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         This book is for my sister, Adrienne Landau, and for Sheridan’s aunt, Sally Hardy.

         It is also for my cousins, Mildred, June and Stephanie.

         These remarkable women dispensed good advice, unselfish help  and unconditional support when it was most need and  least deserved.

         This book is also for all those who are caring for the sick;  you are legion and you are not alone.
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            Introduction: 
The Mother Teresa Gene
            

         
 	
         I lack the Mother Teresa gene. Most of us do. When you find yourself  the principal carer of a chronically or acutely ill person you imagine  that you’re miraculously going to develop the gene that allowed the  famous nun to be gentle and loving, warm and affectionate with the  scraps of humanity she scraped off Calcutta’s pavements. You tell  yourself, if she can touch these filthy strangers, surely you can manage to be supportive to someone you love.
         

         It  doesn’t always work that way. Sure, there are those among us who are  born with patience, superhuman endurance, a loving heart and an endless  sense of humour – I have a sister like that. She always knows the right  thing to say, how to make someone feel better and what to do to get the  best out of whoever she’s with. I love her beyond reason and, sometimes,  I hate her. She was born with the Mother Teresa gene.

         I was not.  I’m not a monster but an ordinary woman who, when called upon to take  care of a chronically sick husband, found herself neither up to the job  nor able to see a way out of it.

         I learned a lot in the twenty  years he was chronically ill and in the four years following his stroke  when his illness became acute. I learned not to beat myself up for not  being good enough. I wasn’t a very good carer but I was what he had, and  that was, just about, enough. I did my best to make him happy and  comfortable, knowing he was still sick and miserable and that, probably,  someone else out there would have a better shot at it. My best wasn’t, I  always suspected, up to much.

         But I wish someone had written a  book that would have told me that I was all right, that what I felt was  common to many others in the same boat, that what I was doing wrong was  understandable and what I was doing right was commendable. Instead, your  friends, secretly grateful that it isn’t them, praise you for your  fortitude without having any idea what you are experiencing and  suffering.

         When you find yourself in charge of two lives, there  are many things that nobody tells you. One is that it’s all right to be  angry. You’re entitled. Just don’t let it paralyse you. Another is how  boring it is. Depending on the illness suffered by your loved one, he or  she is always going to be the one who gets looked after while you’re  always going to be the one doing the worrying. And the one who has to  clear up the mess. Worse, when your friends are out having fun or at  least having a pint, you’re going to be changing dressings or pills or  sitting by yourself while your charge sleeps or complains. A bit of  organization will allow you an hour or two to read a book, go  ice-skating, go to a concert or go to the pub. Learn how to find that  hour.

         One of the bits of advice I pass on to anyone with a  chronic sufferer in their lives is: don’t take this illness on yourself;  it is theirs, not yours, so don’t beat yourself up about it.

         Another  is to learn how to use other people. I remain constantly conscious of  how incredibly lucky I am to have my friends and family. Had I been  alone, I hope I’d have sought out fellow-sufferers online, in chat  rooms, via the social services, in support groups or wherever they could  be found. Over time, I learned to lean on others, as they once leaned  on me, to ask for help and not to care about my carefully nurtured image  as someone who is self-sufficient and available to care for others but  who doesn’t need that attention herself. I learned to talk straight  about Sheridan’s illness and my reactions to it. I tell my friends and  sometimes others about what I did badly, about my inability to cope with  the effects of the illness and about the occasions when I was ashamed  of myself for shouting at him or not understanding that he couldn’t help  being infuriating because he was ill.

         I’ve learned to forgive  myself, at least a little, for being such a bitch, for snapping at him  and manipulating and ignoring him. I did the best I could. It still  seems to me that it wasn’t good enough, he deserved better, but I was  there when nobody else was. At such moments, while I was trying to  forgive myself for making him even more unhappy than he already was, I  was also trying to get rid of my anger. I know anger is a destructive  emotion for me. Others can be fuelled and energized by anger; I am  undone by it. It makes me weak and vindictive, two areas of my  personality I can’t afford to enter.

         It’s all right to resent the  significant other in your life. It’s not their fault that they’re sick  but they won’t be doing much to make your life easier while your entire  existence sometimes seems devoted to improving theirs. Bitching at them  about the small things sometimes helps you live through the harder  stuff. Creative complaining makes you feel much better.

         Illness  is messy, dirty, unpleasant and, a lot of the time, it stinks.  Literally. It is undignified, inelegant and militates against any kind  of civilized life. Is this, you ask yourself, why I married (gave birth  to, was born to, became friends with) him or her? Why did Mother Teresa  do it? How did she do it?
         

         I decided to write about all  this following a party at the home of dear friends who always give very  jolly Christmas parties with lovely food, good champagne, sinful  desserts and an extraordinary guest list. At their gatherings you can  either, depending on your personality, stand and gawp at the people and  the paintings, or bounce up to someone you’ve always wanted to meet and  start a conversation. If I can manage it, I never miss one of their  Christmas parties and, that last year, when my husband was very sick and  refusing to get out of bed at all, I planned to go alone. His darling  aunt, Sally Hardy, arranged to come and sit with him while I went out.

         To  my astonishment, he insisted on coming with me. As we entered, we met  an old friend and I left them chatting while I stole a few minutes to  see who else was there. I sat down next to a woman I didn’t know. As she  made room for me on the sofa and we started to talk, I saw my husband  turn from the buffet table, totally lost amid dozens of people,  precariously balancing a champagne glass and a plate of food, both of  which were clearly heading south. I shot up, rescued the comestibles,  found him a seat and resumed my own. She looked at me with sympathy.  ‘I’ve got one of those,’ she said, and we went back to our previous  conversation about her recent retirement as Mistress of a Cambridge  college, her elevation to the House of Lords and the books we were both  writing at the time. Then, briefly, we talked about what it was like to  see the man you have loved for decades turn into someone you don’t know.

         The following day, having exchanged addresses, she emailed me:  ‘It was wonderful to meet you and to know that I’m not alone.’ This  woman of achievement and power, this woman who, like me, had never faced  a problem that didn’t have a solution, this woman who was, like me,  busy and privileged, was also, just like me, lonely and heartbroken.

         The  encounter made me wonder how many of us there are who feel isolated by  our sudden exile, not by death but by illness, from what had been a  close and interdependent marriage. Illness is no respecter of persons.  It can strike any of us at any time and there’s no point in the ‘Why  me?’ question. As I broadened the net, talking with other people (mostly  women, but some men) whose spouses, children or parents had dementia,  Alzheimer’s, strokes or crippling mental illnesses which made them not  fit company for man nor beast, I began to break the silences which  surround us.

         One evening at a dinner I mentioned that I wished  the man sitting next to me could meet my husband as I was sure they  would like one another.

         ‘Where is he?’ he asked. ‘Away on business?’

         ‘No,’  I told him, ‘he’s a severe depressive and he wasn’t able to get out of  bed today. Some days he doesn’t talk at all. Today was one of them.’

         ‘You’re  so lucky,’ he said, wistfully. ‘At least you can talk to him sometimes.  My wife hasn’t said anything sensible in three years and now she  doesn’t even know me.’

         We often think we could cope so much  better if we were rich. Then, we speculate, the illness would be just as  bad but we could pay for help, get the smelly bits taken care of by  someone else, live in a nicer place and not be so tired all the time.  And, yes, money helps. But not much.

         One of my closest friends is  a woman who looks and behaves as though she has nothing to do but shop  and take care of her appearance. She appears to have a perfect life. She  is beautiful, charming, funny and rich. She has a house on a perfect  garden square in Chelsea, two attractive and talented grown children, a  flat in Rome within sight of St Peter’s and an apartment in Miami  overlooking the sea. Several years ago her equally perfect banker  husband had difficulty with a tennis shot. His doctor had to break it to  him that he had motor neurone disease and his nerves would atrophy, one  by one, until he literally died of drowning in his own bodily fluids.  Although they could easily afford round-the-clock care, he would allow  nobody except his wife near him for the four years it took him to die  and she took care of him every minute of every day. Finally, lying in  bed next to her, he died.

         She is a prime possessor of the Mother  Teresa gene. I never heard her complain, and she never allowed her love  for him to be ameliorated by the burden he placed on her. She still  visits his grave, in the Italian manner, most weeks. Exactly five years  later, her beloved daughter was diagnosed with another incurable wasting  disease, this time of the muscles. See what I mean? Illness is no  respecter of persons; money helps, but not a lot.

         A man I know is  so frustrated, following his stroke, with his inability to communicate  with his beloved wife after fifty years of conversation that he  routinely hits her. She says nothing, even to her children, knowing how  he hates being locked in a body that no longer works. His anger  imprisons her in their house and earns her the opprobrium of her  children who think she is deliberately keeping them away from their  dying father. She doesn’t want them to think badly of him when he dies  so she shoulders their anger instead.

         A man suffering from severe  depression no longer wants to do anything but stay in bed – the one  thing the doctors say is worst for him – never speaks except in  descending repetitious cycles about his misery, is suicidal and is angry  with his wife for trying to keep him alive.

         I was blessed with  an extraordinary marriage, a true meeting of minds and lives. Until my  husband’s illness we lived in a symbiosis which is, I know, unusual. We  did the same kind of work, usually in the same room at the same time. We  stayed home together, we went out together, we travelled together, we  ate together. We laughed, nearly all the time. And, when he became ill  and the laughter stopped, I had no idea how to cope with him.

         In  every one of these cases, a marriage that was founded on love and  friendship, and kept fresh by easy and stimulating communication, is  reduced to silence, isolation and resentment.

         And it isn’t only  spouses. The chronically ill are rich and poor, of every shade and  religion, from everywhere. Tell someone, anyone, on the bus or at the  Ritz, that you are caring for a sick person and they will tell you their  story. Nearly everybody has one, and once the tidal gates open, the  flood begins because almost all of us will, at some point in our lives,  find ourselves taking care of someone we love and not knowing how to do  it.

         This is my story, just mine, nobody else’s. I wanted to write  about an amazing man and a rewarding marriage because you can’t  appreciate what you have lost without understanding what you had. I  wanted to write for all the people who are trying to cope with someone  they love who is no longer the same someone.

         I know what they’re  feeling: I’ve been there. They feel alone, as I did. They feel  inadequate, as I did. They feel trapped, as I did. And, as I did, they  know there must be something that will make us feel less isolated.

         Perhaps this book is it.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            Chapter One

         
 
         I was in New York on 21 November 2002, finishing my long overdue biography of George Gershwin, which was proving the easiest book I’d ever written so I was enjoying myself hugely. I had fallen in love with my subject and consequently found writing a pleasure, not a chore.
         
 
         Before I got going that Wednesday, I followed my usual workday routine. I collected my morning coffee and the New York Times from Starbucks and called down to the maintenance department to fix the kitchen sink yet again. I had a quick conversation with my husband in London and checked in with our driver and assistant, Peter, also in London, about various minor crises. And, on that day, because tomorrow would be Thanksgiving, I called my friends, attorney Stephanie Cooper and her husband (who is my television producing partner, Howard Weinberg), about coming to their apartment as usual for the big annual dinner.
         
 
         I worked, as I always do, office hours – 9.30 to 5.30 – as though I were still a secretary with a hard boss standing over me with a time clock to punch. On this day, there were few interruptions and I happily tapped away at my elderly laptop until I had to change out of my disgraceful but comfortable writing clothes into something acceptable for the theatre.
 
         That evening, I went with my friend, David Staller, to see the latest Broadway incarnation of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s musical Flower Drum Song. A critic for my day job, I wasn’t reviewing that night so didn’t have to rush back to the apartment to write. Instead, David, an actor and writer, and I made our way down to Pearl’s restaurant in Greenwich Village for some of her delectable fried oysters and one of those equally delicious dissections of a show that theatre people cherish.
         
 
         By the time we’d finished discussing Flower Drum Song there wasn’t a song or a scene we hadn’t pulled to bits. It was time to go home. David lives on the East Side in midtown and I live on the Upper West Side, so we separated and I made my leisurely way uptown on the bus. I wasn’t in a hurry. I’d had a good day, and I had a book to read that engaged my attention all the way to 68th Street.
         
 
         I walked into the apartment exactly at midnight and my answering machine was flashing excitedly. I briefly considered leaving it until the morning but I could see that there were five messages so thought I’d better check in case anything was really important. They were all from Sheridan’s friend and cabaret partner, Michael Law, and they were identical. I was to call him back at his home in Kent, no matter what time I got the messages.
 
         I thought immediately of my mother – Rosie was 93 then, and in a constant battle between her indomitable spirit and her failing body – and wondered why, if she had been taken ill or died, Sheridan hadn’t called me himself. He must be with her at some hospital and unable to find a telephone, I thought, knowing his inability to make fiddly machines, such as mobile phones, part of his life.
 
         I looked at the clock: 5.10 a.m. London time, and I knew Michael had been performing with Sheridan at a private party in Chelsea until late. I decided reluctantly to wake up Michael and his partner Alan. They were typically reassuring but their news was frightening. Sheridan had arrived two hours late for the show, unable to walk straight and lurching between the tables towards the stage. ‘I’m not drunk,’ he told the audience. ‘I think I must be ill. I’m so sorry.’
 
         Michael had already started the show but, having taken just one look at Sheridan, apologized to the audience, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, I hope you will excuse us but I think you will agree that Sheridan needs medical help.’ Without waiting for an ambulance, he stuffed Sheridan into his car and drove him at breakneck speed to the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital Casualty Department in the Fulham Road where the highly competent staff went into top gear. Reassured that he was in the right hands, Michael and Alan drove home to Ashford and telephoned me in New York.
 
         Alan’s kind voice came over the transatlantic line, clear as if he were in the next room. ‘We think that he may have had a stroke but, of course, they wouldn’t tell us anything because we’re not relatives.’ Standing there, in my own New York bedroom, looking out at that astonishing and dearly loved Manhattan skyline, surrounded by the familiar books and papers of my craft, my world fell apart.
 
         My bi-continental life had always been so easy to juggle. My two homes and my two lives – one married and London-based, the other alone in Manhattan – had meshed seamlessly. The Broadway and West End theatre communities were two halves of the same world and, after all, as we had always said to anyone who asked how we could so happily maintain a marriage like this, I was only six hours away by jumbo. Yes, six hours, and half a world. When something life-threatening happens to someone you love, six hours is more than a flight, it’s an eternity, and the reassuring platitudes about airlines and hours become irrelevant. He is there, you are not, and that’s all there is to it.
 
         It was only 5.30 a.m. in London but not too early to telephone a busy teaching hospital’s casualty department. Eventually, I located my husband and spoke to the staff nurse in charge of him. The shifts had just changed. She asked if I would call back when she’d had a chance to familiarize herself with Sheridan’s condition. I asked what had happened to him; she didn’t know but promised to find out. ‘Was it a stroke?’ I asked, unwilling even to use the word. She didn’t know but would check. ‘Could I speak with the doctor who had admitted him?’ She was now off-duty. I wanted to scream at her but knew she was doing her best. The nurse was very kind. I learned nothing. I wouldn’t get off the phone. I kept asking questions she couldn’t answer. How had this happened? Would he make a full recovery? Was he conscious? Did he know what had happened to him? Who was looking after him?
 
         Finally, she said, ‘Your husband is awake. Would you like to speak to him?’
 
         His voice was slurred and almost unrecognizable.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         I fell in love with Sheridan’s voice even before I met him. It was the autumn of 1960 and I was visiting Brian Winston in his rooms at Merton College, Oxford. Brian was then, and remains, the cleverest person I’ve ever known. We had met at a Jewish youth club when I was twelve and he was fifteen, the kind of place in which neither of us would normally have been seen dead. He was short, dark, furious, funny; a boy with an enormous intellect and the curiosity to back it up; a working-class lad from Wembley Park. I was a Jewish princess from Regent’s Park. We were an unlikely pair, especially as there was never a scrap of romance or sexual chemistry between us. 
         
 
         The first thing he said to me, having discovered how little I knew of literary oddities, was, ‘My God, you’re ignorant.’ The second was, ‘You mean you don’t know anything about the MetaphysicalPoets?’, uttered with the kind of scorn magistrates reserve for miscreants caught peeing in the House of Commons gardens and with the lordly pretension of a fifteen-year old who had only just discovered them himself. 
         
 
         What either of us was doing in a Jewish youth club I can’t imagine, but not a week has gone by for the past fifty years that I haven’t blessed whatever instinct it took for the twelve-year-old me to overlook his contempt. I know, with absolute clarity, that I wanted to learn whatever this strange boy was willing to teach me. 
         
 
         He became my friend and mentor, making me read the kind of books and poetry I’d never heard of at my theatre school where literature meant speeches from Noël Coward plays and poetry was Shakespeare sonnets that would be useful for auditions. He gave me a recording of lute music, talked to me about the rise of technology and mass media, socialist principles and world politics. He made me hungry to know everything. In the course of trying to teach me everything he knew or thought he knew, Brian became and remains, after more than fifty years, my friend, my brother, my conscience, my counsellor and a large part of my heart. 
         
 
         By that afternoon at Merton he was about nineteen, I was sixteen, and he had polished what little intellect I possessed into a serviceable kind of confidence that allowed me to meet his friends without feeling too inadequate. And, of course, I was a girl and these were innocent times when the mere appearance of a girl among the boys was enough to set their hearts aflutter and allow me just a hint of sexual power. 
         
 
         Brian had arrived at Oxford with a week’s supply of kosher food, dozens of books, almost no clothes and, courtesy of his mother, Nita, a complete set of milk dishes and meat dishes, two sets of cutlery and firm instructions to keep all the milk and meat foods apart. All that had,literally, gone out the window the moment his room-mate arrived. 
         
 
         The room-mate had settled in, without apparently having even thought of bringing food of his own. Feeling peckish after unpacking, he wandered into their shared kitchen area and, seeing some bread, butter and sliced meat, picked up a knife and made himself a sandwich. A sandwich, constructed of butter (a milk food) and cold cuts (a meat food), the two supposed never to come into contact with one another and to be handled, always, with separate utensils. 
         
 
         Brian returned to the kitchen, became horrified by what his mother would say if she knew her precious knife had been used to create treif, non-kosher food, and immediately threw the offending knife out of the window into the quad. At this precise instant, his new room-mate returned, never having met an orthodox Jew before, became convinced that he had been assigned to share with a knife-throwing lunatic, and retreated to his own room. 
         
 
         Sometime later, I was ensconced in the sitting room’s only halfway comfortable chair, one of those which are easy to sink into but impossible to get out of without sacrificing modesty, and Brian was trying to make toast. As his mother had done absolutely everything culinary for him since the day he was born, this was not proving a great success and I was too deeply embraced by the armchair to help. 
         
 
         From the corridor came a voice. ‘What’s burning? Smells awful. Any tea going? Filthy weather. Got lost. Kept getting lost. Came back hoping for tea.’ The voice was lovely – clear, modulated, full of mischief, confident, the kind of voice where you just have to meet the owner. It was pitched to carry, as though its owner was accustomed to being heard and understood. It was an actor’s voice, although not the kind of upper-class showing-off sort of voice that repels rather than attracts. It was effortlessly comfortable with itself, its class, its education and its right to be in this place at that time. Nobody Brian nor I had ever known talked like that. This was one of those people he had come to Oxford to meet. By the time the stranger came into the room I was already in love. 
         
 
         ‘Ah,’ Brian said, ‘you’re about to meet the room-mate.’ 
         
 
         The nineteen-year-old Sheridan Morley, son of the famous stage and screen actor, Robert Morley, was a big boy – tall, with broad shoulders, slim hips and long legs. What was odd about his figure was that, like his father, he was egg-shaped, his body widening at the waist and narrowing at the hip. Unlike his father, though, he was terrifically good-looking, even without the beard he later grew and wore ever after. His face was wide, his lips in a permanent smile, his eyes tremendously alive. 
         
 
         He succeeded in giving the impression that I was the only person in the whole world he wanted to meet and he had come into that room at exactly that moment because he knew I was there. All nonsense, of course, but that expression of unalloyed joy on seeing me lasted for nearly fifty years. 
         
 
         Sheridan had, even at that first meeting, the quality of focusing with warmth on whomever he liked or wanted to know. There was no awkwardness about him, nothing gawky or teenage; there was only the pleasure of being in his company. He made me feel specially selected, even then, as someone he wanted to be with. It wasn’t anything in particular that he said or did (he was happy to let Brian continue to wrestle with the toast) so much as the ease of being with him that made him someone I wanted to know. 
         
 
         I remember nothing of what we talked about that day – except that Sheridan and I discovered a mutual obsession with the theatre which gave us a bond that would never be broken – nor what made us curl up in helplesslaughter over and over again. I remember a very tallboy called Jo Durden-Smith, with a grand accent and an amazingly fast wit, joining us and an American graduate student, Henry Fenwick, older than the rest of us, very good-looking and suave, who seemed to know everything about English literature, was suddenly making the toast, although whether that was that first day or a subsequent one islost to hazy memory. 
         
 
         What is clear across the decades, though, is that we were all completely happy to be where we were, together. Other than Brian and me, none of us had known one another before and, although we made many friends after that time, these became the special ones, the lifers. Many vestiges of those days remain. Brian, Henry, Jo, Sheridan and I stayed more than friends throughout our lives, through the vicissitudes of jobs, emigration, immigration, marriages, children, divorces, even deaths. I met many eligible young men, some of whom asked me out, but I didn’t need anyone else. When I needed a date for a ball or a picnic or a party one of them was always available. I listened to all their girlfriend angst, parent angst and studies angst, laughed at their jokes, marvelled at their brains and made chicken soup. I only married one of them but that was because I couldn’t marry them all. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         ‘Darling, what happened?’
         

         ‘Don’ te’ y’ mudde,’ he managed. ‘I fine. No pro’lem. Fe’ over. Sill’ me. Tol’ Mik’l no’ te’ ye …’ From this I gathered that he was trying to tell me that he’d fallen over, it wasn’t serious and I wasn’t to tell my mother, whom he adored, in case it upset her. And he’d told Michael not to tell me because I’d worry.

         ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can get a flight out of here. I’m leaving right now.’ I tried to make my voiceloving and reassuring so that he wouldn’t know how panicky I was but I needn’t have bothered. There was no answer, he’d drifted off, and the staff nurse came back on the line.

         ‘It’s probably a stroke. Phone me again in thirty minutes,’ she said briskly, ‘I’ll know more then. Wherever I am on the floor they’ll find me.’ It was that more than anything that alerted me to the seriousness of the situation. Nurses in my experience will do anything to avoid being called away from a patient to the telephone.

         ‘I’ll be there this afternoon,’ I told her. ‘Keep him calm and don’t let him panic. He doesn’t like hospitals or doctors and he’ll be frightened by the word “stroke”. If you can avoid telling him what’s happened, please do. I’ll tell him when I get there.’ She said she would do her best but it was probable that the doctors would tell him when they came for rounds later in the morning.

         I knew, from when I’d broken my knee, that Sheridan was really spooked by any medical atmosphere. He wouldn’t go to a doctor and when I’d been in hospital he would only come to see me at the end of visiting hours and already be heading for the exit on his arrival.

         I grabbed my passport and ran out of the apartment without locking the door, leaving all the lights on, in what I had been wearing when I came home from the theatre. I jumped into the first cab. ‘Kennedy Airport, please.’

         ‘Wha’?’

         I jumped out again. It was now about 2 a.m. That morning I had no patience left over to direct a recently arrived Afghani or whatever he was to New York’s main international airport. The next cab driver, a Sikh, was chatty.

         ‘Where you go?’

         ‘London.’

         ‘Why you have no suitcase?’

         ‘It’s an emergency.’

         ‘You run from police?’ A typical New York question.

         ‘No, I’m just in a hurry’ (and shut up and drive faster).

         After what seemed an eternity but was probably one of the shortest ever airport runs, we got to JFK. I threw some money at the driver and ran into the United Terminal.

         It was deserted. Of course it was, it was the middle of the night. Eventually I located a United Airlines duty officer. ‘Look, I’ve got to get on your first flight to London. My husband’s had a stroke, I think, and I need to be there.’

         He stared back at me without a hint of compassion. ‘You must be kidding, lady. Today’s Thanksgiving. Every flight’s overbooked. Not a chance of getting out of here today.’

         ‘Surely there’s some way you can get me on that flight. It’s a real medical emergency. Look, I’ll call the hospital. You can speak to the nurse.’

         The terminal was lit with that over-bright, yellow light and all the more uninviting for being unpopulated. I’d used up my best argument, the duty officer remained unmoved.

         Over the course of the next few hours I tried British Airways, Delta, American, Air India, Air France, Alitalia, every airline that flew anywhere in Western Europe. Most had nobody on duty; those that did repeated the United’s response. No available seats to London or Paris for three days.

         I sat in a hard plastic seat near the check-in desks and wept. Only when every possibility had been exhausted did I go back to the apartment and turn off the lights.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            Chapter Four

         
 
         ‘Do you have a dress?’ Sheridan asked me one day. My parents owned a little boutique in Marylebone High Street, the kind of successful small business that flourished before the chains took over retailing. They sold beautiful imported clothes for upmarket West End ladies, Harley Street doctors’ wives, high-class tarts with nearby mews houses and the few career women who could afford their impeccable taste. I grew up in the ‘schmatta’ business, the rag trade, second princess (my sister Adrienne was the crown princess) to the royal family of high street ‘schmattas’, Rose and Sam Leon. So, unlike many of my contemporaries, of course I had a dress. Several, in fact. 
         
 
         My possession of a dress was therefore the engine of our first date. Quite early in his Oxford life Sheridan started writing profiles and reviews for The Times and that day he had been to London to interview Noël Coward. They had hit it off so well that Coward, kind to young people, invited him to a concert that Sunday night. 
         
 
         ‘Do you have a suit?’ the great man enquired.
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir.’
         
 
         ‘And do you have a girlfriend?’
         
 
         ‘Well, no, sir, I don’t.’
         
 
         ‘Well,’ came the typically dry response, ‘you’d better find one by Sunday. And make sure she wears a dress.’ 
         
 
         I was, I think, the only girl Sheridan knew who had a dress. Actually, I was the only girl Sheridan knew. Just as I had escorts galore, all the boys had a girl who wouldn’t give them a hard time, was up for any kind of loony scheme, wouldn’t laugh at them and who made chicken soup. While they all looked longingly at other girls, and later got into all the scrapes and woman trouble that undergraduates get into, they usually ended up with me. 
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ I responded rather haughtily to Sheridan, ‘and high-heeled shoes to match. Why?’ 
         
 
         That Sunday, I remember, I wore a full-skirted navy-blue eyelet summer dress with a fitted waist over a white lining. It had no sleeves, a scoop neck and was daringly (for a sixteen-year-old) lower at the back than in the front. My shoes were white with navy trim and I carried white cotton gloves. I felt very excited and very grown-up. Sheridan was late, the first of many, many occasions when he left me standing outside theatres, restaurants, houses and shops, worrying about whether he was going to make it. 
         
 
         Coward took us first to the Savoy Grill, an incredible treat, along with the rest of his party. I don’t remember how many were in the party nor who the other guests were, but I knew them all by sight and name from the newspapers. They were famous. Sheridan was the only one I knew personally but I marvelled that he seemed to be so completely at home. He was, after all, only nineteen, but he looked comfortable in London’s poshest restaurant, surrounded by stars, most of whom he seemed to know, giving as many theatrical anecdotes as he got. This was the advantage of being a film-star’s son, I knew, but it was still a marvellous performance. I ordered steak, the only thing on the menu I recognized, and listened carefully. 
         
 
         By now I knew that I had somehow, unbelievably, scored a ticket to the concert of the century. Judy Garland had returned to London, bringing her daughter, Liza Minnelli, with her. She was making her London comeback at the Palladium in a late-night performance starting at 11 p.m. 
         
 
         I couldn’t believe my luck. My father had been a refugee, a stateless immigrant from Eastern Europe. My mother, the youngest of seven children, grew up above a pub where her father was the first Jew to be granted a publican’s licence in London. She had shared a bed with her sisters and gone to work at thirteen. 
         
 
         And on this night, Rose and Sam Leon’s daughter was Noël Coward’s guest at the world’s hottest concert at the London Palladium. The first half was all Judy, from ‘Born in a Trunk’ to ‘The Man that Got Away’. She had a full symphony orchestra behind her and she was out to make her comeback. I didn’t know then that this was not the first Judy Garland comeback concert and would certainly not be the last, but it was the greatest. 
         
 
         Time and again she had put her miserable childhood and adolescence behind her and reinvented herself. She would straighten herself out, lose the weight that made her unrecognizable, get some new gowns on credit and go out to give a show that nobody who ever saw her would forget. 
         
 
         In the second half, Judy introduced her daughter, exactly my age, to London’s biggest variety theatre. Liza was wearing a party dress very similar to my own with a full skirt and a tight-fitting waist with a ribbon down the back and her hair tied in a matching bow. I felt even closer to her then than I did years later when she became a friend. 
         
 
         She opened her mouth and a fully realized, natural voice and personality poured out of it. At sixteen, she was already Liza, complete with the instrument and the charm. She was a miniature Judy but she was also uniquely Liza. At the side of the stage, directly in our view from Noël’s box, stood Judy. Her face, always too open for her own good, couldn’t hide her feelings. As she watched Liza her expression was a symphony of conflicting emotions. 
         
 
         There was no hiding the pride, the sense of achievement which said that whatever mistakes she had made in her life she had done something right, and that something was standing centre stage and singing her heart out. There was no hiding either her real envy that Liza was at the beginning of her career, that she had it all to do ahead of her, that she, Judy, had already been ‘washed-up’ many times. 
         
 
         Many years later, when Sheridan and I were writing a book about Judy, Liza was both helpful and supportive. It was dispiriting to realize how very closely mother and daughter have shadowed each other’s lives. 
         
 
         But I didn’t know any of that then. It was one of the great evenings of my life and I’ve never forgotten it. What I remember now is how much Sheridan cared whether I had a good time. It was the first time I had met Noël Coward, whom I came to love, but Sheridan was almost apologetic; he was comfortable in the company of the luminaries we had dinner with but protective of me and most concerned that I was enjoying myself. It was the first time I understood how much he preferred the public to the private life.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         When Michael Law had sensibly taken Sheridan into the Casualty Department at the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital on the Fulham Road, his fast action had probably saved his life. He was lucky in that the neurologist on call was a top man, Roberto Guiloff, and the hospital’s normal procedure for dealing with stroke victims moved swiftly. A simple blood test in the Emergency Room confirmed that Sheridan was a diabetic and Dr Guiloff immediately called in Colin McIntosh, an endocrinologist who is head of the Beta Cell Unit there, one of the best diabetes centres in the country. I spoke to them both within hours of the stroke, while I was still sitting at JFK airport waiting for a flight, and they were cagey but hopeful.
         

         Dr Guiloff said, ‘It’s a stroke so not good. But he’s in the right place and we’re taking good care of him.’

         ‘What’s the prognosis?’

         ‘I can’t tell yet. We’ll have to see how he is tomorrow. In twenty-four hours we’ll have a better idea.’

         ‘How could this have happened?’ I asked Dr McIntosh. ‘He was fine this morning. He was fine this afternoon. I spoke with him.’

         ‘It can happen at any time. Especially with diabetes raging out of control like this. That could easily have been a factor.’

         ‘What diabetes?’ I asked.

         There was a disbelieving silence on the transatlantic line. ‘You didn’t know?’

         Well, I did and I didn’t. Some years earlier, we had decided to buy a house in Chelsea Harbour which Sheridan loved but which was much too expensive for a pair of working writers. I wanted to buy a house for the money we had available between us but, for Sheridan, only this house would do and, for that, we needed a mortgage. As usual, he talked me into it. When Sheridan wanted something he utilized every scrap of charm and wit, every scintilla of persuasion and logic, to get it. I gave in, more or less willingly, but definitely against my better judgement. It was a lovely house.
         

         To Sheridan’s surprise, his bank manager insisted on a physical examination. Thinking he was being clever, Sheridan made an appointment with the doctor’s surgery in Wargrave, Berkshire (where he and his family had been going for years), expecting a nice glass of wine and a signature on the form. He was none too delighted to be confronted by a youngish female doctor he didn’t know who examined him thoroughly, told him tartly that he was much too fat and insisted on a blood test.

         He told me later that he had been outraged when, as a result of the test, she sent him to a diabetes specialist in Reading who confirmed that he was at the beginning of what, if he wasn’t very careful, would undoubtedly become Type 2 diabetes. If he would lose some weight and check his blood sugar level regularly, the GP informed him, she would sign the mortgage form. He gave her his best smile and promised. When Sheridan wanted something, he’d promise anything.

         Careful with his diet and lose weight? Sheridan, who had weighed the same since he was thirteen and couldn’t tell you what he was eating when it was on his plate? Check his blood sugar? Sheridan, who hated needles, blood and doctors in approximately that order? She obviously didn’t know him very well.

         Sheridan’s relationship with food was a strange one. He loved the social aspects of eating but was instantly bored with the idea of food. He loved to eat out, preferably with other people, but didn’t care what he ate. When I was away, no matter what I left for him in the refrigerator or freezer, he would eat out three times a day in a restaurant, just for the company.

         If pushed, he would tell you that his favourite meal was sausage and mash followed by trifle, but he was just as happy with anything filling and full of carbohydrates, as long as it was followed by pudding. He fooled me by being appreciative when I cooked so it took me quite a while to work out that I could have fed him fried mouse droppings and he’d still have said, ‘Delicious, darling.’ But what he liked best was for me not to be what he called ‘faffing around in the kitchen’ but sitting next to him in the Ivy or the Caprice or Joe Allen’s while he told his stories.

         Anyway, the doctor signed the mortgage form, we signed away my peace of mind forever and bought the house, and Sheridan told me none of this story of the diabetes. Only several years later, when I walked into his study to ask him something, did I overhear him talking on the phone to someone. ‘Yes, of course,’ he was saying, ‘I test my blood sugar every day. And it’s fine.’ There was only one interpretation to this. Sheridan was a diabetic.

         He swore he was not, that he’d had a warning but there was no diagnosis. Technically, this was true. That he hadn’t told me wasn’t a surprise. Once I knew, he was aware that I’d feel compelled to try to deal with the condition. I would try to ameliorate his sugar-filled diet, get him to take some exercise and test his blood sugar. None of that fitted his image of himself. As long as he hadn’t acknowledged it to me it couldn’t possibly be true.

         He flatly refused to let me test his blood sugar or to get him outdoors for some exercise. He wouldn’t change his diet. The best I could do was covertly to move us away from the whatever-comes-first-to-hand theory of dinner to organic food prepared entirely from scratch. He wondered what had happened to sponge pudding and custard but, overall, didn’t notice the changes much. In restaurants he always ordered dessert – two if I was sitting at the other end of the table and he thought he could get away with it.

         When I wasn’t looking he’d go round the corner to the newsagent on the pretext of buying the Evening Standard and return, usually without the newspaper, but smelling suspiciously of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk. Initially I’d rationalize his excess eating by reminding myself that he wasn’t a drinker, a smoker or a womanizer. He was just a shopaholic and an overeater. But, as his weight and his spending increased, I became worried and even more insistent. The bickering which had always been part of our marriage accelerated into rows.
         

         Finally, after months of pulling in opposite directions, we had a long conversation. It was clear that in all the years we had known one another the only things we argued about were money and his health. Money was currently off the table. He was earning, I was earning, and if he spent too much I didn’t mention it. But the possibility that he had, or would soon have, diabetes was killing me, not him.

         The upshot was that he promised to pay attention to what he ate, to take one biscuit instead of the whole packet with his tea, one croissant instead of three with butter and jam, and to test his blood sugar once a week. In return, I was not to mention diabetes. At all. Ever. It was a stupid deal and it caused his stroke. Worse, I kept my side of it but he didn’t keep his. I knew he wouldn’t and because I knew it, in a way, his stroke was my fault.

         The stroke, as it turned out, was the least of Sheridan’s problems.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            Chapter Six

         
 
         The Oxford years were, for Sheridan, among the best of his life. His schooling up until then had been episodic, to put it politely. Having travelled with his parents to the United States and Australia to follow Robert on long tours, Sheridan could barely read or write until he was nine. Then, in Australia, he met a theatrically star-struck teenager who volunteered to do whatever needed doing backstage at Robert’s play, Edward, My Son. 
         
 
         Casting around for jobs for this Sydney doctor’s son, Robert suggested that he might teach Sheridan to write since he hadn’t had much chance to go to school. The boy’s name was Michael Blakemore, that same Michael Blakemore who became one of the world’s most distinguished theatre directors. 
         
 
         Many years later, when Sheridan had written a less than flattering review of a play Michael had directed, Michael wrote him a note regretting ever having taught him to use joined-up letters. ‘If I hadn’t,’ he lamented, comically, ‘you would never have been able to attack me in print.’ 
         
 
         On another occasion, when coincidentally but simultaneously Sheridan had a play running in the West End and I had, more modestly, a revue running off-Broadway, I bumped into Michael in a theatre lobby in New York. First, with his usual grace and elegance, he congratulated me on the reviews for my show and enquired how the box office was for Sheridan’s play in London. Then, with a broad smile that belied his words, complained, ‘It’s not that I mind you critics directing shows. It’s your having hits that bothers me.’
         
 
         On the Morley family’s return to England Sheridan was sent to school at Sizewell in Suffolk where the rather odd Dutch headmaster only taught what he liked and he only liked English, French and History. This weird school was all Sheridan’s pre-Oxford education amounted to. He had beautiful French, thanks to a hasty course at a South Kensington crammer college followed by a year at the University of Geneva, which yielded an impressive, gold-encrusted certificate that must have impressed the dons who interviewed him at Merton because they admitted him to Oxford to read Modern Languages with no other qualifications. 
         
 
         Once there, he was, for the first time, with people who loved and appreciated him. Having previously always felt ungainly, when he was at Merton and, more especially, at the Oxford Playhouse or with his fellow theatre enthusiasts in the OUDS (Oxford University Dramatic Society, of which he was secretary), he was considered handsome, charming and knowledgeable. He threw himself into productions of the classics, directed, produced, acted, painted sets and generally learned his craft. 
         
 
         There was never any question of his becoming a professional actor – he had neither the talent nor the desire – but, even then, I remember, he had an uncanny knack for identifying talent in others and he was invariably right about those in his circle of friends who would, and who would not, make it into the London theatre. 
         
 
         I’d had a weird school life too. For most of it I attended Arts Educational School (it still exists, I’m a trustee now), which was then a very peculiar institution where they sort of taught us things in between our dance, singing, acting and music lessons. I never wondered why, with the exception of my cousin Stephanie, I had no friends outside school, despite growing up in the West End of London, nor why I never did the things other little girls did such as riding bicycles or horses. I never even thought about the fact that I was never taught any maths except basic arithmetic, nor any science at all, nor sports of any kind. 
         
 
         The fact was that I was too busy. I could sing and read an orchestral score; I could play (not well but passably) two musical instruments; I could recite whole swathes of Shakespeare and other dramatic literature; and I was a talented enough baby ballet dancer to have hopes of admittance into the forerunner of the English National Ballet, then called London’s Festival Ballet. 
         
 
         And I had, which saved my bacon in the long run, a propensity for language, my own and other people’s, that would provide me with an education and, eventually, a living. 
         
 
         By the time I met Sheridan I was no longer thinking of a performing career but Arts Ed had done its job. I was only sixteen but the dedicated teachers to whom I had been exposed all my life had taught me, no, not much by way of conventional schooling, but commitment, discipline, confidence and the ability to learn anything fast. Just as important, perhaps, they had taught me how to make the most of a very small talent. 
         
 
         Brian, Sheridan and the other boys were like pets to me, easy to be with, cuddly and warm, an endless source of fun, needy without being insistent and an unalloyed joy, especially when, as happened frequently, I didn’t understand something and one of them always knew the answer. I spent as much time as I could in Oxford with Sheridan and Jo, their admiration and appreciation bolstering my inevitable teenage anxieties about my unruly hair or the size of my backside. 
         
 
         The girls were a different matter. In the early 1960s they were frighteningly bright. I may have had a background knowledge of the arts, but the girls I met had been to the best schools and were properly educated as I demonstrably was not. They terrified me because they actually knew things. Having been the brightest girl at Arts Ed, I soon discovered, didn’t qualify you to have tea with any one of them. Worse, they weren’t just clever; many were pretty, too, much prettier than I, which mattered in those days. 
         
 
         I, the thickest and untidiest of the lot, took refuge with the drama bunch in the Oxford Playhouse and elsewhere. There I made myself useful – my choreographic skills were in demand as were my ability to copy music and read stage directions. I was never, as Sheridan was, centrally part of the action, but I hung around the fringes, grateful for the chance to do what I’d been trained to do. 
         
 
         Sheridan loved it all. Triumphs, disasters, muddles, fights, misunderstandings, feuds. He particularly relished the disasters which he later turned into wonderfully honed anecdotes for his after-dinner speeches. I never remember seeing him without a smile and his infectious laughter rang in every quad and every dressing room. Just being with him made life better. When I was scared (often) or confused (all the time) or in trouble (frequently) or had some good news to impart (rarely), it was to Sheridan I went. He had the gift, at Oxford, and intermittently throughout his life, of being completely happy. And his Oxford years were, I believe, the only time in his life when he was depression-free. Sheridan loved Oxford and Oxford loved him.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         When it became clear that no matter what I did I wasn’t going to get a flight to London that day I returned to the apartment I’d left in disarray hours earlier. The lights were still on but it already had an air of abandonment that said I wasn’t going to be happy there for a long time. On the way to the airport I had telephoned my stepdaughters. I asked them to go, immediately, to Chelsea and Westminster Hospital and to stay there until I arrived. ‘Don’t let them do anything to Daddy till I get there.’
         

         Some hours later, Juliet, his younger daughter, called me: ‘Ruth, you’ve got to do something. Daddy’s going into depression.’ I believed her immediately because she had lived with a depressive father all her life and knew the signs. If she said he was going into depression, she was undoubtedly right and something had to be done even though, by any measure known to medical science, it couldn’t be so.

         I called Sheridan’s psychiatrist, Dr Leslie Morrish, at his clinic in Berkshire and said, ‘Please go to London as soon as you can. Sheridan’s had a stroke and he’s in depression.’

         He said, predictably, ‘It can’t be depression unless he’s been off his medication. Has he?’

         ‘No,’ I said, ‘but please go anyway.’

         When I eventually got back to London, I was shocked by Sheridan’s appearance. Still in Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, he tried hard to appear normal for me. But his eyes were unfocused, his speech was slurred and after just a few minutes he lapsed into silence. It was obvious that, whatever else was wrong with him, he was once again in deep depression.

         He was on enough daily medication that it should have taken at least three weeks to ‘wash out’ of his body. He had been without it for only forty-eight hours after his admission, when Dr Morrish had spoken with the neurologist and they had agreed to reinstate it – not enough of an interruption for there to have been any effect at all. It was not possible for him to have fallen into so deep an abyss so fast. Still, the fact was that he had.

         This was the moment we missed. This was the indication that the depression into which he had fallen so precipitously was different from all the other bouts he had experienced for most of his adult life. And we missed it. The psychiatrist, the neurologist, the endocrinologist and me. Me, most of all.

         I, who knew him so well and had gone through the highs and the lows with him so many times that I could recognize the symptoms from across the room. An irrational bark, a look, a gesture, a voice raised too loudly, a glance into his eyes, a refusal to listen or a shopping trip too many was sufficient to goose me into making an immediate appointment with the psychiatrist as soon as I could persuade Sheridan it was necessary. (‘Hello, this is Ruth, Sheridan’s wife, he’s very manic. May I bring him in tomorrow?’) His medication would be adjusted, followed by another week of mania and then a mini-crash, and then back to normal again.

         My only excuse for not noticing that this time was different is that it didn’t seem to be. His symptoms were just standard-issue depression. The sadness, the anger, the circular speeches, the self-pity, the unfocused eyes, the inability to get out of bed, the unwillingness to go out, the lack of interest, the repetitiveness, the irrationality – all the normal signs. Of course, there hadn’t been the usual manic phase as far as I knew but, remember, I’d been in New York and Peter, our ever loyal driver and assistant, hadn’t flagged anything odd. He used to describe Sheridan’s manic phases as ‘a bad case of the me-me’s’ due to Sheridan’s inability to focus on anything outside himself, and he had been through enough episodes to recognize them when he saw them. In this case, he saw nothing out of the ordinary.

         On the day of the stroke, Sheridan had been in Bath on a routine book-selling outing to stimulate the sales of his recently published memoirs, Asking for Trouble, making a speech and charming the literary luncheon ladies. He made a detour on the way back to see his mother in Berkshire, and gave Peter the evening off, saying he would drive himself. Peter said many times that if he’d had any inkling there was anything wrong, he would not have left him alone. I know this is true because, while Peter was fond of me, he adored Sheridan and would never have done anything to jeopardize him. Apart from anything else, Peter was terrified of Sheridan’s driving and would never have let him drive himself if he had thought for a moment that he was unwell.
         

         And, if Peter had the evidence of his own eyes, I had my own ears. Sheridan and I talked every day, sometimes two or three times if he had gathered a piece of news or gossip he wanted to share. Sheridan was an accomplished gossip, always out and about, always on the phone to someone or other, always full of titbits he could impart and so, inevitably, people told him things. Not things they wanted to hide, though, as Sheridan couldn’t keep a secret to save his life. ‘I hate secrets,’ he used to say when upbraided for letting someone else’s cat, or his own, out of the bag. ‘They just lead to trouble.’

         And, even if I was on the other side of the world, I was the person to whom he wanted to tell the secrets. Neither of us ever kept track of our telephone bills, and, although I would remonstrate with him when he called Directory Enquiries for the fifth time in a day instead of using the phone book, I never grudged the transatlantic communications that cemented our lives. It was too important to us to keep in touch.

         We had talked that morning, very early New York time, before he left for Bath. I don’t remember exactly what we talked about but it was probably the usual exchange of information about both our days, an enquiry from me as to whether he’d taken his pills (he had), an enquiry from him as to what I was seeing on Broadway that evening and with whom (Flower Drum Song with David Staller), a reminder from me about where his clean dress shirts were for his evening cabaret with Michael Law, regret from him that because of this engagement he couldn’t get to New York in time for tomorrow’s Thanksgiving dinner. Routine stuff, the kind of conversation every married couple has every day.
         

         I wish I had known that it was to be our last every-day conversation. Maybe I’d have thought of something more profound to say than ‘Don’t forget to take a comb.’ His voice, his beautiful captivating voice, was completely normal. He was not manic, he was not depressed, he was not angry, he was not sad. I, who knew that voice better than anyone, who could tell when he was feeling out of sorts the minute he said, ‘Hello, darling,’ had no doubt when we hung up that morning that we would talk again later in the day before he went to bed or early the following morning.

         There was, therefore, no warning, not of the impending stroke nor of the killer depression that would embed itself into his being within twenty-four hours and never leave him again. We had both known, of course, that sooner orlater there would be another bout of mania when he would buy too many books and CDs, be noisier than anyone has any right to be and make ridiculous, impossible commitments from which he would later have to be disentangled. We had known, too, that those periods of high living would be followed, with a horrid inevitability, by a long or short interlude in which he would want to kill himself, when he might think the telephone was going to burn him or that the doorknob would lock him in forever.

         When these episodes were over we never talked about them, even if they had necessitated long or short stays in the Cardinal Clinic near Windsor where they stopped him from killing himself and adjusted his medication until he could bear to be in the outside world again. It would happen again, we knew, and when it did we would cope until it was over.

         At the start of our life together, his depression had been very frightening. I knew nothing about the illness and I didn’t recognize it when it reared its ugly head. I should have done. My father, usually a sunny character with a big personality, had a couple of days a month when you ‘didn’t bother Daddy’, when changing the channel on the television would produce a torrent of fury, when he was sunk in a deep, dark place from which you interrupted him at your peril, but I never made the connection between my father’s black moods and clinical depression.

         With Sheridan, what I have learned to call bipolar disorder – manic depression by a less descriptive name – always started slowly so he was usually well into a manic phase by the time I noticed. Always much in demand at dinner parties, he would hold court but I would suddenly realize that nobody else had been allowed to get a word in and the ‘conversations’ consisted entirely of Sheridan talking. He managed this by the theatrical trick of raising his voice ever so slightly when someone else began to talk until he was speaking so loudly that nobody else even tried to cut in. Since he was so entertaining, and had such a fund of wonderful stories, those who didn’t know him well weren’t even aware that they had barely opened their mouths since they had sat down to dinner. His closest friends, those who had heard all the stories before, recognized this apparent egotism for what it was, a harbinger of trouble.

         Sheridan loved shopping and would buy gadgets, CDs and books on an industrial scale. When he was manic he was a shopaholic who could spend thousands on absolutely nothing. He returned from a solo trip to California once with a suitcase so heavy that it took four of us to take it from the car boot. Peter, having collected him from the airport, rolled his eyes at me, ‘He’s been buying books again,’ he humphed, struggling with the impossibly heavy case. Sure enough, when he opened it, it contained one sponge bag, one towelling bathrobe, no underwear, one pair of socks, and nearly 300 hardback books and CDs. I never did find out where he had jettisoned the rest of his clothes to make room for the books.

         Sheridan had a prodigious capacity for work and he would take on almost any job he was offered. When manic, though, this was dangerous as he’d agree to write a book in a week, take on a new television series that had to be written by Friday, commit to different series of lectures in different parts of the country on the same day and get into all sorts of scheduling conflicts. Sometimes I could help (we could each write in the other’s style and that got us out of a lot of self-inflicted scrapes) and sometimes I couldn’t. Even if I could write like Sheridan Morley, I couldn’t sound like him on the radio or look like him on the lecture circuit.

         The purpose of the medication prescribed for bipolar disorder is to return the patient to an even keel. As the doctors have many times explained to me, everybody’s even keel is at a different level so it is quite difficult for a psycho-pharmacologist to gauge exactly how much and what to prescribe for each patient. Sheridan’s ‘normal’, for instance, was at a much higher level than most so his treatment was especially complex – he often appeared to be ‘high’ when he was just being Sheridan.

         His lows, though, were unmistakable. When he was depressed he was the sorriest specimen you’ve ever seen unless he had a public appearance and then, if you didn’t know him, you’d never know there was anything wrong. It’s not an unknown phenomenon among show people. It’s known as Doctor Theatre. When under the lights, he could entertain the audience without a misstep or a missed beat, but as soon as he got offstage, he’d revert to being suicidal.

         On several occasions, he disappeared completely. On one occasion, he was appearing at the Pizza on the Park in cabaret with Patricia Hodge and Steve Ross. He would tell funny stories about Noël Coward or whoever the subject of the cabaret was, Steve would play the piano and he and Tricia would sing the songs of a bygone era. I was the director of these shows and wrote the scripts that Sheridan never stuck to, so I was there, too.

         On this particular night, though, he simply didn’t show up. Sheridan, the most professional performer in the world, wasn’t there at ‘the half’ (all performers have to be in the theatre a minimum of a half-hour before the curtain goes up), wasn’t there for the fifteen-minute call, wasn’t there at curtain time. Hysterical with worry, but not wanting to panic Tricia and Steve just before they had to perform, we had a quick confab and agreed that as he’d been unavoidably delayed, I would go on for him. I knew the stories, could get away with the patter, and had done it before when he’d been stuck in a television studio.

         Just as the performance ended, more than two hours after the half, I saw Sheridan wander in and go into the tiny dressing room at the back that they all shared. As soon as I got off the stage I opened the dressing-room door. He looked up at me, bleakly. ‘Don’t be angry with me. I’ve been sitting at Charing Cross trying not to throw myself under a train.’ I didn’t even ask him why he hadn’t called me; I got on the backstage telephone and called Dr Morrish at the Cardinal, who said, ‘Go and lock him in the dressing room, now. Then call me back.’ When I did he said to get Sheridan into the car, however I could, and bring him at once to the clinic in Windsor. It took about six of us to get him into the car. Sheridan cried, screamed and shrieked all the way there, insisting that I was trying to lock him up, sure that if I left him there he would never get out again. It was a nightmare drive with Sheridan trying to grab the wheel at every turn. I still remember the relief I felt when the clinic appeared out of the darkness and Sheridan’s favourite Filipina nurse opened the door and took the responsibility away from me. I sat in the dark and cried.
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