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            ‘Remembering is the woof and forgetting the warp.’
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            Thanks and apologies

         

         This is not the book I intended. When I left the Young Vic in the spring of 2018 I sat down to record and describe the pleasure I had taken in my friendships with the writers, actors, directors, designers, stage managers, producers, board members, casting directors, technicians, architects, fundraisers, outreach and marketing experts with whom I had collaborated over almost twenty years. I anticipated page after lyrical page about, amongst others, Sue Emmas, Nicola Thorold, Julia Horan, Caroline Maude, Kevin Fitzmaurice and Lucy Woollatt.

         Almost at once and quite unexpectedly my great-uncle Symon and my great-aunt Shlovka ambled into the room. When, ten months later, I stood up again, the book had become what it is.

         It’s a memoir, a work of memory. Lacking notes or diaries, I’ve written as accurately as I can, with sufficient confidence (or self-delusion) to have changed only one name.

         Judy Daish is my long-time agent and close friend. Jud Cornell is implicit in almost all the Cape Town sections, as is Patrick McKenna in everything to do with YV. Tom Lyons kindly listened to me talk some early ideas. I wonder if Andrew and Filip are downstairs. Dinah Wood of Faber & Faber said ‘Yes, it is publishable’ and then published it. Huge thanks to everyone who makes an appearance.

         
             

         

         London, July 2019 

      

   


   
      
         

            Opening words

         

         In the days before I ran a theatre …

         When I was a playwright and a free man, I kept all the drafts of everything I wrote, notes, scraps of inadequate description, bits of speeches I thought too long or poorly conceived, arranged on my laptop, folder inside folder. As you opened one and then the next, cascading down and down, it created the sensation of an advance ever deeper into the mystery of things.

         Now whatever I place in a folder on this my company laptop seeps through the screen into a soupy tide swirling away down some grey memory plughole. I’ve never any idea where anything is. So actual pieces of paper are placed in a pile right over there on that side of my desk where I’m sure to come upon them at the ideal moment. Then I’ll reply or read your play or do whatever it is you’ve asked me to do.

         So piles volcano up and lava down and wire trays are found from which torrents pour and, one by one, the sheets are flipped onto their backs to receive my scribbled reminders of that important email, that most urgent phone call.

         ‘Stanley who? Do I know a …? What does it say?’

         My genial assistant Andrew Hughes puzzles.

         ‘Saturday, is it?’

         ‘That’s tomorrow. No, it’s Salisbury! Am I going there?’

         ‘I think it says “something”. You’ve written down “some – thing”.’

         He grins showing his teeth.

         An actor or writer or director enters the room. 

         ‘Hi, um, are you in the middle?’

         Never for you, dear actor, writer, director. You cut a path through this thicket of thorns. You’re my hero. You set me free.

         

         

         
            Ranevskaya I want to sit in this room for a tiny moment longer. These walls, I feel I’ve never seen them, never taken them in, or the ceiling, I feel I could stare at it forever, it all seems so precious to me.

            Trofimov Come, everyone, let’s sit for a moment.

(They sit for a short while.)

Let’s go! It’s almost time for the train to arrive.

            Anton Chekhov, The Cherry Orchard

         

      

   


   
      
         

            One

            The Magician’s Assistant

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            What Does That Represent?

         

         Song and dance

         In the pot on the stove a hunk of beast is bubbling. Aunty Shlovka climbs up onto a stool, so squat and small she has to stretch high in her yellow slippers to see over the rim.

         From the doorway, I admire the rain spattering on the tin roof – ping, ping!

         ‘Shlovka?’

         ‘Ah’m cooking der food!’

         With a metal spoon she jabs down into the bubbling.

         ‘Shlovka?’

         ‘Symon, ya hearin’ me?’

         The lofty shoemaker shuffles in, his dry face fleshless, blotched with pink. He points a leathery finger.

         ‘Vich chil’ is dis?’

         It’s a shack in a shtetel in the old country. It’s a cottage in Cape Town, the promised land. Or is it a dream?

         When her hair is loose it hangs like a curtain around her feet. Now it’s coiled tight on her shiny head. He’s a crunchy biscuit, she’s a lemon dumpling.

         ‘Sugar lump, sing for uncle. Ya shy in fronta him? Vot a silly. He won’ bite ya, see, he got no teeth. Show him, Symon! Look, gums only, poor ol’ man. Sing fa uncle, sing fa him.’

         I make a tense jigging movement, up down, up down, tapping my feet. 

         
            
               My dad’s handsome, my dad’s tall

               Ho ho!

               His name’s Joe, that’s all.

            

         

         Symon laughs through his papery nose.

         ‘Haw haw! Jossi’s firs’ born, no?’

         ‘Not firs’ born. He’s gotta older sister.’

         ‘Firs’ born son!’ His sharp nails pinch my cheek. ‘Show ya tongue.’ He sticks his fingers between my teeth. ‘Oy, vet an’ pink. Ya like aunty’s cookin’? Shlov!’

         ‘Ya talkin’ mit me?’

         ‘De meat’s cooked good? Come, Jossi’s boy.’

         He jerks me high, hauls me onto the table.

         ‘Here ve got someting tasty!’

         I kick out, break from him, stagger here, there, dash out of the room into the rain-washed street.

         
            *

         

         I start awake.

         Laurence is kneeling beside my bed running warm fingers through my hair, enchanted by the pleasure this gives him.

         I fold back the sheets and tiptoe into my parents’ bedroom. It’s early dark. They seem asleep, turned hard away from each other.

         ‘Ma, can a friend come with us to the beach?’

         ‘What time is it?’

         ‘Can he, Ma, can he?’

         ‘Oh, if you like. I wanted this to be one day just for us. Joe!’

         She prods him so sharply I feel it.

         ‘Dave wants to bring a friend with us. What do you think?’

         Laurence is in the doorway, his shaggy hair haloed by the acid sunlight. He’s twelve, that’s two years older than me. The buttons of his summer shirt are open. It’s dangerous and thrilling. 

         Oh come in! Don’t come in!

         ‘Darling, if you want to ask him, ask him.’

         I scamper down stairs, through the front door aching to call his name, knowing that would give away a secret. He’s nowhere. The grass is cold and wets my feet. The sky is wounded grey. I shout his name in silence. Where are you? The air is heavy and still. He’s gone. It’s a relief.

         My sister Sonny and I are eating cornflakes with chocolate milk. The phone rings in the hall.

         ‘Hello? Who is it? Dad!’ Singing it with rising inflection ‘Da-a-a-d! It’s-for-you-hoo!’

         Ma shouts ‘I’ve told you not to shout! Come upstairs if you’ve something to tell us. Who is it?’

         ‘It’s Jupius or something.’

         I can’t see her but I feel her shoulders fall.

         ‘Shall I tell him to call back later?’

         ‘Joe, it’s Julius. Put the phone back, Dad’ll take it upstairs.’

         Our maid Edna calls from the kitchen

         ‘Come, child, finish so I can clear away.’

         Sonny looks up. Is something bad on the way? I shake my head.

         Ma comes down in her puffy dressing gown, face powdery, no make-up on. Dad’s invited his new accountant, wife and son to join us.

         ‘They’re not free till later so we won’t leave at eleven, Edna, we’ll go at twelve.’

         Something tightens in me, something else I might have had is lost. Edna sees.

         ‘No, Dave, it’s fine, the sun is shining, you have the whole day, there’s not a breath of wind.’

         She’s cutting crusts off sandwiches, wrapping them in damp napkins. 

         ‘Leave it now, didn’t you hear what I said? They’ll dry out. Put them in the fridge. Lovely breakfast. Yum!’

         She smiles at me and Sonny and goes back upstairs. We cheer ourselves up with songs from The Goon Show we heard on the radio last evening.

         
            
               I’m walking backwards for Christmas

               Across the Irish Sea.

            

         

         Edna hates Ma telling her what to do.

         ‘Go both of you into God’s sunshine, leave me in peace.’

         Our gardener Alpheus has come in through the back door which leads from the yard into a short corridor. On one side’s the laundry, on the other the dank room where Edna lives. He rarely comes into the kitchen when we’re there. He’s old, perhaps late twenties. He calls out while he’s raking leaves

         ‘Hello, Master Davey’

         which is embarrassing if my friends are there but I make them understand, yes, he’s a servant like the ones they have but I know his name which shows he’s really my friend.

         ‘Hi, Alpheus, how’s things?’

         He grows marijuana down the end of the garden by the rubbish heap.

         ‘No, madam, that’s a tobacco plant. Nicotiana. I’m an experienced gardener, madam, I guarantee you that’s what that is.’

         He drops into the metal chair. This is shocking, sitting down with white people. He never does this.

         ‘Haai, Alpheus.’ This is Edna. ‘My brother, what’s wrong?’

         He works for us Tuesdays and Fridays. I only see him in the ragged overalls he leaves hanging on a nail on the door of the shed. Today he wears corduroys and a crisp white shirt. Who irons it for him? 

         ‘Can I please see the madam?’

         ‘What’s the matter, Alpheus?’ This is me. ‘Can I help with anything?’

         Sonny’s seen enough to make her fearful.

         ‘Come on, I can’t hang around all day.’

         Heading for the front room, she calls up the stairs ‘Mommy!’

         Alpheus’ big eyes search for mine, his jaw muscles flexing.

         ‘My daughter’s gone, Master Davey.’

         Darkness covers the face of the earth.

         ‘Last night she had a fever. Her head was paining her. I woke in the very early morning. I shake her. What could I do? Nothing.’

         Edna tries to embrace him. He shakes her off.

         ‘Haai, David! I knew his child. She was a beauty, I’m telling you. The world has lost a marvel …’

         Ma’s dressed now in a scarlet skirt, her colour.

         ‘Yes? Where’s Sonny? Dave, why do you look so miserable?’ Her voice deepens, mellows. ‘What’s happened now? Is something wrong, Alpheus?’

         I escape through the servants’ door into the garden. Is Laurence somewhere? He could be watching for me in the shadows. I hide in the dark of the bed of Christmas flowers. They loll on their long necks. I search for him.

         Dad’s film-star handsome, towering, big chest, thick black wavy hair, soft ivory fingers that bang out honky-tonk on our upright piano. At weddings and bar mitzvahs he conquers the dance floor, licking smiley lips, singing along in Yiddish or in American or in any language, trotting, gliding, so at ease at speed. He loves to tell long jokes to strangers in the hot streets, Jews and wary Afrikaners, shopkeepers, businessmen like him, sharing his views on science and economics, how great the future’s going to be, for us, our country, our galaxy. Ma backs away into some tidy place. Sonny and I roll up our eyes and kick our heels. 

         
            *

         

         Julius and Marcy and their son aren’t waiting where they’re meant to be.

         Ma says ‘It’s boiling in this car.’

         ‘Wind down the windows.’

         ‘I have, obviously. Let’s go. We’ll find him on the beach.’

         Or not, which would please me. Ma cradles my baby sister Debbie on her lap. We’re squashed onto the back seat, me, Sonny, my seven-year-old brother Jeff, Edna who’s come along to help look after him.

         Edna says ‘David, sing that song you like so much, you sing so nicely.’

         I sing badly. I don’t want to sing. We’re speeding now. Hot air streams in. I wonder where Laurence is and who’s with him.

         Ma twists round to face us. ‘We’re all together, we should be having fun. I don’t know what’s wrong with us this morning.’

         Sonny wails ‘It’s afternoon already.’

         Edna says ‘Seems to me, everyone got up on the wrong side of their bed.’

         Dad sings, the others join in.

         
            
               We’re on our way (we’re on our way)

               To anywhere (to anywhere)

               With never a heartache

               And never a care …

            

         

         Ma says ‘Come on Dave at the back.’

         
            *

         

         Just as Ma and Edna are helping my brother out of the car, Julius walks up, his fat son Daniel staggering backwards, squinting at the sun.

         ‘Oh no, Joe, no, my friend, I wasn’t waiting on that corner. We were on the corner opposite as we arranged, by the greengrocer. They had such beautiful pawpaws, Danny went in and bought us half a dozen. You didn’t see us? That’s surprising to me, everyone knows my car, the only one of its year and make currently on the streets. But we’re here now, which is all that matters, isn’t that so? Daniel, my boy, don’t stare, it’s not polite. Good afternoon, Jeffrey.’

         Jeff wears a metal brace holding his spine erect. It rests on his hips and ends in a rubber pad under his chin. A yellow shirt conceals the metal uprights. He walks jerkily, his head at a crazy angle. He has only two expressions, scowl or grin.

         Daniel’s hair is shaved off, under his eyes are purple rings. He says ‘What’s the matter with your brother?’

         Sonny calls out ‘Ma, I’ll be back in a bit, ok?’

         ‘No, not ok. Where are you going?’

         ‘To find my friends.’

         And she’s gone. She looks eighteen though she’s just a year older than me but she’s safe on this beach where everyone’s Jewish except the raincoated man with a camera who’ll take your picture if you pay him and the other who treks the burning sand barefoot selling cool drinks and orange lollies.

         Edna and I lay out rugs. We scoop up sand and pile up cushions to make a throne for Jeff to sit in comfortably.

         Julius and Dad lounge in the shade of the beach hut we rent, at once caught up in each other’s concerns like they’re a current affairs programme on the radio and they’ve switched each other on.

         Ma sits, legs splayed, dragging her scarlet dress over her head. Her fingers catch in the straps. I disentangle them. Her swimsuit matches her shade of lipstick.

         ‘Dovidol!’

         Tall, strongly built, beaming, her soft arms held wide, Granny is here in her powder-blue one-piece swimsuit. ‘Lou, what took so long? We’re all here, Louis, Barney, Jackie, all mine brothers. Not Max, he don’t care for swimming. Come down the beach where we are. We got plenty sun umbrellas.’ I realise now, that’s what we forgot to bring.

         Ma kisses Granny.

         ‘But how did you know we were coming?’

         ‘How do I know?’

         Her laugh is soupy sweet juice bubbling.

         ‘I know …’ She looks up and down the beach. ‘Because Joe phoned to tell me you’re making a picnic and will I come. It wasn’t my plan to be here. Sunday for me is bowls, you know what I’m talking, the tournament, I don’t say I’ll win the trophy this year again but could be if I practise every week, you agree with me? Joe wanted us all to be together, hey, Joe, you like to be with your family, don’t you, my Jossi?’

         Dad waves, keeping his distance.

         Ma doesn’t want me or anyone to see how angry she is.

         Granny asks ‘How’s Jeffrey?’

         Ma snaps ‘If you want to know, ask him. He’s sitting over there.’

         ‘I’m asking you, darling.’ She looks deep into Ma’s face then bends low, which for her isn’t easy. ‘Hello, sweetheart.’

         Jeff grins. ‘Hello, Gran.’ He gives a shamefaced smile. It’s hard for him to move much. Gran kneels and kisses him.

         Dad lopes over.

         ‘Joe, this was meant to be a day for just us to be together.’

         He shrugs, big-hearted Joe, his arm around Ma’s lightly toasted shoulder, his ivory hand on her freckled skin. He whispers to her, sexy lips smudging her flushed cheek. She wrenches away, stands seeing nothing, staring out, raging. But nothing embarrasses him.

         ‘Where’s the girl? Edna, move everything down the beach to where my mother is. Dave, help Edna.’ 

         Ma asks Gran ‘What time did he tell you to be here?’

         ‘Mine watch is in mine bag. I slip it off for swimming.’

         ‘He didn’t phone anyone today. When did Joe arrange to meet you here?’

         ‘Why you’re questioning? Is something wrong for me to see mine son?’

         Ma’s beautiful face is so ugly it makes me clamp my teeth.

         ‘When Jos was by my place last evening—’

         Ma’s face judders. So he was there, was he? She has no one to share this with but smiles at me as if to say ‘Don’t worry, kid, you’re on my team.’

         ‘—he said today you’ll be here roundabout half past one maybe?’

         Edna, feeding Jeff ice cream, shakes her head.

         ‘Such a lovely day, such a shame to spoil it arguing.’

         Ma yells ‘Edna, what did you say?’

         Gran says ‘Your girl is very cheeky.’

         Ma yells ‘Do what the master told you to.’

         Dad, shoving me, ‘I told you help the girl.’

         But I’m away, running, running, shouting back

         ‘I will in a minute, I’m going for a swim’

         heading in a straight line, it has to be a dead straight line even if I need to leap over blurry shapes heaped on towels on the sand. I’m good at running. Last term I won first prize for long jump to everyone’s amazement. But I misjudge a leap.

         ‘Look at him! Got a kick like a goat!’

         I turn and see sharp teeth, a trickle of blood … But straight line, straight line, on and on …

         
            
               We’re on our way (we’re on our way)

               To anywhere (to anywhere) … 

            

         

         The tide’s far out. I’m pounding the damp white sand, kicking through the piss-warm foam and into the surge, ankle-deep, thigh-deep, it’s slowing me so I hurl myself up, up and plunge in.

         Laurence is far out in the high rolling waves, strong brown arms flung out before him, body-surfing. I break the surface, stare at the boy whose shaggy hair I glimpsed. It isn’t him …

         
            *

         

         It’s me now, fifty years later, body-surfing the waves which are so much higher than I ever thought they’d be. I guess I never went this far out as a kid. Cresting high above my head, their muscle thumps me, tumbles me. I still adore to hand myself over, to feel

         ‘My god, this time I’m actually drowning.’

         My friend Arthur who died of AIDS told me that one day when he was already quite ill he swam far out into the waves at Manly Beach in Sydney where he lived as he did every morning but that day he felt how weak his breathing had become, how small his lung capacity now is. He’s a doctor so at once he knows what it means. He swivels round towards the shore.

         ‘Shall I make for home?’

         He turns to the horizon.

         ‘Perhaps today I’ll just keep swimming further and further …’

         Even this far out I can see without my glasses the beach-hut blobs of red, blue, green. Is that the one we used to rent? They’re brighter colours now and lined up at a different angle. The beach is rowdy, joyous, carnivalesque. There are a few white faces. Where do we Jews swim these days?

         I turn to the horizon, then back to the shore.

         ‘Shall I make for home?’

         Do nothing, let a world-wave lift you, whirl you, pound the holy shit out of you, dump you helpless in the piss-warm foam on the hard damp sand. 

         Special effects

         Shakespeare in a park. A tiny English actor hams his way through Bottom.

         
            
               Then die, die, die, die, die

            

         

         We bounce about with laughter, nothing will ever be so funny as long as we live – nor in fact is it. The next year his Shylock is suave and full of dignity.

         
            
               If you prick us, do we not bleed?

            

         

         ‘What a great actor’ we all agree in the car on the way home. ‘Each time he looks so different, he can play anything.’

         And an actor, as we all know, is what I’m going to be.

         
            *

         

         Lois, my ma, known as Lou or Louie, sometimes wrote what she thought of as ‘light verse’ for special occasions, birthdays or one of her children passing an exam.

         
            
               Even then I knew it was less than sublime,

               the syntax busting apart

               with verbs down to the end of the line shoved

               which, as it helped the rhyme,

               she maintained was allowed.

               Of her literary ability she was proud

               and by her verses the recipients were deeply moved

               so, all in all, it was proof of her goodness of heart.

            

         

         I wrote a poem

         
            
               It all began with the sheriff’s son

               Who was in jail for debt …

            

         

         and recited it, with actions, at the Eisteddfod, but I had muddled the ‘free choice’ section with the section for ‘set poem’ so came away with nothing. The next year I entered with a marionette and, though there was no special section for puppetry, won the gold diploma. Ma bubbled over like boiling milk. I told her I was going to write a play.

         ‘That’s a good idea. First write it as a story then I’ll help you turn it into dialogue.’

         You’ll help me?

         I started a novel, filled half a notebook, then forgot about it but had noticed how the act of writing itself makes you aware of detail, of how things connect or don’t connect …

         Dad came home from abroad with a gift for me, a box of conjuring tricks.

         ‘Here we have eight silver rings, all separate from each other. Ching ching! Do magic passes. They’ve linked to form a chain!

         ‘Sim-salabim!’

         With his beautiful hands Dad can make or repair anything. Mine have no facility. At school at carpentry I lurk at the back with the other hopeless cases. But

         ‘This silk is sky-blue. I tuck it into this kitchen tumbler which as you can see is empty. Now keep your eye on the blue silk. One, two … It’s pink! And this one’s green! And red! And yellow! Now where’s the blue? There she goes!’

         A blue dove flies into the air. Or, in this version for younger magicians, an origami bird is pinged towards the ceiling. From Davenports of London you could order hundreds of ‘magical effects’. I had cards printed.

         
            
               David M Lan

               Magic and Puppets

               Children’s parties a speciality

            

         

         Ma would drive me to homes in our neighbourhood, chat with the mums while I entertained their eight-, nine-, ten-year-old kids. She was tall and slim – in her school days she was ‘Louie the lamppost’ – slightly gawky in her shyness but sombrely handsome. There’d be clumsy moments as we climbed back into our car.

         ‘But, Lou, how much should I pay him?’

         ‘He’s my child. You don’t need to pay him anything.’

         Ma’s sister Mavis was a stage manager. That year, her Christmas show was Aladdin!

         
            
               Peking Town, Peking Town

               The lights, the sights,

               the gaily coloured

               lanterns

            

         

         The actor who played the wicked magician Abanazar had stubby fingers that made him useless at conjuring.

         ‘I have an idea,’ said Aunty Mavis.

         ‘And now,’ said Abanazar, ‘my young assistant will cause great feats of magic to occur.’

         Sim-salabim!

         Dialogue

         Night after night, Dad and I sit up all hours talking and talking. Apartheid, the accumulation of capital, poverty, Gandhi, Lenin, Zionism, war and peace (and War and Peace) but, especially, independence in Africa. Every week he read the Economist and Time magazine and was moved and intrigued as country after country rolled headlong towards freedom. Barefoot doctors, schools under baobab trees, self-reliance, democracy, giant dams thrown across thundering rivers, ujamaa, uBuntu, négritude. He understood what the odds were and what a struggle it would be but was enchanted by it all and wanted me to be.

         ‘But, Dad, if their plans go wrong, millions of people will have nothing to eat. And what about the villages flooded by those dams? How do you think they feel.’

         He’d press his arguments hard – the individual and the collective, the pragmatics of altruism, realpolitik – eager to see how deep into moral despair he could lead me. Hot tears would flow. He enjoyed that the world seemed real to me though all I actually knew of it were Edna, Alpheus and the raggedy kids kneeling in the dust playing games tossing pebbles in the air down the end of our street.

         ‘I want you to understand this, you especially.’

         ‘But, Dad, if people don’t want their land to be collectivised …’

         Now Nkrumah, Kenyatta, Nyerere had the chance to achieve tumultuous things for Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania. It was the logic of history that they should succeed. And if they failed as Patrice Lumumba, the assassinated first elected president of Congo, had failed, well, millions would starve. That’s how the world is.

         Ma storms down from their bedroom.

         ‘Come on, Joe, this is now ridiculous! You know he has to be up early for school.’

         Her voice is shrill. She feels as I do, a discord – why, long past his own bedtime, does he prefer my company?

         Star actors

         Ma’s mother told us Cary Grant was our cousin. Her family came from Vitebsk, the famous largely Jewish city then in Russia, now in Belarus, where Chagall was born, though Ma’s mother herself was born on a ship halfway to Liverpool. An aunt of hers was a sister of the mother of Cary Grant. Their name was Lichtenstein. They settled in Bristol and changed their name, so now he was Archie Leach. From there he’d gone to Hollywood. He was our third cousin twice removed or maybe thrice, it’s never clear how you calculate these things.

         Nick still says

         ‘Shall we watch that Hitchcock film, what’s it called, you know, the one starring your cousin?’

         ‘North by Northwest? No, I’ve seen it too often.’

         ‘Oh, alright then. How about Bringing up Baby?’

         ‘Oh yes he’s great in that. He’s the best, old Archie Leach.’

         Sales and marketing

         Dad had hoped to study medicine but Mottle, his father, had died of cancer in 1956 before he had even turned fifty so Dad had to take care of Golda, his mother, his brothers, his sister, us and, to some degree, the four of his mother’s brothers who’d followed her to the new country. They all kept shops clogged with old furniture. Golda’s shop sold bicycles and 78 rpm records. Bing Crosby, puncture repair kits, Rosemary Clooney, The Ink Spots, spare pumps, Beethoven symphonies. Dad took it over and

         Sim-salabim!

         it was a family outfitters. In an adjoining showroom he sold chairs, tables, settees, rolls of carpet, fridges, stoves and the first ever affordable washing machines. He’d sweep in and out of board rooms, synagogues, sports clubs, parties, Mr Enterprise, Mr Heart-and-Soul, Mr Vitality, well known for his innovative advertising

         ‘This pram is ugly but it’s cheap.’

         He’d sign up for lectures at the university, the archaeology of the Middle East, ‘What’s new in World Philosophy?’, asking killer questions from the back row. 

         ‘But has no one noticed the similarity between the underlying structures of Spinoza’s philosophy and quantum mechanics?’

         He revelled in orchestral concerts and the film society but what he loved was leading his team of fervent young ‘coloured’ men, searching their faces and their ledgers to find the one – he needed only one – who might one day take over from him and, meantime, share his burden. It wasn’t easy.

         ‘I had high hopes of my deputy manager so I gave him time off to learn book-keeping. Comes his first exam, he fails and, you know what, he just gives up the whole thing. At least now he can never complain it’s apartheid that holds him back. Poor chap must live with reality – he hasn’t got it in him. Heartbreaking, isn’t it?’

         Saturday mornings, Sonny and I’d serve in the outfitters. She sells dresses and underwear, I sell shoes and school uniforms. I’d see Dad, in weekend short-sleeved shirt, out in the sunny forecourt with his sharply dressed young managers who’d started with him on the township beat, ringing doorbells, collecting the tiny sums each customer has pledged to pay each week. They splutter with laughter as he taunts them, victim by victim, with tales of their errors and weaknesses.

         ‘Yes, Mr Lan, you get it, you understand so well how life by us is. We’ll strive to do better. We want to please you, I know you know that we do.’

         Towards the end of long mornings we’d perch on the counters with Sheila, our manageress.

         ‘Yes, my dear, the ANC are banned but they’re so busy, those fine ladies and gents, infiltrating here, there, everywhere. Their violence can break out at any time, honest to god, you can’t predict how or when. And now there’s an even more dangerous crowd. David, you’re a reader, you must have seen in the papers about Poqo blowing up railway lines. No one knows where they come from or what their intention is but they strike without mercy. People like us, we just want to all live together.’

         ‘Yes, we do, Sheila, you’ve said it right,’ chorus her saleswomen. ‘It’s a crying shame, that’s what it is.’

         We wait for an hour in Dad’s airless Chevrolet Impala. At last he climbs in, throwing his briefcase next to Sonny who’s sulking on the back seat. She’d arranged to meet ‘friends’, as she calls her new boyfriend, at half past two. We’re so late for lunch Ma will be furious. With Dad we’re always late for everything. His left leg jiggles as he drives so I know he’s thinking hard about something.

         ‘Dad, do you want to hear a joke Sheila told me?’

         ‘My god,’ Sonny says, ‘you’re not going to tell him that one!’

         But it’s a good one for me because I think I know how to characterise both voices.

         ‘Mrs Van der Merwe is worried about the violence everywhere so she says to her maid

         ‘“Gertie, you’ve been with us for years. If things got bad, you wouldn’t harm us, would you?”

         ‘“Oh no, madam, you’re so good to me, I’d never do such a thing.”

         ‘“Oh, I’m so relieved to hear you say that, Gertie.”

         ‘“Oh, you mustn’t worry, madam. I’ve made an arrangement with Millie next door. I’ll cut the throats of her madam and master and she’ll climb over the fence and do you and the master for me.”’

         Before Dad turns off the engine in our driveway Sonny’s gone. In the hall, he tears the wrapper off the new Economist, reads it closely at the dining table while calling to Edna to bring in the meal. She slouches at the back door smoking, throwing cigarette ends at sparrows, ignoring him. Ma’s stretched out on her rose-coloured quilt fiercely reading her new Agatha Christie, At Bertram’s Hotel.

         ‘Where were you?’ 

         ‘Don’t ask, Ma. Where do you think? Talking, talking …’

         ‘Don’t be rude about—’

         ‘Ma, I’m telling you, his guys were desperate for him to go home, I could tell, but he’d rather be anywhere rather than …’

         Her face goes blank as Edna taps on the door and saunters in.

         ‘And, you know, David, today your ma made her special Malay curry out of the recipe book. Now the sauce is just a crust on the base of the dish. I feel for her from the bottom of my heart. How he treats her is a tragedy, my child, that’s what it is.’

         Poetry

         Our house is ugly, functional, newly built. It faces a noisy city street but backs onto a lonely pocked and pitted lane, morning glory weaving through high hedgerows.

         One Sunday Dad says

         ‘Let’s you and me take a walk down the road at the back of the house.’

         Jeff’s pet ridgeback noses along, rubbing up eagerly against our shins.

         ‘I have many things to worry about—’

         ‘What kind of things?’

         ‘No, no, that’s what you always do, you try to take control of a conversation. Now you have to listen to me. You, my boy, are my biggest problem.’

         ‘Me? You’re kidding. Surely it’s Jeff?’

         ‘Will you listen to what I’m saying? We know how to help him and we’re doing that. But you—’

         ‘Dad, I don’t know what you’re—’

         ‘You told me you think you’re homosexual. Is that true or not true?’ 

         ‘Yes, I did but not because I’m worried about it so I don’t see why …’

         ‘How you can know such a thing at the age of fifteen I don’t know but if you think that and if you’re not sensible enough to be worried about it then that certainly worries me. And, come on now, think about it logically. If you’re not worried why did you tell me about it?’

         ‘Because I thought … I’m not ashamed of it. Dad, you and me talk about everything.’

         ‘It was no surprise to me.’

         ‘No? It seemed like it was.’

         ‘I knew there was something wrong.’

         ‘Honestly, there’s nothing.’

         ‘There is, Dave. What in god’s name happened to you? It’s my own fault.’

         ‘What is?’

         ‘Letting you spend all that time in theatres. I should have put my foot down.’

         ‘That has nothing to—’

         ‘All actors are homosexual.’

         ‘That’s not—’

         ‘Don’t lie to me! I know about this. On a school camping trip our sports master came into my tent and stroked my hair. If I’d let him go on, who knows what would have happened to me? I’m not blaming you but you’re my responsibility.’

         And now I’m extremely tense and I think

         ‘But this is me. Whatever else you want me to do, tell me and I’ll do it but this is what makes me special, don’t mess with this.’

         The thoughtful Jewish psychiatrist gave me a cup of tea and a biscuit, then spoke quietly from the other end of his sunny consulting room. 

         ‘I’m quite clear what your father’s opinion on this matter is but I’m rather more interested to hear how you feel about it?’

         In and out in half an hour. Dad was furious. The fool had made the situation worse. But somehow I’d succeeded – and by doing what, exactly? I was reading Sartre’s The Age of Reason so I knew my duty was to choose the pattern of my own life. And also Genet’s Our Lady of the Flowers so I’d no doubt how I’d choose.

         At weekends I’d tell Ma I was meeting friends from school and take the bus to the only cruising ground I knew, a promenade alongside a city beach. Gary, a hairdresser, took me to his tiny one-room flat and suggested we do unexpected things which I was happy to and interested in without being especially excited about them. For a year or two he cut my hair and didn’t charge. I wrote my first sonnet about him.

         
            
               You saw me lonely on the shore and thought

               That what I wanted was a hand to hold

            

         

         From time to time I’d sneak out of the house and work on all-night technical rehearsals for musicals at the city’s biggest theatre, the Alhambra. We’d wait until the last film showing was over (The Guns of Navarone, The Shoes of the Fisherman) then haul in scenery for South Pacific or – this is now the mid-1960s – white singer-dancers blacking up for The Black and White Minstrel Show.

         
            
               Mammy, how I love ya

               How I love ya

            

         

         Keith, the rapscallion set designer, had plans for spectaculars he intended to produce one day.

         ‘The curtain goes up, the stage is bare, what the hell is going on? It’s a massive disappointment, but then … a single spot snaps on – pow! – and out of nowhere a solo human figure appears. He sings a bar of music, then one more. Then silence for a beat. Another beat. But then … wham! – lights! wow! – the stage revolves and it’s overflowing with dancers, musicians, tumblers, jugglers …’

         He wanted me to work with him.

         ‘I really can’t, you know, I’m still at school.’

         ‘Don’t worry, that’s ok. If I smell talent on someone I can wait for him.’

         He ran a trapeze troupe of bleach-haired beach boys whom he trained to global standards. You’d climb a rope ladder, stand on a tiny wooden platform, he’d yell

         ‘Pret!’

         You’d bend your knees, then thrust out at the swing as it hurtles towards you in a weighty upward curve, grab it with the palms of both your hands, make a wild, sprawling, looping, lurch out into thin air

         ‘I’m definitely, definitely joining a circus!’

         then be hurled back and your heels crunch on the tiny wooden platform.

         ‘No, no, I bloody told you, David, damn it, when you swing back you have to lift your fucking feet.’

         Actors, trapeze artists, stage crew would pick me up in sports cars after school, drive off into a nearby wood, amuse themselves for a few minutes by fumbling with my dick. It was dangerous and exciting and it was my life as I chose to live it but it wasn’t what I wanted. What I longed for was sex with my school friends but I couldn’t talk them into it.

         I was pretty certain that Arthur was gay. He was tall, bony, rugby-mad and an expert on the French Impressionists, especially Bonnard. He got on well with his parents and they with each other which seemed extraordinary to me. Perhaps it was because they weren’t Jewish? Perhaps that’s why I fancied him? Late one night I climbed over the wall around his parents’ house, crept to his bedroom, found him asleep, sat on the edge of his bed …

         ‘David, what the fuck are you doing here? Oh yes, I said I’d lend you my Apollinaire biography.’

         Our favourite poem by Apollinaire was

         
            
               Under the Pont Mirabeau flows the Seine

               And our loves

               Must I remember them?

               Joy always followed after pain

            

         

         I wrote poems every day, sometimes going too far.

         
            
               A thin taut wire runs through the house in which I live

               and I must walk along it, holding arms outstretched

               to keep my balance. For if I fall, if the slightest fly

               lights on me and I stoop to brush it off and then try

               to stand again, the wire will bend and snap …

            

         

         When the magazine containing this was published, Ma was so distressed she went to bed. I knocked on her door.

         ‘Dave?’

         Half rising from her rose-pink quilt, un-made up, haggard as a sea creature, she held out the puke-coloured magazine.

         ‘Is this how living here is for you? Tell me the truth.’

         ‘No, Ma, really, Ma, it doesn’t mean that at all, it doesn’t mean anything, Ma, it’s only a poem, Ma, honestly.’

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            Acting

         

         My all-boys junior school staged an Edwardian musical The Arcadians. I played the innocent maiden Chrysea.

         ‘The lie? What is … the lie?’

         was the high point of my part, our drama teacher, Margot, pulling faces in the wings as, once again, I failed to speak up. The headmaster, a bald-headed violist known to all as ‘Sally’, doubled as the show’s MD, conducting from the piano. He was renowned for putting his hand remarkably far down the front of blond boys’ trousers. At the photocall I was invited to pose solo in my purple taffeta.

         ‘But what does that represent?’ queried one of the lady teachers.

         ‘It represents Lan,’ Sally said.

         
            *

         

         At high school, Denis was two years ahead of me but we were both desperate to put on a play so we became close friends. We rehearsed Zoo Story by Edward Albee. He was altogether bigger than me so he played the blowhard Jerry. I was Peter the wimp. Jerry has all the long speeches.

         ‘Denis, can’t we skip this bit for now?’

         ‘Absolutely no way. It’s Jerry’s most self-revelatory monologue.’

         ‘But it’s so long. It goes on for pages.’

         ‘It’s complex. It’s subtle. It has a strong emotional curve. I need to work my way through it.’

         ‘Yeah but meanwhile I’m sitting on this bench doing fuck all. It’s great for you, it’s so damn boring for me.’

         One day it was suddenly crystal-clear that what our school lacked was a play-directing competition. We put up a notice inviting entries. There were two – Denis and me.

         In the library we found volumes of one-act plays. He chose Playgoers by Arthur Wing Pinero, a snobbish piece about Edwardian household servants having a night out at the ‘the-atre’. I directed The Crimson Coconut, a silly-ass farce about anarchists in Soho by Ian Hay. He acted in my production, I in his. We were allowed one performance in front of the school. The English staff sat in judgement. The winner was me.

         So now I had to organise a prize. I decided on seats for Once in a Lifetime by George Kaufman and Moss Hart which was playing at a local theatre and caught a bus to town to buy the tickets that would be presented the following morning at assembly. Next day when I dressed for school they’d vanished. Where the hell had I put them? Then it occurred to me that no one need actually see the prize. I put an old exam paper in an envelope, sealed it, wrote on it ‘Play Directing Award’ and a few hours later, to tepid applause, accepted it graciously.

         What is real in this hall of mirrors?

         Sim-salabim!

         
            *

         

         December 1969. Finally finished with school, Denis and I travelled to London. Our plan was to pay for our jaunt by interviewing famous theatre folk and selling our exclusives to local magazines. We wrote to ten selected luminaries. All replied, eight agreed – nine, in fact, but Alec Guinness wrote in his own tidy hand to say he’d be out of town for the festive season but would be quite willing to meet if we were still around in the New Year. Sadly, we replied, we wouldn’t be.

         We’d borrowed a reel-to-reel tape recorder. Over two weeks we interviewed Trevor Nunn about his exciting plans for the RSC of which he was the newly appointed artistic director, the great socialist actress Sybil Thorndike, then eighty-seven, who, warming to an anti-apartheid theme, described how much she adored her old pal Paul Robeson

         ‘If I see him I throw my arms around his neck and give him a great kiss on the cheek’,

         Paul Scofield whose honey-and-vinegar voice, recorded in the lounge of the Waldorf Hotel, was indecipherable on the tape above the rattle of tea cups, Tom Stoppard wry and courteous to two scruffy schoolboys, one plump, one toothpick-thin, who quizzed him on the themes of his intriguing new play then playing at the Old Vic, Peter Brook beneath the Christmas tree at his home off Kensington Church Street—

         (Fast forward twenty-two years …

         ‘Now, can you explain why I have a curious intuition that we may have met before.’

         ‘Umm, well, Peter, it’s an odd story actually …’)

         —and Nicholas Wright, or Nick, artistic director of the Royal Court’s newly opened Theatre Upstairs. I’d read in Plays and Players about his avant-garde seasons but, even more to the point, he came from Cape Town so we were keen to hear how he’d risen to do what he now did.

         We interviewed Nick in the tiny dressing room that doubled as his office. On the other side of the thin wall Peter Gill was rehearsing his new play The Sleeper’s Den with Eileen Atkins sprawling on a wide, low bed, anguished amidst the sheets.

         It was a wintry day. When I left, I forgot my umbrella. When Nick tells the story he says I did it on purpose. Possibly. Also that I tried to pick him up while I was interviewing him. Whether or not this last is true, I needed my umbrella. It took a number of phone calls to the stage door to ensure that when I came by to fetch it the artistic director would, as if by chance, be in.

         By the time Denis and I got home to Cape Town, most of our tapes had escaped their black plastic reels and were fatally crinkled. We listened to what we could. None was transcribed. By then I, for one, had more urgent things to think about.

         
            *

         

         Ma’s father Ben came from Riga, ‘the Paris of the East’. He was apprenticed to a furrier and tailor and in that way learned the skills he lived by. The firm he founded in Cape Town he called ‘The Nobility Fur Company’ though it was a one-man band. Unlike the ebullient huggers and kissers on Dad’s side, Ma’s team were corseted and fashion-conscious. In studio photographs of the 1930s, Grandma Fay and her twin sister Rose are glamorous flappers with bobbed hair and rosebud lips. Grandpa Ben, broad-faced with barley eyes, sports a stylish double-breasted blazer, white flannels, spats.

         He was gruff in his old age, given to barking ‘Fay! Fay!’, though he didn’t actually want her or need anything, while engrossed in the Racing Times under a wall-wide, gilt-framed oil painting of a peasant woman, babe in arms, struggling through banks of snow. He’d acquired it as settlement of a gambling debt. Everyone hated it.

         One day back in old Riga he’d received the crisis news that he was to be conscripted into the army. For a young Jew, army life was brutal. He had to get away but his name, Mordechai Fagan, would be listed among those prohibited from leaving the country, so his father bought the papers of a young man named Benyamin Carklin who had died before he was due to be called up. One evening Mordechai dressed himself in the suit he’d made to his own measurements telling his boss it was for a customer – and then Benyamin presented his new papers at the docks, boarded a vessel bound west for Liverpool and set off into the Baltic Sea, into the blue …
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