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INTRODUCTION





I FIRST SAID TO MICHAEL THAT I was thinking of writing a book as an off-the-cuff remark when he was being particularly horrible. It was really as a kind of defence. I thought it might just make him think twice before behaving so badly in future, or at least give me time to get my strength back. It worked. Well, at least for an hour or so, anyway. After that, he picked it up as an idea which at first amused him and then I think even quite impressed him, and he began announcing it to the world. It became almost annoying that he grew more and more enthusiastic about my writing something of my times with him. But I should not have been surprised. After all, it would be about him, one of his favourite subjects.


Over the last two years or so, the idea of this book cropped up more and more in our conversations. One of us would remember some incident or drama and Michael would say excitedly, ‘Put it in, put it in.’ I would test him occasionally and mention some happening I thought he may prefer the world to remain oblivious to. But his attitude never changed. ‘Put it in, put it all in, dear,’ he would say. ‘Tell them everything.’ When I looked incredulous, he once roared with laughter and said, ‘People might not believe some things, dear,’ and another time simply beamed at me mischievously and said, ‘Who cares, darling, who cares? Put it in, put it in.’ Without those conversations I don’t think this book would exist. Firstly, the idea of it as a real possibility might very well have evaporated, and secondly, I’m sure I could not sit comfortably and tell the good, the bad and the possibly unbelievable without feeling that Michael’s enthusiasm was with me. In the early months of writing, when I wavered now and then and doubts niggled at me, a friend pointed out a comment in a psychology book.


‘Biographies should show people in their undershirts. Goethe had his weaknesses, and Calvin was often cruel. Considerations of this kind reveal the true greatness of a man. This way of looking at things is better than false hero worship!’


That was Jung’s view and I saw good and healthy common sense in it. Michael might not be a saint but neither was he a devil. Like most human beings he was multifaceted, with perhaps an extra dollop of contradictions dropped into the mix for good measure. He also enjoyed being in the spotlight. If shining my own particular torch shows something more of the roundness of his character then I feel it can only be for the good.


And if any of the stories entertain or amuse someone then I’m sure Michael will be happy too.


He was also quite a help when the time came to actually start putting words on a page. I was at a loss as to how to begin. Again, I remembered our conversations. When I had doubted my ability to write a book he had said, ‘Just tell the stories, tell the stories, that’s all there is to it, of course you can do it.’ I had never imagined that I would attempt to write any kind of scholarly biography. I’m not sure I had seriously imagined I could write anything at all. But by concentrating on the word ‘story’ I gradually felt less intimidated. However, let me be clear. I have not written this as a story because Michael told me to. It’s just that it seemed the only way open to me. And it felt like the friendliest way too. I began to jot down memories and get them in order.


The next thing I realised was that I would have to say something about myself. I had been in the background, usually presented as Michael’s long-suffering assistant, but no one knew much about me or what I was like. I was always perfectly happy with that. But if the book was to make sense as a story I was going to have to be in it. There was no getting away from it, but I have tried to keep that part brief. And sometimes it felt only fair that while showing the ups and downs of Michael’s life, I also said something of the ups and downs of my own. The same is true of all the people who worked for Michael. They made up much of his day-to-day world and were also central to my experience of working for him. I have introduced them as they appear. Mostly I was very lucky to be part of a good team and I don’t think it any coincidence that some of my most stressful times came just after some key person had moved on. Michael’s sudden furies could erupt at any time and, although everyone had to find their own way to get through, a bit of understanding and support from the other staff made life much more bearable. I’m happy to say that over the years I worked beside lots of very lovely people and many remain friends to this day.


So this book is an account of my thirty-year association with Michael Winner, from the first time I met him in June 1982. He was in his prime as a famous and successful film maker and was just beginning to be known as a ‘character’, a ‘personality’. We may dislike such controversial people for the upset they cause or the damage they may leave in their wake as they seem to push their way through their privileged lives. And we may love them because they have the courage or simply the opportunity to do or say what we would dearly like to have done or said. I saw the wreckage he could cause, just as I also saw his generosity and humour. He was often unpredictable, I realised, even to himself. He never quite knew what he might do next, so God help those around him.


To say my job was varied is something of an understatement. I might be told I had ten minutes to get ready for a helicopter flight for lunch in Paris, or be sent a memo reminding me that, as an employee, I was not entitled to eat a banana from the fruit bowl. The journey continued for over thirty years and I witnessed, or was involved in, all the different sides to his life: film making, public appearances, romances, daily office work and the minutiae of running the house. He employed me as an actor, a hair stylist and, for the last twenty years, his assistant. I played my part in looking after him throughout his long illness and was with him when he died. Throughout that time there were of course many extraordinary events, and many ordinary ones too, which he would often manage to turn into nightmares, opportunities, absurd dramas or comedy gold. And throughout those decades, as happens to all of us, his life was changing and the world was changing too. And I was perhaps one of the most constant touchstones in a life that was much more of a roller-coaster than a merry-go-round. To be with him, whether for dinner or a day’s work, usually meant being strapped onto the same fairground ride as him. Friends could get on or off more easily, but being an employee usually meant clinging on for as long as you were willing or able. I’m still not always sure how I managed to do it for so long. At least now I will be able to read this book to remind myself, and I hope it will offer some kind of explanation to my family and friends as well.


When it came to choosing what things to include and what to leave out, Michael was no help at all. Whatever I thought of, I could usually hear him saying excitedly, ‘Put it in, put it in, put it in the book.’ There is not room for everything, but in telling the story of some of the major events in his life I have also included quite a few of the little things, the details that I feel can help to show something of his many sides. I’m not sure how possible it is to ever fully understand a character like Michael’s but I hope the stories and descriptions serve to give more than an inkling of what he was like. For instance, any stranger who walked into the hallway of Woodland House, his grand Victorian home, and made their way up the stairs to Michael’s office could learn a great deal about the man they were about to meet. There were clues, beautifully framed and lining the walls for all to see. Some of the most fabulous illustrations to some of the most wonderful children’s stories ever written. Jenny Seagrove was quick to spot the childlike side of him and was quoted in the papers as saying: ‘Michael Winner behaves like a three-year-old. I remember him once wearing a yellow and black shirt and doing an extraordinary bee impersonation. I thought, “Anyone who can do that is worth getting to know better.”’


His tirades were also in some way reminiscent of the tantrums of a child, particularly one in their notorious ‘terrible twos’. And sometimes I wondered if that was also why it was often possible to quickly forget it and move on. He triggered some maternal instinct in people, perhaps. I felt he could sometimes act like a child testing the boundaries, behaving badly and then being very disappointed if he was not almost immediately forgiven. But I liked some of that childlike side to him. Not the tantrums, but the schoolboy mischievousness and the playful imagination and the humour which were an important part of who he was. And Michael’s comic talent was of course one of the vital ingredients of his newspaper columns and books, and often had a childlike or absurd quality. He found another platform for that when Twitter appeared and enjoyed the spontaneity it allowed him.




My asst Dinah who was blown away and lodged in a tree yesterday is adapting well. She leaps from tree to tree. Ate 4 squirrels + woodpecker





Michael’s short temper and screaming fits were one of the most difficult sides of him to cope with. They became widely known about over his long career and so have been experienced first-hand by many people. These tirades were part of life when working for Michael for any length of time and so I have simply included them as they crop up, although generally in shortened form. In 2009, when Christian Bale had a noisy rant at the director of photography for walking through his line of sight on the set of Terminator: Salvation, it caused quite a stir. Being known for that kind of outburst himself, Michael was invited to talk on Radio 4 and give his opinion. Of course he supported Christian Bale and said the DP deserved to be shouted at for acting unprofessionally. Christian, however, did make a full apology.


Michael had occasionally experienced what it was like to be on the receiving end of an explosion. The most famous example, I think, was when Burt Lancaster screamed obscenities at him and held him over a cliff edge. Michael was very frightened at the time but he took it in his stride and remained friends with Burt. Among the staff at Michael’s we had a points system for his tirades. A 3 or a 4 could shake someone up but would be forgotten in a day or two. Anything over a 6 could lead to tears. A 9 was pretty disturbing and could take a week or two to recover from. Mostly it was women who were reduced to tears but I did see Michael make grown men cry too. The force of his anger could carry an extraordinary weight and was not to be measured by volume alone. But Michael’s outbursts remained quite a mysterious phenomenon to me. It became possible to predict them sometimes from his mood but I could never really know what level they might rise to. Often they seemed to surprise Michael as much as anyone, and unless he knew the person well he would frequently regret his outburst and tell me afterwards he had been a ‘bloody idiot’. But he usually reserved his most terrifying outbursts for his longest-serving and most liked and trusted employees.


As the decades wore on, his attacks of shouting seemed to me to be increasingly out of place in the modern world. Michael often said it was all an act and sometimes I think it was. Very occasionally he had winked as he bellowed at me, before turning to deliver the real tirade to someone else. But whether an act or not, it was no comfort to the person on the receiving end, of course. All I can really say is that his screaming fits were as varied and contradictory as his character.


Michael’s generosity towards friends was perhaps his most straightforward quality, and he delighted in seeing people he liked being happy and successful. He could be unshakeably loyal, and with two girlfriends with health problems he was hugely financially supportive, too. When it came to giving advice to people going through difficult times, I saw him at his most thoughtful and helpful. If problems were financial or legal, he was quite an expert, and if he needed further opinions he would pick up the phone to Doug Stoker or John Burrell, who had been his accountant and his solicitor for many years. Just as I witnessed his care for others, I was also on the receiving end myself. When times were hard or I was at a low ebb he could be a very great help with his advice and had the gift of bringing a fresh perspective and humour to almost anything. In short, he was a fine friend.


Working for Michael meant that I had always to focus on the moment, on the latest drama, or sometimes just on getting through the day. There didn’t seem much time to reflect on things. Recently I have had some time for that. I have had time to meet up with girlfriends of his I still know well and with people who worked at the house over the years. I have had time to sift through diaries, notebooks and the photographs I have collected. Time has passed, some eighteen months since Michael died, but in terms of memories that is no time at all. As I write I am in a room in Farley Court that for many years was one of his offices. And I’m writing a book that centres on him. It’s understandable perhaps that now and then I get the feeling I’m still working for Michael. But this time he won’t be getting it all his own way.



















CHAPTER ONE


MEETING MICHAEL





‘THAT’S MICHAEL WINNER,’ SAID CECIL under his breath, leaning over the table and rolling his eyes towards the door. I turned to see a girl in a pale fur coat clinging to a very suntanned man. They made a striking couple in a 1970s glamour kind of a way. It was 1982 and we were in an Italian restaurant called Trattoo just off Kensington High Street, London. I was with Cecil Korer, a television producer who, over the ten years or so I had known him, had become a good friend. In the early 1970s a photographer called Harry Ormisher had introduced me to him. Cecil was Channel 4’s first head of light entertainment and was responsible for several new shows including Countdown. The random number generator used on the show was nicknamed Cecil after him. Through Cecil I began to audition for television roles and found work on several TV shows. He was also involved in commissioning a new series to be filmed in America for Channel 4 called The Optimist, and I had rattled down to London in my Spitfire (a kind of small car, not the plane) to have dinner with him. I remember he was talking about the casting and details of the part he had in mind for me and I was thinking about America and the excitement of maybe actually going there.


This was the early 1980s in central London and everything seemed very sophisticated. But when I look back now, I remember it as a simpler life when time passed more slowly. From old photographs it appears to have been rather a shambles of styles. There were straight trousers and afghan coats from the 1960s and wedge heels and flares and purple ties from the 1970s. I was always a country girl at heart and very happy with that. I wasn’t particularly excited by London and its fine restaurants and influential people. But I did see it as important and sophisticated. Through my work I had got used to being expected to know who everyone was. And I had learnt to deliver the appropriate expression to show that I was suitably amazed or impressed. On this occasion, I don’t think I had given it my best effort.


‘He is a very famous film director,’ said Cecil lowering his voice, as the couple were now standing very near our table and the waitress was rushing to greet them.


There was a bit of a commotion as they were ushered to a table behind me, with Michael’s raised voice and then laughter and the scrape of chairs as they were seated. When the lady in furs wandered off to the loos I was surprised by Cecil calling a greeting to Michael. Then I cringed as he continued, ‘And my lady is more beautiful than yours.’ With hindsight I’m sure it was a kind of private joke and he knew it would irritate Michael.


I twisted in my chair to nod and smile in the right places as they talked. But Cecil, my second best promoter, outclassed only by my mother, was listing my acting credentials and passing on my telephone number. ‘In case you have a part for her in one of your films,’ he said, or words to that effect. He went on to tell him that if he did ever take me out to dinner he’d have to make sure it was a place that served scampi, chips and peas.


‘You can’t be fucking serious,’ barked Michael, his eyes bulging at me as I grew ever pinker.


‘Oh yes,’ said Cecil. ‘Apparently they go down easiest if she has to talk at the same time as eat.’ They both roared with laughter and I rushed off to find the fur lady in the lavatory. We introduced ourselves and she told me her name was Sylvia Sachs. This must have been a year or so before she appeared in the television series Never the Twain.


I composed myself before returning to the table.


I was thirty and Michael was in his late forties and at the peak of his film-making career. He had directed many films in both Britain and America and his recent box office hits, Death Wish and Death Wish II, had given him international recognition. It was a month or more before my phone rang and I heard his voice again. 



















CHAPTER TWO


MY BACK-STORY





I WAS BORN IN IRBY ON the Wirral. My father was a captain in the Merchant Navy and before I was two my mother had had enough of his heavy drinking. I have very few memories of him.


My brother Stuart is three years older than me, and our mother Shelagh brought us up while also working full time as a secretary. Shelagh was a force to be reckoned with. She worked hard and loved a good party. Among family and friends she was renowned for her cooking and frequent dinner parties. These were often impromptu and usually very lively. During school holidays she had to continue her job, so Stuart and I would often stay at Gran’s house in Holyhead, or Welsh Wales, as we called it. The bus would take us on a rather alarming journey back in time. We would leave our home in the 1960s to arrive, jolted and shaken, at our gran’s house in the 1890s. Turning the corner past the laundry house and into George Street was somewhere between magical and terrifying.


Gran was a good woman but often stern and always dressed in black and carrying a knobbly stick. She liked to make tea almost constantly. This was mostly served with brown bread and butter, which she would chew frantically for what seemed like hours as we fought back our giggles. A cobblestone path led down a short alleyway to the sea and local bearded fishermen would bring rustling parcels of fresh fish up to the house. At dusk we would watch the long shadows as a man with a ladder moved past outside, lighting the gas lamps. Gran would stoke up the black stove to keep the kettle with our wash water hot. I didn’t mind washing from a small china bowl, but going outside and across the yard to the toilet was frightening after dark. There was one real luxury in her house and after a long day I would float warm and safe on the thickest, softest goose-down mattress.


During the days Stuart and I would make up games on the shore or around the harbour. They usually involved him laughing delightedly and me getting very wet and cold. But water always held a fascination for me and I never minded falling in, which was just as well as it happened quite a lot. I was far more concerned about Gran seeing my wet clothes and shaking that stick at me. Soon I became expert at creeping past her unseen, but it was a small community and everyone would have known who we were and what we were up to. The corner shop was the centre of our world and was run by Diana and Carol, a mother-and-daughter team. They still sold ‘loosie’ cigarettes but Stuart and I were more interested in exchanging big copper pennies for bags of sweets from the colourful glass jars. As someone walked in a voice would often shout, ‘Shut the fuckin’ door, Ethel.’ To the newcomer it would seem to be the lady at the counter but was in fact a parrot in the alcove behind. This was a source of endless hilarity – except to Gran, who was not at all amused by the ‘dirty bird’.


My mother’s sister, Auntie Peggy, lived nearby on the Wirral, and this was the other home we spent a great deal of time in. Our cousins Angela and Nicholas, or Nicky as we called him, were similar ages and we all got on well. As the youngest, I felt I had to be something of a daredevil to make sure I was included. I used a lot of plasters in those days and I think most of my early childhood smelt of TCP. Stuart, my brother, was often very boisterous but Nicky was an altogether gentler soul and I adored and admired him and knew he would protect me if needed. My mother would make or buy me lovely clothes, but very often they were ruined by my tree climbing or den building. However, I did love ballet, and Angela and I would go to classes twice a week.


By the age of nine I knew that I wanted to marry a farmer and have seven children and look after all the animals. I already kept over twenty rabbits and many mice in our small rented house and garden. As Mum did not drive we went on camping holidays by bus. What I best remember of this is seeing the horses and bottle-feeding lambs on a farm. This was true happiness and my future was clear. But then Desmond arrived.


Des had been around for a while, but I suppose at first I had not really noticed.


He didn’t stay at the house, or so we were led to believe, but one night I had stayed up. The Rover remained until just before Mum came to wake me for school. I was only eight but over breakfast I confronted her about it. I said he must be her boyfriend, while she insisted he was just a ‘friend’.


But things were about to change. Des had got a divorce from his wife and a new bungalow was built with an outdoor pool. We moved in. Mum was convinced that this would be good for all of us and it could have been very exciting but Des had a wicked temper and I was wary of him. There had been frequent arguments and I remembered walking in from school one day as a broken bed was settling at the foot of the stairs. In our new home, that side of things stayed the same. We might be having tea when, in a sudden fit of rage, the plates would be thrown. Mashed potato and gravy would drip from the ceiling.


But I loved the swimming pool and one day Desmond bought me a horse. Well, technically Candy was a pony and a very young foal at that. I was ecstatic and walked him for over a year as he was not yet old enough to be ridden.


But all this magnificence and mayhem was to be short lived.


Candy needed breaking in before I could safely ride him. Although Des knew little of horses he was certain he could do the job. It was an exhausting ordeal but all seemed to have gone well. The next day he and my mother drove to town. They had got married just before we moved to the new house but he had never bought her an engagement ring. As they were returning with a diamond ring, Des complained of chest pains. The following day, while in hospital, he died of a heart attack, aged just forty. And that was the end of an era.


Mum was a strong woman but she was devastated and there was still more bad news to come. Des had recently changed jobs and died just a week before his life insurance policy was due to begin. Now there was no income but a huge mortgage to pay on the house. Things had to change again, and quickly. Lodgers appeared and I moved into Mum’s bedroom to free up another room. She went back to work and I was needed to help with the washing, cooking, ironing et cetera. The lodgers tended to be men who needed a room during the working week and would return to Scotland, or wherever home was, at weekends. There were plenty of mishaps, and good times too. Richard Nesbitt and George Bloy, the two who stayed longest, are close friends to this day. After school I would make all the beds, light the fire in the living room and then iron shirts and sheets. I had a lot to learn, like not washing white shirts with yellow dusters, but by the age of twelve I could cook a full roast dinner for six. Domestic science became my best subject at school. I had to work hard but it was a cheerful house, and Mum was becoming the happy matriarch.


My thoughts of life on a farm had started to fade in favour of becoming a nurse, but as I began my last year of school I realised just how many exams that would involve. I started helping at the local hair salon and felt quickly at home. By sixteen I was training as a stylist and had a boyfriend called Bob May. My plan was to work towards having my own salon and move in with Bob. My mother, despite her generally modern outlook on life, was not having that. She had nothing against Bob, but we were to do it properly, so by seventeen I was married.


At about this time Mum had noticed an ad in the local paper for a beauty contest. She thought that I should have a go. It involved getting all the right clothes and from what I remember she did everything. The one thing she had not found was a pair of white stilettos, and these, apparently, were crucial. On the morning of the big day she rushed off and returned with a pair of black stilettos and a bottle of white shoe paint. My heart sank as I watched her sponging the stuff on the new shoes and I pictured myself looking a terrible mess. But when she was done they actually looked good. She put them outside the front door to dry in the morning sun. A little later I heard piercing shrieks and looked out of an upstairs window. My mother was chasing after a child who was hobbling strangely. A little girl, one of our neighbours’ children, had seen the white stilettos and, slipping her own small shoes inside them, had made off towards town to show them off. No damage was done and with shoes unscuffed we headed off to see which local girl would be chosen to be ‘Miss Chester’. The judges were the Black Abbotts, a well-known band at the time. I was very shocked when they announced me the winner. Mum had put in all the work and arranged everything, to the extent that it hardly felt much to do with me. I was dumbfounded and made up all at the same time. I had never seen myself as beautiful. I was only just out of school, where I had been used to being laughed at for my curly hair or buck teeth or whatever was being picked on at the time. I had found a way to survive by being quite a tomboy and also by simply being practical and useful.


I did not look at this as the beginning of something, but carried on my hairdressing and the long walks I so loved with my dogs. It was my mother who saw an opportunity and lost no time in looking for more competitions.


In those days there were quite a few and I began to enjoy it. There was prize money too.


In Liverpool there was a club called the She Club, where Bob and I sometimes went for a night out. The owner, Roy Adams, saw me dancing and offered me a job as a DJ in a new club he was opening in New Brighton, on the Wirral. I did not feel I knew enough to do that kind of work but said I would think about it.


The next day he phoned and I went over to see his new venture, which was called Chelsea Reach. He held out a wad of money and said he would like me to go out and buy all the records I liked and also any clothes I wanted to dance in. It was an offer I couldn’t resist. Bob knew a lot about the music scene and between us we quickly put together a good set of records. Within a week the club was open and was a huge success. All I had to do was announce records and then dance crazily to them on a stage built out into the dance floor to look like the bow of a boat. On special occasions Pete Price, a DJ from a local radio station, would appear and do a guest slot. He was a larger-than-life character and brilliant at all the patter. While he looked after the music I would do my own freestyle go-go dancing. It was not exactly ballet, but I was eighteen and being paid a small fortune to have fun. It was to last three years and I did really enjoy the dancing. I started entering dance competitions and felt much more at home with those than in the beauty contests. For a while I travelled all over the north-west of England and won so many prizes that I started to get banned. That just felt so unfair and was upsetting at the time.


But the dancing and disc jockeying, together with the various competitions, had also led to my finding lots of work as a model.


With all this going on there was now no time for hairdressing work. I was reluctant to let it go, as it was so satisfying and I enjoyed it. And it was a skill I had really developed, which I can now see was important for my self-confidence. I resigned myself to putting it on the back burner and continued to keep my hand in by being hairdresser to friends and family.


Through the modelling I had worked with many photographers, and one of them was Harry Ormisher. Through him I met Cecil Korer. That was a very lucky introduction for me, as he quickly put me forward for television work.


The first was a TV quiz show called Where in the World starring Michael Parkinson and later Ray Alan and then another quiz called Password with Esther Rantzen. Cecil was to prove a brilliant agent for me. More work followed on other shows including The Liver Birds, which became a very popular comedy series starring Nerys Hughes, Polly James and Pauline Collins.


Most of the photography jobs I had done up until then had been editorial fashion and advertising. However, I had been naive and also posed topless.


When I saw the possibility of acting work, I woke up. At about that time I discovered that my own mother was arranging for me to appear in Playboy magazine. She may have had my best financial interests in mind but she did get a very clear no to that one. I had realised I wanted to be taken seriously as an actress and, although I didn’t see exactly how to achieve that, I had begun to see what might be harmful.


My mother was still seeking out beauty contests and putting me up for them.


For me, the best times were going shopping with her and other friends and coming back with fabulous outfits. The cash seemed to come in so easily and it flowed out the same way. Often I would hardly know what was happening until we arrived at the venue and mum would bring out the clothes she had chosen for me. I especially loved the theatrical fashions and long flowing gowns and sometimes life seemed like one long dressing-up party. But I didn’t ever have great confidence in my looks. It was only really when I felt the clothes I wore were very beautiful that I could start to feel more comfortable. One beauty competition my mother organised was in a Birmingham nightclub. She knew very well that I hated wearing anything less than a full swimming costume for these contests. I walked onto the stage in a silver bikini with a gold chain around my waist. This was the 1970s, but I could have killed her. The judges were the comedy duo Mike and Bernie Winters, and after the judging I got talking to Bernie. We chatted for hours and I really liked him. I mean I really liked him. He invited us to their show in Crewe and Mum and I went. We met up with him backstage.


Again, he was charming and very funny and such a gentleman too, and again I could feel just how much I was drawn to him. Mike and Bernie offered me work as a compère and I went on a short tour with them, introducing the acts.


It included going to Germany and Belfast with a show to entertain British troops.


The life I was leading, that seemed to be shaping itself, meant that I was often away or not getting home until the early hours of the morning. Bob was studying engineering and following his own interests. We were good friends but we were growing apart. Perhaps you could just say we were growing up. We had married so young and now it felt like our paths were heading off in different directions. I didn’t like being away for days at a time on my own. I was about to travel down to Torquay one day and tried to persuade Bob to come with me. I had become the major breadwinner but he didn’t want to be part of the kind of erratic life I was leading. Even when I made it clear how much I liked Bernie and told him that something might happen that could spoil our marriage he would not budge. I don’t blame him; our worlds were becoming so different. Grabbing a duvet and a few clothes, I went to stay at my mum’s. The friendship that had been growing with Bernie was soon a romance. He encouraged me to keep entering beauty shows and with his knowledge of the world of show business he was my teacher and guide. It was Bernie who showed me how to navigate safely and not get caught up in the seedier side of the industry. He taught me how to be sociable and have a good time but stay safe. When he was not at my side I was, after all, a girl on her own. A girl on her own could be quite vulnerable in the world I was entering. Bernie showed me how to walk that tightrope. I knew he was married and was risking everything but he included me in his life as much as was possible. He did not have to do that but he was nothing if not kind. Maybe that was the thing with Bernie: behind his humour he was a kind and good-hearted man. After his shows we often went to Blinkers, a club owned by George Best. I got to know George quite well and also met stars such as Tom Jones, Bruce Forsyth and Des O’Connor. As Bernie was so known and well respected, an introduction from him was always valuable. In turn I was taken seriously and generally well treated. My confidence was growing.


The affair with Bernie lasted a few years. For me they were important formative years. He had often said he would leave his wife and I continued to believe that might happen. One day a large envelope landed on my mother’s doormat. Bob was filing for divorce and citing Bernie as the reason. That evening Bob was at the house and I was trying to persuade him not to go ahead like this. It was clear how distressing it could be for so many people if Bernie’s name was involved. I was to blame for letting things get into such a mess and now I just wanted to try to minimise the damage. Life is so strange, as in the middle of all this the phone rang. It was Bernie telling me he had walked out on his wife and was on his way to see me. I told him what was happening. We could not see a way forward together that looked happy. He returned home. When, later, I spoke on the phone to Ziggy, his wife, she made it clear that Bernie was with her and she would not be letting him go. I knew she meant exactly what she said and there was no room for any delusion after that. It was a very sad time for me but somehow my friendship with him remained.


In 1976 I was crowned Miss Great Britain in the nation’s favourite beauty competition. I was twenty-four. I had got into the final twice before. The first time I came third and the next year a scandal blew up about the selection of one of the candidates. I felt it was starting to feel much too competitive, to put it politely, and I didn’t want to do it again. But the following year my mother put the application in without telling me. She and I were accompanying another girl to the preliminaries in Crewe and Nantwich and my name was announced. I assumed there was some mistake until my mother produced the costumes she had secretly packed in her case. I was furious but not totally unused to her surprises. Once again I got through to the final, a three-day event in Morecambe. As far as I was concerned there was really no chance of me winning but it did seem a good thing to do, if only for the publicity, which could help my TV and promotional work. Mum was there on the last day. Unbeknownst to me, her friend Penny Jones had driven her up. And then that announcement came: ‘The winner is number three, Dinah May from Little Neston.’ For a while I was stunned. Then I heard my mother’s unmistakable shrieks of hysteria from beside the catwalk.


When I turned and saw her and the delight in her eyes I burst into tears.


Photos of me standing in my bathing costume were splashed across the newspapers the next day. I think I was the first Miss Great Britain to be in tears at the crowning. One of the headlines read ‘Weeping Beauty’.


Life became immediately more hectic. The first place I was flown to was Jersey Zoo. I was photographed with a baby gorilla. I held him in my arms but the commotion of photographers alarmed him, I think, and he gradually began to tighten his grip on my hair. Thankfully the keepers calmed the situation or my beauty queen days might have been very short lived.


It took a while for me to get used to the media. I got into trouble straight away.


The winner of Miss Great Britain was always loaned a car for a year; traditionally this was a British-made Rover. These were times when the British car industry was struggling to compete with the rising sun of Japanese technology and let’s just say that some corners of society had not yet come to terms with their increasing success. As it happened I had been doing a lot of modelling for Honda and already become a central figure in their advertising campaign. My mother, on my behalf, took it upon herself to ask Honda if they would supply me with a new car. A brand-new Honda Civic arrived and the next day the papers had stories like ‘Miss Great Britain Goes Japanese’. My mother was very good at seeing an opportunity. Not so good at diplomacy.


Increasingly, the work I was doing was in London. I had friends with a flat in Palace Mansions near Olympia. One of them was Bob’s brother John May and another was Gilda Conchie, who kept the place in order. I had known them both since school days. I rented a room there so I could avoid staying in hotels on my frequent trips south. George Best would call sometimes. He would turn up out of the blue if he knew I was in London. Friends in the flat found it quite a thrill if someone as ‘known’ as he was turned up. Once I got a whispered call, ‘George Best is here and he’s waiting for you in the living room.’


He would take me to dinner sometimes or to a club such as Tramp. Often I was among some of the celebrities of the time. Now and then there were big egos or outrageous clothes and behaviour but mostly I met good people and laughed a lot. I remember meeting Rod Stewart a few times and always liked seeing Ringo Starr too. Often we would just sit and chat over bangers and mash. He especially could be such good company. But I did like George. He seemed shy and was funny but always polite and gentlemanly. I was wary as he had a reputation for being something of a womaniser, but I hoped that could have been mostly press stories. One night we were about to leave a club and he casually asked me back to his flat. By now I had gotten to know him quite well and agreed. It was a time when he was just about to have a book published and a moment later I overheard him talking to a group of friends. They were roaring with laughter and asking if the story of the boys watching out of the bedroom cupboard was going to be in there. I didn’t quite know what that was about but it made me nervous. If that was the tone of things, I was keeping away. I made my excuses and got a cab home. Some friends thought I was mad not to jump at the chance of a night with George Best. But real life was not quite like that. The constant attention from fans and media had battered him. I think he was tired of it and also quite lonely. I was beginning to see what that level of fame could do to some people. But we kept in touch for quite a while. I always liked him and was sad to see how increasingly troubled he was.


In 1977 a friend and fellow ‘beauty queen’ invited me on a blind date with her and her husband and a man called Bob Manoukian. It turned out that he was a multimillionaire and her husband’s brother. We met at his enormous house on Cheyne Walk, Chelsea. I was stunned by the vast rooms filled with paintings and antiques. Bob had started out selling Christmas trees and then moved onto cars and then houses. He was only in his late twenties and had started from nothing. I admired him. We started to see each other regularly. He would pick me up at the flat near Olympia in a blue Rolls-Royce. I wouldn’t have known, but my friends told me that each time it was a different model of Rolls. He had a fleet of them, all in sea blue. He was happy for me to stay at his house when he was away but each time it led to some kind of drama. Several times I set off the alarms accidentally. The worst incident was when the toilet broke and water began pouring out of the cistern and all over the floor. I was terrified that it would ruin the antiques in the rooms below. Pulling off the cistern lid I spent the evening with a toothbrush holder bailing the water into the toilet.


Bob Manoukian owned some garages behind Harrods where he kept all his cars. He also had two mews houses there which he was having refurbished.


One was for his mother and the other he offered to my mum to stay in or live in if she wanted. He had just bought a colossal house in Cadogan Square and was suggesting to me that this could be our new home. I remember wondering at the time if this was really what the future held for me. I had stumbled into an existence of luxury and wealth that I simply had not been looking for. I began to feel more panic than excitement.


It had been decided that I would go with Bob to France and we were to stay at the Majestic Hotel in Cannes. But before this I would take my mother on a two-week holiday to Greece. It was one of the many prizes I was given as Miss Great Britain. As the coach pulled into the Pontinental Club in Loutraki a band was playing to welcome the new arrivals. When the music finished the keyboard player came up to me and introduced himself. His name was Takis and with his blue eyes and jet-black hair he was very handsome. He insisted on taking us to our holiday bungalow and showing us around and it was pretty clear he was interested in me. He made a point of being very charming to my mother, too. Over the next few days we saw each other often. One night, after Mum had gone to bed we met up on the beach. I had no idea that the News of the World had sent photographers out to follow me. They gave the front page over to photographs of Takis and me kissing by the sea with the headline ‘Miss Great Britain Falls in Love with Penniless Greek’. I returned home the day after this announcement and Bob was not particularly amused.


The holiday in Cannes was cancelled.


I remained based at my mother’s, now in Little Neston on the Wirral. Three months later, Takis moved in too. Most of the money I had earned had been spent, shared with family and friends. We had just enjoyed it. My husband Bob May and I had divorced amicably and as I had been making a good living I had been happy to sign our house over to him. Suddenly there was not much coming in. I borrowed enough from his mother as a deposit for a small house in Little Neston. Takis was determined to carry on trying to make a success with his music. I knew Lynda McMurray, a well-known local singer, and together they formed a new band. I was enjoying a quieter life and had dreams of opening a hair salon somewhere near home. Really, I just wanted to start a family. But money was short and Takis and my mother were trying to persuade me to go back to the television work I had been doing. I had been working on a show called It’s a Knockout with co-presenters Eddie Waring and Stuart Hall. I agreed to go back to that. I also continued to model for Honda. The fees they paid were very generous and they had given me the title of ‘Miss Honda’. Over several years I became the face that went with the name and was pictured with everything from the little run-around mopeds to the huge touring Goldwing.


I had got to know the sales team well and it had all become very enjoyable. The displays and presentations were amazingly imaginative and lavish and I was booked to appear at shows up and down the country. Honda were riding the crest of a huge wave of success and I was very lucky to be part of it for a while. I remember it as all laughter and champagne during the day and pints of lager after the shows. Eric Sulley was the sales director, and the managing director of Honda UK, Kay Shimizu, would be at the most prestigious events. Together with a field manager or area manager I would appear on the stage. They would do most of the talking about the motorbike and I would do most of the dancing and posing. 


It was good teamwork and the atmosphere was always so cheerful. Some names I remember – Ian Catford, Gerald Davidson, Harry Harper, Mike and Peter Shaw, Reggie Gilbert, Joe Ritson – and many faces, too, from the press cuttings I kept from those heady days.


The TT (Tourist Trophy) races on the Isle of Man were always the highlight of the year. Of course, I was not competing but I would often do laps, sometimes at absurd speed, on the back of the champions’ bikes. The first time I hadn’t yet realised that the route had been closed to other traffic so hurtling into blind corners on the wrong side of the road was more than terrifying. But once that little misunderstanding was out of the way I grew quite addicted to the excitement of it all. Oulton Park Circuit near Manchester was often the venue for race meetings and of course publicity pictures. The top riders of the day such as Barry Sheene and Bill Smith were usually there. It was Bill Smith who took me on a near full-speed lap round the track. Even in the rather lackadaisical 1970s that was seen as crazy behaviour. He ignored the marshals’ shouting and waving of flags and just laid the bike flat into the next corner. It was fantastic. But he did get quite a severe ticking off afterwards.


In 1979, two years after getting married, our first son, Daniel, arrived. Takis was still struggling to find work as a musician so I was soon back to modelling. I never felt happy about signing any long-term contract with an agency and with my mother always sending out my photographs and tear sheets and generally promoting me, that never became a problem. Cecil did the same and work kept on coming. When he mentioned a part in a television series I was excited and rushed off to London to meet him for dinner at Trattoo. 



















CHAPTER THREE


GETTING TO KNOW MICHAEL





TWO FRIENDS IN PALACE MANSIONS were peering out of the window and pointing down at a little blue open-topped Mercedes sports car in the street below. The man in the car was shouting into his mobile telephone. In those days this was more like a military radio with its 1940s-style handset and a curly lead which disappeared into a large black plastic suitcase. ‘I’M WAITING OUTSIDE IN MY CAR, I’M WAITING OUTSIDE IN MY CAR, WHERE ARE YOU, WHERE ARE YOU?’ Michael Winner was about to start casting for his new film and I had accepted an invitation to dinner. When I got to the car he bundled all the radio telephone equipment onto the back seat to make room for me in the front. The sports car didn’t really seem to fit him particularly well. It was as though he had borrowed his wife’s car. I knew he wasn’t married and had heard various rumours that he was gay. As I looked at him now, that seemed quite possibly true. He was in good spirits and we sped off into oncoming traffic. We were surrounded suddenly by idiot drivers and the open car made it easy for him to point this out to them all very clearly.


Fortunately the restaurant he had chosen was only a few streets away.


What Cecil had told him about my fondness for scampi had clearly been remembered. We were seated in a fish restaurant and he was immediately making fun of what he regarded as ‘northern’ eating traditions. Michael was handed the wine list and after a few moments he pointed to the white wine at the bottom of the page. The waiter looked a little startled at this choice and stepped slowly away from the table. Then he turned and, giving a rather embarrassed cough, he leant over and whispered to Michael that the Sauternes he had chosen was more often served with dessert. ‘Oh, the next one up then,’ he said and the waiter nodded, more out of relief than approval, and rushed off. We both laughed and Michael admitted he knew nothing about wine. He told me he often just picked the one at the bottom of the list as, being the most expensive, he assumed that simply meant ‘best’.


There had not been much talk of films or acting or even his next project. We were either laughing at my accent or he was telling me of his close friendships with some of the biggest stars of the day. He didn’t invite me back to the house ‘for coffee’ or anything like that. Instead he just drove into his garage and pressed a red button to make the metal doors rattle closed behind us. He told me he really wanted to show me ‘the best house in London’. I learnt later that he had lived there as a child when it was divided into flats. He had gradually bought them all and now owned the whole thing. With great pride he pushed open door after door to show me the many, rather gloomy, rooms.


The only exceptions were the living and dining rooms, which had recently been redecorated by Tessa Kennedy in pinks and creams.


‘So, what do you think?’ he asked as we arrived back in the lounge and found the coffee that the housekeeper had just made for us.


‘Too much brown and cream for me,’ I told him quickly. He looked confused.


‘You don’t like the coffee?’


‘No, the house. Way too much brown. And you must hate not having a decent bathroom,’ I went on. I realise now he had expected me to be very impressed. Stunned, even. But it was him, I think, who was stunned. His readiness to laugh at himself as well as at me had made me feel comfortable enough to be very straightforward with him and be myself. I noticed his slightly perplexed expression.


‘It’s OK,’ I reassured him. ‘It’ll be fine, you can just get some nicer-coloured paint and put it on.’ He had just taken a sip from his cup and when I said that he froze for a split second in a look of panic, his cheeks bulging. Then he exploded, spraying a mist of coffee across the table. He shook with laughter and I was not exactly sure why. We were very different people and we had only just met.


The next subject he wanted to talk about was my ‘bosoms’, as he called them.


Now it was my turn to be stunned by his straight talking, which was somehow both funny and ridiculous. He had got it into his head that I would take off my top when he asked me to. It seemed a genuine surprise to him when I told him that was not going to happen. Oddly, I did not feel threatened, or insulted, even. He seemed neither lecherous nor seductive.


Maybe it was the general absurdity of the whole situation. He seemed more like a small boy asking for some kind of treat. It was almost as though he was saying ‘Please may I have some sweets now?’ or something like that. Again there was a lot of laughter, but he wasn’t giving up. He went off and returned with a blue jacket that had come from the Beverly Hills Hotel. Having told me how rare and valuable it was, he went on and on saying he wanted to take a picture of me wearing it without my shirt. Eventually, just to get him to quieten down and stop jumping about, I went out to the loo and put it on. He took a few Polaroids but of course he then tried to persuade me to take the jacket off. I kept refusing and eventually he gave up and said I could keep it.


That was the first time I set foot in his Holland Park home. Having seen his driving, I would rather have walked round the corner to my flat in Palace Mansions but he insisted on taking me by sports car. I didn’t really expect to hear from him again. And he might very easily have been killed on his journey home.


It was three months before Michael called again. This time it actually was about an acting role. His next film, Wicked Lady, was in production and he told me there would be a small part in it for me. By then I had landed a role in the Channel 4 comedy series The Optimist and was focusing on preparations for that. But Wicked Lady was to be made first. The location was Baslow, near Bakewell in Derbyshire. I was met at the station by the chauffeur in Michael’s Rolls-Royce Phantom. On arrival at the hotel I discovered that he had not booked me a room. His plan was simply that I would be in with him. I had to make quite a scene before I was found a room of my own. In my short career I had seen a few things but not quite this kind of behaviour. Even with the added fact that he knew I was married to Takis he still seemed amazed at my resistance and I could only think that here was someone who took it absolutely for granted that he would always get his own way.


I had not worked on a film drama before and so the next few days were a great education for me, and enjoyable too. My part was rather small. I was the wife of Lord Marwood, played by Dermot Walsh. The other big names in the cast, who were there for those few days, were Denholm Elliott, Faye Dunaway, Alan Bates and Glynis Barber. The famous photographer Terry O’Neill was doing the stills. I had worked with Glynis Barber before on Blake’s 7, a science-fiction series for television that became quite a cult show. She was very talented and professional and easy to get on with and we had great fun. I was only in one episode but Glynis was in lots and went on to star in EastEnders and Dempsey and Makepeace. I did not expect to see much of Michael or any of them as I knew it was rare on a film set for the stars or director to mix with the rest of the cast and crew.


However, Michael had other plans and made a point of introducing me to everyone. He always added that I was Miss Great Britain, which embarrassed and irritated me. I had respect for actors and their skills and felt that being introduced as a beauty queen would not help my chances of being taken even a little seriously. But I didn’t exactly improve those chances myself over dinner the first evening. Michael, Alan Bates, Denholm Elliott and Dermot Walsh were asking each other what their favourite films were. I heard titles such as The Third Man, Citizen Kane and, I think, Vertigo being put forward.


I’m not sure I had seen any of them at the time. But then one of them turned and asked me the same question. I felt myself going a bit pink. I was aware I was not quite as knowledgeable as them on this subject, but summoning up all the confidence I could, I said quite seriously, ‘Well, I think Towering Inferno, it’s got everything.’ There was a pause as their eyes widened. Then they all sagged with laughter. I would happily have forgotten those few minutes, but I was to hear Michael telling that story quite regularly in the future. That became doubly annoying when he had later confessed that his favourite films were really the cheerful and light-hearted ones with happy endings. He also really liked Walt Disney and especially the Bambi movie.


On set, I saw for the first time how Michael worked and how he got on with people. He was confident and often very impatient with the crew and more lowly cast members. He seemed very clear about what he wanted and with the bigger names he could turn on the charm and even be tactful. Alan Bates was often flirtatious with any women who were around, but I always found him easy-going and cheerful. Denholm Elliott was altogether more quiet and thoughtful but also very charming. It was Faye Dunaway that Michael struggled with sometimes, I think. Perhaps she was goading him, but she could get away with contradicting him on set and he would be attentive and considerate and very polite at all times. But I don’t think he enjoyed being diplomatic at all. He could just about manage it and knew when he had to. I saw later that the more he had to bite his lip in any situation, the more dangerous it was to be around him. The pressure would build up and he would explode at someone. Sometimes there would not even be an identifiable reason. Pin or no pin, the balloon was going to burst. I never got used to that side of him and I can’t pretend, even after all these years, to really understand where it came from. Those explosions could be anything from the small and quickly forgotten to the huge and utterly devastating.


My first experience of this kind of behaviour was as we were leaving to drive back to the hotel in his Rolls. It was pouring with rain and I noticed Glynis Barber holding up her dresses, as she was still in costume, and tramping down the muddy track. ‘Get the chauffeur to stop,’ I said, pointing her out to Michael.


‘Fuck her,’ he screamed and launched into a stream of unrepeatable language. Unusually, this was not directed at me or her but was just an explosion of temper. That turned out to be quite a gentle introduction to what he could be like, but I found it very shocking. There was something or other he said she had done which had annoyed him, but nothing that could begin to explain that kind of outburst.


A bit later, on the same film, there was another little explosion. This time it was more typical of what I was to see many times. It was not the anger that most worried me; it was his need to humiliate and belittle people that was most disturbing. Occasionally the incidents could appear quite funny afterwards. But not at the time. I had suggested John May, my flatmate and ex-husband’s brother, for a small part in the film. He was an aspiring young actor and I’m sure Michael only hired him when he heard he had recently been working with the Royal Shakespeare Company. Michael cast him as the village idiot. In one scene John had to peer into a barn through a double door and spy on a couple in the hay. This involved opening a door with his right hand and closing another with his left in a very specific movement. It was not a help that John had always suffered a little with dyslexia. He was getting his left and right hand confused. Michael, holding his head in his hands and groaning, was not helping John to keep calm and focused.


By the fifth or sixth take, all the cast and crew had seen the growing tension and, from his tall director’s chair, Michael yelled, ‘CUT’. John froze and everyone was silent. ‘Mr May,’ he said, his voice growing louder. ‘Mr May, you have worked with the Royal Shakespeare Company. YOU HAVE WORKED WITH THE ROYAL SHAKESPEARE COMPANY AND YOU CAN’T EVEN OPEN A FUCKING DOOR. YOU ARE A FUCKING IDIOT AND AN INCOMPETENT C***.’ That may not have helped settle John’s nerves, but the take was achieved eventually. The next scene was two peasants and John the Village Idiot chasing the girl from the barn. John was still seething from being ridiculed in front of everyone, although they were probably just relieved it had not been them. Still in his high director’s chair, Michael gave out instructions. ‘Right, you three fuckers, when I give the word I want you to run in the order I tell you to run. Is that perfectly clear?’ A little later when everything was ready he barked, ‘ACTION.’ The two peasants ran off and John stayed motionless. ‘CUT,’ yelled Michael, his face reddening. ‘Mr May, you are a Shakespearean actor, A FUCKING SHAKESPEAREAN ACTOR, CAN’T YOU EVEN FUCKING RUN?’


‘Yes, Mr Winner,’ said John. ‘I can run but you haven’t told me which fucker I am. If you tell me whether I am fucker number one, fucker number two, or fucker number three then I’ll know when to fucking run.’


Just then, a voice from the side said, ‘Quite right, dear boy.’ John Gielgud, who was also in the film, had been watching from the shadows. Lucky for John, I think, as he may have got another roasting. It was never easy to know with Michael. Generally, if anyone so much as tried to speak during one of his tirades he would just increase the volume and even fire them. Just occasionally he would quieten down if someone was justified in putting their case, or had just the right comic tone.


It was while working on Wicked Lady that I first saw Catherine Neilson, a strikingly beautiful actress. I learnt then that she had been Michael’s girlfriend for some time. When he arrived at the premiere of the film, Catherine was on his arm. John May and I were invited to the screening but not to the drinks party beforehand. However, Jean and Cecil Korer were there and, seeing us standing outside the VIP area, they ushered us in. We had hardly picked up a drink when we were spotted by Michael and Catherine.


Neither of them looked at all pleased to see us. I sipped at my glass of champagne a little sheepishly but very soon they appeared at my elbow.


‘What the fuck are you two doing here?’ he half shouted. And then told us quite simply to get out.


I was soon packing and getting ready to fly to Los Angeles to start work on The Optimist. Originally I had been cast as a posh lady with a pet poodle.


This would have been quite a challenging role considering my background and character. I think the casting director then saw the Honda publicity shots in which I was either dancing on the back of a large motorbike in a bikini or posing in close-fitting leathers. I was recast as a racing driver. This meant that it would be useful if I knew how to drive a racing car. Arrangements were made quickly and I rushed off to the Formula Two circuit at Aintree. I had driven fast cars before and enjoyed it, and thought my days hurtling up and down the country in a draughty little Spitfire would pay off now. Maybe they did, but there was really no comparison. Having slid down inside the car, I seemed to be sitting only an inch off the tarmac. After a rather brief lesson the instructor jumped into another car and said, ‘Follow my track.’ Off we went, very fast at first but then faster and faster and faster and faster and when it was impossible to imagine that you could go any faster we went still faster. I remember the smell. The smell and the concentration. Pure concentration and pure joy. That was such a beautiful day.


Now, I was feeling a bit guilty about how excited I was to be going to America.


I had been apprehensive before and knew how much I would miss my little son Daniel, who was now three. I knew he would be safe with my mother, but I had to be away for a few weeks and that was going to be very hard. Takis was in London in a band and the distances between us all were unsettling. I consoled myself with the fact that we needed the income.


I arrived in Marina del Rey, Los Angeles. It was not at all like Little Neston.


It was not at all like anywhere I had ever been before. I was amazed by everything but there was not much time to go exploring. When I did have a day off from filming I skipped out of the hotel to take a look around. Almost immediately I felt a hand on my shoulder. A security guard dressed in black and with a gun at his hip told me that I was mad to think of walking about the area on my own. I realised I was not going to get to see much of Los Angeles so resigned myself to staying near the hotel pool on my free day. I got chatting to a friendly couple and they offered me a cookie. ‘Space cookies’, they called them. They were very nice and I ate quite a few. I remember feeling slightly dizzy and then being vaguely aware of two hotel porters carrying me to my room. My naivety had lost me my only day off but by call time the next morning I had regained consciousness and it was back to work.


The episode of The Optimist that we were filming was called ‘Burning Rubber’.


And that was mostly what I did for those few weeks. But they were more like go-karts than racing cars. It was strange, as there was no dialogue and so no script to learn. It was made in a kind of silent movie style and I really enjoyed it. The star of the series was Enn Reitel and the man playing opposite me was an actor called Robert Davi. I found him a little bit arrogant. Several times he assured me he would be very famous one day. It turned out that he was right about that. It wasn’t many years before he appeared as the villain in Licence to Kill, and he has continued to find big success in high-profile roles.


My acting career was to move on, too. Soon after getting home I was offered a part in the then very popular soap opera Brookside. I was very happy I only had to get to Liverpool for work, as it meant I could be back home each evening. Takis was often in London but my mother was nearby and looked after Daniel whenever needed.


Throughout this time Michael had started calling me up regularly and we would have long conversations. He would happily talk through all the minute details of his life. He was ringing almost daily. While I was auditioning for Brookside I noticed they were impressed that I had appeared in Wicked Lady, however briefly, and there was great interest in any stories I had about Michael. It’s very likely that’s why they gave me the part. I was to play Samantha Davies. Dicken Ashworth was Alan Partridge, whom I ditched at the altar but then later married – in the series, that is! Paul Usher, Sue Johnston and Ricky Tomlinson were the main stars of the show. It was a happy family and everyone was welcoming and helpful. With no formal training, the only thing I could say I was getting quite used to was the feeling of being out of my depth.


Sue Johnston was a great lady. I had so many questions and insecurities and she would give me all manner of help and advice. Some actors might have done the opposite and just watched me make a fool of myself. But with her help I could start to feel more confident and that was so vital to me at the time. Brookside had been conceived by Phil Redmond, who had also devised Grange Hill and then later, in 1995, Hollyoaks. He directed me himself in quite a few scenes and he was demanding but I enjoyed it and learnt a lot.


Michael was often asking when I would next be in London but with work on Brookside there wasn’t often the time. He had nicknamed me ‘the Wicked Witch of the North’ because he said he found me forthright and difficult, presumably because I didn’t kowtow to his demands. But I did manage sometimes to make the journey and it was on one of those London trips that I had first met Charles Bronson and his wife Jill Ireland. Another time, Michael said he was going to a cocktail party at 10 Downing Street and asked whether I would like to go too. When we arrived, Michael introduced me to Kenny Everett, a huge star in comedy at the time, Lynsey de Paul, the singer-songwriter, and then Margaret Thatcher herself. I was very surprised by how friendly she was and she fascinated me immediately. I remember asking her if, as Prime Minister, she was finished for the day or always felt she was working. She said she was leaving for Germany in an hour and often didn’t even have time for sleep and went on to say how she had found a way to keep going by having a nap for a few minutes when possible. She made quite an impression on me.


When I caught up with Michael a bit later I found that he and Kenny Everett were giggling and trying to persuade Lynsey de Paul to fill her handbag with the silver cutlery. Maggie was the first to leave and, as you might imagine with someone like Kenny around, things just got sillier and sillier. We were nearly the last people to go and just before we walked out Kenny whispered to me that he was going to pretend to be horribly drunk. He said to get ready to catch him when he collapsed. Sure enough, when that big black door opened, he staggered out, head rolling from side to side, his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth. Then he stopped, swaying gently to the clicking and blapping of the press cameras, before toppling over backwards.


Fortunately he had warned me and he fell into my arms. I managed to keep hold of him as the cameras moved in and the next day he was in all the papers.


On Brookside I also met Diana Morgan. She was in the PR department and responsible for press reports and publicity. Apparently my first words to her were, ‘Oh dear, you’ve put your blusher on all wrong, can I have a go?’ I had a habit of saying things before taking a moment for editing. She must have realised that I was not trying to be unkind and didn’t slap me across the face. Instead we quickly became firm friends. But I must have had a point, as after that, if we were going out, she would often ask me to help her with hair and make-up. It was just something I had become quite good at. Most of the cast would try to avoid the press calls and publicity events, which was understandable but could make her job rather difficult. Through modelling work I had grown quite used to all that kind of thing and was happy to be there when needed, so I had soon got to know Diana well. Brookside days were often long, as they would start at five when I dropped Daniel off with my mother. Sometimes I would not be home until eight or nine and I would still have to go through the script ready for the next day. I did that for about a year and a half. Good times, but pretty tiring too.


When my part in Brookside ended, so did our income. As well as doing his music, Takis had been working during the week in a clothes shop in London. That stopped too at about the same time. I had stayed friends with my ex-husband Bob and he and Takis also got on well. Bob had been in various bands and when he formed a new one, the Point, with his brother Peter, they asked Takis to join them on keyboards. There were two singers, Josie and Debbie. In September 1985, Radio City, a local radio station, chose them to represent Liverpool in a competition held in Helsinki. I went with them as their manager. The Fine Young Cannibals won first prize. The Point got second place.


As manager, I was now back to making frequent trips to London. My friends had moved on from the flat in Palace Mansions so I would stay on any settee I could find. I booked as many London gigs for the band as I could but that meant we needed places to stay. Often it was sofas or cushions on the floor somewhere. Years before, through my work with Honda on the Isle of Man, I had met someone called James Lane. He was a man of great wealth and very kind too, but romantically I had felt it was not going to take off. We remained friends and we still meet up now and then. The girls in the band and I would often stay at his magnificent flat in Knightsbridge and leave the men to slum it. They seemed happy to be more rock ’n’ roll in a smoky basement somewhere.


It was about this time that I first met Jenny Seagrove. My agent had got me a casting for a Hammer House of Horror production called Mark of the Devil. I so wanted to find a way into more serious and challenging acting roles. I was cast as ‘sexy blonde’. Not quite what I was hoping for but it was something. A name would have been nice. Jenny Seagrove and Dirk Benedict played the leads. One of Dirk’s most famous roles was as Faceman in The A-Team. My son Daniel had become a big A-Team fan so it was nice to be able to get his autograph for him. I forget what was said when I first met Jenny. It was really just a hello. But I do remember that my dressing room was next to hers and I overheard her talking about her forthcoming marriage. She seemed rather unsure about it and I felt guilty that I could hear some of her conversations. In fact, if I stayed quiet I found I could hear every word. I was able to confess all this to her a few years later and I’m pretty sure that she forgave me.


Michael said there was a part for me in the film Claudia. At the time it was to be called Claudia’s Story and he was only directing some additional scenes. I was to be the hostess of a party. He said he would pick me up from his house at four and take me to the film set. This was a bit surprising as he was filming next to Leighton House, a three-minute walk away. When he arrived he went straight to get a bottle of champagne. I imagined that was for the party scene.


He opened it and poured two large glasses. That was very unusual as he hardly ever had a drink apart from wine at dinner and I had never seen him drink when he was working. We had soon drunk more than half the bottle.


The rest he poured into a flask to take with us. His cheeks were flushed and he seemed very jolly and even slightly tipsy as the chauffeur drove us the hundred yards to the set. The party scene involved a little more drinking but was soon over. Michael had said he would take me to dinner that evening and so we went back to his house. He then wanted to show me around again, which was also odd as nothing much had changed since the first time I had been. When we got to his bedroom he went and sat at his desk in the bay window and I looked out at the garden. That was when he first asked me to marry him. He did not go down on one knee or anything like that. It was quite matter-of-fact but he did say he loved me. I reminded him that I already had a husband and that we also had a son and I loved them both. As I watched the trees outside rustling and waving in the wind he went into a long speech. He explained why I would be foolish to refuse and talked about a life of luxury, the famous and wealthy people I would meet, the places he could take me and the financial security I would have. All I could do was repeat the fact that I was actually married already. Michael told me that a divorce could be arranged and he seemed disappointed that I clearly did not quite have the imagination or intelligence to understand what he was offering. Over dinner he continued to try to help me to understand what a mistake I was making until eventually I got a bit irritated. I had already told him clearly that I enjoyed his company and really appreciated him as a friend. I kept saying that but because he just wouldn’t let it go I did eventually go on to tell him that his temper frightened me. I was not quite sure how Michael might react to that comment but the conversation turned at last and he seemed happy to shrug his shoulders and forget his mission. I was relieved when the laughter returned.
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