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Letter to the Reader

History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!  

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Colin Shindler
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I’ve seen him crying. Not a lot but quite a few times. And I know it’s about Mum. Has to be. There’s something hollow inside Dad, something he can’t shake. He’s been telling me these stories since I was very small, about him and Mum and how happy they were. I used to like them a lot, particularly one we called ‘High on a Cliff.

It was a story about how he’d been really happy with her in one place, I think it was by a lighthouse or something, and so he scattered her ashes on the grass in front of the lighthouse where a family lived and watched him. I know I liked the last line of the story which was how Mummy’s soul watches over both of us at all times. I was always happy when Dad said that, though I wondered why the family who lived in the lighthouse were so important. I couldn’t work out how they fitted in.

All this, though, was when I a kid and I don’t need to listen to ‘High on a Cliff’ before I can go to sleep any more. It’s been twelve years since Mum died, almost the whole of my life. Surely he should have got over her by now. I don’t mean forgotten her and I don’t mean that he should stop treasuring her memory. I just mean I think he should move on with his life. There’s a hole in Dad’s heart. I want someone to fill it and I’m sure he must. Yet he constantly fights it because whenever there’s a chance that someone might, he blows it.


Non-fiction by Colin Shindler

Manchester United Ruined My Life



CHAPTER ONE


Danny

I CANT REMEMBER A TIME when I didn’t know her and yet I can’t remember a time when I did. She died, my mum, when I was eleven months, three weeks and two days old so there’s no way I can remember much. Sometimes when I can’t get to sleep at night I imagine her coming into my bedroom and kissing me goodnight. She bends over me and I can smell her perfume which is sweet and makes me want to bury myself in her. She is made up and dressed up ready for a night out at a big posh party. I tell her I can’t sleep and she sits on the bed and I crawl out from underneath the sheets and sit on her lap while she tells me of all the things we’re going to do together. Only she died when I was very small, so I suppose it never could have happened like that. Sometimes though, on nights like those, she seems so real.

I know what she looked like of course. Dad has lots of photos of her round the house and three big albums of them when they were students and after they were married. I’ve got the videos she made too but somehow that doesn’t seem like my mum. They’re not videos like homemade things. She was an actress and she made TV programmes — a few of them, anyway. It says ‘Angela Frost’ on the front of the video box and that was her name before she was married. Dad calls it her maiden name. He says all actresses keep their maiden names when they act because if they get divorced they won’t have to change them all the time. But I can’t imagine my dad and mum getting divorced. You’ve only got to look at the pictures to see how happy they were.

Sometimes the other mothers at school look at me with this strange look in their eye. And I know what they’re thinking. They’re thinking how sad it must be for me to be growing up without a mother. But I don’t see it that way. Mothers spend a lot of time saying ‘Don’t do this’ and ‘Don’t do that’. When there are mothers about there are always rules. Stupid rules most of the time. It’s quite annoying really when you go to someone’s house for tea and his mother says, ‘Take your shoes off, wash your hands, turn the sound down, what about your homework?’ over and over again. So why do they look at me as though there’s something wrong with me just because I don’t have a mother? When I see those mothers I’m glad I don’t have one. In any case, I have Dad.

My dad is really cool. He’s a freelance sports writer. He writes about lots of different sports and he goes to lots of games and he could do more but he says he likes to stay home with me so he mostly does columns and feature interviews. He brings me back souvenirs when he goes to games — like a Barcelona replica shirt when he flew to Spain to write about a big match with Real Madrid. It made quite a change in the playground from all the Arsenal, Chelsea and Man United shirts that the kids mostly have. I even wore it rather than my Spurs one for a while — but only till we signed Klinsmann.

So the other mothers might feel sorry for me because I have no mother but the other kids think I’m dead lucky and they really envy me my dad and his cool job. In many ways my dad is my mum and my dad all rolled up into one person. I mean, he used to dress me when I was small, he made my breakfast and he’d walk me to school when I was at primary school and he’s nearly always there at the end of the day, waiting outside the school gates. Sometimes I go to my friend Jamie Kirk’s house for tea and Dad picks me up about seven o’clock when he’s been in London for the day. He always makes dinner for us. Dad talks about when he was a ‘latchkey’ kid when he was growing up. He says he doesn’t want that to happen to me. But I’ve got my own key to the house so I suppose I am one anyway. I don’t like to point that out to Dad. Somehow I feel he wouldn’t like it.

My favourite picture of Mum is of her asleep in the garden. She is on a sun lounger. We’ve still got that sun lounger — it’s in the garden shed but the sides of it are all rusty now. In the picture it looks brand new and Mum is wearing a red T-shirt and a pair of white tennis shorts. Dad says they played a lot of tennis that summer. I wasn’t born yet and he says it was a golden time. I know he doesn’t mean it — doesn’t mean they didn’t want me when I was a newborn infant — but he is trying to tell me why those years he had with Mum and himself by themselves were so special.

My dad is a good tennis player so when he says that Mum was really good, he must mean it. She hit the ball hard and timed it well but her backhand was weak. Dad is very keen to make sure that my backhand is as strong as my forehand. We spend hours on the tennis court during the summer and he stands at the net and just volleys ball after ball deep into my backhand court.

If I get back six in a row I get a Crunchie or an Aero on the way home. One day I ran round my backhand and got it back on my forehand but Dad said that was cheating and I couldn’t have the Crunchie. I was very very very cross about that. I like Crunchies, particularly the way the yellow bit in the middle is all hard and brittle when you bite on it but if you let it stay on your tongue it just sort of dissolves. Wicked.

I won the Under-12 school tennis tournament last year so I guess Dad was right because Neil Wilson, the boy I was playing in the final, his backhand was terrible and mine was great and I won easily 6–2, 6–3. I got a £10 book token presented to me by the headmaster (or headbastard as he is usually called) on the last day of the school year. I wish it had been a gift token for Eaden Lilley or Robert Sayle, the big department stores in town. Then I could have bought a computer game or a CD but it’s just typical of my old-fashioned school that they should give out a book token. Who reads books these days unless you have to for school or exams?

My mum was dead sexy. I know boys don’t usually think of their mothers as sexy and in the case of all my friends they’re usually right – except Darren Foxton, whose mother wears low-cut dresses in the summer and everyone thinks she is really sexy but Darren says he’s banned her from coming to school to pick him up any more.

Something must happen to women when they become mothers. You can’t think of mothers as sexy and the ones who think they are — like Darren Foxton’s mum — are just embarrassing to their children. I mean, I wouldn’t even like to be best mates with Darren. Will Stevens is and he gets some fearful stick from the rest of us when he gets into the Foxton Range Rover after school.

But my mum was different from all the rest, just like my dad is different from all the rest. She was an actress, and not just an actress, as Dad keeps saying, but a star. So being sexy was, in a way, what she did for a living. And the reason I like that photo of Mum so much is that I think she looks supercool there. There’s nothing made up about Mum lying half asleep on a sun lounger. She isn’t trying to look sexy which is what those blonde bimbos in the tabloids are always doing. She looks so peaceful there, so contented, so happy. My friends see it and though they’re sort of respectful because after all it’s a photo of my dead mum, I can see they’re thinking she’s dead beautiful too.

I think of her as still around, kind of frozen in time. She died when she was only twenty-three and she met Dad when she was nineteen so there’s only four years of pictures and videos and things. I suppose she might have started to age a bit if she’d lived, like Neville Thornton’s mum who has great gobs of grey streaked through her hair — not that she gives a toss about how she looks. I like her for that. The point is, my mum will never grow old.

There’s a bit in the Founder’s Day service — something about ‘they shall never grow old — at the going down of the sun we shall remember them’. Something like that. I get so bored with that Founder’s Day service. But I like that bit. I always have. It reminds me of my mum. But I don’t need a church service or the sun to set or one special day of the year. She’s with me always. That’s what I mean when I say I’ll always remember her even though I can’t actually remember her.



CHAPTER TWO


Ralph

WHEN I CAME BACK TO ENGLAND after the funeral, my first instinct was to bury Angela metaphorically all over again. I thought if the baby didn’t know anything about his mother he wouldn’t have a loss to adjust to. I’d probably marry again within a couple of years and to all intents and purposes that woman would become Danny’s mother.

It didn’t work out that way because of my own selfishness. Well, maybe not selfishness as such, that’s being a touch harsh on myself. The point is I just didn’t have the strength to cut Angela out of my life so I couldn’t do it to Danny too. Maybe it would have been better for him as I had first planned it but whatever the baby’s needs, I also had my own. I needed to grieve for Angela. If they had sackcloth and ashes at Sainsbury’s I think I’d have loaded the car up with them twice a week. I went to see a psychiatrist and he was the one who recommended that I talk about her to Danny and show him pictures so it wasn’t a shameful secret but a joyous celebration of her life.

That was the turning point really. As soon as I grasped the fact that not only was I allowed to hang on to Angela’s memory but that I was positively encouraged to do so I started on the long slow road back to recovery. So I talked about his mummy a lot to Danny when he was growing up. I would tell him stories about how we met and the great times we had together and he would treat it as a kind of favourite story. Even her death became something glorious.

She was cremated close to where she was killed and I took the ashes to Big Sur on the coast of central California. It was a place where she and I had been particularly happy. I didn’t want to cart her body back home in a coffin or stick the urn with her ashes in it into my carry-on luggage and then, inevitably, have it pulled out and examined going through that metal detector at the airport.

So I stopped the car just off the main highway and scrambled through the redwoods and the sequoias until I rediscovered that plateau of grassland stretching out towards the ocean. The plateau finished at a headland which fell precipitously to meet the pounding surf whose roar dimmed the constant noise emanating from the Route 1 traffic. Behind me was the forested wilderness of the Los Padres National Forest. In front of me the Pacific Ocean spread itself like a giant sapphire-blue tablecloth flecked with white.

I had no interest in the wishes of Angela’s parents. They had never helped her, never liked me, never came to our wedding, never approved of our marriage. This was where she belonged. Here she would be free and wild, at one with the nature she adored. I unscrewed the lid and deposited the remains of the only woman I have ever loved where the sky meets the sea.

I know, in reality, that’s not possible and I know, too, it’s a reference to Bali Ha’i in South Pacific but Danny has always loved that description so, as far as I am concerned, that’s the official version. ‘High on a cliff,’ I would always end the story, ‘high on a cliff Mummy’s soul sits, watching over us both always.’

In black and white that looks a bit ghoulish, not to say faintly New Ageish. I’m not like that at all. I support Tottenham Hotspur and the American baseball team the California Angels — now, disappointingly, known as the Anaheim Angels. I suppose it is possible for a man doomed to the reality of constantly dashed expectations to take refuge in a cult. However, I find that supporting the Angels who, unlike Spurs, don’t even have a history of success to sustain them in their current mediocrity, it is necessary to keep both feet firmly planted on the ground. The story of Angela’s end is one of the few poetic touches I allow myself.

Danny has always loved the story and I’ve always encouraged it as another means of getting him (and, if I’m honest, me too) to adjust to the reality of life without Angela. It was Danny who called the story ‘High on a Cliff’. It had the same magic ingredient as ‘Once upon a time’ except that the familiar words came at the end so really it was closer to ‘and they all lived happily ever after’.

I always thought it was comforting that he loved this story so much. To me it proved that he and I were living happily ever after. When he was three years old or so he had a number of favourite stories: one about an owl who was afraid of the dark, one about a hungry caterpillar who ate so much he turned into a butterfly, and one about a family who lived in a lighthouse. He loved them all and I had to read them to him every night for years and years. Maybe it was only two or three years but it certainly seemed like about five or six. But however much he loved the lighthouse story, I always had to finish with ‘High on a Cliff’ before I tucked him up in bed, kissed him goodnight and turned on the nightlight. It was part of a never-changing ritual but the most important part, I always felt, was saying to him ‘high on a cliff Mummy’s soul sits, watching over us both always’.

I moved back to Cambridge as part of the grieving process. It’s ironic really. When we were here together as students, we couldn’t wait to leave. We were desperate to go to London and start our careers, hers as an actress and mine as a sports journalist and/or comedy writer.

The move back to Cambridge meant that I was surrounded by memories of Angela for all time. Not just where we met and where we kissed for the first time, where we made love and where we fought and where we made up, but every year it seems to renew itself. Every year in October the town is overrun by the gown. Bicycles, now banned from the city centre in favour of buses (the spirit of Lewis Carroll appears to have shifted from Oxford to the Cambridge City Council), make a welcome reappearance in the pale autumnal sunshine and the median age of the town declines overnight by forty years.

Over the course of the academic year I can see relationships start to blossom. I know how it happens, I suppose, so I’m probably looking for it. Glances over lectures or during dinner in Hall, sizing up in the pub, long discussions with best friends over a late-night curry, the first date, the first kiss, the first fumble, the first sense of rapture. Then it all hibernates for the winter as the wind whips in across the flat Fenlands straight from the Urals and right into the vitals as you struggle your way round the great expanse of lawn in front of King’s College Chapel, the coldest spot in the British Isles, North Sea oil rigs notwithstanding.

When the crocuses appear along the Backs, it all starts again. Cambridge isn’t a campus, it’s a town, so the evidence of young love is displayed not just to its contemporaries but to all the inhabitants of the town. In the fevered summer term the prospect of exams induces a general panic which only concludes after the last one has finished, with the day of general abandon known familiarly as Suicide Sunday.

I got over the envy long ago. If I had felt envious at the sight, I couldn’t have stuck it and I would have raised Danny anywhere but here. Instead I welcome the sight of young couples holding hands or snogging on the banks of the river when they are supposed to be revising. I treasure the memories I have of Angela and me in the same position and it symbolises the triumph of life over death. I can deal with it all now because, despite the occasional bout of deep depression, I’m sorted.

All right, I’m not perfect, I have these black moods from time to time but I keep them well away from Danny. And much as I love him, there are times when I’m tired and frustrated and Danny’s still a kid and I won’t say he enjoys it but he knows how to get up my nose. I don’t smack him but I do shout, perhaps quite a lot, but it’s only under provocation. So, in general, I think it would be fair to say it’s true, I am sorted.



CHAPTER THREE


Danny

MY DAD THINKS HE’S SORTED. I’m twelve and I know he’s not. He thinks he hides it so well but he doesn’t. I’ve seen it and if I’ve seen it, it makes me wonder who else might have. I can’t tell him though. I don’t think anyone can. There’s no point to it anyway because he needs to think he is sorted. So I suppose if he thinks he’s sorted and he behaves like he’s sorted, he is sorted.

Only he’s not. I don’t mean the constant shouting when he’s too embarrassed to admit he’s made a mistake or when he tries to smack me when I’m in the back of the car and his hand snakes out just because I’ve asked him twice how long it will take before we get to wherever we’re going. All grown-ups are pretty much like that, as far as I can see. So maybe I should just let him trundle along in the belief that he is sorted.

On the surface it certainly looks like he is. He’s got this great job and we live in a nice house, nice enough for us, at least, though one of my friends’ mothers said it was a stranger to Domestos. Peculiar word, ‘domestos’. I looked it up in the dictionary and it wasn’t there. I thought it might be something to do with the Latin word domus meaning house but it’s got a Greek ending. I asked my classics master but he gave me a weird look like I was making fun of him.

It’s an old Victorian terraced house off the Chesterton Road, part of the inner ring road that runs round the city of Cambridge. It’s got high ceilings which I like because we can play badminton in the living room with my friends or when Dad’s in a good mood but apparently they are difficult to clean. I can’t quite understand why this is such a problem since we aren’t bats and don’t spend much time clinging to the cobwebs, and anyway cleanliness seems overrated to me.

The general feeling among the adult population is that cobwebs are a bad thing. From a twelve-year-old perspective cobwebs are a) quite interesting things to look at briefly b) irrelevant if they nestle at the point where the wall meets the ceiling and c) only irritating if the shuttlecock gets caught in them when they become disgusting.

My room’s up at the top. It’s got all my favourite things in it — my posters, my stereo, my tapes and CDs, my games and my computer. Dad’s got a computer too which he keeps downstairs in his study. I remember the day he got it. Dad was commissioned to write a sitcom pilot by Channel Four with a friend of his called Andy who lives in London. They wrote it by e-mail, transferring each scene as they finished it. Dad seemed to think this was some kind of major technological breakthrough but to me it just looked like common sense. I mean that’s what e-mail is for.

I think Dad thought it was going to earn us a fortune. Andy was a comedy writer and Dad sort of tried to be one when he first started out after university but it never worked out for him so he concentrated on writing sports stuff for newspapers and magazines.

Anyway, Dad stayed in touch with Andy and they kept rewriting this idea about two girls and two blokes who live in a flat in Fulham. One day he came into my bedroom waving a piece of paper saying how Channel Four had bought their outline and we were all going to be rich and we could go and live in the West Indies. About six weeks later the move to the West Indies was off. Dad was in a really bad mood one day and it turned out that Channel Four had rejected his script because they’d bought a new American sitcom that was a bit like it instead.

It was called Friends. And Channel Four was right because I know my dad’s cool and brilliant and everything but I don’t see how he and Andy could ever have come up with anything as wicked as Friends. My favourite is Chandler because he’s really funny. I don’t think the writers have to write anything for Chandler. He just makes up those funny lines as he goes along. I also like Rachel, especially the way she’s always having to push her hair away from her face. Wayne Singleton’s a bit like that. The hair thing I mean. He’s a boy in my class with long hair, not a TV star.

One of the big things about our house, though, is the garden. It’s not that big, not like my friend Jamie’s garden on Millington Road, but it’s nearly all grass for a start, which is great for diving on, and it has very few flowers which are the bane of a boy’s life. I go to my friends’ houses and when we ask if we can play in the garden they have mothers who always say, ‘Watch out for the flowers. I just planted . . .’ and then it’s some name I can’t remember. I hate that.

You can’t always judge where a ball is going to land. The Brazilian star Ronaldo, the best player in the world, can’t do that so how can we at the age of twelve? And yet, and this is what really gets me, these mothers, who have never trapped, kicked or headed a ball in the whole of their pathetic lives, think we can control the ball so it doesn’t touch their precious lupins or tulips or dehydrangas. See, that’s what I mean about not missing a mother.

The reason I think Dad’s not as sorted as he wants to believe is that he has this special sad look that comes over him on certain occasions. During the summer we wander through Cambridge and we see those disgusting students snogging on the banks of the river or lazing around punting when everyone knows they’ve got exams and they should be in their rooms working. I think Dad takes that route deliberately. Not that he’s a dirty old man or anything ’cause he’s not but he seems to need to remind himself of what it was like when he and Mum were young — well, Mum was always young, I guess — and they were in love.

He’s always looking for her. Still. I can feel his eyes searching the back of a young woman with long blonde hair (like Mum had) and his pace of walking quickens just a bit and then we overtake and he shoots a sideways or backwards glance at her and of course it’s not Mum, I mean how could it be? But Dad is always being disappointed like that and I can sense the expectancy escaping from him like the air from a punctured bicycle tyre. Believe me, I’ve had enough of those to know what that’s like.

I want him to find someone. I do. Honest. He doesn’t see it that way, of course. He thinks I’m dreading it and nobody can take the place of his precious Angela. Well, maybe he’s right about that. No one can. But what really annoys me is that he thinks he’s doing it for me and I know he’s not. He’s doing it for himself. That’s another reason why he’s not sorted.

I’ve seen him crying. Not a lot but quite a few times. And I know it’s about Mum. Has to be. There’s something hollow inside Dad, something he can’t shake. He’s been telling me these stories since I was very small, about him and Mum and how happy they were. I used to like them a lot, particularly one we called ‘High on a Cliff’.

It was a story about how he’d been really happy with her in one place, I think it was by a lighthouse or something, and so he scattered her ashes on the grass in front of the lighthouse where a family lived and watched him. I know I liked the last line of the story which was how Mummy’s soul watches over both of us at all times. I was always happy when Dad said that, though I wondered why the family who lived in the lighthouse were so important. I couldn’t work out how they fitted in.

All this, though, was when I was a kid and I don’t need to listen to ‘High on a Cliff’ before I can go to sleep any more. It’s been twelve years since Mum died, almost the whole of my life. Surely he should have got over her by now. I don’t mean forgotten her and I don’t mean that he should stop treasuring her memory. I just mean I think he should move on with his life. There’s a hole in Dad’s heart. I want someone to fill it and I’m sure he must. Yet he constantly fights it because whenever there’s a chance that someone might, he blows it.

Occasionally, and it’s very occasional, there’s a woman having breakfast with us on Sunday morning. It’s embarrassing all right but usually more for them than for me. Dad always starts off by introducing us formally like we’re in a play or something and then there’s always a reason, like they’re working together on an article or whatever and it got too late for her to take the train home. I mean quite pathetic stuff but it seems to be important to Dad that he should convince me that the woman only stayed in his bed because there was a reason other than they wanted to have sex together.

So I allow myself to be convinced and then Dad’s like monitoring me for the slightest sign of emotional trauma. I think sometimes he’s disappointed that he never gets what he’s looking for. Why shouldn’t he have sex? He’s thirty-five years old and a widower. Jesus! I hope I’m a little more mature about all this when I get to his age. If I ever do. The school Under-15 team seems a long way off at the moment.

These encounters, you couldn’t call them affairs, never last and they’ve never stopped Dad from crying. He doesn’t talk to me about them so I’m guessing here but I think he breaks them off and I think he uses me as an excuse. I can only tell that by the way these women look at me. Like they’re thinking, ‘So what’s so special about you?’

I feel so sorry for Dad. He tries so hard not to show me when he’s upset — unless it’s Spurs losing at home to Arsenal and then he’s not so much upset as angry and anyway I’m so upset myself I scarcely notice anyone else. There’s something inside torturing him, something that makes him reject these women before anything can really start.

And though I know he’s got a really cool job I think he came back to Cambridge not just to keep Mum’s memory alive but to leave the competition behind. It’s easier for him to do all his work by e-mail or fax. He doesn’t go into an office; he says he hates something called ‘office politics’. I’m not too sure what that means except it’s not like the House of Commons.

But what I do know is that he is somehow hiding out here in Cambridge, in his study. There’s something about the world that frightens him now. And it didn’t when Mum was alive. When she died he closed up his feelings and ran away. In his work and in his heart Mum’s death killed something there. He thinks I don’t know about his troubles but I do. Now do you see what I mean when I say he’s not sorted? Not sorted at all.



CHAPTER FOUR


Ralph

I USED TO HAVE SUCH grand dreams. I suppose they were not necessarily different to any other kid who has ambitions. I always remember that television programme which followed the lives of a bunch of real kids from the age of seven onwards — 7 Up I think it was called. There was one boy who lived in the Yorkshire Dales. He was a farmer’s son and he wanted to find out all about the moon. And he pronounced the word ‘moon’ like it was spelled ‘moooon’. It was so utterly charming. It seemed to encapsulate the great breadth of his vision. I think he wound up teaching physics in an American university so maybe he did find out all about the ‘moooon’.

As long as I can remember I’ve been desperately ambitious. Not for wealth, I was always terribly aware of those childhood morality tales in which the poor schnook who chooses the gold casket invariably winds up with the booby prize. I felt — oh God, this is going to sound so pompous, but it’s true so I might as well admit it — I felt ‘touched’ by some kind of Destiny. I felt I would be famous, not in the television presenter sort of way and hopefully not in the serial killer sort of way either, but in a thoroughly laudable sort of way that would produce sycophantic interviews in the women’s magazines and grudgingly respectful ones in the broadsheets.

I suppose it sounds even more big-headed if I were to describe the exact moment I felt the touch of Destiny on my shoulder. I was standing in the boys’ playground — as opposed to the infants’ playground — so I must have been about nine years old. A teacher blew a whistle or rang a bell and we started to line up. I looked at Nicholas Porter who was in the parallel line and I thought, ‘Poor old Nicholas, he’ll never amount to anything and I will.’

I’m not particularly proud of that thought; it’s just that I seemed to know that it was true with an overwhelming sense of certainty. It wasn’t that Nicholas Porter carried on him any distinguishing marks of failure. He was rather a colourless personality, never top, never bottom, never in trouble, never a goody-two-shoes, never particularly sporty but not the last to get picked to play either.

I suppose that was the startling realisation. Not that I would become Prime Minister and everyone else would go to prison. It was more the case that most of our class would live lives of total anonymity. Who, in future years, would start with sudden recognition when they heard the names of Lorraine Grempson or Philip Skinner? But Ralph Warren! Ah, now there was a name that would resonate. People would take photographs of this playground and say, ‘This is where Ralph Warren went to school.’

I wasn’t a boastful kid. I didn’t tell anyone of my epiphany. My father would have smacked it out of me if I had. So I continued to do what I had always done but I was buttressed now by an unshakable faith in myself. If I did badly in an exam or played poorly on the school team, it didn’t upset me as would previously have been the case. I knew in my heart that I was going to succeed and, almost inevitably, that quiet but unwavering underlying self-confidence gave me the strength to battle and win.

It happened again at secondary school. I was always underrated, never one of the high fliers. I thought my English master would have a heart attack when I told him I wanted to try for Oxford or Cambridge. He could see no reason why any college of his knowledge would offer a place to me but the headmaster was putting up the fees that year by a scandalously large amount and he needed to justify it. A couple of extra kids into Oxbridge would do it so I was permitted to stay on after A level and have a go, along with half a dozen others who probably wouldn’t get in but were more likely to do so than I was.

In the event they didn’t and I did. Both the headmaster and the English master were astonished and put it down to the constantly unfathomable selection peccadillos of the admissions tutors, which bewildered them year after year. It turned out that I was the only entrant from my direct grant but would-be minor public school to get into either Oxford or Cambridge that year so the headmaster still had a parents’ revolt on his hand when the new fee scale was announced. This exclusivity simply confirmed the feelings which had first surfaced in the playground nine years before when I had written off the prospects of poor Nicholas Porter.

Like all the rest of the intake in my freshman year I scrambled to find my place on the starting line in the fame race. I tried almost everything — journalism, acting, Footlights, speaking at the Union in that famous debating chamber, and it was all pretty successful. But already I was getting the sensation that there were over five thousand people in that town, all of whom had stood in their playgrounds aged nine and been overcome with an emotion identical to mine.

Arriving in Cambridge, I was eagerly anticipating a promised wonderland of sherry parties on the lawns in high summer punctuated by witty conversation, glamorous women and the offer of high-profile employment. I was astonished and disappointed when I found a hermetically sealed world in which the only chance of successful escape was offered by the magnetic charms of London. And then I met Angela and my world altered for ever.

It was the most unfortunate of opening acts. The only copy of the book I needed for my weekly essay was overdue at the faculty library. Despite repeated requests, the student concerned had failed to return it. With only twenty-four hours to go before I was supposed to hand in the as yet unwritten essay I smiled winningly at the faculty librarian (who was as affronted by the negative response to his severely worded admonishments as I was) and was handed a small piece of paper on which was written ‘A. Frost, Jesus’.

I cycled slowly down Jesus Lane, rehearsing in my mind the withering epithets I would shower on this selfish bastard Frost. The Porter’s Lodge told me where Frost’s room was located and I rapped smartly on the door before hearing a girl’s melodious voice sing out, ‘Come in!’ I entered determined to find out from A. Frost’s girlfriend where this selfish bastard A. Frost currently was because I was going to give him such a . . . when I was confronted by the sight of A. Frost in her underwear, smiling sweetly before pulling a rollneck sweater over her head.

It wasn’t so much that I hadn’t seen a real live girl in her underwear before, although I’m a little embarrassed to admit that I hadn’t, but the fact that a) she was completely unfazed about appearing in a state of semi-undress in front of a strange man and b) she immediately got the sweater caught in a hair clip and was soon shouting for help. By the time I had untangled the sweater from the hair clip I had fallen hopelessly in love with her. By the time she had slipped into a pair of ripped jeans I would have walked barefoot to Palestine for one touch of her nether lip, and by the time she had put the kettle on I had entirely forgotten about strangling her and reclaiming the library book.

As it turned out I couldn’t have timed my arrival better. Angela (rather than Alan or Andrew as I had imagined) was in the process of detaching herself from her old school boyfriend who was, I’m delighted to say, unfortunate enough to end up at university in Durham — a truly delightful city and an excellent university but far enough away from Cambridge to discourage the possibility of frequent meetings.

The following night we went to the cinema together for the first time – Gandhi, which, despite its high-minded worthiness, was long enough for us both to become a little restless before the end. This necessitated a whispered apology which in itself necessitated the proximity of hot breath on ear hole. The erotic effect was precisely what each of the participants had planned so that when poor Ben Kingsley was ruthlessly assassinated, neither of us was looking at the screen.

I wanted to get married in the middle of our second term. We had already started sleeping together so in addition to wanting to erect warning signs to every other male, I felt I was morally obliged to make the offer which Angela laughingly dismissed as charmingly old-fashioned. She didn’t see herself as getting married until she had won at least one Academy Award and the realistic forecast was that she wouldn’t even gain a nomination until after graduation.

I took the decision with bad grace, I’m afraid. I was so utterly in love with Angela that every second she wasn’t in my sight I feared some bounder, probably someone looking for an overdue book, would sweep her away from me. I don’t think I ever felt completely sure that this wouldn’t happen until after she was dead.

Clearing out her things after I came back to London, I found her diary which I knew she jotted in but had no idea it was quite so detailed. There were half a dozen large notebooks that allowed her to ramble on for as long as she wanted and to skip the days when she had nothing to say, which the tyranny of official diaries doesn’t welcome.

I soon discovered that she knew all about my jealousy and possessiveness. Other women might have found all this emotional baggage distinctly off-putting but Angela was so laid back about everything that she found it endearing. I’m also short-tempered, impatient and lack quite a few of the social graces I’ve observed in others but failed to imitate. None of this fazed her.

She was quite used to the experience of men laying themselves at her feet. Had she lived in the Middle Ages, knights would have been charging at each other with lowered lances to seek her favour twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week — the evening jousts would obviously have had to take place under floodlights. They would have invented Kleenex seven hundred years early because of the number of her handkerchiefs that would have fluttered down to the jousting arena.

She had her own fantasy about me too. I was her writer, I was the man who was going to write a play or a film or something for her that was going to rocket her to stardom. We started with the Footlights. I had hoped to attract some attention myself in the Footlights and in the May Week revue I had written a passable slapstick sketch in which I played a demented Japanese visitor to Cambridge. It seemed to go down pretty well but there was no question but that Angela was the star turn. They had come to see her and they stayed to love her.

It took me a little while to come to terms with how much everyone loved her. There was a lot of jealousy involved, both personal and professional. Until Angela came along and blew everyone apart I was the one who seemed destined for Footlights stardom. Everyone was always looking for the new Jonathan Miller, Peter Cook, David Frost, John Cleese, and so on, those extraordinary Footlights graduates who went on to enduring fame. Then I helped get Angela in and after that there was no stopping her. I found myself writing more for her and appearing less and less myself. And when I did appear on stage I was acutely conscious that there was only one real star and it wasn’t me.

I used to think it was pure sexism. They liked her because she had great boobs, in fact a great figure altogether, and she wasn’t above exploiting her assets. She could sense how much she was desired and she used her sex appeal and that intensity of interest like a matador uses his cloak. Most men in my position would have enjoyed the salivating of other men but I was too possessive and too jealous. I wanted to lock her up in a tower like a storybook princess. I would have the only key. It wasn’t particularly admirable, I admit, but I knew it was a hopeless fantasy. So I concentrated on becoming a writer, her writer.

I adapted Antony and Cleopatra as it might have been played by J.R. Ewing and Su Ellen from Dallas. I played J.R. with the traditional ten-gallon stetson and an accent as wide as an oil derrick. Angela looked quite stunning as Su Ellen, because she has, had rather, good cheekbones, fairly plastic features, if you want to be rude, but they are, were, very useful because they attracted the stage lighting. She played it, of course, quite brilliantly, somehow portraying the essence of the Queen of Egypt crossed with a dipsomaniac Texan oil baron’s wife. She was a genuine star.

The problem was that the sketch depended on the audience being literate enough to know the words of what we were sending up. That’s not good comedy writing, I would later find out. I was OK, I guess, but Angela was both Su Ellen and Cleopatra of Egypt and even while she had the audience on the floor with laughter she was stretching beyond comedy for a touch of pathos, a touch of genuine tragedy. She was brilliant and at least I had the consolation of being the one to bring her talent to the notice of the public. On the first night we performed that sketch I effectively decided I would retire from appearing in public again. I couldn’t stand the competition.

It was after that May Week revue that I knew what Destiny really wanted me to do — to tailor Angela’s talents for the adoring masses. I was convinced that stardom would envelop my beloved Angela in her embrace as soon as she graduated from university. It was as inevitable as day followed night. Or so I thought. There was only one small problem. On graduation day Angela was eight months pregnant.



CHAPTER FIVE


Angela

(Extracts from Angela’s diary)

31 October 1983



THE MEN IN THIS TOWN are so full of themselves. I’m glad I went to an all-girls school now. I know I bitched about it all the time when I was there because there were no boys but now that I’m living in a co-ed state I can suddenly see what I’ve lost.

Met another one of them today. His name’s Ralph something. He came barging into the room really cross about an overdue library book, of all the unlikely things to get worked up about. Anyway, I pulled the oldest trick in the book, pretending to get my jumper caught in a hair clip, thereby giving him a jolly good eyeful for a moment or two. Totally disarmed him. Probably couldn’t remember his own name at that instant. Honestly, men are so simple!!

Agreed to go to see Gandhi with him. Well, why not? I’m on this measly grant, my parents aren’t contributing, I want to see the film and though I shall offer to pay my share he strikes me as the old-fashioned type who would regard a girl paying for herself at the cinema as a blot on his masculinity.

2 November 1983



Finished essay, gave Ralph library book back at cinema. He’s cute. I really like him. He seems pretty keen on me too, which helps a bit but I wish he’d learn to disguise it. I mean, it’s sometimes fun to make them run after you but if they come on strong right at the beginning it’s just too easy.

Having said that I think this one might be different. He’s not conventionally handsome which wouldn’t interest me anyway but he has kind eyes and a lovely smile. He’s also funny about the dons and he told me a very good joke about a girl who was stranded on a desert island with a one-legged jockey.

3 February 1984



Well! My first proposal of marriage! Technically I suppose it was my second but I tend to discount the one I got at kindergarten from Ian Bullivant.

It’s been getting a bit hot with Ralph lately but even I never suspected this was what he was building up to.

He did it in style, I’ll give him that. A corner table in the basement of La Traviata, a bottle of champagne which must have surprised the management as much as me – they probably went round to Oddbins for it. He’d put on a tie, too, so I thought it might be something to do with his parents coming down at half term and wanting to meet me.

But no, because we’ve been sleeping together he feels he’s in love with me and wants to marry me. I told him we were both only nineteen and in our first year and weren’t we a bit young? But he’s been reading lots of romantic novels this term and I know for a fact he’s written a good essay on nineteenth-century women novelists so perhaps he sees proposing to me as a kind of logical continuation.

I let him down gently. I told him there was nobody else because I think he’s the jealous type. Then I told him that I loved him as much as he loved me though I think that might be a slight exaggeration. Then I said if we still felt this way about each other in our final term we should get married on graduation. Then I took him back to college and gave him a royal command performance.

Actually that was a mistake because in the morning when I woke up I found him looking at me with his big soulful eyes. When I asked what was the matter he told me he wanted to do this every day for the rest of his life. Wow! Fortunately he meant waking up next to me rather than me going through the royal command performance every night. I told him that could still happen whether we were married or not. At that he looked a bit brighter, thank God. A lot can happen between now and graduation. I wonder what.

15 June 1984



We opened the Footlights May Week revue last night after two weeks of frantic rehearsal. Actually it was less than two weeks because a lot of people didn’t finish exams till last Monday so it’s been a terrible panic.

The Dallas parody which Ralph wrote was a smash hit. I understood it as soon as I read it, felt a natural affinity for its comic rhythm. Ralph is a truly gifted writer although I think he still sees himself as a writer-performer in the tradition of Peter Cook and John Cleese. I don’t feel I can tell him he’s only average as a performer even though we’re lovers. He’s very sensitive and it would be too hurtful. I do tell him what a great writer he is though. One day he’s going to write me a fabulous play and I’ll star in it in the West End and it’ll make both our names. We’ll be like Diane Keaton and Woody Allen. I do wish he wouldn’t be so damn jealous though. It’s starting to grate on me.
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