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1

Introduction




Although it deals with real events, this is largely a work of fantasy but provoked by another work of fantasy that it may well bring closer to the truth. All one can be really sure of – we have the pieces of paper – is that a girl to be named Muriel Stuart Walker was born in Glasgow in the year 1898, where she first embarked on that circuitous perambulation that we term a life. The nature of that life is subject to conflicting accounts, deliberate manipulations, forgettings, subjectivities and the myriad uncertainties that post-modernists and theoretical historians wallow in so luxuriously. Muriel would grow up to be a deliberate chamaeleon, wandering from continent to continent – Europe, America, Asia – frequently changing name, profession, identity, in short completely reinventing herself in various tongues and accents so that it is legitimate to wonder whether, at the end, anything at all remained of the larrikin original. In the course of it she moved, most improbably, from being a Scottish schoolgirl to a heroine of the Indonesian Revolution and took the name K’tut Tantri.
 Many of her romantic tales are obvious inventions, the work of a proxy Baroness Munchhausen, yet some have a ring of truth about them and are firmly rooted in reality. She gathered her biographical tales all together in a book published as Revolt in Paradise published in 1960 both as an account of her past within the Indonesian Revolution after WWII and a blueprint for what she wanted to become, since there can be no doubt that – like all good fantasists – she came to believe many of her own fabulations. Needless to say, she has been ‘rediscovered’ several times by the West, by the East, by the sceptical and by the credulous. Special thanks are due to Tim Hannigan whose original suggestion this book was and, more generally, it is truly a child of Biku, that unique Balinese mixture of tearoom, restaurant and literary salon, presided over by the inimitable Jero Asri Kerthyasa.
 We are also fortunate to have another excellent work about Muriel Walker, Timothy Lindsey’s The Romance of K’tut Tantri and Indonesia (1997) where her imaginings and psyche are forensically dissected and held up to the light. As Lindsey points out, the reason for the neglect of K’tut Tantri’s rôle in Indonesia’s independence struggle lies not so much in the relation between her story and truth as in the manner of its telling – falling between the genres of war story, biography, romance and travel book. As his title indicates, it is perhaps closest to what was once termed ‘romance’ (less politely ‘shopgirl fiction’ or more modernly ‘chicklit’) and he argues that the whole purpose of her life was to construct, defend and live that romance.
 A further work sheds light on Muriel’s later life and character, when she had decided to give her story to the world both as a book and a film script: Michael Campbell’s, The Princess In England (1964), based on his experience of the difficulties of working with her as a (soon to be betrayed and discarded) ghostwriter.
 But frankly, K’tut Tantri’s fantasies are not very good fantasies, being limited by the conventions of the oversyrupy romance genre as it developed after WWII. At times she reads like a Barbara Cartland impersonator to whose bizarre and stilted sense of sexual propriety she is eager to conform and in her prose, as in her visual art, she is chocolate-boxy even in an imagination that is firmly rooted in conventional, Western notions of the Orient as an exotic paradise. The result is an account of stirring times that impoverishes rather than enriches them. Previous discussions of K’tut Tantri have sought to free her from her fantasies. This book is an attempt rather to free the fantasies from the limitations of the chocolate box – a sort of ‘K’tut unchained’.
 For those who know little of the postwar events that led to the birth of a free Indonesia, almost nothing here is pure invention though links have been deliberately made and liberties taken that historians would consider outrageous. The Hollywood film of her life that Muriel dreamed of making never quite happened. She insisted that it should feature neither sex nor smoking and – at that time – a film without smoking was unthinkable.










Chapter One




‘Muriel Walker, come and get yer piece ye wee bastard!’ The voice of love. In Glaswegian. The voice of my mother, Ma, calling from an upstairs window, echoing around the close, summoning me to what I have now learned to call ‘lunch’. And, for those who do not know, a ‘piece’ is more technically a ‘jeely piece’, a doorstep-thick slice of bread, smeared with butter or margarine and then spread dripping with tinned jam. It is the original and authentic fast food of the Glasgow poor, the preferred dessert course, the explanation for their rotted teeth and one of the ancient wisdoms of my people. Except, of course, they are not my people. Everything denies it, even Ma’s use of that word ‘bastard’.
 It is 1910 and my eleven-year-old allegedly ‘female’ brain already feels alienation and revulsion from the surrounding grey depression of a Glasgow tenement with its weed-sprouting, flagged yard and leaky, brick privy. My flaming red hair, so different from my mother’s mousy mop, cries out a secret ancestry, as do the almond eyes that earn me the nickname of ‘Chinky’ at school and the short stature that stands in contrast to the lankiness of all my so-called kin – to say nothing of their ghastly taste in soft furnishings. To anticipate the song, I am a lonely, little petunia in an onion patch.
 On a scholarship to the local girls’ grammar school my English is being starched, pleated and pressed, while I am acquiring the practical skills that will help me to survive in the modern world – such as being able to talk to the Ancient Romans and calculate the volume of a pyramid – but the Bible is already being drummed into my pliant mind by the busy agents of the Wee Free Kirk, greedy for my soul, and it has absorbed the tale of Moses in the bulrushes as my own secret biography – only reversed. I am an exotic princess found by slaves, stripped of my birthright, and raised to hardship and poverty and mean thoughts. In the pocket atlas of Great Britain that forms the rest of our library up on the third floor, the object of constant, dreamy study, I am drawn to islands, islands off islands, islands in the middle of lakes in islands off islands. The Isle of Man is my first discovery, a distant foreign land, a fortress surrounded by sea, home of Vikings and elfin seers and monstrous creatures with three legs but no bodies – as far as my baby brain can reach. As an only child, I live in my own imagination. And from the top floor I imagine I can almost see it through winter mists. It is the first of many candidates to be considered my real home in a search that will consume my life.
 ‘For the last time of telling, come and get yer piece, or yer da will give ye a belt!’
 Concern for well-being is equated with the threat of physical violence, just part of the crazy logic that governs the link of parents to children. The single privy that is shared by all the families – what I would now term a ‘non-suite bathroom’ – echoes to the sound of gasps and groans, the simultaneous, tearing evacuation of gas from both ends, to be followed by the ripping of newspaper and the Christmassy jangle of the cistern chain like a dog rising reluctantly to its feet. I get myself up off the sandstone step, its dished centre the perfect shape to cup young buttocks – product not so much of feet as of a thousand sharpenings of Sunday carving knives – and go in the back door and back to the prison of my ‘family’ home. I steel myself against the grinding sense of them watching me and intuitively know it is essential I do not betray my secret knowledge of who I really am – especially to the man there in the privy who calls himself my ‘da’ and whose boots I can hear clattering on the stairs behind me and cutting off all retreat.
 Mr. Walker is a boilermaker in the shipyards – a dangerous and demanding occupation that is often solitary and leaves him ingrown and moody and turns his hands into shaking, scarred crab’s pincers incapable of gentle touch. It is a Saturday so there is no sit-down midday meal or mother’s godfearing – they are for tomorrow – but later he will be off to football and rambling trade union talk in the pub afterwards. Mr. Walker is strong on the union. It’s workers this and workers that and behind it all the evil conspiracy of the English employers who are somehow the same thing as the Jews of his rarer but longer anti-Semitic rants. He is not a very warm father to me – though perhaps that has something to do with the fact that I call him very determinedly ‘Mr. Walker’ to his face. Perhaps I am being unfair to him. After trying all methods known to civilised man to bring a child to gentle reason and light – shaking, smacks, punches, strappings, starvation, doses of castor oil, half-drownings, incarceration in a light- and airless coalhole that swarms with cockroaches – he has given up and contemplates with blank resignation the presence of this exotic cuckoo in his nest.
  
 *   *   *
  
 1915 brought us the continuing distraction of the First World War that few in Glasgow felt to concern them. It was an English war that was of interest only to the employers and their men with the soft hands in Edinburgh and the buzz of propaganda blurred into the background of fuzzy, patriotic noise coming from the south that was a constant of empire and simply ignored. Far more important to us that year was the attempt by our landlords to hike the rents of the poor and evict vulnerable war widows whose noble sacrifice was being trumpeted elsewhere. Mary Barbour, the leader of the resulting rent strike, was a friend of my mother and helped her organise a general refusal to pay the increase demanded. All the women banded together to pay only the old rate. Attempted evictions followed but we all had a grand time pelting the sheriff’s men with flour bombs and then posing as wee, starving bairns thrown out into the snow for the newspapermen, many of whom were elbow-patched sympathisers. There are few walls more formidable than a row of self-righteous Glasgow mothers with their arms folded, closing off the street. Hadrian could have saved himself a lot of trouble and expense. When the owners moved to the courts, only munitions workers that the government needed desperately to fill shells turned up to be jailed and I was proud to be one of the 10,000 that marched on the assizes and terrified the government into freezing rents by law. A great victory for the workers – except that the men were unsettled to see their women taking on the High Hiedyins, the big cheeses, and beating them – which they never had. A rash of itchy strikes broke out all over Scotland.
 But it was not so much raw, socialist zeal as the attractions of the tram itself that drove me to the strikebound shipyards on that balmy autumn evening when golden sunshine coaxed poignant beauty even from the skeletons of the derricks and the rags on the washing lines. Trams were still new enough to have a wonder of their own, the novelty of horseless carriagery, the modernist rumble and thunk of steel on bare steel. As a young woman in ungainful employment – I now worked in a city office with evening classes in the fiendish new technology of the typewriter – I was part of the modern age and acquired a new, more English, accent appropriate to my new position. For some education is heaven, for others hell. For me it was at that moment the only route of escape on offer.
 But it was not the beauties of Nature that had charmed my girlish heart. It was the young conductor. I had seen him before on this run as he danced between the benches or twirled his hips up the spiral staircase. Our eyes had met over the dispensing of tickets and a whole encyclopaedia of forbidden knowledge had flashed between us in one bat of his long eyelashes and the almost accidental passage of silken heat from his hand into mine as he counted out change. He was simply the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. To look at him made me want to cry and Muriel Walker is not a girl much given to crying. Now, he came down the stairs in one glamorous slide, supporting his weight on the handrails, crutch thrust out, converting an act of labour into how I imagine a ballet to be and stood in the stairwell with his eyes boldly blazing into mine. And what eyes! Dark, smouldering, with a curious lilt to them like a grace note in a melody. I stared back entranced, breathing heavily as he shifted his moneybag deliberately from side to front and seemed to undergo a sudden, significant rise in the size of his takings.
 The tram juddered round a corner with bacon-slicer noises of resistance between rail and wheel and there came the din of another kind of resistance screamed from a thousand angry mouths as the pickets – pinned between dockyard gates and a line of police – greeted our arrival as if we were a blockade-busting battleship and surged forward. A banner made from an old sheet on broom handles wavered towards us, Mr. Walker grim-faced beneath it like a coffin-bearer. ‘Fair Wages for Free Men.’ My conductor stood firm, a captain on the bridge of his orange ship in the full glamour of his uniform as the driver pushed on slowly through the tide of confused bodies, waving and shouting to clear the tracks. The police were bemused, unsure whether freedom of passage was one of the things they are supposed to be protecting here or whether this was simply a vehicle bringing reinforcements for the enemy. And then the matter was sharply resolved. With one leap, my conductor grabbed the door rail and swung outside with waving fist.
 ‘Down with the Keystone Cops!’
 With cheering laughter, the strikers rushed forward again, the whole thing now become carnival – knocking off helmets like coconuts at the fair – and a fat sergeant went down, notebook and truncheon trampled pitilessly underfoot. Others stumbled, tripped over the greasy tramlines. Law-enforcing backsides were roundly kicked with stout, steel-tipped dockyard boots. Placards and banners rained from above on the police like the eagles of Roman legions and suddenly I am there at the door too, body pressed hard against my hero, eyes shining, as the structures of capitalism tumble around us in the heady screech of police whistles.
 Breaking glass, blood, broken heads, screaming and bellowing, a maelstrom of anger and despair, revenge and terror! There is a wonderful excitement and creativity in the smashing of things. Every shattered window draws a line through time. That night, we presented ourselves at home, myself and Mr. Walker, he clutching the trophy of a police helmet like a taken head – bound in unwilling comradeship, both stained with the blood of martyrs – and surrendered ourselves to dabbing rags dipped in disinfectant for our wounds. There was something horribly akin to paternal pride in his face. I shuddered as he said, ‘She’s a braw wee lass, mother. Ye should ha’ seen the way she heaved a brick at yon black Maria.’
 Except the blood all over me isn’t just martyr blood. This is the day of my fulfilment as a woman – behind a blackberry hedge that is heavy with the symbolism of late-ripened fruit in the midst of thorns and with the strident shout of battle in our ears. It comes through the good offices of a derailed and flyly unbuttoned employee of the Glasgow Tramway and Omnibus Company with beautiful, dark eyes.
  
 *   *   *
  
 Sin was to be found everywhere in Glasgow, almost without looking, and especially on a Sunday, for it had been drummed into me that there was nothing on earth more wicked than sinning on Sunday – a proposition I have spent my life disproving. It hung in the air and dripped down the walls like condensation on wash day. It was in the breath of the horses and the scent that ladies dabbed behind their ears. It was in the drinking in the pubs around Sauchiehall Street and the painted women of easy virtue who lurked there. Sometimes it was visible only to the godly for it festered in the churches of any denomination but your own and the damned, hell-bound devil-worshippers that frequented them and their smoking altars. For the very pure, it was even to be found in the swings in the parks that must be chained up on a Sunday to prevent the evil of children’s laughter on the Lord’s Day. It is the last of these that I am about – not swings but roundabout pleasure – in the comely form of Hamish Friend, 17-year-old incarnation of the sins of the flesh and the primal fall of Eve and part-time tram conductor. Ironically, it was the strictures of the godly that made all this possible. Ham knew how to tickle open the lock of a nearby sports pavilion secure in the knowledge that God would strike down anyone else using it on the Sabbath. So it was here amongst the decayed smell of sweaty armpits and unwashed feet that we made the beast with two backs on a splintery pine floor, with undarned socks abandoned in corners like forlorn hopes. This association of lust and male dirt, once established, is very convenient to a young girl in a world where women make love while men merely grab grubby sex. I chased away the thought that Ham might have been here before and done more than unlace and dubbin his football boots in all-male company.
 Not being a visitor of the art galleries, I had never seen a completely naked, male body before. In those prudish days, many men had probably never seen one either and the finally revealed secret of what human beings really look like was astonishing to me. I explored and probed his body deliciously and shamelessly as he blushed coyly – the unexpected pubic hair, the outrageousness of the old man’s scrotum between smooth, young thighs all challenged me like the three-legged monsters of the Isle of Man. I had missed out on a lot by avoiding art galleries and this was the moment when I decided to take up painting. I told him my true origins, that my father was a Manxman by birth, an African archaeologist, dead to a tropical fever – no – eaten by cannibals after the discovery of a lost city in the jungles of the Sahara. Most people found this astonishing. But there was more to Ham than met the eye. His skin had a beautiful olive softness unlike the uncooked pastry appearance of most Glaswegians. That on the shaft of his penis was definitely brown. Perhaps he is one of the ‘Sons of Ham’ that the Wee Free thunder against. My fair, dark Ham tells me a romantic story to explain it away in a voice with the soft accents of the far west, a voice that breathes of peat and malt whisky.
 ‘Once upon a time there was a great laird in India. He ran the whole country for John Company. One day, the King of Bally, a beautiful island in the South Seas, sent him two fine boy slaves as a present. Their fathers were also great men of the country but the wicked King of Bally had killed them and taken their lands and now wanted to be rid of their sons by sending them far, far away. So they entered the service of the great laird of India and he, not knowing what else to do with them and being a godly man, had them sent to school there and baptised them Edmund Friend and Francis Mann to remind himself that – though once slaves – they were his friends and fellow men. And they lived in a great palace with fountains and peacocks and a harem of lovely ladies. But the laird’s enemies were plotting against him at home and he was recalled to Scotland and the boys they came too as just part of his luggage, along with the silk umbrellas and the gold robes and the feathered hats. The peacocks came too but they lost their voices when they left India and became mute for the rest of their days. But the great laird died on the way home and so the lads were left to run wild in the family castle in the north of Scotland. There they learned Scots and hunted and fished and finally married local women – though these were far beneath them – and raised families of which I am the latest, fairest fruit. The two families have always kept in touch. My father was a Friend. My mother a Mann.’
 The last line made me giggle, being so unlike my own life, but I found it hard to believe a word of all this. People make up such silly tales. A fairy story, then. But why tell the ugly truth when something else can be so much more lovely? I looked at him again. I would definitely take up painting.
  
 *   *   *
  
 1919 and the Great War is over. Too late for me. Poor Ham lies broken and buried somewhere in Northern France, conscripted on his eighteenth birthday as a fresh sacrifice to the profits of the international arms industry and dead on his third day at the front. It is a year before I know – the news broken casually by a fellow tram conductor as he reshuffles his ticket rack – with me screaming and wailing in the tram’s rattling stairwell and comforted by patting women who have seen it all before as some perky, young telegraph boy skips whistling up to their door bearing news from the War Office of their father, brother, husband or son.
 There were strikes everywhere, docks, railways, shipyards, a heaving underswell of turbulence and disaffection was passing through the nation as a swallowed goat passes down a snake, stretching the seams. The streets were dotted with broken windows. The Battle of George Square led Winston Churchill to order the army into the city and there were tanks and soldiers billeted in all the parks with Lewis guns mounted on street corners and nervous, wall-eyed Englishmen in khaki clutching them as though for comfort. Glaswegian troops were shipped south and safely out of the city. The High Hiedyins were terrified of a Bolshevik uprising like the one they were having in Russia, but this is still Britain and the sheriff’s bumbling attempts to read the Riot Act are prevented by the simple expedient of Mr. Walker and other members of the Workers’ Councils hitting him on the head with it and tearing it up. This is Mr. Walker’s moment of glory but shortlived like himself, for, as the court officers turn, hitch up their robes and flee womanishly up the town hall steps, he clutches at his heart and goes down. An unsuccessful life crowned by a successful death. But then the last thing he sees is the words, ‘unlawfully, riotously and tumultuously remain’ blowing on a paper fragment of the Riot Act and plastered to his face by the wind, to be followed by a triumphant ‘God Save the King’.
 I will never know what led my mother, a most unadventurous person, to up sticks at her time of life and move to America. Certainly, it could be nothing that I had said or done. America was very far from my dreams. Yet, there hung around us all, a sense of things coming to an inevitable end, something that was no more to be resisted and the passing of Mr. Walker seemed to draw a line under a whole section of her life. So there she sat after the extravagant trade union funeral with its clenched fist salutes, with all her worldly goods tied up in the curtains as though for a moonlight flit from a pressing landlord. Only when we were well down the road on the back of a fish truck – we were travelling in style, really poor people went by horse and cart – did I even discover that we were indeed leaving without bothering to pay the rent or the gas. Perhaps that was Ma’s way of having the last word. It taught me the lesson that not everything in life has to be faced. It’s not a form of weakness to simply walk away. It takes real moxie.










Chapter Two




Joseph Kennedy was a big beanpole of a man with one of those Boston Irish cabbage faces and finally starting to slap on some weight around the belly. He leaned back in his chair and drew fragrant breath through his cigar, said, ‘Of all my female employees, Manxi, I guess you’re about the only one I’ve never tried to screw.’ He scratched his crotch thoughtfully as though I was ruining his collection. You had to admit that fancy education and Harvard fraternities had not quite rubbed off all of his rough corners. Joe was a serial fornicator who brought his business methods to his love life. I once heard him explaining to someone on the phone, ‘Never settle for a workaday fuck before four in the afternoon. You might still get a better offer later before close of business and come up short before you can restore liquidity.’ Rose, his poor wife dumped back in Boston, was about the only other woman in the States not to be on the receiving end of his attentions – but somehow maintained a mysterious state of constant pregnancy. Perhaps Joe could fornicate even over the phone.
 I asked, ‘Is that meant as a compliment or an insult, Joe?’ I had asked Gloria Swanson the same question once when she had remarked that, in bed, Joe was a total animal.
 He laughed and flicked ash, waggled his blazing red tip at me. ‘Maybe a little of both, honey. After all, I like ’em dumb, scrawny and obliging.’
 New York had been a terrible place, an ugly, cruel city – even worse than Glasgow since Ma was scared of the black men – never having seen one before – and no one could understand a word she said. I, of course, had long acclimatised to American and assumed its modalities just as I borrowed Auntie BBC’s English back in Glasgow for office use. Joe sometimes joked that mine was an accent I had picked up from the silent screen. California was better – much better – though I thought at the start I was getting the fuzzy end of the lollipop again. I took an office job with a small motion pictures outfit, Film Booking Offices of America, a shoestring operation that churned out cheapie movies, mostly Westerns. The horses cost more than the actors who were just cheap camera fodder and often a little too quick on the draw with the office help. Then it seemed that FBO was going AOT and I had already started scanning the wanted ads. At the last minute, Joe turned up, bought out the operation, brought in his boys, refloated, refinanced, flipped some companies, did some shouting down the telephones, cut some deals and suddenly the money was pouring in. Joe’s real business, of course, was knowing people. His father was in the saloons trade which exposed him to a wide range of contacts. The result was that Joe ended up married to the mayor’s daughter while being well-connected with the absolute cream of organised crime – bootlegging across the Canadian border being his most profitable activity. At the same time, he had enough contacts in the trading rooms to be the first to get inside information or be able to fix the markets so that no investment ever turned bad for him. I suppose he should have set my socialist principles on edge but he was less a stodgy financier than an outlaw, bringing ever nearer Mr. Walker’s inevitable destruction of late capitalism. I ran the local office and answered the telephone to Rose, always having a new story to hand to explain Joe’s non-availability. Mostly, his non-availability was owing to his close-ups with Gloria Swanson. Gloria, at that time, was at the height of her fame but spreading her legs for a studio director was a good way for a girl to make sure she kept all her options open. She was spending $12,000 on a dress, $6,000 a year on perfume but the real extravagance must be the $10,000 a year she splashed out on knickers that she hardly ever had on. To be blunt, one way or another she was working her arse off so I invented a whole network of secret government projects to take Joe out of town to unknown, undisclosable locations – especially around five in the afternoon. You would often see Gloria’s Lancia – upholstered in fabulous leopard skin – outside the same addresses. Joe called me his ‘head scriptwriter’. That was all before they fell out, of course – him and Gloria – when she discovered she was the golden goose being systematically plucked as well as … I also wrote for the scandal rags under another name but I never blabbed on Joe, he had too many friends who could make you fall off the end of a pier.
 ‘I’ve got a little job for you, Manxi. Right up your alley.’ We were in his private office, sour LA sunshine leaking through the Venetian blinds and he had both feet up on the desk, clad in great Irish boots and the thick navvy’s socks that made him feel secure. All Kennedy boys had flat feet and big noses to grab as much free earth and air as possible. He sipped coffee from an army mug and looked at me hard. I chugged illegal Scotch, poured from the office bottle, one part of my cultural heritage that I still embraced. Joe saw the Irish whiskey-swilling thing as a cliché and refused to go to hell on a cliché, so he seldom drank. Movies people! ‘The key to making money in the movies business is to control both the film production and the movie theatres that show them. Then you can load the dice against the competition and crowd them out with your own cut-price films. There’s a business I’ve had my eye on, Pantages Pictures, with a holding of 84 houses up and down the West coast and Canada – all making money. I’ve offered that little Greek shit Alex Pantages 8 million bucks and he’s turned me down flat. I’ve cut off our films to him. Since we control talkie copyrights through RKO, we’re squeezing his balls from all sides but still he won’t budge. That’s undemocratic, unAmerican. I reckon it’s time for him to suffer a little misfortune with one of his dancers. It seems Alex is going to attack poor, innocent, little, Eunice Pringle – great little mover – in a broom cupboard at the theatre and make her do a jolly jig against the wall. Being, as she is, an untouched virgin from convent school this will lead her to run out into the street, screaming, blind with distress and her clothes all torn.’ He chuckled. ‘Reporters will happen to be there. The Hirst newspapers have been fixed to be sympathetic to our – poor Eunice’s – cause but she’ll need coaching so she can tell a good tale at the trial and give the journalists what they want. Pretty little twat she is, a brain she ain’t. Do you reckon you could do that for me, head scriptwriter? Needless to say, I’ll show myself very, very grateful.’
 I meet 17-year-old Eunice in a hotel down on the Strip and explain to the management that we’re rehearsing scenes from a movie – not exactly a lie. I’m a method perjurer. Eunice was a beauty all right with lots of thick, dark hair and lips like a boiled clam. We act out her violation, fix times, responses, escape routes, what drawers she was wearing, decide which questions she will answer in shocking detail, which she will demur at with maidenly modesty, when she will cry and at what signal she will finally break down and swoon, making sure she shows her legs. We rehearse her screams and pleadings and discuss the advisability of a failed suicide attempt before the hearing – finally deciding against it. On the whole it’s hard work but a hoot. And then, when they put her on the stand, beautifully prepared, and ask her to tell, in her own words, what happened, she just says, ‘Aw gee, he schtupped me but good, honey, with this fat Greek schlong.’
 Never mind. The judge clearly thought she was too dumb to lie. After his first conviction, Partages is ruined and has to sell up to RKO for a knock-down $3.5 million. Sure he gets off on a retrial having learned his lesson and hired a lawyer who can read and write. Needless to say, I’m not the one who gets the missing $5 million but then neither is dear Eunice.
  
 *   *   *
  
 Mine was what you might term a ‘marriage of inconvenience’. I had suffered a mismarriage. Karl Pearson was not the world’s greatest catch – tall, skinny, the trout-like suspicion of a wall-eye – but Ma liked him, which got her off my back. He lived in the same building and Ma dragged him home one day with a leg of lamb and the rest of the shopping but more like a cat would a rat and dumped him on the doormat. Sure, he was irritating but it was not all bad – like all men who work with wood, he was good with his hands. He also had a cute smile and an American passport and I had a use for the latter. Karl made a nice, steady living refinishing old furniture that he sold around the new developments shooting up all over LA. I am not a beautiful woman but I know how to be exotic and exotic gets men every time. I cooked him a few traditional Manx dishes as learned from my Viking forefathers and he was hooked like a Manx herring so that, in a few short months, I had him wed, pussy-whipped and sleeping in separate beds with the wedding photos safely stowed on the secondhand piano. Let him find relief in French-polishing his big chests and rubbing up his tallboys. A husband who smelled of fish glue and sawdust was not what I was used to in the movie business.
 Karl began to hit the bottle like Mr. Walker before him. I didn’t mind that until it started, in turn, hitting the finances. Booze was illegal and expensive and Joe Kennedy didn’t give discounts to his workers. Then Ma took up the habit and I would come home to the pair of them passed out with stupid grins pasted on their faces and something that looked and smelled like a speakeasy at daybreak and with enough empty bottles up and down the hallway to set up a bowling alley. Something had to give. I sat down and started to write a movie script about a woman who plans to murder her dypso husband in a faked car crash and frame her own mother. It came easily and flowed from my pen. If I say so myself, it was brilliant.
  
 *   *   *
  
 Unlike Randolph Hearst’s yacht, Louella Parsons, queen of Hollywood gossip, was totally unsinkable. Not that their fates were not firmly entwined. The Oneida had once been the German Kaiser’s gin palace until newspaper magnate Hearst bought it and had the final, lingering marks of good taste expensively removed to please his starlet mistress, Marion Davies. And Louella happened to be on that yacht off Catalina, with her busy, little pencil, when the cowboy star, Tom Mix, mysteriously died of acute indigestion following a shot to the head that somehow escaped notice in the medical examiner’s report. What followed immediately was a fat syndication deal for her Hollywood gossip column with Hearst Newspapers and the rest was silence. Not that, at parties, she didn’t do a brilliant and vicious impersonation of Marion in her silent movie days when she was afflicted with a terrible stammer. Hearst claimed to have cured her through some Italian speech guru who put marbles in her mouth. Louella always said it was Charlie Chaplin who popped in something much more challenging and t-t-t-tasty. And there she sat over the other side of the room, prune-faced and wearing a silly hat like a strawberry pavlova on her head and a cross round her scrawny, hypocritical neck big enough to nail a bishop to.
 The Depression had hit Hollywood hard. People without enough to eat didn’t think about popcorn. The studios had cut back on the falling stars, many were teetering on the edge of bankruptcy and at parties both diamonds and caviar had been replaced by different kinds of cheap paste of fishy origin. Worse still, the moral strictures of the Hays Code had made the films boring and actors were now following in their footsteps and losing the wild eccentricity that had once made them such fun. All over town the gilt was peeling off the cherubs and official Hollywood henceforth only existed above the waist.
 Louella – Lolly – had written the odd movie script and was a fellow journalist so we were old friends. I carried over one of her favourite triple martinis and joined her on the sofa.
 ‘Hi, Manxi. What’s cooking?’
 I settled in snugly. Louella was kind of touchy. With her it was never love at first slight. But she and I had an old sparring-partner relationship. ‘Well, Lolly, I can give you an exclusive. Joe Kennedy and I are planning to marry as soon as his divorce from Rose on the grounds of her adultery with the Pope is final. We have to act fast because I’m due in two months with twins. If they turn out to be white, we’ll keep them and tell everyone they’re Joe’s rather than name them after the whole basketball team that fathered them.’
 She made a sour puss. ‘Don’t joke about tragedy, honey. You should never joke about your bread and butter. The Good Lord doesn’t like it and neither do I. If any of that was true you could name your own price for the story and you know it.’ She gulped and her eyes became moist at the thought of losing so much money that never was.
 ‘Lolly, you’re so right to remind me that we live beneath the sway of a benevolent deity. Why! Only this morning I had a terrible pain in the arse and the Lord, in his infinite mercy, gave me a greater pain in the neck to help me get my mind off it.’
 I looked around. It was another of those endless Hollywood cocktail parties that are all surface gloss and peanut brittle bitchiness – like walking on broken glass – and I was, I guess, a little overtired and sad. I had made an effort to look my best lest my enemies carry away the news of my total collapse into frumphood. But there were somehow always too many competing bodies in Tinseltown. No one had looked up when I came in and, as dear Gloria used to say, every girl appreciates a big, warm hand on her entrance. I didn’t do too well at glitzy places with all these heavy-breasted showgirls fluttering their eyelashes and gasping at the fascinating chatup lines of fat moguls. Some silly blonde girl was throwing herself into appreciating George Cukor’s jokes, leaning backwards and giving him a faceful of hot cleavage at every guffaw. She must be new not to know George was a ‘Twilight Gentleman’ and as gay as a naval parade. A nice young waiter bent and replaced his empty glass with a full one, a twist of lemon and a twisted smile as George slipped a patting, fatherly hand on his pert backside and squeezed – one of Hollywood’s less unpleasant forms of feeling the pinch. George enjoyed a certain immunity from Louella, being on her kiss-and-tell informants’ list following an indiscretion with a sailor at the YMCA that went heavily unreported in all the newspapers some time before. Both their backs were well-scratched.
 Louella scowled at the impiety, then her thoughts turned back to business. ‘Of course, Manxi dear, if I could ever persuade you to open those tight, little lips of yours about your employer and name some of the names of his toasty teatime treats, it might be worth some folding money from me. But then maybe you’re on that list too.’ She appraised sharply over the infinity pool of her martini glass. Louella had a whole economy of scandal going – what a story was worth to the papers, what it was worth to a star not to publish it, what a small favour to a studio now might be worth in future returns when some erring lamb made it big. Her little, black book held the number of every studio exec. and bent cop in LA. Come to think of it, it was a very big, black book.
 ‘Actually, Lolly, I’m writing a film script and I wondered …’
 Her whole face collapsed and she turned away in disgust. ‘Oh, darling, who isn’t?’
 Outside by the fish-shaped pool, the new hottie, Mae West, had been poured into some tight, shiny sheath dress like a performing seal and excessorized with the sort of jewellery you might hang on a horse. She was in characteristic, narcissistic pose, patting her hair, other hand on hip, leg thrust out, surrounded by lapping gigolos and ogling some dark hunk of chuck steak in tight trunks, an English boy called Archie Leach, who had made a bit of a name in a bit part in a film called, oddly, Singapore Sue. They both looked overblown in every possible sense. Not surprisingly she snapped him up for her big hit She Done Him Wrong. From what I saw that night, omit the last word and you’ve got it right.
  
 *   *   *
  
 I didn’t often go down Hollywood Boulevard, a place of flaking stucco and ravaged hookers even in broad daylight. Another prime feature was those medical practices where the doctor slipped you something that accidentally got rid of unscripted babies or where he was known to be usefully quick with the needle for those patients of a nervous disposition. Louella’s own husband was a studio doctor specialising in much the same line with a little bit of celebrity clap on the side. I always wondered how that squared with a wife who dealt in celebrity claptrap professionally. They must have a ‘no-talking-in-bed’ rule. It was mid-1932 and I was feeling, as usual, a little depressed and hung over and a rare chill rain was blowing down from the hills, stirring up muddy dust and memories. Down on Hollywood is a friendly hair salon where a lot of the struggling actresses go to get a cheap makeover. In fact plenty of the girls who go there have given up struggling altogether and decided to just lie back and accept the inevitable but they do you a good Marcel wave which I always find lifts me like a Hollywood happy pill. And then, as I am passing an obscure film theatre on the way home, I see a poster for one of those odd, little movies that never make the main circuit, Bali, The Last Paradise. In RKO I am a pro in that off-piste area of the cinematographic art and I am intrigued. I buy a ticket and go in.
 I suppose it’s a silly film really – all love under the palm trees – but to those of us who have known real love under the palm trees and the jolly dancing of ripe coconuts, it’s the only love there is. But the sheer beauty of the place and the people – both men and women wandering bare-chested and innocent as Adam and Eve – blow me away in that sleazy fleapit, full of coughing cigarette-smokers and saliva-slurping afternoon adulterers. The music, the dancing, the cascading streams carry me away to the place of my dreams. And then the penny drops. Bali. Bally! The ancient island home of poor, dear Ham and his ghost looms up again in the full, barbarous splendour of the Glasgow Tramway and Omnibus Company uniform of so many years ago and tears spring to my eyes. It is a long time since Muriel Walker had a good cry, having transformed herself from a raw doughgirl into a hard-baked cookie, but I sit in that tacky dump and cry all the tears I have held back for years, a seismic eruption of grief and guilty regret. I cry for plucked blackberries and football pavilions and dark, bottomless eyes, for dead hopes and ambitions and accepted compromises and the sheer ugliness of the life I am trapped in. Then, as I sit on the sticky, mock moquette, I feel myself rise, phoenix-like from the ashes of Mrs. Muriel Pearson and a new me is born that soars on gossamer wings and leaves all this dross behind. In the lobby is a telephone booth. I dial Louella’s number and we have a long, meaningful chat. I will go to Bali and realise that new self. I wilI start to paint again. I have neglected it too long. Painting is a window onto my soul and it is time to fling it wide and let the sunshine back in. I walk straight out of there and find only grimy LA rain. I try to look up at the sky and see, across the way, an unfortunate, rooftop billboard that blocks the view where a big-boobed, breastbound bimbo – maybe George Cukor’s friend from the other night – urges me – shoulders back – to ‘Stand out with the new, “cutting-edge” bra from Babelle.’ Ouch! A blatant image of everything I want to get off my chest. I get an attack of the giggles at the sheer, irrecoverable idiocy of the world, take a happy, rainstreaked, yellow streetcar to the nearest shipping line – the other passengers glaring at me as I sit and openly laugh through tears like a mad woman – and book myself on the next ship east. Sod Ma and Karl Pearson. They will be happy together – or maybe not.
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