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            To Leslie Bricusse.

         

         Dear Leslie,

         
             

         

         You, more than any other man, changed my life. I spent my first year at Cambridge honouring my father’s dated advice to wait for the world to beat a path to my door. I waited in vanity and in vain. During the long vac of 1951, my first, Beetle and I lived blissful weeks in hilltop Ramatuelle, up the coast from St Tropez. In the mornings, I typed chunks of my first novel. In the afternoons we had long, deserted Pampelonne Beach to ourselves. The Yanks had landed there seven years earlier. We ate Thé Brun biscuits, shared a banana for tea. Soon before we were due to return to England, it was clear that I should never finish the novel. Noël Coward had written Hay Fever in three days. I set out to emulate the Master. The eighty pages of With This Ring chattered off my Olivetti before we took our sorry way north to the tight little island.

         Beetle and I had met at the Drama Group at the Liberal Jewish synagogue, where neither of us worshipped. Our friend Jackie Weiss arranged a reading of my play. It went so well that the Group voted to put it on. We rented a little theatre in Westbourne Grove for two or three nights. A quintet of my canvases, relics of Ramatuelle, dressed the sofa-and-two-armchairs set. Not to my great surprise, except when looking back, the little theatre was full each night. It didn’t occur to me that the play might be reviewed, but it was, in The Stage, generously. The only chiding comment was that I, the producer, had at one point walked backwards on stage.

         Theatricals at St John’s, known (if only to themselves) as ‘the Gaiety’, had their camp at one end of a long table in Hall. At the first dinner of the new term, after I had read grace, a scholar’s privilege so irresistibly showy as to excuse 12my collusive ‘Per Christum Jesum dominum nostrum’, I joined Tony Becher at the far from gay end. The Gaiety swelled down the table towards us. They had seen The Stage. A dark horse was welcomed into their stable. A few days later, Peter Firth, President of the Young Writers’ Group whose mag had published a couple of my poems, came to my rooms. The Amateur Dramatic Club was sponsoring a play competition. He had heard that I had had a play put on in London and hoped I would participate. I explained that With This Ring was of small sophistication. He conceded that it was not likely to win, but it would give the judges something to sit on, so to say, and they duly sat on it. The winner was Hugh Thomas’s chichi fantasy about a still independent pre-war Venetian republic being wooed by Musso the Wop (as he was called in the wartime Dandy, unless it was Beano) and other caricatured suitors. Mark Boxer designed the Mondrian-style sets. Did Peter Hall direct? Some Peter or other.

         I auditioned for the part of the American ambassador. My retrieved Chicago-born accent provoked no few laughs from the feet-up centurions in the stalls. An hour or two later, I met Toby Robertson, the tallest of them, outside my narrow digs in Park Street. I had been much the best of the Yanks, he told me. The selectors had gone for the experienced Tony Church, who was as American as lumpy porridge. Toby hoped I’d come to the first night. I did not. Some thirty years later, I found him a job in a radio play of mine. I can do forgive, rarely forget.

         My from-day-one Johnian friend Tony Becher had joined the Footlights. I had funked the audition. I couldn’t sing for toffee nuts, as they used to say. Nor could Tony, but he had a facility for witty lyrics: ‘In a Graham Greenery / where God paints the scenery…’ There would also be a much applauded one about Lord Montagu ‘mount a few’ of Beaulieu. Today it would be indictable. You recruited Tony to collaborate on 13Ogden Nash-like squibs that appeared in The Daily Sketch. Your father was ‘in distribution’ for the Kemsley press. He despatched vans that delivered the papers.

         At the beginning of the following year, Tony brought you to the rooms in the Wedding Cake I was sharing with a first-class soon-to-be-schoolmaster classicist. Dull as virtue, Brian Moore wore a tie-clip and disciplined his orderly hair with a triad of tortoise-shell implements. You, in double-vented, non-Harris-tweed sports jacket, camel-hair waistcoat with gold buttons, bow tie, specs more businesslike than scholarly, looked all set for something beyond Cambridge. I was never to see you dishevelled. Already secretary of the Footlights, you intended to start a musical comedy club. You had asked Firth, now President of the Footlights, who had written the best dialogue in the play competition won by Hugh Thomas’s little Venetian blinder. Peter fingered me. Would I care to write the ‘book’ for the show you meant to put on in a few terms’ time? Set on being a serious novelist, I never had the least wish to write musical comedies. I agreed at once.

         Your charm had nothing to do with class or scholarship. Having spent a large part of the war in Hamilton, Ontario, you had the unrationed ambition of the new-worldly. You could even drive. You were one kind of mid-Atlantic; I quite another. You signed yourself ‘Lezzers’; I was never anybody’s Fredders. When I confessed that I had funked the audition for the Footlights, you said to consider myself a member forthwith. The straight theatrical A.D.C. had no attraction for you; no more did Granta, the smarties’ mag where Mark Boxer (‘Marc’ when signing his minimalist cartoons), Karl Miller and Nick Tomalin determined who was in and who was out. Only in Karl’s absence did Mark print a wishful story of mine about free living and loving in Chelsea. Later, I emulated Whistler’s fine art of making enemies by writing a column in Varsity under the editorship of that shameless 14son-of-a-rich man Michael Winner. Bob Gottlieb, early on-the-maker and later editor of The New Yorker, never forgave my mocking him and a wife he later dumped by citing Joe Bain’s canard that the reason they were rarely seen together was that they shared one pair of specs.

         Rich and famous never occurred to me; published would do. You had no peripheral targets; success was your bull. Your surname announced you a rarity, of Belgian origin, was it? You were reading French, but the loudest volumes in your rooms in the modern Caius block, across Trinity Street, advertised your principal tutors to be Noël Coward, Cole Porter, George and Ira Gershwin. Your desk sported a framed photograph of you as a Sam Browned second-lieutenant. I cannot remember you speaking French, not even when you and I and Beetle and Tony Becher spent the following Easter vac in St Germain-des-Prés. Oh, Jonathan Miller told me years later of meeting you in the street and you said ‘Tiens’. Hard to believe, but it was reported with disdain, hence probably true. So what? We talk differently to different people, something even the best novelists rarely honour in their dialogue.

         You already had songs – ‘Someone, somewhere, some day’ etc. – you wanted to fit into our show, no notion of a plot. You proposed that we seek oracular intelligence from Hugh Thomas. His rooms in Queen’s were across the wooden bridge on Silver Street. Assembled with geometrical ingenuity, its original elements had been composed by joinery alone. Dismantled for repairs, no one could put it together again without screws. Hugh received us with curly-haired hauteur. On the early steps of a pedestal far from showbiz, he condescended to be solicited. In his lop-sided voice, he affected to improvise a plot set in Transylvania where ‘youth leaders and fairies’ would sing and dance in charming counterpoint.

         We deferred simultaneous blurts of incredulity until back on the clever bridge. In time, having been president of the Union, 15Hugh would veer left of centre and stand for parliament under Hugh Gaitskell’s patronage, in an unwinnable seat. He then swung right. He wrote one novel, The World’s Game, good title, light-fingered from a thirteenth-century Pope, before making a timely academic speciality of Cuba and becoming professorial. He married the lady daughter of an earl and was later made a peer, thanks to Mrs Thatcher. Upwards leads in all sorts of directions.

         I have small memory of how Lady at the Wheel evolved. Its plot, about a female driver in the Monte Carlo rally, its Riviera setting, your lyrics (‘Pete, y’know, / Is kinda sweet, y’ know’) and Robin Beaumont’s and your music and my playing-for-laughs dialogue made small appeal to chic tastes. Noël Coward furnished a strip of common ground and up came Lady at the Wheel, at one time entitled Zany Miss Dando. Long live second thoughts! The sole acknowledgement that there had been a war was a comic German, played by Colin Cantlie, son of an admiral, with a feather in his Tyrolean hat. I spent much more time than a scholar should ‘tickling up the book’, as you put it.

         You persuaded a freckled Canadian brunette called Jane Carling to bring her singing voice across the Atlantic. Pretty girls accumulated at your call, blonde and breasty Julie Hamilton in particular, daughter of screenwriter Jill Craigie (‘Craggy Jill’ in Bricusse-speak) and step-daughter of Michael Foot. Few A.D.C. theatricals warmed to our invitation. I enrolled its president, Gordon Gould, a Chicagoan graduate of mahogany appearance, with some funny lines and a routine he rendered hilarious in the morning-after silence that opened the second act at breakfast. The male lead was played by Dai Jenkins; his pretty, short-legged fiancée was called Norma. ‘See Norma and Dai’ was Tony Becher’s meta-Neapolitan coinage. Dai was amused to tell us how Hermione Gingold had said, in some intimate revue, ‘You can’t have your kike and eat him too’. He had no idea Hermione was Jewish. 16Several of them were sitting right in front of him, he told us. I rehearsed him with unremitting politeness.

         After programmes had been printed and delivered, I saw that below the discreet directorial credits a louder one, in 14-point type, declared ‘The Entire Show devised and produced by Leslie Bricusse’. When I accused you of pulling a fast one, you said ‘Bloody printers!’ I can’t recall you using swear words on any other occasion; fuck, never. In truth, you were entitled to whatever self-advertisement you cared to append. Devise and produce were indeed what you did.

         On the first night, you and I huddled at the top of the circle steps of the Arts Theatre. Waves of laughter and applause soon broke over us. A palpable hit! Nothing like a live audience. You were to have that kind of exhilaration many times. The Granta clique spurned our vulgarity. Nick Tomalin wrote an exposé of our venal willingness to insert a plug for drinking chocolate, requested at a café by our comic Hun. I don’t know what contribution Cadbury’s made to our budget, a few spoonsful probably. Few could deny that you had indeed devised and produced a hit of a kind Cambridge had never seen before. Biding my time, I delivered a Varsity counter-punch to Nick T., after he had invited Oswald Mosley to speak at the Union. He was nettled enough to threaten legal action. Goose and gander rarely suffer the same sauce.

         Thanks to some numbers I wrote and performed in Footlights ‘smokers’, in the big room above the Dorothy Café, I was included in the cast for the May Week Revue of 1953. Peter Firth was an indulgent president. Would the ragbag compendium ever come together? It did, just. I remember only playing Michael Foot in a skit of mine on a weekly TV chat show. I was amazed, if not a little embarrassed when my line, delivered in Foot’s best proletarian bark, ‘We in the Labour Party will do everything in our power to get everything in our power’ was greeted with a baying howl of laughter and 17sustained applause. The England of 1953 had turned blue, but I assumed that everyone under thirty remained red. Did you ever express any political opinions?

         One evening, after the curtain had fallen, there was a commotion at the stage door. Word came back that someone, allegedly Hispanic, had burst in waving a knife. You went out and charmed or disarmed the intruder with well-trained subaltern cool. At the end of our two-week run, the outgoing committee distributed offices for the following year. You were, as no one ever said in those days of unadulterated English, a shoo-in for president; Peter Stephens for secretary; Dermot Hoare for some other sashed office. You promised that I was to be the Press Officer.

         As you came out of the meeting, there was a raw flush on your usually calm features. Peter and Dermot had vetoed having a Jew on the Committee. I have had no experience of the horror, the horror; but the pettiness, the pettiness is not uncommon in England’s not invariably pleasant land. Beetle never encountered it. How often are good-looking, long-legged females taken to be Jews? Early in the following year, P. Stephens and D. Hoare were eased off the committee. I was en-sashed as Press Officer. Thanks to your diplomacy, neither deposed dignitary appeared resentful. They were always friendly to me. Like T.S. Eliot, they had their principles.

         I spent too many afternoons in your rooms, by now in Caius’s first court, and picked up a lot of P-P-Penguins, your favourite chocolate biscuits. You had one of the first tape recorders. You and I and Tony Becher improvised skits on it for the 1954 Revue. At philosophy supervisions with Renford Bambrough, Tony and I donned a seriousness you would have found of no interest. What nice rhyme could you furnish for Wittgenstein? You determined to purge Out of the Blue of the baggy amateurishness of Peter Firth’s show. I kept my Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene number 18under my sole authorship: ‘We were nearly subjected to rape / by the man from Jonathan Cape’, etc. but Becher supplied the clincher: ‘The Greene to end all Greenes / And the Waugh to end all Waughs’.

         Later in the year, when it came to casting, you asked me to break the news to Tony that although invaluable as a writer… I protested, a little. He was my first friend in Cambridge. You had me believe that that was why I was the best person, etc. Tony was less distressed by the axe than I feared. He told me, and I was glad to believe him, that it was more important for him to get a good degree. He did: he was one of two Moral Scientists to get a First in Part Two; Andor Gomme (so named intra familiam as a sexually indeterminate embryo) the other. Served me right, Becher had done the long dull work. Our friendship survived. We later wrote scripts for Hermione Gingold’s radio show.

         Tony and I did not fall apart until many years down the track. Having left his wife, he promised her that she and their daughters would have the house in Weech Road, Finchley, and then claimed half. Beetle and I took Anne’s side. I never much liked her. Tony remarried. After having two children, his new wife left him for another woman. She came back to care for him when he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease. I asked if I might visit him. He did not want anyone to see him in his last days. I remember him, young, in Putney High Street, on Boxing Night, imitating Charles Laughton’s lurching hunchback of Notre Dame. A policeman, not in his eye line, watched tolerantly, until Tony bumped backwards against him, took a look and straightened up. Pure cinema: no dialogue; hold, hold; and cut!

         Out Of the Blue was a palpable hit. Thanks to your manoeuvres, we were all set to transfer via Oxford to a fortnight in London’s West End. We were even going to be paid, L15 a week. A few numbers were failing to get laughs in Cambridge, 19and you replaced them with prize pieces from previous years. You invited me to audition as band-leader in yesteryear’s Joe and the Boys. The other contender and likely winner was Brian Marber. His slick monologue in Out of the Blue, a pale green anglepoise lamp his versatile prop, had proved him an agile performer.

         The audition was held in the morning gloom of the Cambridge Arts Theatre. Landed with first innings, I came in from the wings in a bent-kneed rush, baton in hand, and found a Joe Loss accent in which to say ‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, we’d like to do a little number written by one of the boys in the band… Who’s Got the Key, Got the Key to the Cupboard… with a one and a two and a one, two, three…’ That spontaneous loopiness has never come back for an encore. Brian conceded the match. All of us proved to be little more than also starring with Jonathan Miller, who did the box office a favour by becoming the Tatlered talk of London. Danny Kaye rated him the English Danny Kaye. Jonathan didn’t do candy kisses. He went on to direct many operas, un peu partout. Was he ever heard to sing a note?

         One evening late in the (extended) run at the Phoenix Theatre you beckoned me into your dressing room. In the armchair, wide snap-brimmed fedora on his head, was grey-mackintoshed Jock Jacobson, representative of M.C.A., the most powerful talent agency on both sides of the Atlantic. One-time session saxophonist, he had come to see Jonathan; your jokes and Bob Hope-style delivery proved more to his taste. You went along with his idea of promoting you as a stand-up comedian, but told him that what you really wanted was to write shows. You declared me indispensable. Jock shrugged and signed us both. It took him a month or three to get my name straight. M.C.A. had fancy offices on Piccadilly. Jock’s had two white telephones on the desk. Your idea of success was three of the same, your London/Paris/New York address book next to them. 20

         I had been awarded the Harper Wood travel studentship, a fat L350, in the gift of my college. It would last me a full peripatetic six months. Combining patience with better things to do, you wished me well and looked forward to our resumed partnership. In October, I set off for France, Spain, Morocco, then Italy, back to Paris, and Beetle. On my solitary way, I began my first novel, Obbligato, on a glossy block of unlined white paper. Jock ‘There is such a thing as timing, fellas’ Jacobson was caricatured as Franco Franks, the agents’ agent.

         You were taken up by Binkie Beaumont, autocrat of West End theatre, to fill Bea Lillie’s breathing spaces in her one-woman show. Since you incorporated some of the material on which we had worked together, I was to receive six pounds ten a week for its use at the Globe Theatre. Abroad was a long way away in those days. Although I cribbed one or two dated numbers racked in alien streets, I did not buy an English newspaper until I reached Naples. How did I react to Ken Tynan’s rave for Bea and scorn for you? He had asked us to a big party while we were a hit, but critics take pride in turned coats. ‘Ruthlessly cut, Bricusse might ’scape whipping’ and a paragraph more of George Kauffmanesque auditioning for The New Yorker job (which Ken later got) dumped you in the nettles.

         Your capacity for taking it on the chin, with something like a smile, was never better proved than by your going on, rarely to a friendly reception, night after night. That Bea loved you was not an unalloyed comfort. Her large ex-U.S. marine minder, John Phillips, did not suffer displacement gladly. You took the rough smoothly. You met everyone in Bea’s circle, Noël and who all else, and were assimilated into their cosmopolitan galaxy. Invited by Binkie to come and stay at his country place, known in the Biz as ‘Pinching Bums’, you took Julie Hamilton with you as a prophylactic. 21

         Beetle and I came back, briefly, to London to get married. We still had enough of the Rev. Harper Wood’s legacy to spend three months in two rooms in the freezing eleventh arrondissement while I finished my novel. By the time we returned to London, you had been hired to write a movie, Charlie Moon, for Max Bygraves, Jock Jacobson’s star client. You cut me in for a small slice in return for beefing up the dialogue. The movie was to be directed by Guy Hamilton, later rich and famous as the director of four James Bond movies, including the first, Doctor No. He belonged to the reticent generation that had been to the war. Awarded a D.S.C., he never mentioned it. I remember only that he described some time-lapse idea of ours – an ashtray that, on a cut, became full of butts – as being ‘page one in the book’.

         Obbligato was accepted by Macmillan; advance L100. You went on tour with Bea. It gave me time to get on with The Earlsdon Way. One day I noticed that the regular six pounds ten was no longer being credited to me. Someone in Binkie’s office told me that it had been payable only as long as An Evening with Beatrice Lillie was in London. I daresay my short measure was nothing to do with you. The cheapish lesson was always to read the small print. I rarely do.

         For some time-shredded reason, you and I and Bea went out to Borehamwood studios where you had an appointment. You once said to me that you were better at meetings than I was. ‘People like me; they don’t always like you’. It was delivered without malice, like a weather report. Bea and I waited in the taxi. She turned to me quite suddenly and said, ‘Do you believe in the afterlife?’ I knew that she had lost her husband, Sir Robert Peel, and their only son in the war. I said, ‘Oh Bea, I wish I could say I did, but honestly… I don’t know’. She gave me a long look; then she said, ‘Does Hannen Swaffer know?’ Who he? A News Chronicle journalist who believed in Another World. 22

         Who now remembers Bea herself? I shall never forget her sitting in a louche hotel and reciting ‘I’ve come here to be insulted / And I’m not going home until I am’. Her pet idea was of a number in which the curtain rises on a majestic curved staircase down which she descends in evening dress, long gloves, mink cape, gleaming tiara. She crosses to the superbly draped window, looks out and then says, ‘Still pissing down’. Another story about Bea, which I was promised (by you, was it?) was true, tells of her being in the hairdresser’s while on tour in Chicago. A local Spam – tinned meat – millionaire’s wife protested, loudly, at being kept waiting by the attention given to ‘that actress’. Bea said ‘tell the butcher’s wife that Lady Peel is in no sort of hurry’.

         The next thing was that you and I were asked to take over the direction of a show already on the road. Jubilee Girl was no more Rodgers and Hart than it sounded. If Al Kaplan had not been a millionaire, or as good as one, having married a Sieff, the piece might never have been staged. He and his amateur co-author were both doctors. Al drove me down to Plymouth (you were already there) in his sumptuous two-seated Rolls Bentley convertible, its dinky gear-change neat as a clitoris. Halfway across Salisbury plain, Al invited me to take the wheel. When I confessed that I had only just passed the driving test, he shrugged. The more expensive the car, he told me, the easier it was to drive. ‘Only promise you’ll never buy one of those tinny Lagondas.’ I promised. The Roller was of a vintage without power brakes. Al urged me to put my foot down and overtake whatever loitered in our way. He liked close calls.

         Pretty soon I saw a lorry in the middle distance coming towards us in our lane as it overtook an uncooperative colleague. I pressed one foot on the brake, then both; with small effect. Horn blaring, the oncoming lorry switched, just, into its proper lane. I glanced at Al. He was enjoying my sweat. 23He and the doctor with whom he had collaborated were lovers but it escaped me at the time. Years later, he demanded to be made producer of a movie I had written of Iris Murdoch’s A Severed Head. If I didn’t agree, he would get someone to come and kill me. He was living in Italy and was said to prescribe drugs, plentifully, to the dolce vita set. Not long afterwards, he killed himself.  

         Jubilee Girl was as dated as it sounded. I was delegated to rehearse (and re-write) the chat, while you did whatever you did to the musical numbers. The girl in the piece was Lizbeth Webb. Her happiest prize, from having been in Vivien Ellis and A.P. Herbert’s West End hit Bless the Bride, was ‘me mink, me mink’. She had a lovely soprano voice and professional patience. John Cranko, short-lived fancy director of the hit revue Cranks, did Al the rented favour of coming to Southsea to cast an eye on what we were doing. His verdict was that we had replaced bad direction with – no, not worse – equally bad. Among the cast of Cranks was Tony Newley, who became your partner in a couple of hit shows in the Sixties. Al Kaplan watched me directing and found no loud fault. Marie Lohr, the oldest trouper, always on time, was my straight-backed supporter. Al did ask me, ‘What’s Leslie doing?’

         We all stood on the wide green Southsea foreshore as Khruschev and Bulganin sailed out of Southampton on their way back to the USSR. Marie had been a star of the Edwardian theatre. She had stood in the same place when the Grand Fleet sailed out, in full intimidating battle order, at the outbreak of war in 1914. I asked her whether we should wave. She said we should, politely. Jubilee Girl foundered some time after you and I had been eased over the side.

         To my surprise, if not alarm, Lady at the Wheel came round again. Lucienne Hill, translator of Anouilh, and her lover Andrew Broughton (aka Broughtipoo) were your partners in the resurrection. Madame undertook to revise the dialogue 24for West End purposes. You asked me to sign over the rights. I was damned if I did. You admitted, with small grace for once, that I had you ‘over a barrel’. All the same (a tool in every fixer’s kit), I was busy writing my novel, wasn’t I? And you knew I hated rewrites. I settled for a half-credit. The refurbished show went on, at the Lyric, Hammersmith. Big Lulu, as you called her, with pectoral justice, had done ‘the book’ no marked remedial good. Beetle and I walked out halfway through. More than twenty years later, as I came out of the magistrates’ court where I had been fined for nine seconds of speeding, one of the clerks came after me. He had never forgotten seeing Lady at the Wheel at Cambridge. He had read everything I had written since.

         Thanks to you and Jock, we were offered a contract by the Rank Organisation of L115 a month, each (no small sum in 1955). You were driving a fire-engine red, four-square antique Austin. Do you remember overtaking a Jaguar, just, on the way to Pinewood Studios? The run we enjoyed in the fast lane of the Biz was steered entirely by you. The red Austin was soon replaced by a new white Ford Consul convertible. After I had recovered from a prolonged attack of glandular fever, you invited Beetle and me to spend a few days in your mother’s house in Shirley, a suburb of Birmingham. I think your father must have died while I was away. You never mentioned him to me again.

         It was generous and guileless of you to ask us to the little suburban house, in no fashionable quarter. Your aproned mother was a copious plain cook, forever singing pop songs as she did her chores. Her ascendant call of ‘Lez… leee’ summoned us to table. You treated your mother (I never knew her name) with affection, obedience even. She stood for everything you were determined to disown. During that cold week in Shirley, you taught me to drive. Your new, toothpaste-white Ford leaped and lurched as I sought to master changing gear. 25You neither winced nor grew impatient. You were as generous as you were single-minded. We were going places, you promised, and you wanted me on board. I kept trying to believe they were places I wanted to go.

         Without our Pinewood stipend, I should never have been able to buy Beetle’s and my first car, a second-hand green Ford Anglia, personally offered to us as a bargain for L250 by Trevor (now Sir Trevor) Chinn of Lex Garages. It served us very well, even when we had to back up steep hills in Andalucia. When we part-exchanged it for our next lucky number, we were told that PLD 75 had been composed of two halves of wrecked Anglias welded together.

         Never anything but generous, sometime during that year you offered us your newly acquired flat in Brighton (Brig/ton in Bricusse speak) for the weekend. It was clean and impersonal. You did have some books and folders on the shelves. Trust a novelist to be a snooper. One of the folders contained a sheaf of pages. The top one carried the legend ‘The Minor Scholar, a novel by Leslie Bricusse’. The rest of the pages were virgin.

         When I had finished The Earlsdon Way, on Pinewood’s pretty penny, Alan Maclean of Macmillan’s was eager to see the new book. In the hope of prompt applause, I was persuaded to hand over my sole copy (carbons kill the muse). He promised to keep it locked in his briefcase. During one lunchtime, some thief sneaked into the unguarded Macmillan offices and out again with said briefcase. My manuscript must have been the last thing he hoped to find when he jiggled the lock. Beetle broke the news when I got back from a few rubbers in the Crockford’s two-shilling room. I could think of nothing better to do than get into PLD 75 and drive and drive. We got as far as Bath before Beetle suggested that the best and only thing was to rewrite the book. She bet I could remember a good deal of it, and so I did. 26

         When you heard what had happened, you brought me the two or three Everyman volumes of Carlyle’s title is The French Revolution: A history. I am still slightly surprised that you chose so pertinent a comforter. Macmillan offered L50 by way of compensation. I rewrote The Earlsdon Way pretty well word for word. Macmillan then turned it down. My Sinclair Lewisgunning of suburbia was not of a piece with the playfulness they had all admired in Obbligato. Alan Maclean told me that I should make no friends by being acid. I told him I had not become a novelist to make friends.

         ‘Suez’, as that Gallipolitan misadventure came very soon to be abbreviated, the quicker to get it over, was the great caesura in post-war England’s self-esteem. The puncture of Britannia’s vanity precipitated an explosion in the price of petrol all the way up to two shillings and sixpence a gallon. You acquired a ninety-to-the-gallon two-seater, front-opening bubble car. Its vroom-poppa-poppa promised your approach to Rutland Street where Beetle, soon pregnant, and I had been able to move to above-ground accommodation in a tight terrace house. Vivian Cox, a Pinewood producer, had hired you and me, soon after our old contracts lapsed, to write a film about Cambridge. He was a double blue (hockey and rugger) bon vivant and a very tactful supervisor.

         On the day Bachelor of Hearts was greenlit, Vivian had us to dinner in his attic rooms in Curzon Street and opened a bottle of 1945 claret. He told the story of the Frenchman and the Englishman who shared a dugout in the Great War. They treasured a cobwebbed bottle of Château Pétrus against the day of victory. At a minute past eleven on the eleventh of November 1918, the Englishman hurried to insert his corkscrew. ‘Mais non, mon cher ami, pas encore. Une telle bouteille mérite que tout d’abord on en discute.’ When the studio cast Hardy Krüger in the lead, as a German student in alien surroundings, we did ze necessary rewrites with professional 27promptness. In manuscript afternoons, I was writing The Limits of Love, about Jews in the war and after.

         When M.C.A. was legally obliged by some new anti-trust legislation to cease representing clients, we said goodbye to Jock Jacobson. You found us a new, go-getting agent, suave and bearded Leslie Linder, at John Redway and Associates with flash first-floor offices in Leicester Square. You had shed Julie Hamilton and taken up with the pneumatic Yvonne (‘Bonbon’) Romaine. Was she related to the patron of the Mayfair Club in Berkeley Square, where you often played host to a round table of on-the-makers? Always drinking sparkling hock avoided fancy-pantsing with reds and whites on the wine list. Behind your back, I called it sparkling ad hoc. In not much later days you collected vintage wine labels and trophied them in a scrapbook.

         One afternoon in 1958, as we were crossing the King’s Road, north to south, you asked me to ‘stand beside you’ at your imminent wedding at St James’s Spanish Place. It implied a promise of best-friendship. I said it was an honour I could not accept. I could not take part in a Christian ceremony. I had not hesitated to read the shielded grace in St John’s College hall; now cowardice and tact sported the same gabardine.

         Beetle and I came to the wedding and gave you whatever nice present we could afford. You had given us a Toledan-style paper knife. I thought it a curious, if not ill-omened choice. Beetle told me, years later, that you said you would send us a proper present when we came back to England. She said not to, and you took her at her word. Your reception was held in the John Redway and Associates’ office. Was your mother there? George Baker, a middling Rank regular in English films, was. You had seen him in the street and asked him up. He had no idea what was being celebrated.

         There must have been speeches. I can’t remember who made them. Leslie Linder took the occasion to ask me, 28quietly, why I had agreed to be your writing partner. My soggy answer was that you did the choosing and I did not know how to break free. During the war, Leslie was a captain in the paratroop regiment. He advised me to pull the rip cord. ‘Leslie will be fine.’ Of course you were. Your songs were soon being performed all over the place; money was never to be your problem. Goldfinger clinched your renown. Did it win you one of those two Oscars for Best Song? I never called to congratulate you, did I? My bad, as they said for quite a while. Doctor Doolittle did a lot for you, despite sexy Rexy’s condescension when it came to the lyrics. Harrison has been heard talking to the animals by one generation after another. Was he really a royal by-blow or was that another song he sang? I once saw him buy The Sunday Times at Rome’s Termini station. Famous people on their own are like taxis with their FOR HIRE lights turned off.

         Soon after your wedding, we went to live cheaply, and industriously, in southern Spain. You had, I am pretty sure, already found your ideal writing partner in Tony Newley. Perhaps John Cranko introduced you. I met Tony with you, by chance, in Vivian Cox’s garçonnière in the summer of 1960. As you were leaving, Newley shook me by the hand and said, ‘Good luck in whatever you chose to do in life’. When Vivian and I were alone again, I made some casual remark about ‘queers’. I had had no idea, until his face changed, that Vivian was gay. Hadn’t he boasted of driving his white Aston-Martin through France with sexy-voiced Joan Greenwood? I hope I never made that kind of remark again.

         A year later, Beetle and I went to Paris and happened to see Michelangelo Antonioni’s L’Avventura, twice; the first time a random choice from La Semaine de Paris, the second, after a hurried supper, as addicts. I returned to the movies with an enthusiasm I had never felt before. During the next forty years, I alternated fiction and other books with writing 29films and television of a kind that no collaboration between us could ever have produced.

         You became successful and rich enough to fall for a war hero turned financial fixer, not to say finaigler, called – the name recurs oddly in your bio – Hamilton. Income tax in your fatso bracket was running at more than eighty-five percent. When the gallant (D.S.O., D.S.C.) commander installed himself in the Channel Islands and promised to secrete your surplus, you jumped at it. For legal formality’s sake, the paperwork granted him fifty-one percent of the take, but you had his word, as an officer and a gentleman, that he would cheese off a mere ten. After your royalties had accumulated, you decided to buy a place in St Paul de Vence and asked him to transfer the necessary funds. There was an endless delay. You deputised Richard Gregson and the pair of you went to Jersey to confront the heroic swindler. He took you to lunch at a good restaurant and was as nice as could be.

         Yes, he said, when the time came for cards on the table, you were friends, but between absentee friendship and four hundred grand… What could you do? Nothing legal. For once you lost your cool. Did you truly, as the story goes, hire a hit-man to go and take care of the stranded submariner? The rubberised rubber-out is said to have landed from an inflatable and scaled the cliff below the commander’s address. He eased his way inside, but stopped when he saw that the startled owner had an unmistakable face nothing like his target’s. It belonged to ‘hullo, good evening’ Tom Wicker, a nasal TV regular of the day and many, many nights. The gallant commander had taken you (and your money) seriously enough to decamp. You were wise enough not to pursue him. There was indeed plenty more, and more, where that came from. Living better and better was the wisest revenge.

         I don’t remember seeing or speaking to you again until April 1966 when the phone rang in our house in north Essex 30and woke us up at seven in the morning to break the news that I had won the Oscar for writing Darling. Evie, as she was now known, came next, then Joan Collins and her then man, Tony Newley, encore lui. You sounded genuinely delighted. You had had enough success to fill your cornucopia. Was Stop the World I Want To Get Off already a hit? The following year, Stanley Donen wanted you to write the title song for Two for the Road. Looking back, prosaic Orpheus, I was small-minded and, worse, uncommercial, in not wanting your name in the credits. Then again… if you’d won an Oscar for the song, it would probably have become better known than my movie. So? Blame Broughtipoo, why don’t we?

         For the next twenty years and more, Beetle and I flew, first-class of course, countless times to L.A. When we borrowed Yvette Mimieux’s house up at Oak Pass Drive, we passed your house, down in the valley, at least twice a day. There was a white sculpture on the watered front lawn. We never thought to call in. You had become rich and successful. I had not the least feeling of envy. We were two of very different kinds, that was all. If it had not been for you, I might have found my way into the movies but you gave me the bounce that had me believe that cinema was ‘no gran cosa’, as Marcello Mastroianni once said at dinner with Beetle and me and Faye Dunaway. The comedy is that, whatever our contemporaries thought, or think, we were the only members of our Cambridge generation to win an Oscar; two, in your case.

         The next time we met was at an Oscar dinner at Hampton Court, in the early nineties, I think. We were again as easy with each other as we had been when chomping P-P-Penguins in your rooms. Two of a kind, but never the same kind. Remember Ben Kingsley crossing his eyes as Dickie Attenborough delivered his prolonged, tearful allocution? Poor Dickie would later have genuine tears to shed after the Tsunami swept away his daughter and grandchild. The Oscar 31brought us together again, you and me, at St James’s Palace a few years later. Glasses in hand, we exchanged pleasantries with Camilla before standing side by side, antiques in no privileged location in the cheesy group photograph. You had achieved just about everything that you hoped for back in the days when Tony Becher brought you to my rooms.

         Not long after that St James’s Palace parade Beetle was stricken, all of a sudden, with the swingeing stroke that has stranded her in a wheelchair ever since, bright and beautiful though she still is. We learned abruptly that misfortune leads to cancellation from the good address books of no few of those you took for friends. You and Evie must have heard what happened. On your way through London, you brought dinner and some very good wine (no Hock) to Stanhope Gardens. We had a very enjoyable what turned out to be last supper. We even talked of collaborating on a culminating musical comedy based on The Prisoner of Zenda. You were uncreased and all but unchanged. Your goldfingered songs are on the air all the time. You have your starred tile in the hall of popular fame. You gave a lot of people a good time, Lezzers. You and your credits were you. Nice work if you can get it, and you did.

         
             

         

         Love, Freddie.
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            To Tom Maschler.

         

         Dear Tom,

         
             

         

         I should never have met you but for the old school tie; yours, I mean, the one you never wore. In London in the late 1950s, I played occasional bridge – low stakes (6d. a hundred), highish standard – in a dusk-till-dawn school which included Donald Simmonds. He had been with you at Leyton Park, the Quaker school. Fair-skinned, freckled, with the dry, curly, cornflake hair that never lasts, neither boy nor adult, arty but no artist, Don lived in a Chelsea basement. At any hour, he might just have emerged from a lonely bed with change-me sheets. Playing at grown-ups, we lunched a few times at the Ox On The Roof at the lower end of the King’s Road. I never knew what he did other than play bridge, rather well, with a tendency to ‘psychic’ (bluff) bids. Since he had no job, there may have been money in the family. I took him to Crockford’s a few times for duplicate partnership evenings. He proved a sharp observer of my mistakes. Told I was a writer, he introduced me to you, his publisher friend, at a Dutch lunch – each of us paid three and sixpence for three courses – at Schmidt’s in Charlotte Street, your choice; it was near where you worked.

         Two years my junior, you were already an editor at MacGibbon and Kee. You had been offered a place at Oxford, you told me, but preferred to go into the world. It made you older. Your thrust contrasted with Simmonds’s languor. You were dark, handsome, seemingly sun-tanned in the way that Nancy Mitford and Alan Ross had recently declared ‘continental’: U-term for bronzed persons, not as scathing as ‘a touch of the tarbrush’, all but synonymous with ‘swarthy’ in good old England. In those days, City businessmen still 33wore bowler hats and carried tightly rolled, silk-sleeved black brollies (colours were reserved for being conspicuous on the golf course). Enthusiasm made you audible, very, in a sotto voce world. When I used you as the maquette for a character in Lindmann called Milstein, his dialogue often MAJUSCULE, his English banged on like a loud knock at closed doors. I cadged ‘Milstein’ from the great violinist whose performance of the Beethoven violin concerto was the second L.P. Beetle and I owned (Amália Rodrigues the first). Donald Simmonds became Loomis in the same novel.

         You were the editor of Declaration, a compendium of essays piquing current complacencies. Contributors composed a home legion of ‘Angry Young Men’, a term derived from John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger. There was also Doris Lessing. Your foreword announced you the coach of a discordant team. Colin Wilson and John Hopkins (soon to be filed under ‘Who he?’) played on the right, John Osborne, Lindsay Anderson and Ken Tynan on the left, John Wain in the centre. There must have been others; they did not include Kingsley Amis. Riding high on Lucky Jim, reprinting again, and again, soon-to-be Kingers felt no call to share his single-occupancy spotlight. It had already faded on John Wain, once Kingsley’s Oxford oppo. I remember W.W. Robson saying at dinner, in Lincoln College, in 1958, ‘One thing you can say for Amis and Wain, they do have a good sense of humour, except for Wain’.

         Your father had been a publisher of children’s books in Berlin; your mother a racy lady; literally, on skis, and off. They brought you to England in 1938, just in time, and then parted. Was your aversion from female make-up kindled by her flash? At one of our lunches, sans Simmonds, you remarked how shameful it was that C.P. Snow’s ‘Mr L.’ (based on Victor Gollancz?) was the only pronouncedly Jewish character in current English fiction. Before the war, in popular fiction 34and posh poetry, Jews were sinister or ridiculous, or both (see John Buchan, Graham Greene, Uncle Tom Eliot and all). During the war, it was a commonplace to presume them at the heart of the Black Market. The police caught the people it was easy to convict or, in unpublished cases, easier to shake down. Choosy editor of Horizon (he nixed a contribution on detective stories by Willie Maugham), Cyril Connolly was the first to give Arthur Koestler rationed space to tell England about the on-going extermination of Europe’s Jews.

         Foreign Office toffs dismissed the evidence as typical of ‘whining’ Jews. In April 1945, Dachau made savage truth undeniable, then unspeakable; a shame-filled reticence set in. Belsen was the one camp – by no means the worst – that stood for all. On newsreels, Richard Dimbleby delivered a hushed obituary which doubled for the cover story that the British had liberated, if not saved, the Jews to whom they had closed their ears and their doors. That victorious summer, I took the Winchester scholarship exam. The college’s canonical headmaster asked what I felt about going to chapel. I was guileless enough to say that it didn’t bother me. I came fourth when all the scholarship marks had been added up. After ‘weight for age’, distributed at the reverend H.M.’s discretion, a squad of those a few weeks younger than me were declared better scholarly prospects. Thirteenth and out, I was hived off to Charterhouse where, in my first term, Oration Quarter 1945, a skinny boy (Maxwell, C.J.M., later a philanthropic medico) was nicknamed ‘Belsen’. The lethal factories of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Sobibor and the others harboured such reeking horrors that it was as if their victims had contributed to the obscenity which it became unseemly to mention.

         Years later, John Peter, ci-devant Hungarian, Sunday Times tiro, invited us to dinner with a TV writer, Alfred Shaughnessy, who had been in action throughout the war; he claimed that 35it was fought to save the Jews. Who was I to contradict a decorated veteran, just because he was full of shit? The Wimpole Street dining room we ate in had sit-at-attention chairs with upright backs, each spiky shoulder capped with a red witch’s cap, made out of paper, by our obsessive hostess, once famous for her breasts. John Peter later wrote a book of drama criticism that George Steiner declared ‘almost major’. George took pleasure in catching John out on a (literal) point of recherché detail. Discussing the old, old story, J.P. had failed to know that each of the nails used to crucify Jesus had a specific name. Imagine! Shaughnessy scripted many episodes of Upstairs Downstairs.

         After 1945, if Jews were hardly less Other than before, fewer people said so out loud. Two great public schools, Eton and St Paul’s (where my father had been taught by the legendary Elam) took the hit-them-when-they’re-down opportunity to reduce Jewish admissions, until shamed by righteous old boys, Ayer and Berlin respectively. As Britannic crocodiles dried their tears, the sainted Attlee government shipped refujews back to the same camps they had been sprung from, in order to appease the Arabs, who had supported Hitler. Zionists who fought to get what was left of European Jewry into Palestine were denounced as devious and ungrateful. A Ukrainian S.S. regiment received a ready welcome in the English coalmines. Trust the guilty to put uncomplaining shoulders to required wheels.

         The British Foreign Secretary, Ernie Bevin (exalted as the dockers’ Q.C.) met no criticism when he said that he wasn’t ‘’avin’ the Jews push to the front of the queue’. Despite an absence of aitches, he was highly regarded by the old-school-tied in the Foreign Office. During a Labour party conference, he once chased the young Shirley Catlin (later Williams) round her hotel bedroom and, she told me, into the street. Anthony Eden had shared Bevin’s view of 36the Chosen. Ignoring Churchill’s orders, not a single R.A.F. bomb was ever dropped, deliberately, on any of hundreds of concentration camps. ‘A quoi bon, monsieur?’ as the girl said in Le Grand Meaulnes.

         Until the Eichmann trial, in Jerusalem in 1962, the Final Solution was more an embarrassment than a charge worth pressing against a now key component of the Free World. The West needed Adenauer’s scarcely purged Germany more than any Jew, man, woman or child merited justice. My old Charterhouse headmaster, Robert ‘Bags’ (they were under his eyes) Birley, had been sent to Germany in 1946 with what amounted to a bucket of whitewash. It served to absolve useful Nazis from justice; the more agreeably accented their English, the better the chances of long-grassing their crimes. ‘Bags’ returned to his reward: the headmastership of Eton and the ‘sir’ already attributed him by a sarcastic Charterhouse beak called H.C. ‘Harry’ Iredale, rarely seen outdoors without his ‘grid’, Carthusian slang for bicycle. Harry taught French, Alphonse Daudet’s Lettres de mon moulin his play-safe text, without the smallest Gallic aptitude beyond grammatical accuracy.

         In 1956, The Scourge of the Swastika, by Lord Russell of Liverpool, a Nuremberg prosecutor, ruptured the diplomatic mummery. Whatever nice indignation the text aroused, crumbled crumpet photographs of naked women, pubic hair and all, being herded to their deaths added uncountable numbers to its sales. Germans had been keen with Leicas. Their snaps of the last crusade were damning mementos. Voyeurism and Holocaust denial began their counterpoint. Can Marcel Proust, master of the sequence of tenses, perfectionist with the past subjunctive, corrector of his housekeeper (‘Tu t’oublies, Françoise’) when she put fingers inside the glasses she was collecting, have been the same man who took pleasure in watching rats being skewered with hat-pins? Can he not? Was he, in secret, revisiting Dreyfus 37and, against his public stance, sharing his persecutors’ glee? Duplicity is essential to a novelist’s heart, dialogue its beat.

         The success of Declaration won you a new job at Penguin books; Allen Lane, once an innovating bounder, now recently knighted, brought you in to rejuvenate the list. I gave you a proof of my second novel, The Earlsdon Way. After reading the first, Obbligato, Macmillan’s chief reader, Jack Squire, renowned 1930s bookman (and flannelled fool on summer weekends), had urged them to hang onto me ‘with both hands’. Owing more to Main Street than to any English model, The Earlsdon Way seemed knowledgeably sarcastic about the north London suburbia I never lived in. Its bumptious hero was scornful enough of true blue humbug for Macmillan to dust their hands of me, nicely. Over lunch at Simpson’s in the Strand, Alan Maclean, the Moscow-bound Donald’s brother, reshuffled from the Foreign Office, and his colleague ‘Auntie’ Marj warned me that I should not make any friends if I went on writing rebarbative books. I told them that I had not become a writer to make friends and went to Cassell. Soon after reading The Earlsdon Way, you sent me a telegram announcing that I was going to be a Penguin. You became my luck.

         In the post-Suez 1950s, Ken Tynan set the style by falling in love, on paper, with John Osborne’s nihilist Jimmy Porter. At the same time Ken was moonlighting with Princess Margaret and any in-group likely to yield kudos and kicks upstairs. In his bastard case, the clenched fist and the limp handshake were fellow travellers. You, Tom, were immune from fear of seeming pushy; push was you. Scarcely interested in Judaism, undeniable Jews, both of us were haunted by what you had tasted at cruel first hand and I, as a schoolboy, only in waspish, insular form. Your rage was sublimated by campaigning for Nuclear Disarmament. The aggressive annual march on Aldermaston publicised its pacifism. Led by Canon Collins, the Michael Foot-soldiers of the new Salvation Army 38combined blistered idealism with good chances of pulling birds. A joke of the day had a girl say that she had tried using the pill, only it kept falling out.

         Exalted by Declaration, your next idea was a rejuvenated version of the wartime Home Service, Sunday afternoon Brains Trust. In 1958, commercial television was on its way in. Under Sidney Bernstein’s patronage, you gathered a panel of young on-the-makers in a big room with a long, polished, oblong table in Soho Square. There was unbuttoned talk about fucking. A Granada executive sat silent. I heard myself speaking up for marriage. I was just finishing The Limits of Love, in which, for all their variety of social attitudes, three couples stayed together. Doris Lessing, hair in a bun, long parted from an East German communist husband, wore her ‘Mrs’ like a veteran of foreign wars. Combining noli me tangere with come-and-get-it, she smiled at my defence of matrimony, a touched-up Mona Lisa.

         Thanks to Leslie Bricusse, his ambition as resourceful as yours, he and I had been put under contract by the Rank Organisation. I was not proud of Bachelor of Hearts, directed by Wolf Rilla, but there it was, my name on the credits. Did it alert you to how useful I might be? You told me about your boyhood as a refugee in unwelcoming 1940 England. Might there be a movie in it? I was keen to prove, if only to myself, that I could do better than I had when co-writing a confection in which the star part was allotted to Hardy Krüger, as handsome a fair-haired ex-fourteen-year-old member of the Hitler Youth as market research could enlist. I was either too supercilious or had too keen an eye on the main chance (yes, yes, or both) to take exception to the casting of Bachelor of Hearts.

         Your friend Tom Wiseman was then film critic and showbiz columnist on the Evening Standard. For both of you, common decency went up the chimney at Auschwitz; for the lucky few, insulated from the horror, it seemed to 39have survived. Wiseman père, a gambler who thought that he could roll profitable, if loaded, dice with the Nazis, had stayed in Vienna. Having made deals to save Jews with the means to buy blind Nazi eyes, he gambled too long and was murdered before he could cross the border with his takings. One of my mother’s uncles suffered a similar fate after a winning poker night with Kansas City mobsters.

         When Wiseman went to do an Evening Standard interview with Hardy Krüger, he was in no forgiving or forgetting mood. After a long talk, however, it seemed that the two men had reached some kind of understanding. As they went to the door, Hardy’s wife called out, ‘Mr Viseman, vy do we not agree zat as far as the Jews and ze Germans were concerned, zere ver mistakes on both sides?’ Tableau, as they used to say. Ruptured childhoods, lost language incited both you Toms to what-the-hell pursuit of women and success in a new tongue: one of your New York contacts addressed you as ‘Tomcat’. Giving pleasure can be a form of revenge; withholding it too.

         Wiseman became the scourge of Pinewood studios; insolent copy pleased Lord Beaverbrook’s readers, hence the Beaver too; every threat of libel action procured a bonus. Your eye for talent boosted your employers’ lists, enriched lucky authors; both sides owed you. I had presumed fiction an art; Lucky Jim proved it an artefact. Kingsley would become one of your proudest authors. When do cash-cows fail to find lush pasture? Your unsung virtue was that Cape subsidised writers such as Rudi Nassauer, author of The Hooligan. I still have several cases of the Château Latour 1964 he sold me (and to John Schlesinger) just before his wine business collapsed in bankruptcy, his own cubic volume shortly after, due to a deflating heart attack. To keep the wine, which had been in bond, we had to pay for it all over again. It still drinks well, as the trade has it. 40

         You recalled your arrival in England with such clarity that I saw cinematic possibilities. Like many other once ladylike immigrants, your mother had had to become a skivvy, first cousin to a charlady. Virginia Woolf, paragon of feminism, disdained such sorry articles, their buckets, their mops, the water on their overworked knees. I imagined your mother employed as a domestic in a prep school like the one I attended, Copthorne, relocated to Lee Bay, North Devon. ‘You’ and ‘I’ were cast as uneasy fellow-pupils. Having recently shed my American accent, ‘I’ typified the assimilated Anglo: more embarrassed than touched by cousinship with a refujew.

         Writing the screenplay, I was reminded of a Copthorne boy called Joseph who informed us that females had some sort of covert apparatus ‘down there’. He took his roundhead equipment in one hand and hauled it upwards, leaving a vertical seam to stand for that mysterious object of desire. Only son, puzzled and somewhat enlightened, I had never seen a naked human female. I never knew that women had pubic hair until my mother took me to the Picasso show at the Tate in 1946. Joseph notched my memory on just that one occasion before vanishing from the scoreboard.

         The script grew quickly and easily. I believed myself to be compiling something worth saying, in cinematic dialect. My ‘I’ played an ignominious role when he fails to speak up for his secret ‘brother’. ‘I’ am more relieved than outraged when ‘you’ disappear after your mother is disgraced for a reason ‘I’ know to be false. You thought well enough of the script to show it to Karel Reisz. Czech fugitive, his book The Art of Film Editing established him as an authority. My script had, he informed you, ‘the wrong values’. Forty years later, the first episode of After the War was a not very revised version of that early script. It played well, whatever the want of ideological propriety. Karel’s son Matthew became editor of the Jewish Quarterly. 41Born in England, his inflections hint at a childhood among expat Europeans, with the right values.

         You primed something in me that might never have been there had you not. I was trying, with diligent difficulty, to make a living. In the morning, I ghosted his memoirs for Colonel Maurice Buckmaster, who had been in command of the French section of S.O.E. When I was puzzled as to what had happened to this or that réseau when people were betrayed to the Gestapo, Buck invited me, with his Old Etonian smile, to make up something plausible. I was shocked, but complied. The only occasion on which I saw someone reading They Fought Alone (it did not sport my name) was on a bus in Guatemala in the 1970s, on the way to Chichicastenango. The reader’s name, it emerged, was Dr Raphael. He ran a top-to-toe clinic in San Diego, California, and would be glad, he said, to give me a rate if I happened to be in town and needed an overhaul.

         In the afternoons, in the late 1950s, I worked at the Oxford and Cambridge club on the long manuscript which became The Limits of Love, until there was a quorum for teatime bridge. Clem Attlee once said good afternoon to me. He had declined to have too many Jews in his government (Glaswegian Manny Shinwell was enough) and deposed an African chief, Seretse Khama, after he had vexed the apartheid lobby by marrying a white woman, Ruth Williams. In time, Seretse Khama became the first President of Botswana. Attlee is the latest totem to be resurrected as a model socialist.

         Beetle, year-old Paul and I were living in a ground floor flat, giving onto a green and rosy garden, in an unpaved road in Highgate. One night you came and baby-sat for us. As you walked into the living room, I was locking my current Joseph Gibert notebook in my Heals desk drawer. ‘What’s the matter’, you said, ‘think I’d go through your personal papers?’ ‘What’s the matter’, I said, ‘aren’t you interested?’ 42

         You had an idea for making us both a few bob: a sophisticated tribute to Dale Carnegie’s How To Win Friends and Influence People. You would give me a few pages of notes on how to make it in the marketplace. I could then fatten them into a book. We would split the proceeds fifty-fifty. I wrote ninety percent of The S-Man; I should never have done any such book unless you had primed it, nor sold it without you to busy bidders. Your notes were smarter than I expected. Once prompted, tricks I should never dream of attempting occurred to me in shameless clusters. The S-Man, a Grammar of Success parodied Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. It began: ‘Roughly speaking, money and success are synonymous’. One of your more durable observations was ‘No good idea looks good on paper’. I had a good time standing proxy for a shit for all seasons. The S-Man’s aptness would be confirmed when Harold Macmillan went to the country, in 1959, on the slogan ‘You never had it so good’ and won in a canter. Weary of being penurious and stiff-upper-lippy, the British lowered their colours, then their pants: Carnaby Street Y-fronts flaunted the Union Jacksie.

         Beetle and I had sunk our (mostly her) meagre capital in buying the stub of a lease only after our nice grey landlady, Miss Pearce, gave her word that she would renew it later that year. When I went, blithe flowers in hand, to confirm the arrangement, she told me that she was sorry, her sister had been widowed; we would have to vacate the flat. Family was family. She was sure I understood. I certainly did: trust is a form of laziness. We had small hope of finding another place to live in London without ‘key money’, the then routine, illicit, means of procuring a lease. You had an immediate idea: why not go and live in Spain? One of your clutch of ex-mistresses, a hyphenated lady, who wore gloves and hats, owned a seaside cottage in a small fishing village called Fuengirola, not far from Malaga. She would let us have it for the winter for three 43pounds a week. Miss Pearce tripped us into a European way of life on which we should never otherwise have embarked. Sojourn in the Caudillo’s Spain proved our salvation. Passing rich on twenty pounds a week, I finished one novel on a Friday and began another on the Monday. The Muse said ‘What kept you?’

         I also supplied well-paid dialogue for a movie starring Dickie Todd. War hero and ladies’ man, he relished my decorous double-entendres. Jean-Luc Godard – the one genuine innovator in the Nouvelle Vague, unless Alain Resnais was another – was right to call his film about a Parisian prostitute Vivre sa vie: you owe nobody anything when you do things solely for the money. You found a prompt publisher for The S-Man. Hutchinson’s Ian Hamilton – not the Ian Hamilton, editor, poet etc – accused you of bargaining ‘like an Armenian’, a not wholly flattering instance of displacement sideways. I never scrutinised any paperwork, though I must have signed something somewhere. Our pen name, Mark Caine, was of your devising; did I add the ‘e’?

         Beetle and I had a good time in Fuengirola. We had to leave after rents escalated for the tourist season. When I won the Lippincott Prize for The Limits of Love, we could afford to return to England, at least for a while. Film work of a kind was available. Cassell was publishing my novels and keen for more. You had saved our bacon. The S-Man had a succès de scandale. My friend Peter Green, with no notion of my involvement, was at that time a leading Daily Telegraph critic. His outraged denunciation of Mark Caine’s recipes for making it did sales no harm. Elizabeth Jane Howard compared our little number to Laclos’s Les Liaisons Dangereuses.

         I was never shown how many hardback copies it sold, but you had no difficulty in getting Penguin to pay a L750 advance for the paperback. You proposed another shameless handbook, about seducing, and satisfying females. The pill 44that had supposedly liberated the sex sanctioned men to make free with them. You cited the female navel as an underrated erogenous zone. I did not feel the vocation. Once you were included in Who’s Who, you listed The S-Man among your publications. Moi non plus.

         Beetle and I went to live in rural East Bergholt. Sarah was born, in August 1960, in The Old Mill House, a cottage that once belonged to John Constable’s father. You drove down from London for the weekend several times, each with a different female. When The Limits of Love was published, Peter Forster’s Daily Express review filled the best part of a full page. It declared that I had entered ‘the big league’.

         Stella Richman had already enrolled me to write plays for Associated Television. They took a week to write and were promptly in production. One day a youngish actor approached me, during a coffee break in the rehearsal room opposite Finsbury Park, and asked whether I thought the hydrogen bomb would put an end to the world. I gave an educated ‘on the one hand, on the other hand’ response. He thanked me and wandered off. Carmen Silveira came up to me and said, ‘Freddie, may I tell you something? When an actor asks you a question about the future of mankind, the first and only thing he wants to hear is “I think you’re giving a marvellous performance”’.

         Wolf Mankowitz, once an undergraduate Leavisite reviewer (predictable thumbs down for Dylan Thomas in Scrutiny), by then a mini-tycoon, with Piccadilly Arcade offices, had denied me a job writing a screenplay for Peter Sellers on the grounds that I was too piss-elegant. His own Cambridge diligence and accent had been camouflaged by a reversion to East End tones and vocabulary. His revised persona was symbolised by an outsize matchbox of rubber-banded five-pound notes on his desk, beside his scholarly study of Wedgwood china. He liked to have things three ways. Was he ever any kind of a Soviet agent, as MI5 suspected? 45

         After Peter Forster’s rave review of The Limits of Love, Wolf changed tack and hired me. By the time I had written a draft of Memoirs of a Cross-Eyed Man, Peter Sellers had been warned off the subject by his clairvoyant, whose brightest eye was for the main chance. He divined stellar sanction for his credulous client to do only whatever was lined with the most gold in the way of a backhander. When Peter met Sophia Loren, he willed himself handsome. BBC radio producer Roy Speer had once told me that radio was God’s gift to actors like Sellers. The Goon Show’s Bluebottle willed and coiffed himself irresistible, with custom-made specs. A few years later, Wolf sold my L1,500 script to Paramount for a hundred times that price. He had had it retyped, of course. What do we remember of Wolf’s work? The title A Kid for Two Farthings and the line ‘Do me a favour, Fender’, pronounced ‘Fend-air’.

         Beetle and I went back to Fuengirola in 1961. You came to visit us, when we were living in a casita with just enough room for us, Paul and Sarah. The Costa del Sol bulged with foreign visitors. You found somewhere to stay (no doubt on expenses) but spent most of your time, when you were not with us, or me, among the expat writers, of varying quality. As a publisher, you were not short of invitations to lunch, despite the poverty of most of those who entertained you. You were impressed by a novella by Charlie Reiter about a black call-girl. Her white client found her such delightful company at dinner that he told her that he would feel better if he didn’t take her to bed. She said, ‘And how about me? How will I feel?’ Daring topic for those days, a woman with the hots. Barney Rosset’s Grove Press printed the book. Did Charlie ever publish anything else? Dark and East Coast smart, married to a beautiful blonde opera singer called Anna, he drove a black VW. The marriage did not last, nor did his looks. He put on weight editing a Teamsters’ newspaper on the West Coast and died young. 46

         At the end of your week in Fuengirola, you asked our friends Harry and Charlotte Gordon whether you might borrow their cook, Pepa, and their rented town house, on the Avenida José Antonio, in order to repay d’un seul coup all the local hospitality you had received. Pepa delivered a fine and ample meal. At the end of it, as we were sipping Fundador, you finished your second helping of flan, sat back and said, ‘First time I’ve had enough to eat since I got here’. I walked out of the house and paced the shameful streets for a long while, before going back for Beetle. Did you have any idea that I had been mortified by what you said to our friends? On your lips, more often than you knew, a joke was not a joke. A routine mistake: implicit acceptance of radical distinction between Jews and Aryans when both are German-speakers. What krauts German Jews can be! How perfect their English, how often with a hole in the heel!

         It was not a good season for me. All the money I had earned in TV was gone. I had finished a neat new novel, The Graduate Wife, but Selwyn Lloyd’s squeeze was draining my meagre freelance reservoir. When Beetle’s father died, an Israeli friend of Charlie Reiter lent us money for tickets to fly home. I can’t remember how I repaid him, but I know I did. We left Fuengirola in September and drove in divorced humour to Sainte-Maxime. I had no idea where we were going to live or how.

         Stella Richman, my benefactor since the moment we met back in 1960, greeted us with the news – no surprise to her, relief to me – that she wanted to renew, and fatten, my contract to write plays for Atv. Then a phone call told me that David Deutsch was offering to buy the movie rights of a play of mine that had just been on TV and have me write the screenplay. Wallet all set to bulge, we headed back to England, signed contracts with David, the nicest film producer one could imagine, exchanged our grey Ensign for a new Standard Vanguard station wagon, and drove to Rome, via Germany. 47

         Our one-night stay outside red-cliffed Heidelberg was interrupted by loutish shouting: French soldiers on the town. Once in Rome, we rented a modern basement flat at 7948, Monte Mario. I do not remember thinking about you during those days. Modest affluence confirmed Karl Marx’s view that economic circumstances determine, certainly inflect, so-called consciousness. Roughly speaking, success and money…

         In the spring, we crossed to Greece, landing at Igoumenitsa, close to Janina, where Byron was entertained by the tyrant Mohammed Ali. He loved British sailors. At the city gate, Byron rode by a human arm hanging from a gallows, all that was left by local birds and dogs of some rebellious Epirot. One of my friends at Cambridge remembered that his parents had dined in pre-war somewhere with Hermann Göring; they liked him. After taking oracular advice, from Thalia Taga, in Athens, we sailed from Piraeus to the Cycladic island of Ios (pop. 200 and dwindling). Under a spring sky, I finished Lindmann in a ten-hour session of 8,000 words. My marathon clatter was observed by a Turkish-trousered peasant who called me effendi. He had never before seen a typewriter. On our last day on Ios, we bought a hillside shack above three shelves of cactus, olive and fig trees, and a trapezoid plot of beachside land, all for three hundred pounds, my happiest investment ever.

         You had sent a telegram suggesting that we meet up in Mykonos, not yet fashionable, but a renowned rendezvous de tantes. The best hotel would cost only a couple of quid a night. Your new woman, Martha Crewe, gourmet Quentin’s ex, would be coming with you. Just before we left Ios, a telegram arrived from my mother saying that the London press, the Observer’s Jack Davenport en tête, had raved over The Graduate Wife. As we were going ashore on Mykonos, I noticed that the lady in front of us had that newspaper in her open straw bag. Vanity impelled me to ask if I might have a look at it, because… etc. 48She said, ‘Sure, of course, a good review’s never out of season’. The charming low voice belonged to Elaine, third and last wife of John Steinbeck. Recent recipient of the Nobel Prize, he looked at me (and pretty well everyone else) with a basilisk eye. Vilified by Robert Lowell and la Sontag for his obsolete, patriotic attitude to the Vietnam war, he knew where paths of glory led. Jack Davenport was a witty contemporary of Cyril Connolly’s. Everyone at Oxford with him had predicted that Jack would be aut Caesar aut nihil in the literary world.

         Martha was beautiful, dark and aloof, with a musician’s composed fingers. She had come to Mykonos to be with you, not with us. You moved from the smart, if cheap, hotel to cheaper rooms in the village. Did we ever have a meal together? Did you or she say one word to our children? Beetle had cotton pants tailored to measure, within twenty-four hours, by the Mykonos roi de pantalons; did Martha? We did all go to Delos in the same caique. Martha pronounced the e short, just as she called the Peloponnese the Peloponessos. You and she walked away from us between the couchant lions.

         Four years later, I was awarded the Oscar. Martha asked us to dinner in her handsome house in Gibson Square. You reported that she found me very attractive. Toute réussite a son propre parfum, as someone must have said. Beetle and I saw Martha one more time: in a Festival Hall box, still beautiful, and alone, she was setting those fine fingers together for Rosalyn Tureck, who had a characteristic vertical wave for the audience. Tureck had had a love affair with James MacGibbon, whom we got to know later. He and Robert Kee, a meteor with no lasting blaze, were no durable duo.

         Meanwhile, your career was careering: success at Penguin led to your becoming the still very young managing director, or something of that order, at prestigious, once stuffy Jonathan Cape. You were eager that I join your stable. Lindmann had been received with enthusiasm by Desmond Flower, M.C., at 49Cassell. In a canvass of publishers printed in the Sunday Times, it was his sole selection from his list for the coming season. Jack Lambert gave Lindmann my first solus review, by David Hughes; it was both effusive and uneasy. I had, he implied got something off my chest. My assault on the Foreign Office as accessory to the drowning of a rusted, overloaded ship full of European Jews smacked of ingratitude; to whom, for what? Not long before he died, I thanked David (recently fired from the S.T.) for what he had said about Lindmann. He had no memory of it.

         Lindmann (it included a full-length screenplay by Milstein) differed, by its pointed scorn, from the work of insular quasi-tragedians such as David Storey whom you so much admired. His diamonds were as rough as Rugby League, topic of his first novel, This Sporting Life. The subsequent film, with Richard Harris, made it clear that, among other things, Lindsay Anderson fancied a bit of rough. After fifty years of being a prizewinning writer, Storey still wrote ‘with you and I’ in his overblown last long novel, A Serious Man. Much it matters? It has to matter a little.

         I am tempted to blame you for my betrayal of Desmond Flower’s faith. Had it not been for your solicitation, I should never have moved to Jonathan Cape, but the opportunism was mine. Impersonating Mark Caine, Julien Sorel de nos jours, I imagined myself to be exercising my wits; your example had proved infectious. There was something of you in Jimmy Brewster, the on-the-make anti-hero of Nothing But the Best. Although Tom Wiseman gave it a rave, the movie was no hit. It did roll on to fortune: Jo Janni and John Schlesinger culled me to write what turned into Darling; it also brought me to the attention of Stanley Donen.

         When we bought that dilapidated cottage on Ios, it emptied my pockets. Four years later, thanks to Darling, already with a house in rural East Anglia, we had the means 50to begin its renovation. Beetle and I had our siesta in a big bed in the only room on the top terrace. Paul and Sarah slept in a tent below. One hot afternoon, Paul knocked on our door and announced a wet stranger, complete with snorkel and flippers. Enter Milstein Maschler. You had swum ashore from a yacht riding at anchor in Milopota bay. You, Kingsley and Jane Howard just happened to be passing.

         We took you to dinner that evening, after drinks on our terrace, to Drakos at the far end of the bay. On the way, Jane lifted her skirts and pissed, standing proud, on our beachside field. Kingsley was dyspeptic, not to say hungover. He ate poly ligo of a small omelette. I cannot remember what he drank or said, apart from thanking me for my polite review of The Anti-Death League, his one attempt to play the nice guy. My frail command of Greek elected me host. I remember the evening mainly because Sarah, aged six, fell asleep towards the end of the meal and I carried her the long, heavy, sand-soft way, back up to our spiti; the last time I ever did that.

         You and the others talked of taking us to a meal the next day; you sailed away instead. Kingsley wrote a prompt, vivid article, for some colour supplement, about the piata kykladika he had eaten in a beachside taverna. On another occasion, no doubt. He had already written a skimpy novel entitled I Like It Here, meaning the good old UK. Did he ever like it anywhere, or anyone, very much except perhaps Philip Larkin, who did not quite return his compliments? Success filled and refilled Kingsley’s glass with more and more emptiness. Alcoholics end up living in pickle jars.

         Beetle worked for you, one serious day a week, as a reader, alongside the old Cape hand Daniel George (author of a book entitled Solitary Pleasures, by which he meant books, but was taken, mischievously, to be referring to Onan). Jane Miller and Claire Tomalin her colleagues, Beetle’s recommendations were so intelligent, so wittily expressed, that the chairman, 51Wren Howard, suggested that you raise her salary. You called her in and said that you now intended to give her six pounds a day. Beetle said, ‘That’s what I’m getting as it is’. ‘Oh, well’, you said, ‘in that case… (Pinteresque pause)… keep up the good work’.

         Is it unkind to mention how I came to Cape one midday and you suggested we go to the Alpino, in Tottenham Court road, for coffee? I had noticed that you had installed a coffee machine in the hall. Why go to the Alpino? ‘That machine only makes weak coffee.’ ‘Put more coffee in it.’ ‘Too expensive. The staff use it all the time.’ The Alpino bill for two cappuccini, in transparent plastic cups, was twenty pee. You started patting your pockets. I had seen the routine before. When you said, ‘Got’ny money?’ I said, ‘I’ll pay for the bloody coffee but you owe me ten pee and I shan’t forget it’. You reached into the depth of your trouser pocket and produced a green 2p piece, which you slipped under your plastic saucer. ‘Now I owe you nine.’

         In those days, I thought you too cool to be hurt, but I was wrong, wasn’t I? I was told by one of your lovers that you (and she) had times when you sat and wept together. I was surprised and then, quickly, not. In those days, public male tears were always unBritish. Your ambition was striped with desire for revenge; anger and some kind of remorse, or shame, went together. I used not to understand why anyone should feel guilt for having survived the Nazis, by whatever turn of good fortune, and now… now, as antisemitism is again à la mode, the shame returns, shame at counting oneself lucky. Those tears I never saw might have changed what I felt about you; then again… I needed you to be my tough guy.

         I used to play bridge at the Savile Club with a not very likeable engineer who had fled Vienna and, in time, became a colonel in the British army while still being an alien. Having spent post-war time in India, Herbert Samek always called a spade an ‘eshpade’, and always explained why. One evening, 52while having a drink, he told me how, in 1938, he had seduced a woman in the Danish embassy and so gained passage to safety. He left his mother and sister in Vienna. He could not imagine that they would be in mortal danger, even from the Nazis. Both were murdered. As he told me the story, Herbert took the cigar from his lips and began to weep. How could he have done what he did? He apologised again and again for being so weak. It was the only occasion on which I felt affection for him.

         You always wanted to get into the movies and hoped that I could smooth, if not pave, your way to gold. When Beetle and I went to spend a couple of winter months in Jamaica, you sent me the manuscript of John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman in the hope that, having just won the Oscar, I could enhance its movie chances. Why not? I thought it over-written, the forked ending pretentious; otherwise fine. Verbosity did not stop it becoming a bestseller. Back in England, I had a meeting with you and Dick Lester (director of A Hard Day’s Night) and suggested how the twin-track narrative could find an equivalent in alternating black and white sequences, of rehearsal in today’s world, with the colourful past. Lester backed away; Karel Reisz came in; then Harold Pinter. My two-tone idea – guess who told them – was adopted. I doubt whether you named whose it had been. It didn’t work all that well. When Harry Saltzman asked me to write the next James Bond movie, I said I had better things to do. ‘Who can I get?’ he said. I said, ‘Harold Pinter?’ Harry said: ‘What’s he done?’

         As Jack Lambert had warned, success in the movies blighted my literary standing. The first novel of mine that you published, with no lack of enthusiasm, was Orchestra and Beginners. It received a few polite reviews but was scorned by a Cantab contemporary – who else? – in – where else? – the Observer. He accused me of an excess of marivaudage. I had to go and look it up, but the charge had some justice. I had been 53reading too much O’Hara. Thanks to you, the American rights were bought by Viking.

         Impressed by The Golden Notebook, I wrote to Doris Lessing: was she interested in making it into a film? I suggested lunch. She wrote back to say that I sounded like a typical film producer. Umpteen years later, I was co-opted into a Manchester audience to which Doris read, for a BBC broadcast, one of her own unshortened stories. ‘He said’ and ‘she said’ came, as in Elizabeth Bowen, in all the wrong places and much too often. The lady had no ear and no humour; as Antonia Byatt has proved, this combination can pass, frequently, for being Serious. Straight faces are a plumed element of the will to hegemony. Picasso painted Picassos; Pinter typed Pinters. Did solemn Doris get her Nobel Prize as a reward for that set of who-can-possibly-have-wanted-to-read-them Sufi sci-fi novels? Such books have didactic dialogue in common: cut-out characters exchange slogans on stilts. Doris was taken to be important because she never smiled. Laughs? You’re kidding. She wrote one good, short novel: The Grass Is Singing. Martha Quest? I trudged through several volumes; sieved no treasure.

         You always received my novels with enthusiastic telegrams, but I never delivered a manifest hit. You published me handsomely, but Hollywood rewarded me so well, even in slump years, that you were the victim of my artistic conscience: I was keener to write clever than successful books; they proved that I had not emigrated permanently to Capua. The reference is, of course, to Hannibal; today how many people will know that? See what I mean? All the same, fair never being all that fair, I blamed you, a little, for my not becoming a bestseller. My work was not included in that famous, some say notorious, Book Bang that you mounted in Bedford Square. It was nixed less out of malice, I am sure, than fear that the stacks would not descend quickly enough to confirm your Midas touch. 54

         Asked for the novelists whose work you thought would last, you named Storey, Sillitoe and Shaw (Robert); a slew of sibilants among whom Sillitoe alone remains of period interest. You did your best for me, Tom; I never doubted it, although we had no climactic moment when sales give publisher and writer cause for sincere, reciprocal embraces. Sillitoe dumped the Left and became a supporter of Israel after he heard a comrade gloating over the murder of a kibbutz child by a peerless Palestinian. He also took to wearing improbable waistcoats, without ever losing his working-class carriage.

         Back in 1968, you set yourself to create an annual fiction award for British writers that might have something of the prestige of the Prix Goncourt. That the Booker was sponsored by a sugar company proved both apposite and, when awarded to John Berger for his tricky little novelty G., offered an opportunity for conspicuous ingratitude. Berger was the very instance of the man who would not have it except both ways. Presided over by unliterary celebrities, the Booker Prize has descended into being an award to enhance sales, rarely to promote excellence.

         Cape was so manifestly the best house in London that Kingsley migrated to your company. Roald Dahl consented to be enriched by a Jew. On Wren Howard’s retirement, you could have settled for being the dignified chairman of a thriving, if not quite affluent company. Your marriage with Fay, née Coventry, was quite a literary occasion. Beetle and I drove to your Welsh cottage in our red Mercedes 280SL. Arnold Wesker and others supplied the eulogies, yours not Fay’s; in those days she was no celebrity, more a little lamb, albeit a pregnant one. Pale bride, she wore scant make-up and paraded small radiance.

         Arnold Wesker, the socialist, thanked you for uttering a cry of ‘Hold it!’, cash in hand, to a local estate agent after someone had already put down a deposit on a cottage that Arnold later acquired; a nice instance of so-socialism. Salting 55your flatterers’ tales, Doris Lessing took it on herself to say that you could be a bit of a bastard. It sounded like the nicest thing she could think of. Doris considered herself a great person; like many dullards she took verbosity for seriousness. Fearing that her famous name, not its quality, sold her books, she sought, on one occasion, to make a new career by throwing herself under a pseudonym.

         Another renowned guest, John Fowles had the Jamesian embonpoint and fame which your salesmanship had procured. He played the great writer with no hint of complacency; it was written all over him. Odd that he never got a knighthood; or did he refuse one? On the matter of honours, it seems to me disgraceful, never unexpected, that your long service as the Diaghilev of post-war British fiction remained unrewarded by even so little as a knighthood. The story was that some malevolent person on Private Eye, affecting to be a Home Office official, telephoned to ask whether you were amenable to being named a knight in the forthcoming honours. Having intimated your willingness, you were warned to tell no one at all of your imminent dignity. The mean assumption, duly honoured, was that you would never keep the news to yourself. Once your credulity was made public, by whatever friend, you were promptly poked in The Eye. Its wrinkle-nosed editor has a way of proving his impartiality by not fearing to attack Jews; Larry Adler a recurrent target. Taking malice for flattery, his own wincing smile for sportsmanship, Larry kept coming back for more, as if he needed it.

         You had a tendency to misread situations. Another old schoolfriend of yours, Bob Gavron, told us how you had been one of a party that went skiing together at Klosters, I think it was. It was agreed at the outset to have a communal account at the bar. At the end of the two weeks, Bob discovered that the bill was bigger, much, than you might expect. Recent millionaire, he immediately paid his share and yours. When you proposed 56to settle, Bob told you that he had already taken care of it and that your share was x, where x was something like a third of the actual sum. You said, ‘I’d like to see the bills’.

         The impression was that you feared you were being swindled. Bob’s response was that you were welcome to see them. He never again wanted to have anything to do with you. You scanned the bills, realised what you should have had the wit to guess. You then sent Bob a handwritten letter in which you regretted your gaucherie. He was so touched by your abject tone that, with a smiling sigh, he had to retract the divorce. He told us how, when he made his first million, he bought himself a Rolls Royce. Within a short time, he realised that it gave him no pleasure and disposed of it. He became a copious patron of the National Gallery and of the Folio Society.

         Bob was again your trusted friend by the time you and Grahame Greene were offered the chance of buying Jonathan Cape from the Howards. Grahame, from the same East Anglian brewing family as his quasi-namesake, was rich; you could scarcely cover the needed half million. For all its eminent back list and present bestsellers Cape was barely profitable. Bob could not see how you would ever recover your capital. Having asked his advice, you were daring enough not to take it. A couple of years later, American corporate marauders offered you and Grahame eleven million pounds for the company. Gavron was quick to draw the moral: when gambling, never take advice from people whom you assume to know more than you do. After Anthony Cheetham sold Orion to Hachette for fifteen million pounds, you asked him how much he had distributed to the staff. Cheetham said ‘None of it; I took the risk and I took the winnings. How much did you give the Cape people?’ You are said to have said, ‘I only got five and a half million’.

         Riches made you rich, scarcely happy. At that Welsh wedding, Fay had seemed a pale likeness of Ben Jonson’s Epicene, or the Silent Woman. Her dependence on you, once she 57was delivered of Hannah, your first daughter, irked her. With proper ambition, she entered a competition to be restaurant critic on the Evening Standard for three months. Her bright and chatty copy secured her the job which she held for almost fifty years, brightly and chattily. Success made her name; although she still carries yours, she became disenchanted with matrimony. You told me that she suspected that you had rigged the competition in order to make her happy. The untrue charge did not long tarnish the prize that made you superfluous. For renouncing amorous adventures, your reward was the modern Epicene’s much chatted about affairs. You were a better man than the newspapers made you out to be. When old and suffering from a distorted back which left you walking at a right angle, you twice took a bus load of books to Africa, Uganda, I think, for distribution to children who might otherwise never have had a chance to read. Almost anyone else, I suspect, would have received some due honour.

         In society, you became maladroit in areas where, previously, you had been the smoothest of S-Men. When you wrote to say that you were going to be staying with Robert Littell, quite near Lagardelle and asked whether you might come and see us, I replied that, of course, but it would be best if you came late in the week (after I had done what is often called my ‘stint’, never by me) and also in good time for Beetle to prepare a suitable lunch. Please to give us ample notice. Only someone who did not know you would fail to guess that you turned up, with the just teen-age Hannah and little Ben, at a quarter to one on a Monday. Hasty omelettes served you right. Hannah signalled her own unhappiness by calling our eight-year-old son Stephen ‘four-eyes’. You told me she called you ‘Big Nose’. When you asked to stay overnight, we were sorry: other people were coming: the Wisemans, in undeclared truth.

         When I think about you, one phrase of yours comes to mind more than any other: ‘Mind if I help myself?’ You never 58waited to be invited. I made a character based, affectionately, gratefully even, on you say that if he had waited for invitations he would never have got anywhere. Waiting for you to prove yourself, yet again, in character was part of the comedy of life. However exasperating it was to watch you slice large pieces of fillet of beef from the joint I had only just finished carving, I saw the innocence of the liberated victim in your shamelessness. I all but loved you for it.

         It is now more than thirty years since I went up to Bedford Square and told you that I was going to another publisher. He had offered a L100,000 advance for my new novel. You tried, with moist eyes, to get me to stay. Somehow, a grudge had built up in me which you had done little to deserve. When you realised that I was not going to change my mind, you kissed me on the lips. But I was the Judas.

         I did see you again, at your invitation, in that big flat in Oakwood Court, the same block in which my great-aunt Minnie, the Christian, had us served a proper English tea (hot scones in a double-decker dish) when we first came to England. Leaning on a stick, you were bent at right angles by your painful back but made little fuss about it. You were hoping to re-issue The S-Man, half a century after its recipes for success had become common practice. When you took it to an agent who was said to be the new Tom Maschler, he thought it too naive for today’s hustlers. You told me that you were planning again to fill an old London bus with good books and take them to Uganda to back that sorry state’s educational programme. You went and went again, I think. However hard you tried to be the essiest-man around, a good person inside you was always struggling to get out (and in, of course).

         
             

         

         Love, Freddie.
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            To John Schlesinger.

         

         Dear John,

         
             

         

         I knew of you, before I met you or, more precisely, before you swivelled a glance at me, in medium long shot. Beetle and I had been asked to dinner by Clare and David Deutsch. You had just finished shooting Billy Liar. David was producing Nothing But the Best, the first movie I wrote da solo (in a small flat on Rome’s Monte Mario), for Anglo-Amalgamated, aka Nat Cohen and Stuart Levy. The same company had sponsored your two North Country movies. You and Jo Janni had had enough and then some of the grandest hotel in sooty Bradford and wanted to do something metropolitan, in the rich traces of Federico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita. Nat and Stu seldom interfered in shooting or the choice of subject. Success renewed your licence. Their principal passion was racehorses: one of theirs won the Grand National, didn’t it?

         Alan Bates was slated to play Jimmy Brewster in my script. He had starred in your first hit, A Kind of Loving. Small worlds can be very cosy once you’ve ducked to get in. Your award-winning documentary Terminus first drew you to Jo Janni’s attention. Terminus had none of Tony Richardson and Lindsay Anderson’s political commitment. In what they flagged as ‘Free Cinema’, they advertised their socialism by reddening the black and white wake of the wartime Crown Film Unit. Lacking what Patrick Sergeant called ‘scratch’, the jaggedness of their cuts was excused by the ardour with which they accused the bourgeoisie, their common cradle, for ill-using Smithfield porters and other no-days-off toilers. Sincerity is always low-budget; audition pieces likewise. The three of you had been together at Oxford, 60but you – a BBC off-the-rank series director for most seasons – were little regarded by the other two, though you all belonged, in different registers, to the same fraternity. When A Kind of Loving, more pastoral than engagé, was an undeniable hit, the radicals deemed it lacking in revolutionary rectitude; it was too candid about the dreariness of provincial working-class life. How June Ritchie pronounced ‘we mussn’t’ – when pressed to go the whole way by Alan Bates – remained a code word between you and Jo.

         David Deutsch offered me a generous introduction to quality movie-making. At Pinewood, in the mid-1950s, I had learned little, apart from how to present a script with professional punctuation, avoiding radio’s ‘cross-fade’ in favour of ‘dissolve’ and ‘cut to’, and never venturing a witty line. Wit divides an audience; some get it, others not; knockabout, tits and violence, unite. I retreated to print; fiction promised autonomy, and a frugal life.

         The advent of commercial television, in 1960, offered the fun and funds that came of writing play after play for Atv and Stella Richman; forty-five pages, each completed in one week, before being shot on the Dalek-like cameras of the day. Trailing cables were liable to snag unless the operator was an adroit steersman. Long dialogue scenes were favoured because static and easy to shoot. Walking-and-talking was not yet in favour. Take Two was acceptable only in case of a technical snafu.

         You had done your time in the army. Peter Nichols told me, years later, how he had been posted to an entertainment detail in Singapore. When you met him on arrival, something impelled him to say that he had heard that the whole outfit was ‘riddled with queers’. Was it true? Your smile was a promise. Almost as nice as he seemed, Nichols profited from his far eastern experience, however far it went, by writing Her Privates We, a title as subtle, as my mother would have said, as a hit in the head; and a hit it was. 61

         One of my forty-eight minute plays for Lew Grade’s Associated TV, plumped to an hour with ads, attracted David Deutsch’s attention. He commissioned a movie version of The Best of Everything, unlimited by ITV’s implacable shears. Nat Cohen supplied what he thought a catchier title. David also paved a bridge to Jo Janni, for whom I had done a little repair work when he was a Rank producer at Pinewood.

         I first met Clare Deutsch when she was Mrs Raymond Stross. In 1955, Leslie Bricusse and I had gone to see Raymond in the hope of convincing him to produce a movie of Gavin Maxwell’s God Protect Me From My Friends. Just back from a first trip to Sicily, Beetle and I had been in time to see Palermo’s baroque waterfront mansions before Cosa Nostra had the municipality rip them down and replace them with jaundiced tower blocks. The mafia invoiced the town council for more bricks and labour than went to make Babel. Maxwell’s book was all but a love letter to Salvatore Giuliano, the Sicilian bandit who, soon after the war, glamorised himself by his Robin Hood exploits, before being betrayed by, yes, his best friend (poisoned in his turn, in jail, before he could puncture the official story).

         At the same time, Danilo Dolci was striving to spring Sicily’s peasants from the trap in which Giuliano came to be ensnared, due to the usual collusion between politicians, mafiosi and police. Dolci was so saintly (and so sure to fail) that the Mafia chose not to get a bad name by harming him. Suso Cecchi d’Amico, one of Jo Janni’s Roman friends, later wrote the screenplay for Francesco Rosi’s film about Giuliano. Rarely in close-up, he said almost nothing; that white coat made him emblematic. The last shot was of a riderless white horse running free and upbeat on a Sicilian hillside. The mafia was hired to take care of security as the movie was being made.

         Cut to: the beautiful Clare Stross-as-she-was leaning close to me, while passing a plate of biscuits as hostess for the 62not notably responsive Stross, and telling me, as if promising an assignation, how much she had admired my send-up of Graham Greene in the Footlights. Her sotto voce tone promised a convent education. It had appealed to Raymond, she told us later, to rig his innocent bride as a black-laced whore. As soon as she had slipped away, he married Anne Heywood, the latest film star in the English style: annual, rarely perennial. At the time of the Six Day War, he asked me to come and see him (he was in a many-pillowed bed, for some valetudinarian reason). You and Julie Christie had just won me the Oscar. He had been a bad Jew, he said, and wanted to make amends. I wished him luck as I did not kiss him goodbye.

         Cut back to that night in Farley Court. A proposito, do you not agree that an almost immediate flashback indicates, much more often than not, that a movie or a book has started in the wrong place? When a card has to be inserted with SIX MONTHS EARLIER on it, we may be sure that the director (and the writer, unless he has been overruled) lacks dexterity when it comes to the management of time, key element of cinematic artfulness. Your work at the BBC, under the head-monitorship of Huw Wheldon, disposed you to down-the-middle, fact-backed narration. You always craved a documentary warrant for fictional fancy. When you were directing a version of his memoirs, Field Marshal Montgomery wanted to know your exact responsibilities. After you had explained, he concluded (as you mimicked perfectly) that you were ‘commander-in-chief of the whole opewation’. My father arrived at St Paul’s as Monty was leaving, to no one’s marked regret. When did a nice man last win a decisive battle? And what victory is not at least in part against people on one’s own side? I once had dinner in the company of Monty’s Viscount son, a genial public relations officer, no doubt much nicer than his father, but for whom no one could care to go over the top. 63

         As Beetle and I were presenting Clare with a suitable bouquet, I was alert to your turning your head, over by the bookshelves at the far corner of the L-shaped room in Farley Court: surreptitious recce. I have no notion of what had been said to you about me; you were always wary of arranged liaisons. The privilege of autocracy is what every film director craves; Final Cut most of all. Who was it you were huddling with in that corner, close to the snacks? Peter Sellers was one of the guests at Clare’s sumptuous table. He was kind enough to be amused when I was put on, as Classics masters used to say, to entertain the company. The Deutsches pressed me, like a button, to tell the story of my millionaire uncle Frederick Jessel Benson and how he took my father to the Brighton races in his chauffeur-driven Roller and, without malice, left him there.

         After a detour to the paddock to pat his horse, Jessel was driven back to the Connaught where important businessmen were waiting. Thanks to his last florin, my father finally got back to London, on a charabanc. When he burst into Jessel’s suite, in righteous rage, Jessel looked up from the conference table and said, ‘Good Lord, Cedric, I knew I’d forgotten something’. Nowadays, I should flinch from being lured into a monologue in front of P. Sellers, but I sang well enough for my supper to amuse the company. Nothing beats getting a laugh, dear, does it, especially when the pros are in?

         You had a bunched weightiness; tightly packed. I had seen the back of your shaven, rumpled neck, bulging over a field-grey collar in a Pinewood movie or two, in which you played a jawohl extra in the S.S. You often Teutonised your own name as Schlay-zinger. Self-mockery added a pickle to your vanity; another way of getting there first. As I approached you, David at hand, I affected deference. Your films had been competent; you were no Antonioni. The mention of his name, or that of any continental director, excited no keen response from you, 64ever. But then did anyone ever hear Billy Wilder speak well of any other director, except for Lubitsch, whose most famous film, Ninotchka, Billy himself had scripted? Stanley Donen was a rarity: he never failed to praise other people, when they deserved it, Billy not least.

         By putting you and me together, David Deutsch was aiming to do us and our common employers, Anglo-Amalgamated, a service. His father, Oscar, had been the Mancunian founder of the Odeon cinema chain; David was what the Cambridge University Appointments Board, had he passed through its scathing sieve, might have called ‘a Jew but the refined kind’. Towards the end of the war, he had spent a year in Cambridge, attending some institution adjacent to the university. I remember his generosity but only one particular story. He had been waiting for a girl to come to bed. As she approached, naked, she was dabbing cotton wool on ‘a place’ on her shoulder. ‘My little lifetime’s companion’, she called it. ‘It went down like a lift’, David told me.

         You were not the first John Schlesinger I had met. At the beginning of September 1939, my parents took me to stay with Teddy and Gladys Schlesinger, no relations of yours so far as I know, in their double-gated country house in Sussex. Their double-breasted, blue-suited, eleven-year-old son, another John, had an electric Rolls Royce, an eighth of the size of the real thing. Neither friendly nor unfriendly, he steered along the pebbled paths that enclosed the grass tennis court and rode on into the arboretum while I followed on foot. Teddy was a surgeon who, before he was successful, or deserved to be, volunteered to remove a kidney stone, the first of several, that agonised my father. The novice overreached himself, severed Cedric’s urethra. The resulting stricture pained and humiliated him for the rest of his long, shortened life. Today, keyhole surgeons crush kidney stones to passable powder. 65




OEBPS/images/9781800173040_cover_epub.jpg





