ayt fiyve ayt, three double ayoh wun, haylayo?’ – putting on her telephone voice, which sounded like the Queen on Christmas Day. I used to wonder if the Queen put on a special voice for her Broadcast to the Commonwealth and the rest of the year she sounded like a Welsh miner. Not that I’d heard many Welsh miners speak, to be honest, but it did seem such an extraordinarily fabricated sound.


The creaking of the ancient water pipes.


A wisteria branch scraping against the paint-cracked and possibly-rotten-but-we-won’t-talk-about-it window frame.


A scratching from deep behind a skirting board somewhere.


And then the sound of a car pulling into the gravel drive.


My pulse quickens. It’s Dad. It’s Daddy!


The heavy front door opening and closing, the steady, confident tread of his leather shoes as he crosses the hall to the kitchen. The kiss on the cheek, the murmur of catching-up chat, and then, my pulse still quicker now, his footsteps on the wide wooden stairs that creak on the fourth step, two extra paces at the turn, then up the final flight on to the landing. The soft pad of footsteps on carpet, the standard lamp rattling a little as he passes it, closer and closer to my room. But then – oh no! – a diversion: he veers off into his and Mum’s bedroom, next door to mine. I hear his jacket come off and get re-bodied round a chair in a swift single movement, coins out of his pocket on to a tray on his dressing table. Then the sound of him blowing his nose into his hanky, as loud as a foghorn and familiar and ordinary to me. And then he comes into my room with a cheerily whispered, ‘Hello, old chap. Are you awake?’


As if I wouldn’t be.


He kneels down at the side of my bed, his head level with mine, and ruffles my hair with his left hand and nuzzles my cheek with a brief kiss. The scratch of his bristle and the smell of the hospital, clinical and clean. Maybe he asks about my day, maybe I’m meant to ask him about his, but frankly I’m not interested. I’m about eight and all I want is to keep him close and to hear The Story. This is what I have been waiting for.


He begins.


‘Once upon a time, a long, long time ago, when Richmond Park was all forest, in a clearing in the wood lived a Mummy and a Daddy and their three children: Niggle the Giggle, Clarea Bear-a Butterskin and Hugh de Boo de Boo. And in the trees nearby lived a squirrel. But this was no ordinary squirrel because instead of storing his nuts in his cheeks this squirrel kept them in his ears, so that when he shook his head, they rattled. Rattlerattle-rattle. The other thing that made this squirrel particularly special was that he had one red eye and one green eye . . . ’


Only in later years did I realise that he always began The Story the same way each night in order to give his tired brain time to shake off the tensions of the day. The blips and bleeps of the machines in the operating theatre, the worried patients on the ward, the diagnoses and the decisions. This autopilot opening was a way of pushing the real world to one side while he gathered his thoughts, giving him time to come up with whatever adventure Hugh de Boo de Boo and the wise and wonderful squirrel might go on next. I look back now with nothing but admiration for my dad, finding these moments of calm for his youngest son.


Dad was so tall, to me, back then. Dark hair, balding, strong nose. Distinguished. Like a Roman statue but not pompous or condescending. He was intelligent, talented at the piano; he played squash and loved sailing, was funny without being a comedian, flirty without being a lech. Modest. Patient. And he loved my mum. And she loved him. Their contentment was sometimes boring to be around and is boring to write about, so I won’t stay here long. I could try and make it more interesting and say I had to duck flying furniture but I never did. The most turbulent it got, in fact, was on a trip to visit cousins in Norfolk. Just the three of us in the car, Mum with the map on her lap. We approached a T-junction.


‘Eyand it’s right heeyah, darling.’


For some reason she put on her Queen-at-Christmas voice when map reading. I think it made her feel more in control of something she might not fully understand, like the telephone.


‘No, I think it’s a left,’ said Dad, flicking the indicator accordingly.


‘Darling, it’s right.’


‘No, I’m quite sure it’s left.’


‘John!’


She never called him John. It was always Darling or, in polite company, JP. As in, ‘JP, where are the tonics? Sorry, Fabia, I tell him where they’re meant to go but he never puts them in the right place. Honestly!’


‘Men, eh, Pat?’


‘Oh dear me, Fabia, I know. I know!’


You heard exchanges like that all over our part of the London suburbs. Anyway, it was JP, never John. So, calling him by his proper Christian name could mean only one thing. I felt a surge of panic. I lurched forward between the seats as, through mounting sobs, I pleaded with them at the top of my voice.


‘Please, Mummy! Please, Daddy! Please don’t get divorced!’
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Don Ferolo


I looked up to my brother Nigel, literally. I wanted him to show me the way. He did, to an extent, but with the eight-year age gap I was never going to be his closest buddy. He taught me Funny, though. Through his LP collection he introduced me to Flanders & Swann, Tony Hancock, Round the Horne and the Goons. He had collected scripts, biographies of the writers and performers as well as recordings of Tom Lehrer, Lenny Bruce, Peter Sellers, Joyce Grenfell, Spike Milligan and Kenneth Williams. He would point out to me their vocal idiosyncrasies, what made them stand out from the crowd. He also talked ad infinitum about Beyond the Fringe, educating me that satire was the way forward and battering it into my head that performers were nothing without the writers. I was beginning to know what he meant, as my own writing – superlative as it was – did not appear to be going down as well as, say, Alan Ayckbourn’s, who had written a play for children called Ernie’s Incredible Illucinations.
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		31 Impact



		32 Head Girl



		33 A Brit in Hollywood



		34 Diary of a Nobody



		35 Hidden on the Hard Drive



		36 Mr President



		37 Table for Waltz



		38 Going Back for More



		39 A Dog’s Life



		40 So That’s All Good



		41 There Is Nothing Like a Dame



		42 Tummy Ache



		43 Darkest Peru



		44 Plan Z to Outer Space



		45 Coming in to Land
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