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For my father



PROLOGUE




CHAPTER ONE


A Short Story

I am sitting on a bench in a run-down park on the side of a hill overlooking the port of Ocho Rios in Jamaica. Far below, a giant cruise ship moves from the harbour out to sea. It is like a block of flats. Clockwork people wave from its decks in pretty colours. The blast of its horn bounces off the hills as it accelerates as fast as a car into the blue. In a matter of minutes this tub crammed with life – four thousand loved ones, shitting and pissing and complaining – is on the edge of the horizon. Soon it is a dot. Then nothing, engulfed in the flaming edge of dusk. It is quite romantic and slightly depressing – the perfect combination.

The noise of the town is a distant hum. Turtle-doves moan and flap in the trees and the shadows grow long over a derelict hotel, boarded up, pink and white, on the hill above me. Its terraces have been reclaimed by nature. In the old colonial days this used to be its garden. A waterfall cascades down a cliff into a series of pools filled with gigantic bleached goldfish that stare at you with vacant mulatto eyes from just beneath the surface, presided over by a vast banyan tree. Under its branches, butterflies flit in and out of the dim beams of the sinking sun. The occasional splosh is their death knell. A few gardeners move through the park, dressed in blue dungarees. They don’t seem to be doing much, but Jamaica is a lazy place locked in slow motion.

Two women appear at the top of the hill and walk carefully down the path towards the pools and the tree. They are an odd couple. One is a sturdy brunette squeezed into a black mini dress. It barely covers her arse. She has a large nose and drooping eyes and speaks English with a Jamaican lilt. She could be black. She could be white. Actually she could be Jordanian. Her friend is like a baby sparrow that has fallen from its nest, slightly disorientated as she hops from step to step down the hazardous path in Uggs and a tracksuit.

They are white, ageless and slightly chavvy. They look as if they might have been sleeping rough. Or perhaps they are from the cruise ships and have simply missed the boat and are now living in the bushes. Either way, they sit down and both light up cigarettes, which they suck at thoughtfully while contemplating the view and the next move.

‘I got Demerol,’ says the larger one finally.

‘Doesn’t work for me,’ replies the little sparrow curtly. She has a gravelly Viennese accent with a Thames Estuary undertow. She is mildly bad tempered. ‘What are we gonna do?’

‘Drive to Montego Bay, I suppose. What else can we do?’

‘All the way to Montego Bay for a fucking prescription? You gotta be kidding.’

‘Barbiturates she said! You need a special form. A papal fucking dispensation.’

They have arrived at some kind of impasse, returning their attention to the view with two co-ordinated huffs, followed by another cigarette. One has the pack. The other has the lighter. It’s a Busby Berkeley routine of hands and mouths, of leaning in and lighting up and leaning back, and they are suddenly – comically – engulfed in smoke.

‘Steve has Percocet,’ says the brunette drearily, a sudden thought, barely energised as the fog lifts.

‘Percocet! Vicodin! Demerol! I told you. Morphine doesn’t agree with me. I need codeine.’ The little bird would be furious now if she had the energy. She is a strange creature, beautiful and graceful despite her moon boots. Her eyes are fierce and black for a moment but then she cocks her head to one side and chuckles. ‘I haven’t heard that word for years.’

‘What word?’

‘Barbiturates. It’s quite Valley of the Dolls, isn’t it?’ She speaks like a child, trustingly, with no filter, and she reminds me of someone, but I can’t think who.

I get up and walk towards them.

‘I couldn’t help overhearing what you were saying,’ I say politely.

‘My God,’ snorts the nose, deeply put out. She hurls a protective sausage of an arm around the little bird’s bony shoulder.

‘But I happen to have some Tramadol near by, if you would like some.’

They stare at me aghast for a moment, and then the bird breaks into a dazzling smile. ‘I’m afraid Tramadol doesn’t suit me. As you probably heard, I am allergic to morphine.’

‘It was just a thought.’

‘Are you from one of the ships?’ asks the little bird.

‘Good lord, no.’ It is my turn to be shocked.

‘You staying at the inn?’ accuses the nose.

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Did you get lost? No one from the inn comes up here.’

‘I was searching for a house.’

They both look bewildered, and so I explain. It’s a long pointless story and their attention dims with the day.

‘It’s called Honeycomb. I thought it was on this street.’

‘Honeycomb?’ sneers the nose. ‘Who lives there?’

‘No one. A friend’s godparents lived there after the war. When I said I was coming, he showed me a postcard of it. It looked rather sweet. I thought it might be fun to see if it was still there.’

I have a crotchety friend in London called Bob. Over the years he has occasionally talked about his rather ghastly godparents called John and Joyce. They moved to Jamaica in the fifties and came home every summer on a boat, regaling Bob’s mother with tales of Caribbean horror – how the local shopkeeper called Joyce an evil white bitch (she was, actually), how Noël Coward once came for drinks and then was overheard saying that if he ever saw them again he was moving to St Lucia. How Bob always thought that with enough sucking up they might leave the house to him. (No such luck.) John died, and Joyce sold up and moved to the South Coast of England. Death in Bournemouth. In our friendship they became a byword for everything that was stuck-up and conventional. ‘It was a bit John and Joyce, dear,’ Bob once said after a rather dreary performance of mine in a Jacobean tragedy, and the phrase stuck.

A few weeks ago, at lunch, I tell Bob that I am going to Ocho Rios, and he digs out letters and a picture of their pretty colonial bungalow called Honeycomb. We have a laugh and think no more about it. But arriving in Jamaica, desperately searching for a reasonable excuse not to start work on the book I am writing, I suddenly remember. Honeycomb! What a marvellous idea. Bob will love it if I manage to track it down. I ring him up and ask for directions. He is not particularly amused.

‘God, you must be bored, dear.’

‘Not bored. Desperate.’

So I have spent two fruitless days scouring the hills, high on ganja. Now I have arrived at the end of the road – literally – and the gates of this run-down park.

‘This place is a tip since the cruise ships came,’ says the little bird at the end of my tale.

‘So it’s probably been knocked down.’

‘Unless it’s that strip joint with the dwarf,’ suggests the nose.

‘God. Where’s that?’

‘You want to go?’ asks the bird, brightening.

‘Not really.’

‘It doesn’t really get started until after midnight.’

‘Oh. I’m in bed by then.’

‘Me too.’

Silence. The nose’s cellphone rings and she begins a long conversation in patois.

‘Do you want to have a walk around the garden?’ suggests the bird.

‘I’d love to.’

We potter slowly around the park, through its collapsed arbours and overgrown pathways. I feel as if I have known this woman in a past life. We chat pleasantly, tipsy with anonymity, revealing too much. She must be at least sixty but she acts like a little girl. Her face is deeply lined, but her eyes sparkle and her smile is radiant. She knows the names of all the trees, and picks their leaves, crushing them in her fingers.

‘Smell this.’

‘Delicious.’

‘I can’t think where that pimento tree went. It was here yesterday.’ She is stooping – looking at the ground for clues.

‘Over here!’ shouts her friend from another part of the garden, laughing. ‘She can’t remember anything!’

‘Oh yes. That’s where it’s gone.’ The little bird hops over.

It is dusk and we are back at the edge of the park.

‘I’m Anita, by the way,’ says the bird.

‘Rupert.’

‘See you at the inn maybe. We swim there sometimes.’

And I get into my car and drive back to the hotel.

Later, I am sitting in the empty bar of the hotel nursing a second rum punch, staring vacantly at the view. The moon and the first stars are sliding up the dimming sky. The cocktail chatter, a tinkling piano and the distant slap of the waves against the beach are more cheap wine to my doused senses and something clicks in my head.

‘Anita Pallenberg,’ I say out loud. Someone is walking on my grave.

*

Flashback. A bus groans up a misty hill onto the North Yorkshire moors. It is a dismal Saturday afternoon in 1973. I am sitting at the back with three other boys from my school, Brock, Elliot and Wynton. We are out of bounds and are trying to blend in, but our plummy accents set us apart from the other travellers – grim Yorkshire housewives in heavy coats and scarves, sitting like giant chickens among their shopping bags. The outside world is shrouded in a thick mist, so that one can see only the road, the stone walls either side and the silhouettes of nearby trees in the milky space, until we come upon a village, first one cottage, then another and then a little high street of grey doll’s houses looms at us through the haze. With stifled giggles and beating hearts we cower in our seats. We must not be discovered.

The bus grinds to a halt in front of the post office, and we hold our breath as two monks – teachers from our school – appear through the mist, majestic in their black winding sheets, arms folded inside, deep in conversation. Monks don’t walk, they hover, and for a horrible moment it looks as though they are going to hover on to the bus, but at the last moment they turn into the pub. Christ’s mission is thirsty work. The door slams shut and the bus strains back onto the open road. We boys sigh dramatically with relief. A snaggle-toothed lady in front of us turns round.

‘Tha’ were looky.’ She winks a pouchy eye.

‘Wasn’t it?’ agrees Wynton, somewhat frostily.

As we hit the open country we all light cigarettes and relax. Friendships are intense and uncomplicated when you are a child. They begin and end in a moment, but for the time being, me, Brock, Elliot and Wynton live in each other’s pockets. We are an offbeat gang, living fully and without fear because the future is as misty as the view from the bus. We are fourteen years old, obsessed by sex and rebellion, and have discovered an exotic cinema in York, which enables us to indulge both of these delicious new pleasures at the same time. It’s a run-down music hall with a circle and a balcony – scattered with a mélange of flashers, bonking couples and art-house freaks (such as there are in York), showing X-rated films and soft porn. The red velvet seats are spattered with cigarette burns and the whole place smells of that delicate blend of smoke, sweat and semen, with an added note of carbolic wafting from the toilets – the signature fragrance of the British provincial fleapit. In the alley running along one side of the theatre is a fire escape with a broken door.

Last week we watched a film called Black Snake starring our favourite wank material Anouska (née Hempel, now Lady Wein berg). Elliot claims to have come fourteen times under his anorak watching her. The rest of us are sceptical. However, we have just discovered orgasm and we practise achieving it religiously in our cubicles, day and night, kneeling before our stupas to Anouska and other Blessed Virgins. We have not yet learnt to be secretive about sex. Wanking is still innocent, a gentleman’s pursuit. I am already conducting clandestine homosexual experiments in the classics room, but this is another me, coiled and complicated, and I have learnt to ignore him. He is completely effaced in the present company and I shall be wanking as hard as the others under my anorak during the famous sex scene in Performance – the most scandalous and amoral film of the decade, according to Fr Martin in the Art Room.

In York we skulk around the streets biding our time. Being out of bounds – particularly as far away as York – is living dangerously and we face ‘rustication’ if caught. We take every corner like an army manoeuvre, arriving at the swing doors into the alley at exactly the right moment. As the last show’s audience dribbles out, we slip through the gate and run up the fire escape, heading straight for the loos where we hide until the next show starts. For about half an hour we whisper and giggle in our cubicles, dissecting the usual schoolboy issues, the holidays, the people who are pissing us off, looking at the usual pictures of hairy splayed vaginas and cocks shooting sperm. The cistern drips and the occasional man comes in to relieve himself, his footsteps scratching against the concrete floor. At the familiar sound of the Pearl & Dean anthem, we creep from the loo into the theatre. We do not sit together. It’s a rule. If one of us is caught, we meet at the bus stop later.

The film begins. The voices echo through the darkness from the clapped-out sound system. The stalls are half full. Smoke curls up to the gods from a hundred glowing cigarettes smoked listlessly by ghostly faces intent on the action. The usherette weaves down the aisle with her torch, a busty silhouette in front of the huge screen. I get comfortable with my anorak and open my flies and a glorious feeling of freedom shimmers through my body.

How I love Performance. Coming from a solid background of Reach for the Sky, The Sound of Music and recently All About Eve, shunted between a Georgian rectory and a freezing dormitory, with its bells, times for meals, respect for one’s elders, tame children’s parties, hunting, stalking and stockbroking, confession and communion, it has never crossed my mind that people like Mick Jagger and Anita Pallenberg could possibly exist. When James Fox – dazzling as the hit man Chas – walks into their house in Notting Hill, my world stands still.

I completely forget about wanking.

The place itself amazes me. Within the familiar architectural confines of a decaying London mansion, the fuck pad of a down-at-heel Tangier queen has been conjured up, with a dash of Dracula thrown in. I have never seen a place like this. It is the magic island of an androgynous Prospero, decorated with Hammond organs and loudspeakers like upright coffins, afghan rugs and Moroccan cushions, lit by candles and Tiffany lamps.

Fifteen feet high, Anita – naked under a fur coat, with a Super-8 camera rather than a handbag – stalks into a darkened room with a heavily draped bed where two people sleep in one another’s arms. Are they men or women? It is hard to tell. (Mick Jagger’s teats look as tugged as a Jersey cow’s.) Anita stumbles across the huge bed and straddles the sleeping beauties, tweaking a nipple here and licking a giant lip there, before dropping her coat to reveal a lithe boy’s body. Roused and aroused, they all begin to fuck – still half asleep – their bodies merging into one another until you can’t tell who’s doing what to who. Mick pulls the covers over them. In the tent underneath the partouze rolls on. Anita rubs coke on her teeth with her finger and for a second she looks rabid and dangerous. They stroke and squeeze and mount one another, until Anita finally emerges from the sea of soiled sheets exhausted. It is the first full-on sex scene I have ever watched.

Looking across the stalls, I can see that the others are already hard at it, shuddering like washing machines on full spin, but I am in shock and have forgotten to start. These three androgynous beauties are what I want to be, how I want to live. Everything these characters do seems to be incredibly important, intensely real, not like conventional acting. I am spellbound by Mick’s face, his gigantic flesh-eating lips, the rows of teeth, the enormous dog’s tongue, made for licking things out, the eyes caked in kohl, glimmering with scag, not that I have the first idea what all these things are yet. I just know instinctively that they’ve got my name written on them. Anita is staggeringly beautiful and her smile lights up the screen in a new way. I don’t know who I want to be more. Him or Her. They are characters from a fairy story. Anita gives a big magic mushroom to James, nuzzling his ear, and whispering in a breathless European lilt, well mannered, to the manor born but a big slut at the same time, ‘Can’t you stay one more day?’

I am in heaven. I don’t know why. I don’t even know what a magic mushroom is. I am completely gobsmacked. Performance is the closing door through which I bolt and now – quite suddenly – the whole of my world is a question mark. On the bus drive back to school nothing looks the same, not even Brock and Elliot and Wynton. They hated the film. Elliot only came once. Our friendships cool from this day on, and I am out of that cloister of black beetles and rugger buggers within six months.

The inn is a blue and white colonial hotel built into the hill above a small bay a couple of miles outside Ocho Rios. Its beautiful gardens slope down to the beach. There is a croquet lawn with an old roller parked next to it. The sea splashes gently onto the beach and amazing birds – herons, egrets and pink doves – fly from one side of the rocky cove to the other, breathtaking silhouettes against the sky spattered with fluffy clouds.

Mary is the manager of the hotel. She is a white Jamaican lady, extremely thin, dressed to the nines each night, a pirate queen in couture, with two spaniels at her feet. She runs the place as if it were her own home – a benign dictatorship where her rule of law extends to the guests who worship her. They are an eccentric group of upper-class English couples who flock to this time warp like birds to an oasis at sunset. Folded in among them are some old-school Americans, a reclusive model and her boyfriend, and, last week, the Archbishop of York in a kaftan. It is a delightful place, full of surprises, an old photograph come to life. Jackets are worn at night and a band plays oldie hits and comfortable reggae while the guests dine and dance cheek to cheek among the tables.

I never find Honeycomb. All trace of John and Joyce has been swept away. Instead I have strangely – uncannily – found myself. The chance encounter with Anita shines a new light on old times. Sloshed on a deckchair, looking out to sea, feeling rather dramatic, it occurs to me that in fact my childhood went down without a trace that afternoon in York. Performance was the iceberg. Within a year (it takes a long time to sink a middle-class Catholic upbringing) I had thrown myself into a life of excess on the seabed. Within three I had constructed a new world for myself – or underworld – in similar darkened rooms and dank basements, and if my budget extended only to lava lamps, beanbags and Indian prints from Barker’s Bargain Basement, then those economies were largely written off by an excess of sexual ambiguity and mind-bending chemicals. The contract I later forged with show business – to disastrous effect and a risible blindness: the National Theatre was not a Nic Roeg film after all – was directly inspired by the image of these people: Mick, Anita and Michelle Breton, the third wheel of the act, living outside the law and writing their own constitution. ‘Sister Morphine’ was my theme tune, and I dreamt of being arrested as much as awarded.

Even now the impact of that crash with Performance echoes through my life. My flat is still Moroccan Baroque, and now Anita, the ultimate goddess of my youth, has risen from the sea in wellington boots and a tracksuit, as unrecognisable as the resurrected Jesus on the Sea of Tiberias. The penny has dropped too late. The days turn to weeks but I have no further visions although she has been constantly on my mind.

It is strange meeting famous people. One knows so much about them. Alone at dinner one night I suddenly remember that she shot a young man.

‘No, darling,’ says Bob on the telephone the next day. (Apart from being John and Joyce’s godson, he is an expert on anything concerning the sixties.) ‘He shot himself. It was her gun. She had taken a room in Claridge’s and no one could get her out.’

‘She sounds fabulous.’

‘Deranged, actually.’

In his book Keith Richards describes a summer dawn – or dusk, I can’t remember which – in the sixties: he and Anita in a sports car screeching round hairpin bends through clouds of orange blossom in the hills above the coast of Spain. Keith is steering. Anita is sucking him off. The car roars and brakes, grinding through its gears as Anita drives Keith to distraction. ‘You don’t know what a blow job is until you have had one from Anita Pallenberg,’ he writes. With word of mouth like that, who needs a publicist?

It is the last afternoon. Tomorrow I am moving further along the island. It is nearly dusk, that moment on a beach when colours intensify. Anita is walking into the ocean in a red bikini. She splashes at the water, suddenly disappears and surfaces some distance off, standing again, looking out to sea, pushing the hair from her face with both hands. She is a young girl again. She sees me and waves.

‘Where have you been?’ I shout, accusingly.

‘Here.’

‘I’m leaving tomorrow for Firefly.’

‘From Honeycomb to Firefly. What are you? An elf?’

She comes out of the water, tottering slightly as she is carried by a wave onto the beach. She sits down, dripping, suddenly ancient.

‘I’ve had so much to do up at the house. Can’t you stay one more day?’

The same line years later, a different Performance. Maybe I should write a short story. A travelling player with broadening hips and a femme fatale from the sixties marooned in a colonial hotel at the end of the world. Complete strangers. Destination unknown. She is wise and childlike. He is foolish and complicated. Both have a shadowy past. Her nerve endings have shrivelled and died in those shadows – hence the codeine. He has lost his nerve coming out of them.

‘How’s your book going?’

‘It isn’t. Actually I might start with a short story about you looking for the missing pimento tree in the park.’

Anita laughs. ‘A very short story.’

The setting sun plays tricks. For a moment it shines directly at her, throwing razor-thin shadows along every line of her face. Suddenly she is the dark witch of legend, the evil beauty whose terrible deeds I have heard of for as long as I can remember. It’s just for a moment. The world rolls over, the shadows deepen and her smile cuts through them as a good-looking waiter with a gold watch and a tight white shirt arrives with a coconut. He gives it to her and she is a child again. He is extremely flirtatious. I am impressed.

‘You’ve still got it, Anita.’

I laugh as we watch his tight arse walk back up to the hotel, dragging a long shadow behind it across the lawn.

‘Not bad for nearly seventy, eh?’

We chat on as the night draws in – old friends catching up after a lifetime, although in fact we have hardly met. Anita is a blonde Buddha, open and empty, affectionate and humorous. She expresses no rancour for the past, nor expectation for the future, beyond the desire never to winter in England again, if she can help it. She has survived with dignity, on her own terms. Once she was at the epicentre of an exploding universe. Now she is a solitary diamond flickering in the night sky. As the light falls from her face it seems to me that she is changing again, ebbing with it, almost invisible as life reduces to a single point in the darkness. The water behind her is blood red for a minute. The stars appear one by one as the last orange squiggle melts into the sea and we are silent as the same thought hits us both. It is extraordinary just to be here.

Anita is still my ideal. Tomorrow I will begin my book.




CHAPTER TWO



An Escort Called Joe


I am sitting at the bar. I am leaving early tomorrow. A man in pink trousers with a matching face introduces me to his wife. Next season I should really get a job playing the piano here. It would be the perfect end. We discuss various films I have or have not made. They are sweet and old-fashioned, extremely courteous.


‘Bad show about The Apprentice,’ he says expansively, as they get up to leave.


‘What do you mean?’ I can’t think what he is talking about.


‘Walking out like that. We were watching.’


‘Oh. I see. Yes. Wasn’t it awful.’


‘It showed a complete lack of moral fibre.’ His wife tries to pull him away.


‘Come on, darling.’


‘It couldn’t have been that bad?’ He beams ferociously.


‘You had to be there.’


He sits down again. I groan inwardly.


‘Do tell us about it. Dorothy adores Piers Morgan.’


*


I am sitting at a table in a sumptuous hotel suite with three men. I do not know them but we are straining every nerve to connect because we’re a team, taking part in a reality TV show for charity. Circling us silently, like sharks, are three figures with cameras. Their lenses scrutinise us – weird glassy black holes that we try to ignore, dilating as one of us says something funny, coming in close so that our skins shiver. They feel like living creatures, these cameras, while their operators are possessed drones and our brains go into a performance overdrive for their sake. Cables are held by obedient vassals. They are fed with care through doors into other rooms where banks of winking computers have replaced beds and the action next door is compressed into TV screens standing one on top of another. Production assistants watch intensely, making notes on clipboards and whispering to each other. The air throbs with a vibration I have not sensed since leaving boarding school at the age of fifteen.


Why am I here? A complicated question that may take a little time and some soul searching to answer. There is a lady named Emma Freud. She is married to a man called Richard Curtis. He is the wunderkind of the British film business. Curtis, for anyone who doesn’t know, is to Blair’s Britain what Leni Riefenstahl was to Hitler’s Germany, and Notting Hill, a film he wrote and produced, was the silver-screen face of Cool Britannia. A grim, lifeless romantic comedy about ‘the special relationship’ between Julia Roberts and Hugh Grant. But already I digress. Focus.


Richard Curtis’s life is a movie (Richard Actually) and Emma is his perfectly cast cohort. Impeccably connected, she is the daughter of Clement Freud, the niece of Lucien and the great-granddaughter of Sigmund. Her brother is the official diabolical nuncio Matthew Freud, himself gastrologically aligned for power, married as he is to the daughter of Rupert Murdoch, our recently deposed puppet master, and all these people live very close to power. Emma knows all the backstairs routes that connect number ten with number eleven. (I know only routes between numbers one and two. And not Downing Street.) These people have always avoided me, as I have them.


A few years earlier, Robbie Williams asked me to compère his swing concert at the Albert Hall, and sing with him the track we had recorded together. It sounded like fun. Richard Curtis was the director. It sounded even better. Richard was preparing Love Actually at the time. My brain went into overdrive. Maybe during the Robbie rehearsals I could grab the leading role from the jaws of Hugh Grant. Yes, I would be more amusing, more debonair, so deep that Richard would turn to Emma in bed one night and say: ‘I think I’ve had enough of Hugh. Rupert will be my new muse.’


Well, at first it all went according to plan. I sat with Richard and Emma during rehearsals. There wasn’t much directing to do. Robbie was a one-man band. He knew how to work a crowd, and at the Albert Hall concert he reached his zenith. We all just sat around, waiting for our turn to be sucked dry by his hoover-like magnetism. Richard wrote my part, and we had a little rehearsal. The show was a great success. The BBC got a record number of complaints, which is always the sign of a hit. After the show, Richard came into my dressing room.


‘You were absolutely marvellous,’ he said.


‘Thanks, Richard,’ I replied, pinching myself just to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Was it all going to work out as I had planned? ‘I hope we see each other soon,’ I ventured hopefully.


‘Yes, that would be lovely. Here. Let me give you my number.’


Orgasm. Images of renewed Hollywood stardom burst across my brain like fireworks. ‘And the winner is … Rupert Everett for Love Actually.’ I could hear the applause.


Unfortunately, a party of hags and swamp bitches had congregated in my dressing room and were all dangerously drunk. One of them, drunker than the rest, was the director John Maybury, a friend of mine from the dawn of time. He lurched towards us, his blue eyes glittering dangerously, and thrust his face in between Richard and me.


‘This is my friend John Maybury,’ I stammered, smelling trouble and alcohol on the same breath.


The room suddenly turned silent. I looked round. John’s boyfriend Baillie was looking at me with a frightful grimace, arms outstretched. Everyone else – Princess Julia, Antony Price, Huge Crack, Les Childs and Connie, my PR – stood and gaped. It must feel like this on a beach momentarily drained of sea before the onslaught of a tsunami.


‘Oh, hello, John,’ said Richard, pleasantly. ‘I did so enjoy Love Is the Devil.’


John thought for a moment and cracked a smile as huge as the Cheshire cat’s. He had a big famous mouth in more ways than one.


‘Why, thank you, Richard,’ he replied. ‘But look at your own achievements. You have single-handedly destroyed British cinema.’


‘Aw my gawd!’ muttered Princess Julia, but otherwise silence.


Richard’s pupils dilated slightly, and the tip of his nose flushed. I broke into a sweat.


All I could see were eyes. John’s were bloodshot fried eggs and Richard’s were narrow and icy, like a ferret’s. Mine were enormous and about to pop out of their sockets and roll across the floor. John took a generous gulp from his glass and waited for the ball to be lobbed back, with the same killer smile cutting his face (one of them) in half, but Richard just looked at his watch.


‘Well, let’s be in touch. All the best.’ And he left the room.


Needless to say, I did not get a part in Love Actually or anything else actually, then or since.


So when Emma Freud called me and asked me to take part in a charity version of The Apprentice, I should have just said no. But I didn’t. I never can.


‘When is it?’ I asked lamely.


‘Not for a couple of months. There is a task,’ explained Emma on the phone, ‘and it’s made for you. It’ll be a doddle. Only four days’ work.’


Four days in two months’ time was a dot on the horizon, and I said yes. I didn’t have a television and had never even seen The Apprentice, but I imagined it was something along the same lines as The Avengers, so I gurgled encouragingly back down the line and thought no more about it, hoping I’d get the Purdey role. I should have asked, what kind of task would be a doddle? What is a doddle in the Curtis–Freud world? But I put down the phone and thought no more about it.


The day before the show was due to begin, a lady telephoned and told me to pack enough clothes for four nights away.


‘But I’m not going away,’ I said.


‘They want all the teams to stay together during the task.’


Teams?


‘Oh well, I can’t. I have to go home to my own bed.’ Silence. God, I remember thinking, I’ve always hated Red Nose Day, and now this …


The next evening a car came with the same lady inside to collect me and take me to the secret venue where I was to meet with the rest of my team, and the other team, and, of course, Alan Sugar.


‘Who on earth is Alan Sugar?’ I laughed, intrigued.


‘You don’t know Alan Sugar?’


‘No, I don’t. Is he a singer?’


‘No. He is the star of The Apprentice.’


‘Aha,’ I said knowingly.


It was just before Christmas. People tumbled about the streets in Santa hats, drunk from the office party. Soon we left the West End behind, then west London. Where the fuck were we going? Finally we arrived at a kind of disused warehouse, where there were a lot of other cars and vans, and more official-looking ladies bundled up against the cold, breathing smoke, waving clipboards and screaming red-carpet jangles into their walkie-talkies.


‘Copy that. Go for Ginger. I have Mr Everett.’


I was taken into a dimly lit scene dock where twelve celebrities were gathered in the gloom. The walls were black and it felt like being in a gigantic aquarium. Cameramen circled the stars like sharks around bloody meat, pilot fish at their shoulders, expressionless lads holding mini lamps, which were shone on the weird pasty faces of our favourite dishes. There was a gnawing tension in the air as everyone tried to acclimatise themselves to the cameras. The women’s team were huddled together, and I wished I was one of them. Susannah Constantine, Cheryl Cole and Jo Brand. They were acting normal, heightened, slightly hysterical, but to anyone in the know their eyes gave them away, momentarily swivelling round, looking for the familiar things: the bar, the PR, the way out. They carried suitcases and seemed to have barricaded themselves behind them against the onslaught of the male team who were circling with the cameramen, trying to get some juicy dialogue going for the show.


This team of men, this band of brothers, glistened with testosterone in the spotlights. It oozed from their every pore like sap and froze me to the marrow. Alastair Campbell, Piers Morgan and Ross Kemp had their suitcases in their hands as if they were getting on the school train. In fact the whole thing reminded me of school. Here were the same rugger buggers and bullies I had escaped all those years ago, wearing the same slouchy sixth-form clothes. I could think of one thing only. Escape.


Emma Freud sidled up to me, and I had to restrain myself from breaking her neck. A camera swept in with her.


‘So you know the task?’ she giggled. ‘Everyone else does.’


‘No. No one told me.’ My eyes were about to pop out. I had to send a message to my eyelids.


‘You’re going to love it.’


‘Am I? Are you sure?’


‘Yes. It’s made for you.’


Now Piers Morgan emerged from the depths towards me.


‘You’ve got to call Madonna,’ he boomed. ‘What’s her number?’


He got his cellphone out ready to dial.


At the word Madonna, the camera lens dilated and looked at me questioningly.


‘Madonna,’ I blundered. ‘I don’t know if I have her number.’


‘Course you do. Where’s your phone?’


Piers was definitely not afraid of the camera. He had been itching to get in front of it for years. This may have been a charity event but it was also a diving board. He was going to bellyflop into the water and splash around until he got what he wanted. (American Idol followed by the Parkinson slot.)


‘Come on!’ he said.


‘Well, she’s not really talking to me at the moment,’ I said, looking guiltily at the camera.


‘Ah!’ mimicked Piers unpleasantly. ‘Where’s your phone?’


I produced my battered old Nokia with the smashed screen, and waved it hopelessly.


‘What am I going to tell her?’


‘She’s got to give us a lot of money.’


‘She won’t like that.’ I started scrolling.


Piers looked at me. He was about to speak when our camera spied something more interesting across the room and shot away. The lights snapped off. The scene was over. Piers swam off.


I went over to talk to the girls.


‘God, I wish I was on your team,’ I said.


‘I know. Poor you,’ said Jo.


‘Are we all meant to stay the night together?’


‘Yes. In some hotel.’


‘I didn’t bring any things,’ I whined. I was turning into clingy desperate me. Ugh.


The hospitality girls arranged us in a line and gave us each a cue to go into the next room where apparently Alan Sugar was waiting for us like the Wizard of Oz. One by one our names were called out and we mounted the scaffold.


‘Have a fabulous time,’ said Emma, blowing a kiss, as my name was called out.


Imagine my surprise when I saw Sid James sitting on one side of a large table.


‘Isn’t that …?’ I whispered to Piers.


‘That’s Alan Sugar,’ Piers replied in a worshipful murmur.


Our two teams sat opposite him. Sid was flanked by Hattie Jacques and some other Carry On character. Both flunkeys regarded us severely.


Alan introduced himself to each of us, with that blunt insolence peculiar to all barrow-boy billionaires. I suppose this was all part of the fun. He laid into poor Jo Brand for being too fat. She couldn’t have cared less, rummaged in her bag and extracted a giant bar of Fruit and Nut and threw it at him. It was water off a duck’s back to Jo, but Ross Kemp was slightly more sensitive. Sid made some unpleasant remarks about Ross’s recent divorce. They dripped with innuendo. It was all way above my head.


‘What’s this all about?’ I whispered to Piers.


‘Apparently Rebekah his wife found him in bed with someone. The police had to be called in to pull them apart.’


‘What? Ross and the someone? Had they got stuck?’


‘No. Ross and Rebekah, you idiot.’


Rebekah, incidentally, was the editor-in-chief of the Sun newspaper. It was a juicy scandal. After a few minutes of Sid’s grilling Ross went purple.


This rough-diamond aggression was Alan Sugar’s trademark, and he worked it to the hilt. It was a strangely Vaudeville performance, and weird too, because in contrast to the blunt insults that came from his mouth, he had the sad hangdog eyes of a St Bernard under a troubled brow. He was quite vain, and a little girl popped up from under the table to adjust the hair that was like beige haircord and powder down the klaxon nose. He was a postmodern clown, tragic and angry, and The Apprentice was this year’s Big Top. His delivery was sheer Sid James. They could have been twins.


In fact, I am not at all sure, to this day, that the whole Lord Sugar phenomenon is not one great big heist. Maybe the whole Carry On team have been made Labour peers without us knowing it. Barbara, Duchess of Windsor. Anyway, whether he was Alan or Sid, he was pretty unpleasant to everyone, and if that wasn’t enough for one day, he then explained the task. We were to organise a giant funfair for one thousand celebrities that was to take place in three days. We had to raise a certain amount of money, and each group had to set up sideshows, bars and hot-dog stands, parking, security, publicity, everything.


My heart sank. It was the week before Christmas! The one week in the whole year when everybody has plans for every minute of every day. Nobody is sitting around during the week before Christmas doing nothing, and if they are, then the last thing they want to do is go to yet another Red Nose Day event in the freezing cold where they have to lay out a whole lot more cash than they have already spent, satiating their starving chicks on the Christmas orgy. It seemed ludicrous.


I looked for signs of fatigue among the other contestants but their smiles were glued on, except for Ross Kemp who was fuming.


‘Any questions?’ growled Sid James. No one answered. ‘Then good luck. Enjoy yourselves.’


We were dismissed and taken to a bar to get to know each other. I sat on a couch in the corner with a glass of wine and wished I was dead. This was a nightmare.


Actually it was a dream come true. Ever since I can remember, I have had a recurring dream about being sent back to boarding school. Sometimes I am packing my trunk. At others I am arriving in my dormitory, or going in to school prayers. Everybody whispers as I walk by, because I am not a child in these dreams. I am the person I am on the day of the dream, so usually I am a famous movie star. Sometimes I am going to a première in my school cap and shorts. I can’t take them off because I might be spanked. (Wet dream.) Sometimes I am late for a performance in the theatre in London because I am brushing my teeth at a row of sinks, ludicrous in dressing gown and slippers, in a crowd of tiny boys. (Anxiety dream.) Or sometimes I am on the skids and am sent back to school by my agent. (Realistic dream.) No matter how much I try to explain that I shouldn’t be there, that I have to leave, no one listens. They look right through me because they can see only a small boy acting up.


‘But Mummy, I’m famous now.’


‘I know, darling. Isn’t that super?’


How can I go and live in a dormitory with other boys?


‘You’re boring me now, darling! Pull yourself together. You’ll love it when you get there.’


Dreams do come true. This was the first day of school. There were the big boys, with their untucked shirts and terrifying testosterone levels, the friendly matrons and misses, sympathetic but distant, and finally, appearing out of nowhere, everyone’s hero, our very own scoutmaster, Mr Curtis.


‘Gather round, everyone!’ he said.


‘Hooray!’ we all roared. We jostled in, eager scouts and cubs. Richard was rather like a big blond schoolboy, a white rat. He had that confidence one loves in the school’s most popular prefect.


‘Sir. Sir. Sir.’


We all put up our hands in worship, hoping for a nod, a wink, a wank even.


‘Now you all know the form,’ he continued, arms akimbo. Only his toggle was missing. ‘It’s going to be tough. But a lot of fun, I think. I believe you’re going to the hotel now, and the sooner you all get started the better. There’s a lot of work to do. Any questions?’


‘Yes. I have one,’ drawled Jo Brand. ‘Couldn’t we just click our fingers like they did in Los Angeles?’


Polite giggles. Mr Curtis threw back his head and laughed.


‘No, Jo, we can’t!’ he said.


I wanted to ask when dinner was, but didn’t dare.


‘Well, good luck everyone. Have a smashing time.’


Everyone picked up their suitcases, signed their release forms and braced themselves for the next circle of the inferno.


I was bundled into a car with Alastair Campbell. It was already nine o’clock. Alastair and I were squeezed onto the back seat while two camera sharks and their pilot fish squatted at our feet, pointing their various tools in our direction. There was obviously going to be no off-camera time. We were both rigid with performance as we scrolled through our phones, pretending to look for people to call and ask for money.


‘I don’t know anyone,’ I moaned.


‘Of course you do,’ encouraged Alastair, looking over my phone. ‘Who’s Joe Escort?’


I took a moment to think. The camera’s black hole rounded on me enquiringly, dilating into a close-up.


‘Um. An escort called Joe?’


‘Any money?’ replied Alastair without missing a beat.


‘Tons probably. Cash too.’


We drifted off into our own thoughts. I tried to think of some ingenious way to escape, because I knew I could not spend four days with these people and their cameras in our faces 24/7. I had arrived at my charity Waterloo. Here I was, sitting in a car with the man who sexed up the dossier that took us to war in Iraq. Actually he was rather nice in person, but so was Hitler. Alastair was discreet and world weary, like a retired gym teacher. He seemed big, badly dressed and sexy, and his sad eyes looked medicated. Maybe taking us to war had exhausted him. Being too close to power had eaten a chunk out of him. At any rate he wasn’t going to headbang anyone on this gig, although he did have a big knobbly nose that was made for aggression or at least cunnilingus. It was going to get bigger as he got older. But the old Blair thug was no longer there. Not even a whisper. Thank God. Hopefully the camera was not reading my thoughts because my shark looked briefly from his eyepiece and winked. He seemed exhausted too.


We finally arrived at some West End hotel in a suite that reminded me of Tutankhamen’s tomb. The bedrooms had been stripped of furniture and crammed with all the apparatus of reality. Behind their closed doors, directors and assistants huddled over banks of screens, whispering instructions on walkie-talkies, while in the large sitting room Piers and Ross were warming up, lobbing chit-chat back and forth. Thank God for the painkillers I had stolen from my mother’s bathroom. A couple of Tramadol and a large vodka in the bar on the way up, and the flooding panic began to subside. Sort of. I sat down. A little round make-up lady scuttled from a cupboard to powder me down and then ran back in, slamming the door behind her. Cables coiled across the floors, dragged by unseen forces round the furniture and under doors. Piers paced the room talking at length to Philip Green, another bright light on the charity scene, while Alastair Campbell called Tony Blair’s office. Maybe I should phone the escort called Joe and liven things up a bit. I began to feel sick.


‘Tony’s going to try and come down,’ said Alastair. Cameras U-turned and screeched to a halt at our various faces to catch the ecstatic reaction.


‘Wicked,’ said Ross, making a thumbs-up sign. (Big hands, incidentally.)


I have never been a very ‘interior’ actor, but I learnt fast. Vomit was about to explode from my mouth (Tramadol OD, vodka and Tony) but I managed to make it look as though I were simply blowing my cheeks out in orgasmic disbelief. Meanwhile I swallowed hard and raised my eyebrows. Luckily I could that month. When I got the puke back down to my stomach, I added a little knowing giggle. I must have been purple under the powder because the make-up lady elbowed aside the camera that was three inches from my nose and shoved hers right up close.


‘Look at you,’ she whispered, placing a Kleenex over my face.


‘Just leave it there,’ I said.


‘What, dear?’


‘Nothing.’


This make-up lady was a giant lazy bee, buzzing around the table with her little bag of tricks, bumping into a camera, bouncing back, and hovering over her blooms as she patted and primped and sprayed us down before zooming at a sedate pace back to her hive.


We were each given a writing pad and a pencil, and sat around the table to start our first meeting.


‘When you want. In your own time,’ shouted a voice through a door, which then slammed, and we were off.


‘OK,’ ordered Piers. ‘Let’s get organised.’


How much longer could I look constantly intrigued without having a stroke, I wondered. My camera looked at me accusingly. ‘Do something!’ it seemed to be saying, so I scribbled frantic doodles on the pad.


‘Philip Green is providing all the champagne!’ bellowed Piers. I wrote that down, just in case I forgot. I’m sure they’ll all be thrilled to pieces down at the sweatshop in Bangladesh. Maybe Lucifer could bring the nibbles.


‘Now. What about the hamburger stand?’ asked Alastair.


‘Ah yes. We need to make ten thousand quid on it if we’re going to beat the girls,’ replied Piers.


‘That’s not going to be easy,’ said Ross. ‘Ten thousand pounds’ worth of hamburgers! That’s a thousand hamburgers.’


‘And stars don’t eat, remember,’ I ventured.


Suddenly I saw a chink of light.


‘What about if I leave the show, and come back and buy one hamburger for ten thousand pounds?’


Everybody and their lenses turned to me.


‘What?’ said Alastair, thrusting slightly. He glanced at Piers, who raised his eyebrows in disbelief.


‘Yes. I was thinking. It could be quite good. Why don’t I leave? And then you don’t even need to buy the burgers. Or cook them, for that matter.’


‘You’re not serious,’ said Piers. It was a statement, not a question.


‘Deadly. It could be a solution. I really don’t think I’m cut out for all this.’


‘For God’s sake, pull yourself together,’ boomed Piers.


‘OK,’ I replied meekly.


‘You can do it if you pay a hundred thousand,’ was his generous last thought on the subject.


‘No, I don’t have that kind of money.’


‘Then stop whining and get on with it.’


‘OK. Right.’


Piers then went upstairs to try to sell me to the girls’ team, but unfortunately they weren’t buying.


I went to the loo, so that the others could have the bitch about me I could tell they needed. As I came out I passed a small door. It was ajar. I peeked through. Outside was a service staircase. I felt like the character from Midnight Express. I looked around. There was no one in sight. I slipped through and shut the door behind me. I leant against it, my heart racing so hard, my vision throbbed. Did I dare? What would everyone say? Someone walked past talking loudly. Probably Philip Green had arrived with the champagne. Fuck it.


I ran down that staircase three at a time. I crashed against the emergency door. An alarm screamed inside the building, and I ran across the road. I have rarely felt so exhilarated in my life. I sprinted all the way to Piccadilly, crossed the street and nearly crashed into Richard Curtis getting out of a taxi. I swerved into the Ritz. It was a narrow escape. In the Ritz everything was going on as usual. I collected myself, looked back to make sure the scoutmaster wasn’t following and about to blow his whistle at any moment. What a stroke of luck that I was wearing a suit. There seemed to be only one thing for it. I straightened my tie, did up my jacket, smiled at the receptionist, and breezed down that beautiful long corridor, with its cream walls and gilt mirrors, its sconces with their wonky little lamp-shades, past the Palm Court, where a fat bald man played the violin accompanied by a grim spiritualist on the piano, and straight into the restaurant.


‘Do you have a table for one, by any chance?’ I asked the maître d’.


‘Of course, Mr Everett. This way, please.’


He led me through the half-empty room to a table in the window. I sat down and stroked the crisp pink linen. I was in heaven. The restaurant at the Ritz was one of the most beautiful dining rooms in the world. At night it had a soft pink glow and a slightly religious atmosphere. Conversation was hushed, delicate, and broken only by the sound of corks being drawn from bottles. Candles fluttered in the breeze from the waiters’ tailcoats, and ghosts of a thousand dinners could be heard under those ceilings of pink and blue skies if you listened very carefully. Outside, Green Park stretched down towards the Palace. Lamps shone in necklaces laced through the bare winter trees.


I called my agent.


‘Michael. I left. You’ve got to tell Richard. Say I’m sorry. I couldn’t take it.’


‘What happened? Why are you whispering?’


‘I’m very upset. It was just hideous. I can’t talk.’


I had a delicious dinner and then went home.


I never slept so well in my life as I did that night. When I woke up it felt like the first morning of the school holidays. I went out with my bike to get the papers and have a leisurely breakfast, but on my front doorstep was the lady who had collected me the night before.


‘What are you doing here?’ I asked, without stopping, panic suddenly exploding through me again.


‘They want you to come back,’ she said.


‘No. I can’t.’


I got on my bike. Another lady appeared. Christ, maybe they were going to abduct me. The second lady grabbed my handlebars.


‘Look. I’m sorry. I’m very late. I am not coming back. Ever.’


‘They just want you to do a scene on London Bridge, with the others, of you leaving.’


‘Sorry.’


I took her hand from the bar and set off as fast as I could round the corner and didn’t stop until I reached King’s Cross. I went into the station. Now I knew what it felt like to be a spy on the run. I was seeing Apprentice folk everywhere. What should I do? How could I escape?


‘The train leaving from platform five is the eight-eighteen for Ely and King’s Lynn.’


There is a God. I ran towards platform five and jumped on the train. Within five minutes the guard had blown his whistle and the train was straining laboriously into action. I looked out of the window as the station receded, half expecting to see the two lady producers burst onto the platform, but the guard turned and ambled back towards the barrier and I settled down in my seat, sighing with relief. I would get off at King’s Lynn and cycle all the way to Burnham Market. My grandmother lived there. I hadn’t seen her for at least ten years. I could hide out until the storm blew over.


There was another man in the first-class compartment. He was older and dressed rather lavishly for an English train journey in a bottle-green corduroy suit, with a brightly patterned silk handkerchief gushing from his breast pocket. His face was obscured by an extravagant black fedora. Two fleshy lips – framed by stubble, hanging slightly – were all that could be seen under its rim. After about three minutes I nearly screamed. It was Clement Freud, Emma’s father. My life was turning into The Lady Vanishes. Any minute now I would disappear without trace.


We chatted cautiously during the journey and he left the train at Ely. I laughed all the way to King’s Lynn, but was still looking nervously over my shoulder as I arrived exhausted at Burnham Market after twenty miles on my bicycle. Thank God Norfolk is flat.




CHAPTER THREE


My Grandmother at
Brancaster Staithe

Snapshot. A tall freak in a tracksuit rides a bike down a bumpy track towards a farmhouse on the edge of a vast marsh. It is the late afternoon of a brilliant December day. The tide has turned and the sea is threading her way back, like blood coursing through veins, into the winding estuaries and creeks, overflowing their banks until, quite suddenly, the land has been reclaimed by the ocean. It is biblical. The only noise is the bike’s jangle, the freak’s breath, gusts of wind and the lonely screech of the sandpiper high above. The huge billowing sun spills pink on the low cloud, gold on the disappearing marsh, silver on the incoming tide, and a weird out-of-body experience on the freak.

In middle age the tide turns and the genes drag one back to the beaches of one’s youth. All the parading and playing, lying and cheating, heartbreak and disappointment have been nothing more than a strong spring tide that drags one out into life, sometimes too far. In the deep relentless roll of the ocean, dreams and illusions dissolve as slowly one succumbs to the irresistible pull of the current, back towards the long-forgotten edges of memory and the Norfolk marshes where I was born.

Nothing has changed. There’s the windmill at Burnham Norton and the round flint tower of Deepdale Church. The gables of ‘the Old Rec’, the house where I was born, peek over the poplar wood my grandfather planted after the flood of ’51. This view is the frame to my whole life. The rest will be a reaction. And yet, standing here now, it feels as remote as an old painting, black with varnish, under a dim picture lamp, seen for the first time in years, by chance, in an unfamiliar place.

A strange noise fills the air and suddenly from behind the setting sun thousands of migrating geese appear. They swarm against the horizon, banking and diving, finding their bearings, before hurtling over the marsh in formations like giant ripples on a clear sea. Their honking chorus precedes them on the wind, ghostly and prehistoric. Wave after wave, these strange creatures come, long necks stretched towards the unknown goal, wings black against the sky, ploughing through the sound and light in a picture of such intense beauty that my brain empties, like a full bath, or a flushing loo. It’s the most extraordinary feeling and for a moment I’m in a new dimension. A new address. Gone is the B-list, first-world fraud of north Norfolk, Cool Britannia, EU. G8. For a moment I am just a little clam with squeaky hinges, winking from the ocean floor.

I am not on drugs.

This feeling of tiny vastness lasts only a moment because a muffled shot thuds from somewhere far out in the marsh and an unlucky dot crumples from the flock and spirals majestically to the ground, as the rest, thousands upon thousands of them, bank high and head out to sea. God is in the world. He’s a man with a gun.
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