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For every actor who has waited for the phone to ring




Prologue

One evening, in the early 1950s when I was nineteen, I was walking from my shabby digs in Oxford to the theatre where I was an ASM, which meant that I was sweeping the stage, borrowing props, begging furniture, prompting and occasionally appearing on stage and saying a line or two if I was lucky. It was a dreary autumn evening with thin rain soaking right through to one’s soul, and the last part of the journey took me down a very affluent, architecturally admired street of houses where most lower-ground floors had been turned into kitchen-diners and had their lights on, displaying the domestic scenes within. A woman cooking, laying the table for supper, often one or two children helping, and at one house I observed a man as he opened the front door, and I stopped to watch him as he entered the scene downstairs. The welcome, the smiles, the kissing, the laughing. And I was overwhelmed by the thought that I would never be that woman, because at this twilight hour I would always be on my way to the theatre. Standing in the seeping rain, I was drenched with melancholy. I trudged on to the theatre and pushed through the stage door, which immediately led to the green room, stinking of cigarettes, littered with dirty mugs and two sleeping actors sprawled on chairs. My melancholy vanished in seconds. This is my home, I thought as I happily gathered up the mugs. This is where I belong and where I’ll always want to be.




1

My birth meant that three wishes had been granted. God had forgiven my mother, my father’s manhood had been restored and the family became eligible for a council house.

My mother, father, half-sister, brother and grandmother had all been living in a rented house in Stoke Newington that was so damp they needed to move. While my mother was giving birth to me in the Salvation Army Mothers’ Nursing Home in Clapton (‘Costing two and six a night,’ as my mother would proudly tell me. ‘You weren’t born on charity’), the whole family moved to 17 Courtman Road, Tottenham on the White Hart Lane council estate, which began a stone’s throw from the Spurs football ground and stretched all the way to Lordship Lane. My mother, even though she was desperate to be rehoused, had refused two other houses because she wanted the open aspect of the allotments which stretched scenically behind Courtman Road. I, of course, had no idea that such grandeur awaited me.

Although my birth certificate says that I was born on 16 June 1934, my mother said it was 15 June. She remembered being told that she had a girl and asking fearfully if ‘it was all right’, as she was almost forty-six, and at that great age was convinced there would be ‘a bit missing’, and the nurse telling her that I had ‘lovely straight eyebrows’. She thought, What on earth must she look like if they can only talk about her eyebrows? Then she heard the clock strike midnight as I was wrapped and handed to her, and a moment later she noticed the doctor filling in a form and looking at his watch before putting my date of birth. It was always celebrated on the sixteenth, but at every birthday my mother would say, ‘It was really yesterday.’

She was ecstatic that I was a girl. She was a dressmaker, and longed to make pretty children’s clothes. She had had a hard life before she married my father. Not only did she work all day as a seamstress, but in the evenings she was a barmaid at the Trocadero Theatre at the Elephant and Castle, as well as having to help with the lodgers that my widowed grandmother was forced to take in. She was thirty-nine and had given up all hope of marriage when my father, three years younger, who lodged in the house in Stoke Newington, lost his wife Kitty in childbirth. He was left a widower with his three-year-old daughter, Peggy, and asked my mother if she would help him look after her. ‘Only if you marry me,’ answered my mother, and my father, always obliging, was dragooned into marriage.

This was not a love match. Neither my brother nor I ever noticed much affection between them, but they got on well enough together. Annie ruled the roost and Arthur clucked along. My half-sister, Peggy, told me that they had a good sex life, so maybe things got evened up in bed.

In less than two years after they were married they had two boys, Ronald and Reginald, and then my mother found that she was pregnant again. They couldn’t afford another child. My father’s wages as an electric meter reader were minimal, and even with my mother still working at home, sewing for a factory, there was hardly enough money. Having to look after her mother as well as two babies, she felt exhausted and unable to cope, so she had a backstreet abortion.

A year later her younger son, Reginald, known as Bubby, died of meningitis. My mother was convinced God had punished her, and her unhappiness cast a cloud over the whole family. Six years later my father had an illness that required the loss of one testicle, and my mother, who flew into terrible rages (which unfortunately I inherited), accused him of being a useless husband. Apparently he then threw her on the kitchen table to prove he wasn’t useless, and the result was me.

That made us, with Grandma, a family of six and eligible for one of the newly developed council houses. So, as you can see, like a good fairy at my own christening, I granted three wishes. It was a promising start.

Our house was at the end of a row, and had a wide path that was the entrance to the allotments along one side of it, and the back looked over a longish garden that led to the several acres of these allotments.

The house had a living room with an open fire, a small kitchen with sliding doors behind which the council had oddly fitted a bath and a boiler – next to which my mother bred chicks – a hallway with a freezing lavatory, and upstairs three bedrooms. By the time I was born my brother, Ron, was five, and my half-sister, Peggy, eleven. After a year or so my mother thought it wrong that they shared a bedroom, so my grandmother had one room, my father and brother another, and my mother, sister and me the third. Quite naturally the only person who was happy with this arrangement was my grandmother, and after a year of frustration, with my parents unable to sleep together, and my grandmother becoming more demanding and difficult, my mother finally went to the local church and begged the priest there to help her find a home for my grandmother. And lo and behold, Father Waton of St Benet Fink Church, Lordship Lane, found a convent in Thames Ditton that would take her for no charge. As she was nineteen when she had my mother, she could scarcely have been seventy, and I’m pretty sure had only been to church for weddings, christenings and funerals when she went to live with the nuns. It was immensely good of the Reverend Father (he was High Church and not Catholic) to do anything, as no one in the family was remotely religious, and my mother wasn’t even confirmed then. Later when I was ten or eleven I was obsessed by religion, and indeed was found in the church by Father Waton, dramatically stretched full length on the floor, arms out, prostrate in front of the altar. He was a severe, slightly frightening priest, but he listened to me and told me it was highly unlikely that I would want to become a nun when I grew up. Indeed, I didn’t even get as far as confirmation as by then I’d discovered boys.

I was a toddler when Grandma left us, and only have an impression of a short, fat, red-faced woman who sometimes gave me sweets but was mostly cross and had all her meals served to her in her room in bed.

Later I was to learn that she had had three husbands, all of whom had died. The first one was my mother’s father, a darkly handsome man who had married Grandma at eighteen and died when my mother was eighteen months old. Four years later she had married again, and sent my mother to live with cousins on the South Coast, as she was pregnant. I gather it was quite common for women then to send a child from a first marriage to live with relatives because the second husband didn’t want to be bothered with another man’s child. At least, my mother convinced herself that it was ‘normal’, and she wasn’t invited back to the family until she was eight or nine years old and could be a ‘help’ and not a ‘nuisance’. One can imagine what emotional stunting this might have caused a child.

With Grandma gone the atmosphere lightened considerably, although there always remained a huge, hideously badly coloured black-edged photograph of poor Bubby on the living room wall (the only adornment apart from a mirror) to daily remind us all of death.

I have only one memory of life before I was three, and that was of being thrown up in the air and caught again and again by my father, and I swear my small brain registered perfect happiness. I’m convinced that I felt I never wanted it to stop. I’ve told this to friends who have rushed to throw their babies up in the air, but so far no one else has reported a state of bliss. My father was a playful, affectionate, childlike man who doted on me, and when I was young I adored him.

The next thing I remember had a momentous effect on my life and I have a clear image of it. A gypsy came to the door. They would come in groups and word would get around that they were working their way down the street knocking at every door. My mother both feared and was fascinated by them, and she was very superstitious and always bought heather from them to prevent them putting the evil eye on her. Peering through the kitchen windows, we had watched their progress down the road and then the knock came at our door. Catching something of my mother’s excitement and fear, I suppose, I went to the door with her, clinging onto her dress, and there was this exotic-looking woman, swarthy, bejewelled with bangles and earrings, and with a bright scarf round her head and a full, swishing skirt that showed coloured petticoats. My mother duly bought the heather, and the gypsy suddenly fixed her eyes on me. ‘That little one there,’ she said, pointing a bony finger at me, ‘is going to be a great dancer – another Pavlova.’

That was it as far as my mother was concerned – the gypsy had spoken – I was to be a great dancer. She lost no time. I was taken to a dancing school the following week for my first lesson. I refused to ‘join the other little girls’ and screamed to be taken home. She tried a couple of other dancing schools but, refusing to follow my destiny, I screamed each time to be taken home. But my mother was persistent. I don’t think that it was only because ‘the gypsy had spoken’. She was a tall, overweight woman who had always thought of herself as plain and clumsy. There was no suppleness or softness about her – if you sat on her lap, her fierce whalebone corset was a buttress to prevent comfort, and she walked stiffly as if clad in armour. Maybe there was a dancer inside her that wanted to get out that would only be assuaged if I pranced and pirouetted for her.

Finally she found a dancing school that had the somewhat snigger-inducing name of the KY School, and these initials were emblazoned on our practice clothes. Madame Kavos Yandie, the owner of these initials, purported to be Spanish and had eleven letters after her name, all of which she was barred from using twenty years later when it was revealed that she had been born Kathleen Smith from Peckham and had never passed a dancing examination in her life.

Although she managed to persuade me to stay for a lesson, as soon as my mother collected me I said I absolutely would not go again. ‘Why not?’ my mother asked. I couldn’t think why not, and couldn’t scream in front of children I’d just been dancing with. ‘Why not?’ repeated my mother. She’d got her foot in the door and was not going to give up. I had to have a good excuse. ‘Because a horrible girl put my head down the lavatory and pulled the chain.’ Where I’d heard of this minor torture I had no idea. ‘What’s this girl’s name?’ my mother demanded, fury rising at this unknown child. I searched about and tried to remember someone’s name. Anyone’s name. ‘Doris.’ I’d at last remembered one. My mother marched me back into the class, repeated my fantasy to Madame Yandie and poor Doris was banned from ever appearing at dancing class again.

I now had no excuse for not going, so I was dragged there a second time and this time my imagined treatment at the hands of Doris had made me notorious, and everyone in class had been told to be nice to me. So I began to enjoy being the centre of attention, and found that it was quite fun to learn to dance.

It had taken my mother two years to get me to go to dancing lessons, and in that time World War II had been declared. I was aware that this terrible and frightening thing might be going to happen, but it was eclipsed by the terror that I had turned five in June and would be attending Devonshire Hill Primary School the first week in September. The school was situated at the centre of the huge council estate in a road opposite the cemetery, which I thought a pretty place with all its flowers, and I enjoyed my first day there where I learned my first nursery rhyme:


I love little pussy, her coat is so warm,

And if I don’t hurt her, she’ll do me no harm.



And fell in love with a little boy with a shock of yellow hair called Gordon, who was willing to let me hold his hand. There were three blissful days of this heady stuff, before we were told that the school was closing and we were all going to be evacuated.

My brother had apparently already gone, but I wouldn’t have noticed as I was scarcely aware of my brother or my half-sister. They were both at school by the time I was born, and shadowy figures who spent a lot of time in their bedrooms. I do remember my sister asking if she could take me for a walk when I was in a pushchair, but my mother wouldn’t allow it, as she hadn’t allowed the young teenagers in our street who had knocked on the door to ask if they could ‘take baby for a walk’ – as was the fashion on council estates in those days. She stood with clenched fists when my father put me on the crossbar of his bike in the mornings and rode proudly down the street, showing me off to everyone, then turned round and cycled back to deposit me safely at her feet. It’s apparent to me now that until I was evacuated, I was never out of my mother’s sight. She had at last got the girl she wanted (she didn’t count my half-sister), and she wasn’t going to lose me.

As soon as it was announced on the radio that war had been declared with Germany, I realised that the buzz of worry that had hovered over us for some months was now a real and dreadful happening. After the broadcast everyone went out into their back gardens and called out to one another. The Haywards next door, the Pritchards, the Mitchells, the Poulters, even Mrs Flowerday, our neighbour the other side of the allotment lane who for some reason we weren’t normally allowed to speak to (probably because she ‘used language’), all were clearly terrified though full of bluster. ‘Who does Adolf think he is?’ ‘We’ll show ’em.’ ‘When do you think the bombs will start?’ The fear was certainly clear to me.

About a week later I was taken by my mother in my best clothes to a railway station where, on a platform, there was a group of children from Devonshire Hill Primary. My mother put a brown cardboard box on a strap across my shoulder and told me it was my gas mask, and someone gave me a bar of chocolate and an orange and I was put on the train, and before I knew what was happening, the train was leaving and my mother wasn’t coming with me.

It wasn’t a very long journey as we were only going to Essex. We were herded off the train at Chelmsford and put on a bus that took us to our new homes in Great Baddow. What they did with us then (and I found out later that they had done this with my brother’s group) was to herd the children from door to door, where each owner came out and chose the children they would take. The children were ushered in and then the party moved on. In my brother’s case, apparently, he and his friend Ken Bruton were the last pair to find sanctuary. The final door had been knocked on and the woman had come to the door and said, ‘Oh, no, I can’t take boys. I said I’d take girls. I’ve got three girls and I really can’t take boys.’ Ron was ten years old and desperate. ‘Please take us, lady,’ he said, ‘we’re ever so clean.’ ‘We don’t have candles in our noses,’ Ken added (he meant unwiped snot), and sweet Mrs Barham took them in. Ron was very happy in that family, and to this day still sees Margaret, the youngest daughter.

My experience was the reverse of my brother’s. I was picked immediately by the woman who opened the first door. ‘Oh’, she beamed, ‘I’ll take the little blonde child. She’ll be a perfect playmate for my girl.’ I was ushered into the house and told to go into the first room on the right, where I would find ‘Little Davina’. Little Davina was a very dark, square sort of child and she went red with fury at the sight of me. Then she ran at me, kicked me in the shins and snatched my chocolate from me. That kick released all my misery. I screamed and wouldn’t stop screaming until they’d called back the Evacuation Officer, who took me out of the house. It was then discovered that I had a brother and that he was at Mrs Barham’s. She said she would take me in for the night but suggested they send for my mother, who came the next day. I was put in the house next door with a sad, quiet woman who had no children, called Mrs Edwards. My mother stayed for a couple of days and we sat in a cornfield full of poppies, and I was enchanted with the countryside. ‘Why can’t we live in a place like this?’ I asked. ‘Well, your father has to work. There’s his meter-reading job, and there’s his soldier work’ – being too old to fight, Dad had volunteered for the Defence Corps – ‘and I have to look after him and Peggy.’ Peggy had started work at fourteen as a telephonist at the GPO (General Post Office).

So I was left in the uneasy company of Mrs Edwards. Before she left, my mother asked me if there was anything she could bring me when she came again. It so happened that a baby panda had been born in the zoo, and the London shops had toy pandas. Someone in our street had had one, and although I never played with or even liked dolls (my father had made me a doll’s house one Christmas and I just bounced on the roof and smashed it), I wanted that panda. The upshot of this was that, unable to afford such a toy, my mother had painstakingly got a knitting pattern to make a knitted panda and presented the result to me on her next visit. ‘This is not the panda I wanted.’ I was crying and threw the pathetically sad knitted animal at her. ‘This is not a panda at all. It’s horrible.’ To this day I feel ashamed and sick remembering the look on her face.

I had to start school again, and Mrs Edwards did not accompany me to school. She took me to the front garden gate and asked some boys to walk me to the village school. As soon as she had shut the door they all started chanting, ‘She’s a Vaccy, a dirty London Vaccy,’ but no one actually hit me, and I was so enchanted with the pretty country lane that we walked down that I started picking flowers. That caused hilarity. ‘Barmy Vaccy,’ they shrieked, ‘you can’t eat them.’ Nevertheless, I arrived at the small infant school with a bouquet of weeds, which was snatched from me the moment I got there. I sat miserably through the day, understanding nothing. There was no ‘Pussy whose coat is so warm’, there was no gorgeous Gordon, just the rough, jeering boys and girls.

After some days of agony, I luckily caught head lice and was sent home. Mrs Edwards was horrified and had no idea that she had to buy some nasty black soap to get the nits out, so she asked for my mother to come and deal with the situation. When my mother saw how inept Mrs Edwards was and how miserable I was, she decided to take me back to London. There seemed to be ‘nothing going on on the war front’ (indeed, that period at the beginning of the war was called the Phoney War), so why not take me home? I think she was also missing me dreadfully – she certainly never sent me away again. So I spent the rest of the war in north London, which later was quite heavily bombed. Ron seemed happy, so she left him in Essex until she brought him home just in time for the bombing because he’d got a scholarship to the grammar school.

For some reason, I think probably fear that the authorities would force her to evacuate me again, she failed to send me to school; it just wasn’t mentioned again, and it was at this point my mother had chanced on the KY School in Wood Green, and I was busy training three or four times a week to fulfil my destiny.

Madame Yandie, who I think was considered a very attractive, slightly exotic thirty-two-year-old, couldn’t have children, and soon after I started classes she asked my mother if she could adopt me. The idea being, I suppose, that she could give me ‘a better life’. (After all, she lived the other side of Lordship Lane, where the posh houses started.) But having received a firm refusal from my mother, she nevertheless petted me and made much of me, though there was something about her that always made me feel uncomfortable. I just couldn’t like her, even though she was very good to me.

Soon after I started classes, she gave me her first great gift. She gave me a book called More About Josie, Click and Bun by Enid Blyton. I don’t remember having seen a book before – there were none in the house, except maybe an almanac or possibly a household manual. There were no comics because expenses didn’t run to them, and yet somehow I had learned to read, because when I was about four I was in my father’s arms, waiting for a bus outside the Regal Cinema, Edmonton, when I looked up at the huge Bovril advertisement on a hoarding and read slowly and clearly: ‘BOVRIL PUTS BEEF INTO YOU’. I knew immediately that I had upset my father as he turned miserably to my mother, saying, as if having to admit to a sad defect, ‘She can read.’

I think I probably knew those five words because I had been brought up on Bovril and had looked at the jar daily. The only other way I think I might have picked up a bit of reading was at Sunday school, which I’d attended since I was three (my mother had to keep on the right side of Father Waton), and there had been lots of picture books of Jesus, my favourite being one of a very handsome, very blond Jesus holding out his arms and saying, ‘Suffer the little children to come unto me.’ I was slightly worried about the suffering bit, but intrigued to see that many of the children in the semicircle around Jesus weren’t the same colour as me.

My father’s misery at my being able to read was because he made up stories to tell me from his own imagination, and he saw all that ending.

I was never quite sure just how well he could read. I never saw him with a book. He read the newspaper in the evening, but as I grew older I suspected that he just read headlines and the comic strips. He had received very little education as he had left school at twelve years old, although he did have beautiful copperplate handwriting. His father had been a carpenter in Glasgow and at some point had moved the whole family down to Birmingham. My father was the youngest of thirteen children: three had died in childbirth, five boys and five girls had grown to adulthood. Soon after he left school he was employed as under-chauffeur (my father always pronounced it with a French accent) to the Marquis de Soveral, the Portuguese ambassador, at his house in Surrey. Most of his brothers and sisters were in service, and I suppose one of them got him the job. He wasn’t allowed to drive and the chauffeur refused to teach him – he was there to clean the car and keep the driver awake when they were waiting for the ambassador to leave a party. I believe the ambassador was a friend of Edward VII and was quite a party man. At fourteen my father thought he’d like to have a go at driving, and thinking that the chauffeur was well out of the way, backed the car out into the mews. He was reported and sacked immediately.

After that he did various jobs, but was mostly in service until World War I started in 1914, when he joined the London Irish Rifles, a territorial unit that was not intended for action abroad. However, the war was going so badly that they were asked to volunteer – which they all did. After one year in France he was invalided out, not because of a bravely earned wound but because a doctor at the front thought his feet too deformed for action. Back in England, he was put in charge of German prisoners.

After the war he had met and wanted to marry his first wife, Kitty. So if, as I believe, he had gone back into service he would have had to give in his notice, as you could only be married if you were both servants in the same house.

His marriage to Kitty was clearly for love, as the wedding photographs show, and sometime after Peggy was born in 1922 the little family moved into Grandmother’s house as lodgers. But my father, finding it difficult to get regular employment, took off to New Zealand, where he hoped there would be more opportunity, on the understanding that Kitty with Peggy would follow.

He had scarcely set foot in that country when news came that his wife was pregnant again and would not be coming to join him. How long he stayed there I don’t know, but he was certainly home for his wife’s death in childbirth. My brother says that things didn’t go well in New Zealand, but when our father died I found a photograph of a young Maori woman sewn into one of his jackets. After Kitty’s funeral he managed to get a job with Hackney Borough Council as a meter reader, and having waited a year for propriety’s sake, he married my mother. Though he was working class and clearly feckless, my mother must have thought that she could pull him into shape.

He was certainly considered a good-looking man. He was a keen gymnast and entertained at parties, singing songs from the music hall, which he followed faithfully, and he loved making people laugh. Children adored him – my dancing friends called him ‘Uncle Funny Man’. But as I grew older I realised that not only was he totally uneducated, but that he had weird blanks in his brain. For instance, when the first motorway was built, my father insisted on calling it the MI (pronounced ‘eye’), even when I explained that there would be an M2 and an M3, and so on.

Other people laughed, but I was sometimes ashamed at these lapses, though I admit there is something odd about my own brain. My old friend Jean Marsh once described it as being like Gruyère cheese – full of holes – and there is no doubt I have him to thank for my imagination.

He told me the most wonderful stories. They would start something like this: ‘There was this boy, you see, about twelve he was, and he’d just started work at the Metal Box factory, but he soon got fed up of it, so he went down the docks and worked down there a bit, got himself some muscles, then thought, why not stow away on a boat – see the world, go to Timbuctoo – so he hid himself under a tarpaulin, and then wha’ d’ya think happened?’

So I never got to read Winnie-the-Pooh.

My love for my father was unconditional until the beginning of the war, when the terrible possibility entered my head that he might be Hitler. It happened almost overnight. Someone must have told him that he ‘looked a bit like Adolf’. This encouraged him to trim his moustache to look exactly like Hitler’s and start to slick his hair across his forehead. He also wore a dark uniform with a peaked cap for his work. Everyone who came to the house remarked on the likeness. One day he came home very proud of himself and told us, ‘I was on my knees reading the meter just off the Lower Clapton Road and this big woman, Jewish she was, I reckon, came up behind me, pushed me in the cupboard, locked the door, got the police in and told them she’d got Adolf Hitler, disguised as a meter reader, locked in her cupboard.’ The police had evidently arrived and let my father out. He was thrilled at what had happened, and repeated the story to impressed neighbours without a hint of humour, just great pride at causing such a stir. It sounds absurd, but I was only five when this happened, and a little worm of doubt entered my mind that maybe, possibly, he really was Adolf. People laughed and admired him now, but when the Germans came and he was revealed as the terrible dictator I would be dragged out into the street and have my head shaved – I’d seen that happen on the Movietone News in the cinemas when my sister had taken me to see Random Harvest. Of course, I’d got a bit muddled there – if the Germans had arrived in Tottenham it would have meant that they had won, so I would have been in rather a good position as daughter of the Führer, but I worried away at the problem quietly, and spent a great deal of time working out how my mother, sister, brother and I could all squeeze into the lavatory to hide, as it was the only room with a lock, so that we could be safe from the baying hordes in the street.

The fact that my father’s metamorphosis happened at the same time that I was given a book and started to read and didn’t need my father’s stories any more, didn’t help the lack of trust I was beginning to have in him. Reading More About Josie, Click and Bun had encouraged me to find the local library, and although my mother approved, my father just couldn’t bear to see the books about the house, and said if I even once got a fine for not taking them back in time, he would forbid me from going to the library. That would have been terrible, for in the local council library I had found paradise. As I went up the steps to enter this hallowed hall, my excitement was so intense that I nearly always had to go to the lavatory, and to this day a bookshop can bring on the same feelings.

Of course, the worry about him being Adolf came and went and finally disappeared, and he replaced telling stories with teaching me cribbage, which we played night after night in the Anderson shelter when the bombing raids finally started. I’ve wondered often since why my father should have enjoyed looking like the most hated man of our time. It wasn’t till reality shows started happening on television in the 1970s that I began to understand. He wanted to be a celebrity, and he would do anything to be noticed. I hope his ‘dream of being famous for five minutes’ was fulfilled when, years later, my parents went to holiday camps for their holidays (never Butlin’s – that was ‘too common’, my mother would say when she really meant ‘more expensive than the others’), and my father, in a grand gathering of contestants from various camps, held at a packed Lyceum in London, was crowned winner of the Mr Debonair Contest.
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Act One of a Life on Stage






