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Prologue

Suddenly, I am old. My grandsons say I am very old. They look in puzzlement at my shortness (well, one of them is over six feet), my glasses, my struggle with hearing. They can’t understand the changes, and nor can I. Old age is a state of being that for decades has been a distant hazy horizon. It did not threaten. It was something to envisage merely with mild curiosity – a state to sympathise with, not to think about too much. Then, some immeasurable years ahead, to encounter.

Naturally, in the last decade, I’ve observed a few of the minor ailments that some contemporaries, once so energetic and healthy, would describe with a hesitant laugh: arthritic thumbs, puckering neck, wayward aches and pains. Many of us have confessed to not being able to remember why we have gone to the fridge, or where we have put glasses, keys, and the list we have made to counteract forgetfulness. There have also been, among these friends, disasters of a different order – strokes, heart attacks and a too-long list of cancers. I have been lucky enough to avoid most of those troubles, and energy, that most enjoyable of sensations, was still intact. When we moved from Oxford to the country ten years ago I found that unpacking 137 boxes, and putting the stuff away over three floors, was a trifle more tiring than all the other moves we had made, and then remembered I was seventy. But once everything was in place, I returned to the work routine I have followed since I was nineteen, and have no intention, ever, of retiring.

I have been lucky. I realised this very acutely in 2014 when six of my old friends died. My chief anxiety now is that time is running out. I’ve not yet written a book that I am proud of – will I be capable of that in the short years left? I doubt it. Will my slightly fading energy be enough to keep me writing till I die? And, indeed, will anyone want to read what I write in my dotage? I doubt that, too. This could be my last book, though I hope that is not the case, and it is not the whole story, but it’s all I’m prepared to tell. I am against writing about entirely private matters, be they triumphs or disasters. I believe in indication, and evocation, but not in exposing events whose very privacy makes them precious.

These were my thoughts before I began writing this small memoir, but I had no idea of how many pitfalls I would come across. Memory was no problem: I remember very clearly disparate things since I was a small child. What to leave out was more difficult. I decided, with some reluctance, not to write much about friends. Although I would have loved to describe many of them as I see them, I had no wish to cause offence by subjective descriptions, even if they could be amusing. Many a wise autobiographer advised me to be wary of name-dropping, and I was. But in the arts world in which I have always hovered, inevitably I have become friends with artists, writers, musicians and actors whose work has made them famous. It would be a pity to leave them all out, I thought, as many of them provided stories worth telling. But I decided to include a few of them only if there was a specific reason. I have tried to keep to that. The balance between loyalty and honesty has been a precarious one.

This short volume has turned out to be merely a handful of recollections of well-remembered times and stories – some probably misremembered, too – and a few people who have played a crucial part in my life. And some confessions: I have never before tried to write about my doll phobia, for instance, or about the effect synaesthesia has had over the years. I can only hope that this collection of stories from times past might give some idea of a mostly happy life that has gone, and is going, much too fast.
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