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PROLOGUE


CHAPTER ONE

A Short Story

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What word?’

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

I get up and walk towards them.

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

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

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

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

‘It was just a thought.’

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

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

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

‘Yes, I am.’

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

‘I was searching for a house.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘God, you must be bored, dear.’

‘Not bored. Desperate.’

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

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

‘So it’s probably been knocked down.’

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

‘God. Where’s that?’

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

‘Not really.’

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

‘Oh. I’m in bed by then.’

‘Me too.’

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

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

‘I’d love to.’

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

‘Smell this.’

‘Delicious.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Rupert.’

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

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

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

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

*

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I completely forget about wanking.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘She sounds fabulous.’

‘Deranged, actually.’

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

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

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

‘Here.’

‘I’m leaving tomorrow for Firefly.’

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

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

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

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

‘How’s your book going?’

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

Anita laughs. ‘A very short story.’

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

‘You’ve still got it, Anita.’

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

‘Not bad for nearly seventy, eh?’

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

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