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    Prologue




    This book will be called One Good Turn or Holding My Own, or Why Did I Ever Agree To Do This?, or even, Don’t Get A Round Much Any More. Another favourite, at five o’clock in the morning over hot milk and nutmeg and, much later, a Temazipan, was Earning My Lines and involved a high-definition photo of my furrowed brow and me-andering cheek bones. For some reason, this failed to excite my publishers in the same way it did me. Certainly, by the time you read this prologue, you will know the name of the book you’ve paid over the odds for . . . As of now, though, the writer doesn’t. It depends very much on what comes up as the best photo at the shoot on 25 May. Recycled Clips is another 3 a.m. regular, as is one of Zelma, my late mother’s standards: ‘Shall I tell you something about me? No matter what I’ve been doing, whether it’s late or early, no matter how tired I am or what I have to do next day, come rain or shine, every night that dawns, I wash out my underwear.’ So, Every Night That Dawns by Maureen Lipman.




    The trouble is that with my other books, none of which I actually remember writing, the titles just appeared like the transformation scene in a panto. It looks like magic but you had to be there at the technical rehearsal to know how much blood and throat slashing and injured fly-men went into getting it to appear like magic. Now, looking back on those books, I’m misty eyed and nostalgic because they are the nearest I’ll ever get, with my disintegrating memory, to a diary of my life.




    Whereas Zelma’s diaries, which sit on my shelf in the study where I work, go like this:




    

      

        

          Monday, washed windows. Tea with Freda.




          Tuesday, turned mattress. Bernard’s shampoo and set.




          Wednesday, kitchen cupboards. Harold Flasher for filling.




          Thursday, coin-op with nets. Kalooki. Buy loaf. Tall tin salmon.




          Friday, scalded chicken, Silvo’d candlesticks/cutlery. Spoke to Mo. Amy chickenpox.




          Saturday, shul, changed girdle for 42 inch, Marks. Jean’s evening.




          Sunday, ride out for ice cream. Joyce and Louis. Saw Lily. Tea, Beverley Arms.


        


      


    




    In short, not a thought, feat of imagination or feeling is captured from January to December. Just an aide memoir of another year. I don’t know if she was happy or sad, contented or forlorn. Her diary, like most diaries, was for her consumption alone and there is nothing in its numerous pages, save accuracy, which would communicate to you her enormous personality or her idiosyncratic nature. It’s been up to me to do that. There are few moments more precious to me than the laughter her comments still illicit from audiences, young and old, all over the country. The only person reaping more pleasure from the sound would have been Zelma herself.




    Still, I hope this ‘diary’ conveys the kaleidoscope of the last few years. Accuracy . . . I can’t vouch for, because, I realize more and more, everything I read or experience is subjective. When I read Lynda Bellingham’s riveting autobiography, Lost and Found, I was transfixed by how different her experience of working on the play The Sisters Rosensweig was from mine. She recalled a fellow actress being a bit late for the half-hour call, me getting upset and she keeping the peace. I recall rising panic at the five-minute call, virtually on a nightly basis, as we dressed her quivering understudy. We are neither of us liars.




    When, on a recent Mark Lawson interview, I told the story of Frank Finlay being rubbed down on the set of The Pianist with an immense German sausage by director Roman Polanski, it was virtually all I remembered of the shoot. I had dined out on it. Frank, conversely, could scarcely remember the incident at all.




    When two of my girl friends and I first met my friend, chap, consort, Guido, we all saw a man with silver hair, no beard and a grey suit, who kissed my hand. He was, actually, nobly bald, bearded, wearing navy and insists he doesn’t make a habit of kissing ladies’ hands. We are none of us fantasists. ‘Half the truth is often the whole lie,’ said Burke. It’s perfectly clear to us that Shakespearian fairy dust was sprinkled in our eyes.




    Somewhat nervously, I’m injecting a little fantasy of my own into the anecdotal format and I’m quietly confident you’ll take on board this new spin on the old formula. Included here are my ‘Partly Pieces’ – twenty solo monologues or character sketches in homage to Joyce Grenfell and her second cousin by marriage, the revered solo artiste, Ruth Draper. Joyce’s sketches stayed in my head for a long time after I completed five years on and off in the West End hit Re: Joyce. This July, along with the actress/teacher Jane Bower, I‘ve just tried out a show, Mrs Grenfell and Miss Ruth, illuminating the huge influence the established star Ruth Draper had on the shy, amateur Joyce Grenfell. It was a steamy hot night and I lost my nerve a bit and began to panic. I finally turned to the audience, Joyce-like, shook myself from top to toe and yelled ‘Nerves!’ They gave me a round of applause. Then we got on with the show. Afterwards I was wrung out like a wet-wipe, but the standing ovation we got reflected, I think, an audience thrilled to have participated in something rather than having it spoon-fed to them.




    It seems to me that in a monologue, the writer/performer has the advantage of working with an audience, much more than an actress who just includes them obliquely. Our audiences had to work hard to see and hear the invisible people we were conjuring up. As Alan Bennett proved with his Talking Heads, to really get it the audience has to meet the speaker halfway. We do it all the time with novels, but on television, as my great grandma would have said, they hit us over the head with a teapot. ‘Passengers on their way to airports,’ says the announcer, then follows a shot of suitcase, feet, baggage handlers – ‘faced queues’ – shot of lines of cars on motorway – ‘and a spokesman’ – shot of man emerging from office with clipboard . . . You get the picture? Imagination by-pass.




    Monologues work as if you were a child again. ‘You be Miss Peterson and I’ll be the naughty schoolgirl!’ or ‘We can’t go to the palace unless we swim the mighty river!’ or ‘Let’s make this sideboard into a boat!’ is the scenario, genially crossed with Radio 4’s Afternoon Theatre, listened to whilst doing the ironing. As if. The last time I ironed was just after sweet rationing.




    So, interspaced between the stories, the whinges, the nostalgia, the jokes and the helpless refrain ‘It could only happen to me’, my editor has sprinkled my bevy of characters. They range from ‘No Smoke Without Being Fired’, where a sour and jaded woman executive, smoking outside the trophy building, finds herself in the company of a born-again Christian from the sorting department, to ‘Brittney’s Got Talent’, where a hot-panted young wannabe faces an X-Factor celebrity panel, to ‘Driving Miss Maisie’, where a woman practises returning the child she won custody of to her ex husband. We have, en route, ‘Sandi or “No Probs”‘, the Aussie mammographer with the bedside manner of a hydrangea, and ‘Midge Darke’, the tough, relentless army sergeant, who has a soft way with her privates.




    They are in there for you to try out on your friends, as audition pieces, or for a musical festival, if such things still exist, or as a bit of a concert on a dark and stormy night, when 200 channels prove as entertaining as the Test Card and you’ve exhausted your Australian drinking games. I hope they come to life when they’re inflated by the human voice. I’ve tried a few out on captive audiences and they do what it says on the tin – embarrass the shit out of you – no, what I’d like to think is they create short cocktails with a twist of lemon and a dash of Angostura, which leave you refreshed but with a thirst for more . . . but I won’t say that on the grounds that it would be fantastically pretentious. Not altogether to my surprise, they are all rather angry women.




    Look, it’s a hybrid, an amalgam, a crossbreed, a homogenized melting pot, a concoction, a patchwork, a scrambled edge, a jumble tale, a combination, a medley of mania, a mixer match, a mongrel feast. A mo-latto . . . what you will. It’s . . . hell, it’s my new book.




    Anyway, before I make the final decision, I really Must Collect Myself.




    As I began this book, I was starting a new play named Glorious, which was going to rehearse in Birmingham, tour for six weeks and come into the Duchess Theatre for a six-month run. It told the story of the American philanthropist and entertainer, Florence Foster Jenkins, a woman so adorably deluded about the greatness of her vocal powers that she hired Carnegie Hall at vast expense and sent her fans crying into the street – with laughter. During Florence’s ‘Queen of the Night’ aria, Tallulah Bankhead, allegedly, wet herself and had to be carried out of her box. Jenkins’ long-playing record, issued after her death, was entitled ‘Murder on the High Cs’. I would, of course, be performing eight shows a week . . . three arias a show.




    I was also writing a weekly opinion column for the Guardian newspaper. I did this for a year whilst trying to decorate a flat, obedience-train a puppy, keep up with my friends and apply myself to a new relationship. I was happy but, looking back at the scribbled notes, something had to give . . .
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    Holding My Brain In




    There are times when I think I’m losing my brain. As if bits of it are evaporating through the pores of my head into the air, to be picked up by other people from a central pool of knowledge, leaving my head with just coarse yellow Emmenthal where there used to be springy white Rosenthal.




    How could I forget the word indomitable? Oh sure, I know it now, but where was it when I was describing a friend who is? But perhaps I should slow down a bit and stop being so bloody in . . . indem . . . inevit . . . whatsit! Or the surname of Michael, who was the administrator of the Old Vic when I was there from 1970 to 1973? I’ve got it now, it was Halifax, but when I needed it – in its exact place in the story I was telling – it vanished. The whole rhythm of the story was thrown, as, indeed, was I, which reminds me, as most things do, of a joke.




    Millie, an elderly lady, was out driving one day, with her friend Dorothy, when she drove straight through a red light. The friend was shocked but, sure it wouldn’t happen again, refrained from saying anything. At the next lights, Millie accelerated and once again shot through them. Shaken, Dorothy prepared to say something when, to her horror, Millie slowed down at green, revved up during yellow and screamed into full throttle on red.




    ‘Millie!’ said her friend. ‘For heaven’s sake! You’ve just gone through three red lights. What are you thinking of?’




    ‘Me?’ said Millie in amazement. ‘Do you mean to say that I’m driving?’




    Why are you laughing? That’s not funny, that’s tragic. Good friends understand when I invite them to lunch, then go out to open a fete or take the dog out for a really long walk, but it doesn’t work so well the other way round. The organizers can get justifiably shirty if you turn up as they’re clearing away the coconut shy, in wellies and a track suit with a poo bag in your hand. Actually, that’s another irritant, forgetting the poo bag on a walk and having to scrabble around with leaves or a discarded Kentucky Fried chicken box. I’ve taken to carrying a disposable rubber glove around with me but it can be equally embarrassing when one drops out of your bag as you pay for a posh bra and pants in Bravissimo.




    It’s also hard being a dumb brunette, and I feel only sympathy for the woman in the car park of a Texan supermarket who was spotted by passers-by, sitting, for over an hour, in her car, eyes shut, both hands on the back of her head. Finally, someone went over and tapped on the car window, whereupon she opened her eyes and mouthed the words, ‘Help me! I’ve been shot in the head.’ Paramedics were called and the door of the car forced open, but she refused to move or take her hands off her head because she insisted her brains were oozing out of her skull. When they examined the car, they found that in the midday heat, a packet of Pillsbury dough on the back seat had exploded with a sharp retort, sending mounds of dough flying onto her head. She’d been sitting in her car for an hour pressing bread to her scalp. The last sentence of the article was, ‘The woman was blonde.’




    Which reminds me of another joke: a blonde on a flight to Toronto suddenly ups sticks from Economy, parks herself in First Class and orders champagne. The stewardess politely tells her that she cannot serve her and she has to move back into her seat in economy. The blonde just purrs, ‘Look, honey, I’m blonde, I’m beautiful and I’m staying in first till we get to Toronto, so fetch me a drink, OK?’ Worried, the stewardess goes to consult with her senior steward, who straightway goes over to reason with the blonde, who naturally is having none of it. She stretches her fabulous legs, batts her lashes and says, ‘Look, honey, I’m blonde, I’m beautiful and I’m damned if I’m moving from this seat till I get to Toronto.’ The senior steward scratches his head and returns to the front of the plane to consider. Several other stewards and stewardesses have the same lack of success. Finally, someone tells the pilot about the dilemma and asks what he would do in the situation. The pilot smiles and hands over the controls to his co-pilot. ‘Leave this to me,’ he crows. ‘I speak blonde.’ They stare at him. He continues, ‘I’m married to a blonde.’ With a swagger, he walks over to the blonde and whispers something in her ear. Immediately, she leaps up from her seat, thanks him and returns to Economy. Amazed, the stewards gather round and ask him what he could possibly have said to make her behave so obediently when they had all failed to move her. ‘Oh, it’s simple really,’ he says, taking back the controls from his partner, ‘I asked her where she was heading. She told me she was going to Toronto, so I told her I was very sorry she hadn’t been told this at Heathrow, but the front part of this plane doesn’t go to Toronto.’




    Last week, by dint of spending the previous night in the right area, I did make it, on time and wearing a fetching het, to open a fete at a Leonard Cheshire Home for the disabled in Brampton, near Huntingdon. I’m so glad I did. It was a pleasure. It was a gorgeous summer day and the balloons and bunting were shimmering on a real old-fashioned English ‘do’. There were homemade cakes, a fancy-dress competition with all of two entrants, ringed plastic ducks in a paddling pool, book, video and knick-knack sales and a disarming police . . . er . . . dis-arming demonstration. And owls. Owls! Four of them from a local owl sanctuary, sitting on the gloved arms of their trainers. I’ve never been that close to a real owl before, let alone been allowed to stroke its downy breast, and it was stirring to the soul. They are incredibly beautiful creatures in Calvin Klein white and beige, tan, amber and brown – which just happened to be exactly the colours I was wearing to open the fete.




    Wildly overexcited, I asked the organizers to please take photos of me, covered in snowy barn owl, on my camera, which for once in a millennium I had remembered to bring along. It goes without saying that when I’d finished the reel and taken it proudly to the developer the following day, he reminded me that with these camera things, it’s quite important to remember to put in a film first.




    Still, I won’t forget the wheelchair-bound residents and the carers of the Leonard Cheshire Home, because, without exception, they were, as the Irish say, up for the craic. A lovely young lad called Jonah had seen me in Doctor Who and gave me one of the two coconuts he’d won on the shy.




    We drove home on my favourite road, the old A1, passing a village called Braughing. My companion remarked that he’d never, in thirty years of driving to Cambridge, known how Braughing was pronounced. ‘Why don’t we ask some inhabitants?’ was my practical suggestion.




    ‘It’s Braughing like laughing,’ said one of the two ladies with a basset hound we stopped.




    ‘Yes, but is that as pronounced in the south or the north? I mean we laff and you lahf.’




    ‘And have you seen our ford? No? Well you should. Turn left and follow the road and you can drive round the village square and back.’




    Which we did. My first ever drive-through ford. A perfect day, a coconut on the back seat and, conveniently, a hammer in the boot.




    

       

    




    I Call It Schadenfraud





    A word of advice. If you’re going to be defrauded don’t let it happen after 5.30 p.m. or before 9.30 a.m. Or over a weekend. Or a Bank Holiday. The Fraud Helpline helps you during office hours only. This makes sense to Mr Big of the Fraud Helpline and his young and probably burgeoning family, but makes ashenblotty, as my late father would have called it, of your nerves, your bank accounts, credit cards and assorted finances. On reflection, it might be an idea to call the Fraud Helpline in advance, and ask them when it would be most convenient for them for you to be defrauded.




    This week, whilst I was rehearsing in Birmingham, some subnormal crook tried to open two bank accounts, start an Amex account and an online account, not only in my name but in the name of my late husband. Clearly he or she is not an obituary reader. They had my address, so a cheque-book robbery was suspected. My loved and trusted accountant was given shrift of the short variety when he tried to speak to the fraud line at the building society involved. They told him they could only accept calls from the fraudee, or whatever I’m termed. The society will remain anonymous, though if I say the whole thing made me cross, you might be getting warm.




    I was called out of rehearsals, given a list of reference numbers as long as Giselle Bundchen’s arm, and told to contact the building society, and there began the attempt to defraud my brain. Much has been written about BT’s numbing ‘If you want to tear out every hair on your leg press one, if you wish to invade Poland press two’, so I won’t add to that cry from every overcharged subscriber in the land. However, when you press the number indicated only to find a set of seven further choices and then finally hear, to a backing of porpoise music, that you are a valued customer but there is no one to take your call as all operators are busy so please call back later because you are still a valued customer, you find you have paid for 13 futile minutes of phone time.




    ‘I’m being robbed, for Christ’s sake!’ you scream at a pre-recorded voice. ‘Give me a human being! A walking, talking human bloody being, a serial wife beater even, a gormless twitcher from Ballyback o’ Beyond.’




    Which, lo and behold, is more or less what I got.




    ‘H’lloy,’ said a nasal but chirpy voice.




    ‘I don’t believe it!’ I gasped. ‘Are you real? Are you a person?’




    ‘Hoykenoyholpeu?’ said the real person.




    ‘Pardon?’ said I.




    ‘Frahd Holploin. Hoykenoyhalpyeu?’




    Believe me, I have a decent ear for accents, and I love the Irish second only to the other eleven tribes, but the number of times I said, ‘I’m sorry, but could you say that again – slowly’ became embar rassing. It was a call centre in Belfast and by the time I got through to someone I could understand I’d used up every shred of patience and, yes, I’m humiliated enough to admit, every trump card in my pack, including ‘I’m Maureen Lipman.’ (‘Huy?’) And, even more desperately, ‘I shall be writing about this in my column!’ It was only shame that stopped me invoking the name of Esther Rantzen.




    One of the last exchanges I ever had with my late mother was a call I shall always treasure.




    ‘You’ll never guess what,’ she stated emphatically from her Hull living room. ‘I’ve just had the funniest conversation on the phone. Have you got a minute?’




    I had.




    ‘Well,’ she continued, ‘I was just phoning up for cheaper calls, you know, and this woman answered and she had ever such a funny accent, all up and down, and I said to her, “Haven’t you got a lovely accent? Are you Welsh?” And she said, “No, I’m Indian.” So I said, “Oh, where are you then?” And what do you think she said? She said “I’m in India.” So I said, “You’re not are you? Really? What’s the weather like?” ’




    It’s a shame they’re not still making those BT ads.




    Anyway, by this time I’d given my mother’s maiden name and my birth date so many times that I began to think I was giving her birth date and my name when I finally got through to a Mr Big, a twelve-year-old Jane Horrocks soundalike from Lancashire. He gave me his name and his direct number and suggested I should perhaps contact the police in my own locale. Well, I said, I’m in Birmingham and they took away the local police station in my home borough, and what were they going to do if my friends in Belfast wouldn’t take their calls and I’ve a play to get on stage. Later that day, after taking advice from my bank, I rang my new friend back and heard, not his warm and welcoming northern tones, but, instead, ‘Welcome to Fraud Helpline. If you wish to report a theft, please press one. If you wish to bury a phone operator alive with a hyena, please press two . . .’ etc. There is no end to this story. I just have to watch all my bank returns and see if I suddenly start buying yachts in the Bahamas or investing in a vineyard in Mongolia.




    It’s a thought-provoking thing, though. If it’s that hard to report a couple of minor scams, it’s no wonder Enron got away with it for so long – the missing tsunami money, Food for Aid, Yasser Arafat’s millions, Robert Mugabi’s fleets of Mercedes – greed and corruption (to Madoff and beyond) with no retribution in sight.




    ‘Love thyself last; cherish those hearts that hate thee. Corruption wins not more than honesty.’ Lines from Henry VIII, a man to whom corruption was not unknown, written by Shakespeare . . . or possibly Bacon . . . or Sir Philip Sydney . . . or most likely the Earl of Oxford?




    Before my Greek holiday, I went to a large, important post office to renew my international driving licence. I parked my car, walked through twenty minutes of ‘summer rain’ – the type that acts as warm-up man for the announcement of profits of billions for Thames Water and the annual hose-pipe ban – and joined the other fifty-three people shuffling round the barriers and jumping to attention whenever the pre-recorded voice yodelled, ‘Cashier number FOUR’.




    Finally, I’m there. Nirvana. I show her my papers and flash my new driving licence card.




    ‘I need the proper, paper licence,’ says she behind glass.




    I show her a printed copy of the proper paper licence.




    ‘Sorry, I need the real thing.’




    But . . . they sent me this card. They didn’t say I was supposed to carry two around with me.




    ‘I require the actual paper licence, thank you,’ she repeats and turns away.




    ‘Cashier number four,’ coos the tannoy.




    I gaze wearily at racks of obscure DVDs on sale and leaflets alerting me to the fact that I can do my travel insurance, my will, my floral arrangements and probably my monthly dog worming through the post office. What I can’t do is weigh a letter without joining an enormous queue, buy a stamp in less than half an hour or renew my sodding licence without carrying the contents of the filing cupboard . . . and yes, I would be the first in the protest demo when they suggest closing down my local p.o.




    Post office mortem: when I get home, frothing, a friend tells me the regular licence works fine in Greece.




    

       

    




    Kimberley-Kate




    Kimberley-Kate works at a call centre, manning the enquiries and complaints. She is sunny, amiable, not awfully bright but terribly willing to help. She has the gift of empathy and frequently finds herself listening to tales of woe at the bus stop. She loves small animals and is hopeful of meeting Mr Right and settling down in a small house with pretty curtains. She enjoys her work.
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    Kimberley-Kate




    (As many upward inflections as possible turn her statements into questions.)




    Hello, Customer Services, Kimberley-Kate speaking. How can I help you? Yes, I am a real person.




    Oh, I know – you’re not the first to complain about it. It’s not my choice believe me . . . Dizzy Rascal. Oh, was you? Well, you can complain if you like but . . . Aww . . . That’s rubbish. How long did they leave you hanging on? Oh. Bummer . . . That’s like, before I came on.




    We do apologize for any inconvenience. Now how can I . . .?




    Cool . . . Cool . . . Cool . . . So you need to send them on your PX221 like, urgently? I can quite understand that. You’re a photographer are you? Oh, cool. I love photographs. I’ve got zillions on my iPhone. OK. Shall we just calm down, and see what we can do? No probs.




    Soooo. I could look up your reference from the shop but we might as well start afresh for you. Could I have your mobile number now? Sorry, yes, I know, but you haven’t, like, given it to me . . . Right that’s 07748 985908 . . . Yes, I – I’ll repeat that back: 07784 958 908. Sorry. So, what was it again? Brilliant!




    No, nothing’s actually brilliant. It’s just a vigorous peach – a vigorous peach – like . . . OK or wicked or whatever, know what I mean? I just meant I’d – like got it up on screen. You’re ’aving me on . . . straight up? I never knew that . . . Speech is it? Figure? Of? No! Reelly?




    I don’t get it. All them years I thought . . . All my family, like, say vigorous peach. Somefing new every day in this job. Thanks, dude.




    Now, can I first have some proof of your identity? What is your password? Oh I know . . . It’s easily done. Well, let me give you some help – er, yes – the first part’s right but the last two letters . . . ooh, sooo nearly.




    Nope. That’s not it. Oh isn’t it irritating? I know – there’s such a lot to remember these days. Sooo? Got it yet? Oooh . . . Nope, s’not it.




    I’ll tell you what I do – my date of birth and the year. Like, say I’m the twelfth of the twelfth eighty-six – then I always know. Would you like to do that? So, right, that’d be two ten forty-six. Forty-six? Oh, you sound younger – bear with me while I just change that over.




    Bear with me one sec . . . Oops, sorry, I didn’t mean to put you back on music. I do apologize. I never meant to . . . are they OK now, your ears? Cool . . . cool . . . cool.




    Now. Have you got a pen? One eight four four. So. OK. I’ve texted it to you, sir, no probs . . .




    Sooo . . . (She sings softly to herself.) Done. Awesome . . . Na, sir, nothing’s actually awesome. It’s just a figure of speech? (Giggles) D’you mind my asking, is that – I mean like in, like, figure? Like, in Dancing on Ice? Are you sure? Figure of speech – all these years and I’m . . . Like, hellooo?




    Now, I’ve arranged that your photos can be sent through to another party, like, as an email or a text. No probs, my pleasure . . . Glad to be of service.




    Yes, you can access that now. Er . . . well, not right now, like today. Sorry . . . There is, like, a forty-eight-hour delay before you can actually use this facility . . . Yes, well, I’m sorry, they should have expl— Which town was you in? Andover? Is that with a haitch? (She yanks phone away from her ear.) Are you all right? I said is that with a haitch . . . (Yanks it again.)




    Oh dear, did you drop it? Hello? . . . Hello?




    (Off) This geezer’s gone like ape-shit. I can hear broken glass an’ a really long scream . . . Wonder if he’s had a fall. Er . . . hello?




    (Falteringly) Er . . . Thank you for calling . . . er . . . This call may have been recorded for training purposes?




    Hello. Kimberley-Kate speaking. How can I be of service?




    

       

    




    IT Girl




    I have this strong memory of my dear old dad sitting in front of the television watching some ‘shock of the new’ revelation, shaking his head and quietly murmuring, ‘You can’t bloody believe it, can you?’




    At the time, I found his Luddite responses rather sweet and a bit risible. It went with his deference for authority and his fear of wine waiters and banks. Now, as I inexorably become him, my patronizing stance appals me.




    In the old days of touring a play, I just packed up me. That meant underwear, over wear, too many shoes and a script. You should see me now. Or maybe you shouldn’t.




    Now I travel with cables. My laptop travels in a black bag with four wires: one fat grey one, one translucent grey one, one thick black one with integral black box and one spare one for when the thin grey one fails to work in each new location. There are two unidentified spare plugs in plastic bags in the canvas carry-all with the broken zip.




    The first thing I do on arrival is plug in as many of the little Perspex things as I can find holes for. Then I spend a couple of hours pleading with desk clerks, who are hard to contact because the phone won’t work when the computer is plugged in. The bills when I leave are shocking because I haven’t yet grasped that while I’m ruminating on what to write, the cash till downstairs is ringing with an Are You Being Served? regularity.




    In the old days I would come back from the show, knock back a Scotch and soda and some monkey nuts at the bar with my current cast or book a massage from the hulkiest masseur in the solarium. Nowadays, I spend the hour till midnight answering requests to send a support message to a cycling event up the Trossacks to raise money for a solar-powered computer in a Namibian college of media studies, or politely declining to be interviewed about my views on trowels by a fifteen year-old reporter from the Gosforth Gleaner.




    That’s if I get connected. ‘No,’ says the receptionist when, pyjamaclad, I wander down into the lobby, ‘there is no internet connection in your room, but there is wireless connection in the drawing room if you would care to open up an account.’ I ponder changing hotels. In the feverish night I write a letter to the laptop:




    

      

        

          Dear Sheba the Toshiba,




          I don’t ask for much. Just e-mail and Copy, Paste and Send . . . I’m a bit bleary because I did two shows on half a scone and a Redoxon for my dinner. I don’t want to argue with you. I know you have a superior intellect and 100 per cent more memory – as indeed does a pumice stone. The thing is, between you and me and the European Built-in Obsolescence Mountain, shh . . . I really hate you. I’d like you to spontaneously implode and leave me in peace with an HB pencil, a sheet of A4 and a first-class stamp.




          I admit it. I fell in love with your sleek, willowy good looks, so opposite to my own lumpenness. It was purely a physical thing. I thought with the right help I could handle you but I’m sorely out of practice, and I was no good at it the first time round. I shall go to my bed, fake a headache and turn you off.




          In the clear light of day, pausing only to consume a kipper in honour of Jack, who adored herrings in all their forms, I shlepp my bag of cables downstairs and continue to write in the drawing room. I am enraptured by the business scenarios going on around me. There is a florid chap by the fireplace, trashing his fellow employees over an up-and-coming vacancy and to my right a power struggle is being resoundingly lost by a gentle soul of a man whose every gesture clearly irritates the hell out of the boss woman opposite. All human life, after the manner of Ricky Gervais, is here.




          ‘She can’t cope,’ says one of the by-the-fireplace males, smiling the smile of an alligator. ‘She’s a control freak. She’s repacked my case and went mental cos I let Judy book my flights.’




          I’m suddenly glad I’m in a profession where, on the whole, women have as much mouth and trousers as men.


        


      


    




    Coincidence and synchronicity have dogged me this week. The lady who sat by me in the stunning and historic Garnethill synagogue in Glasgow on Yom Kippur, was a haematologist, who had spent four years at the Royal Marsden working with Jack’s myeloma consultant.




    The taxi driver who brought me back from a nourishing trip to the Burrell Collection in Pollock Park, was in the Blue Caves on the north side of Zakynthos this year at the same time as I was.




    As I put on my robe to start the matinee, already thinking of the next tour date – Bath – I found myself remembering, years ago, driving down there with the late, great actress Gwen Watford. I sat down at my dressing table, recalling our last conversation, which was about our husbands, as I picked up my mail. The first letter I opened began with the sentence, ‘Many years ago, I sat beside the actress Gwen Watford at a fashion show and always regretted that I never spoke to her . . . so I’m writing to you today . . . ’




    On Sunday night, at the Cheltenham Literary Festival I talked to Ari and her mother over the book-signing table. Ari was maybe eleven or twelve, fair and pretty and riven with cerebral palsy. Because I’m a patron, I asked her mother if they’d tried conductive education as created by the Israeli educationalist Reuven Fuerstein. The mother exhaustedly shook her head as her daughter and I exchanged a sort of communication, and they moved on. The next couple to approach the table were smiling. He knew Fuerstein’s work well, because he ran an institute of conductive education in Birmingham.




    Now, if I were to tell my children of these coincidences, one of them would be wide-eyed and say, ‘I don’t believe it – that’s amazing! What can the odds be on that happening?’ The other would say, ‘Yes, but think of the number of times it doesn’t happen.’




    Bath loves the show, James the delightful hotel clerk has managed, with the help of my server, to connect me and I’m off for a hazelnut latte. All’s well with the World, web-wise.




    

       

    




    West Side Glory




    When the Sharks and the Jets taunt Officer Krupke with the snarling observation that ‘deep down inside us there is good’, it sums up all the things we seem unable to change in a civilized democracy and everything we know about deprivation in society. With immaculate lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, to a shimmering score by Leonard Bernstein, adorning a book by the great Arthur Laurents, based on a play by promising playwright William Shakespeare from an, arguably, original idea in a 1530 Italian novella by Bandello, its relevance in 2007 is particularly marked.




    Gang culture is the greatest fear of parents and politicians, and the prime minister, when leader of Her Majesty’s opposition, once memorably urged us to ‘hug a hoodie’. West Side Story could be the most important musical of all time. Hugs are nice, love and attention are necessary, but it is time and money where mouths are, which are what really count.




    Camila Batmanghelidjh, the founder of Kids and Company, an organization that has turned around the lives of countless rejects of society, has to spend her life fund-raising to support her charity. Other charities rely on philanthropy to raise money for musical instruments for street kids from South America and South Africa who are redeemed by playing in youth orchestras.




    In the 1950s, while three, complex, musical Jewish boys were getting together to write West Side Story, I was growing up in Hull, where we didn’t have much in the way of rebellion, but the resonance of the show came throbbing over the Humber in as visceral a way as the sound of four lads from Liverpool would a decade later. I can see the LP now, with its scarlet cover, and feel the excitement of slipping it onto my Dancette record player (two words, imaginatively, describing exactly what it did.) Over and over, I would mouth the words and mimic the stance of the sultry star with whom I most identified – Chita Rivera. Sallow of skin, bespectacled, buck of tooth, I was about as Puerto Rican as Peaches Geldof but as far as I was concerned I was Anita and, accordingly, I salsa’d around our newly built extension, with it’s contemporary yellow plastic furniture, watching myself in the French windows and snarling, ‘A boy like that who’d kill your brother’ at an imaginary Maria.




    Thirty years later, playing in Neil Simon’s Lost in Yonkers at the Strand Theatre, I would see Ms Rivera in The Kiss of the Spiderwoman, at the Shaftesbury Theatre. I was fortunate enough to meet her afterwards and was as star-struck as when I was a teenager. She was dynamite. The injustice hit me once again. Rita Moreno was given her role in the film. Pretty face, good dancer yes, but Chita’s talent – light years away. How could she have borne it?




    In spite of the politically incorrect casting, the film of West Side Story was impossible to ruin. The cast were pale shadows of their stage counterparts and once again, the ubiquitous Marnie Nixon sang the soundtrack for Natalie Wood, as she had done so brilliantly for Deborah Kerr in The King and I and would do for Audrey Hepburn in My Fair Lady. Nevertheless, the movie had a raw exuberance which hit you in places you barely conceded existed. It was brash and trumpety, daring and dynamic. There were no heroes, no villains, only victims of prejudice and poverty. I love every frame of that film. It won ten Oscars.




    But, I’ve never seen West Side Story on stage. Come to think of it, who has? How long did it run in those heady blue remembered days when I’d visited London only once, on a weekend excursion. Bed and breakfast at the Cumberland Hotel, the Changing of the Guard, Lyons tea room and nothing left in the coffers for a West End show.




    In 1987, Leonard Bernstein came to Watford to see me in another of his musicals, Wonderful Town. (I tell you this purely and simply to show off.) He told the cast that he’d written the music in three weeks to pay for his new baby daughter – the young woman who was hanging on Dad’s arm that night. He was leonine and dressed to the nines in leather trousers and an aquamarine macramé sweater and he burned my ears with praise. I can’t remember a word of it. Three decades earlier he was a young man trying to make a living. Sometimes the time, the place, the talent and the period combine to make perfect history.




    I’m left wondering why producers revive corny old shows from On Your Toes to Babes in Arms and disregard the – book-, music-, lyrics-wise – perfect musical? If ever a show held up a mirror to a damaged society and changed the thinking of its audience, West Side Story was it. Surely, as the song says, ‘There’s a Place for Us’.




    I had a request recently from an American biographer of Bernstein’s, asking for my permission to reprint a letter I had written to L. B. after Wonderful Town closed, in 1987. To my astonishment, it had been in his archive ever since. I leaped back twenty-three years to the breathless girl I used to be. ‘Well, Mr Bernstein,’ I had written, ‘the curtain has rung down and the star is rung out!’ I read it in wonder that he should have kept it all these years.




    Every year, as the committee selects worthy and wonderful women for the Women of the Year Awards, I sit and marvel at the ordinary wives and mothers who decide, quite randomly one day, to get underprivileged kids off the streets and into rock choirs or cheer-leading or dance or drama and somehow manage to change the direction of their lives. What could be better than to stage West Side Story with real gangs? Daniel Barenboim created the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra for Israeli, Palestinian and other Arab youngsters. Would anyone like to join a woman from the north, down south in London’s East End, and do the same story with West Side?




    

       

    




    The Best Hundred Best List




    I finally left Birmingham after four triumphant weeks, on a Saturday night, having completed two shows. I packed seven plastic bags full of greasepaint, blackcurrant teabags, computer cables and kitchen rolls into the back of the car and set off for home sweet home at around 10.30 p.m.




    I arrived in London at twenty to three after an M1 road closure involving a diversion to Bedford, fifteen miles of unsigned darkness and raging hunger. While in the gridlocked jam I’d recovered four celery sticks and some Lockets from my make-up kit. They were sublime. To keep myself from the ravages of self-pity I surfed the radio stations for gentle music to froth to. Classic FM was giving me Late Night Lisa, a girly breathless treacle-voiced presenter who was clearly desperate to keep me awake. After ‘Danse Macabre’ she gave me some sort of Russian revolution job, ‘Music to Sink Battleships to’. I turned to the World Service. A voice said, ‘And now for the short story “The Night I Drowned”.’




    To all you media studies students, would-be celebs and thespians in the making this is the reality of the business there is, apparently, no business like. By the time you’ve reached home, the applause is no longer ringing in your ears, believe me, only the roar of the juggernauts. And I was the lucky one. The rest of the actors had been dropped at East Acton Tube and were carrying their bags and chattels down the steps of the Underground on their way to south London to repack their sundries for an eight-week Glorious tour of the provinces.




    It is an acknowledged fact that a woman who has visited Malvern, Glasgow and Bath in the space of four weeks must be in awe of stonemasons. Never was there seen such magnificent perspective, such carved and curlicued splendour. A spectrum of creams, ochre and biscuit to outrival Tom Ford’s underwear drawer. All this, plus surrounding hills and shopping. You can’t put too high a price on looking back from Great Poultney Street towards the Holbein Gallery to see tiny rows of parchment-coloured houses climbing up into the seven shades of green which hover over the tops of the buildings. Bath may have been the Big Apple crossed with the Hellfire Club to Jane Austen, but it appeared classy and cool to a tired old thespian on her last mile home.




    To celebrate I spent a hedonistic afternoon at the cinema watching the latest and earthiest version of Pride and Prejudice. It had managed to avoid me for the eight weeks of travelling around by disappearing from each cinema schedule the minute I decided to see it. I was rather glad in the end. The place to see P and P is within a nib throw of where Jane Austen wrote it. For once, I didn’t sit there wondering why I wasn’t in it. I loved it. I laughed, cried, adored Mr Darcy – hair-do and all – admired the casting and didn’t even mind the endless giggling of the girls, which had propelled my daughter out of her seat and into the nearest pub.




    No matter how many times I read or watch P and P I’m still on the edge of my seat, worrying that something unforeseen will stop Elizabeth and Darcy (does Darcy have a first name? Percy? Dick? Colin?) getting together. And no kiss. No blinking kiss! Just as Miss Austen dreamed it. Just a wondrous, yearning, burning, white heat between them, which bodes so well for draughty nights at Pemberley.




    Compare and contrast my viewing on the hotel TV the night before, the imaginatively named Hundred Most Erotic Movie Moments. I mean what next? We’ve had the Classic FM Bank Holiday Hundred Most Popular Requests and the Hundred Best Films Ever and the BBC viewers’ Favourite Comedy Moments and, no doubt, the Hundred Favourite Meerkat Out-Takes. Everything, these days has to be pre-digested into competition form. Never doubt that one day there will be the Hundred Best Programmes of the Best . . . Hundred Best Programmes.




    I missed many of the movie clips through sundry spats with room service, the need to log on and the even greater need to take a very long bath when somebody else is going to clean round the rim; but I saw enough to convince me that the voters’ idea of eroticism is very different from mine. Well, of course. Anyone who can be enticed to be interactive with a cathode-ray machine of an evening has an even sadder life than me and probably does it as a respite from voting for a cockamamie celebrity in the tired and emotional Big Bruvver or a Big Brenda in the contrived X-Factor.




    Can the high point of cinema eroticism be discus-thrower-shaped Ursula Andress walking out of the sea with a big pair of conch shells in her hands? Can it really? Doesn’t do a thing for me. Mind you, the interview with Ursula today may have put a few of the elderly male voters off their stroke. It was scary time. Joan Rivers crossed with Bardot crossed with a cake. The second most erotic moment was Jessica Rabbit, followed at number three by a scene from a movie I’d never heard of showing a stripper dancing with her foot in someone’s mouth, while somebody vaguely familiar looked on. Aargh, just pipped by a hare!




    Yes, Body Heat, The Postman Always Rings Twice, Sharon’s snatched moment in Basic Instincts, Glenn’s bum in the sink in Fatal Attraction and Demi’s feat of clay in Ghost were all in there somewhere. Not forgetting Last Tango in Paris, with Marlon ‘I can’t believe it’s not buttocks’ Brando, indulging in floorplay with poor Maria Schneider, who was nineteen at the time and never recovered her dignity.




    But where, I wondered, was the best sex scene ever? Donald Sutherland and Julie Christie’s reconciliation lovemaking in Nic Roeg’s masterly Don’t Look Now? Best because it expressed something more than sex? It was probably going down at number sixty-nine, just behind some sophomore shagging in Wayne’s World 3.




    One definition of eroticism, which is glued to the tip of my mind’s eye, was related by Gervaise Phin, but I had the advantage of already having heard it from a teacher friend up north. It was about a loutish lad in a literature class who demanded to know, to stave off more Jane Austen and Brontë, what Miss thought was the difference between erotic and kinky. The teacher, unfazed, took a deep breath and said, ‘Very well, Darren, let’s suppose that I were to take a long, silky ostrich feather and trace it, ever so slowly, over the whole length of your body. That would be erotic, wouldn’t it?’




    Darren could only enthusiastically concur, so she continued, ‘If, however, I were to use the entire ostrich . . .’ she paused, ‘that might be construed as kinky.’




    No, give me Darcy and Elizabeth’s near kiss. Or any single frame from The Unbearable Lightness of Being or any afternoon in the salon in The Hairdresser’s Husband. Or Clark carrying Vivien up the apples and pears in Gone with the Wind, growling, ‘This is one night when there’s only going to be two of us in the bed.’




    I must confess to finding Secretary quite darkly erotic, though I’m not sure what that says about me. If any bloke tried to spank me with a heavy book I would uppercut him. Years ago, in my twenties, playing the memorable role of Second Randy Woman in a musical called Tyger Tyger about William Blake, I sported high black boots, PVC hot pants and a tiny knotted-under-the-bust gingham shirt and sang a raunchy song, the lyrics of which went roughly:




    

      

        

          I’m a buxom widow,


          I sleep on sheepskin with my arse out the window!


        


      


    




    They don’t write ’em like that anymore . . . rest soundly on your laurels, Mr Sondheim.




    Anyway, some months later, working at Stratford on As You Like It, I received an unexpected call from the theatre critic Kenneth Tynan, whom I’d never met, asking me to have dinner with him after the show. I was newly married, astonished and terribly flattered that he should have picked me out of the cast of players. I went along in a little jersey suit and prattled away all evening about our new Hampstead flat and how much I was longing for a baby. It was only years later when I read his spanking diaries that it occurred to me that perhaps the Master of the Queen’s Slipper had taken my Second Randy Woman persona literally, and had let his imagination wander somewhat on a theme. When it comes to eroticism, I think I prefer less slap and more tickle. I guess I’m more at home with Keats’ imaginative take on the ‘Grecian Urn’:




    

      

        

          ‘Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss,


          Though winning near the goal – yet, do not grieve;


          She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,


          For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!’


        


      


    




    I wonder what rank John Keats might achieve in the Randiest Poets Ever Competition which can only be just around Poet’s Corner.




    I often wonder why we don’t have a word for ‘genre’. People on arts programmes are always having to use the word and invariably struggle not to sound embarrassed, so that it comes out sounding like ‘Jeanne’ as in D’Arc. I suppose ‘oeuvre’ might be just as confusing on air, coming out like ‘Irv’ as in Irving. I’ve also been troubled by the over-use of the adjective ‘extraordinary’ in broadcasting for some years. It’s not just part of our admirably evolving language, it’s unimaginative. I counted twelve in as many minutes on this week’s Start the Week from a panel of literary giants and wordsmith Andrew Marr. Film is extraordinary, actors are extraordinary, biographies and documentaries are about extraordinary people and with such easy usage, the word becomes – ordinary. Are they not being taught vocabulary as well as grammar? We had it drummed into us with the use of a ruler. Drumming and ruling have gone out of fashion.




    A friend of mine was filming in a state primary school and noticed that out of fifty staff, only one was a man. On enquiring why this was the case he was told that hiring male teachers was almost impossible as there were few applicants and those they hired didn’t stay the course. His take on it was that men have been marginalized in the wake of the media hysteria over child abuse and paedophilia.




    Now, I can see that might be so in a secondary school. I have strong memories of the tweed-clad, middle-aged history master at my grammar school being the unwitting recipient of shards of unfettered teenage lust. But in a primary school? With absentee fathers and single parents, working mums, au pair girls – where are the male role models for these kids?




    Teaching has a far higher profile these days, happily, but whatever your sex, how would you deal with the response I heard from an eight-year-old, scolded for a breach of discipline by his teacher.




    ‘You can’t talk to me like that!’ he yelled. ‘My mum pays your salary.’




    

       

    




    Lydia




    Lydia is a fantasy sketch about a Victorian woman in her late twenties, who has no status or rights in the world and is utterly dependent on and in fear of her drunken and irascible father. It started out as a spoof Jane Austen and ended up as a slightly sinister short story. I’m a huge fan of Austen, but the film Americanization of her in Being Jane left me disappointed. I’ll let Lydia speak for herself.
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