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Twelve years ago I had a dream. Fatal in middle age.

I decided to write, direct, star in and produce a film.

I would be Oscar Wilde in exile. A gigantic leading role, pages of flighty dialogue, a Visconti-meets-CCTV aesthetic, all those friends and relations from a thirty-year career press-ganged into supporting roles, the dream seemed as clear as yesterday and went all the way to the Oscars where, receiving my second award of the night, I would hold one glittering statuette up to each ear and scream, ‘Are these earrings too garish?’

The dream soon turned into a nightmare. This is the story of that bad trip.


Prologue

This year for the first time I have invested in an appointments diary. It’s big and blue and looks important, with a ribbon for a bookmark like a bible. Up until now I have committed everything to memory – my mantra being that if I don’t remember something it can’t be that important anyway. This modus operandi may have worked in the seventies when I still had a short-term memory and little to recall but now – in the cold May of 2010 – the fringes of my brain have frayed while the interior looks like a tie-dye T-shirt during a recent scan searching for drug-induced black holes. Still desperate to please like a toothless old circus dog, I yap yes to everything and then forget all about it until it’s too late and I am doing something else. In such a way I have lost the friendship of Joan Collins, among other things, having double-booked myself one evening after a performance of Pygmalion when I was supposed to be dining with her.

I am sitting with two young men and a skeletal lady in J Sheekey’s restaurant in the West End of London. They are from Paramount Pictures or 20th Century Fox, I can’t remember which. What I can remember is that this is the last meeting I have at such an exalted level – actually feasting with the high priests of Hollywood – to discuss possible involvement in a picture, rather than what is to come crashing in next, and is, by the way, the harsh reality faced by most actors competing for jobs today, which involves recording a scene on your iPhone and texting it with fingers crossed to the casting director. The rest, as Hamlet said, is normally silence.

But all this is for the future. For the time being I am at a comfortable corner table holding forth. The men, Andy and Loeg, lean in black suits, white shirts, thin ties and neon teeth, are producers – and the thin lady is called Hope. Thunderbirds are go. She is there for the ride, an executive from another studio. Her face is fixed in a surgical grin. Over her shoulders a frayed fur coat at which she distractedly picks. The men are as unfathomable as Martians, downloading my every gesture, while Hope chatters away like a self-harming parrot about the project, a family-viewing fairy story in which the villain is a giant.

The men play that trick of not talking or moving a muscle so that the room spins around them and I babble on, revealing too much too soon while they fix me with their Paul Newman eyes, pupils like pins, unwavering in their scrutiny, ready to play back later against the wall of their hotel suite in a satellite link-up with their superiors back at the studio.

I am used to this by now, although perhaps I have been too long back in England to know exactly how to measure myself or them, added to which I am definitely drinking more these days and have already hoovered up a couple of dry martinis to conjure up a bit of sloshed sparkle – the dregs of my star quality.

But I am strutting my stuff, acting butch and generally giving the impression of being a no-nonsense, take charge kind of giant and things seem to be going pretty well. A couple of well-wishers have enjoyed me in the play tonight. I have been gracious and natural, waving them on with bonhomie and will settle up with them later, but now I must finish my pitch for the role, which considering I have only read three pages of the script has been quite long and detailed. (The first, the last and a couple in between are largely sufficient for the seasoned hack to be able to spout preludes and fugues of shit.)

I grind to a halt and they stare back – no helpful chirrup of encouragement – and there is a moment of silence.

‘What you say is true,’ proclaims Loeg finally. ‘This picture will die without soul.’ (Translation: It’s so bad we’re going to need some good actors.)

‘It’s a smart script,’ trills Hope pecking at her coat. Smart is a Hollywood word.

‘There’s got to be a three-dimensional quality to all these characters. We need actors who know how to do that,’ continues Loeg. (Take the money and don’t ask too many questions.) ‘Otherwise they’re just . . . ’ A long, important pause.

‘Giants?’ I have a terrible habit of finishing everyone’s sentence, but I can’t stand silence. This is the fifth time I have done it in the last ten minutes, and a shadow of impatience scuds across Loeg’s face.

‘What we need is . . . ’ I surge on regardless, ‘a bit of rehearsal. Will there be any time for rehearsal, Loeg?’ I am intense, a humble craftsman, Daniel Day-Lewis in fact. Simple. Direct. And deep. (The polar opposite to interior me right now, which is devious, superficial and bored.)

It works.

‘Oh yeah. Sure. We’re gonna rehearse out there at Pinewood.’ He beams at me, reassured. ‘You Brits,’ his eyes are saying, twinkling with shock and awe. I am an actor brandishing his tools. He is about to say ‘You got the part’ when Johnno, the plotting queen d’ (new word incorporating maître d’ and queen bee) of the restaurant, a man camper even than me, sashays over with his little finger up at his mouth and baby eyes twinkling, wide as saucers.

‘Houston, we got a problem,’ she hisses in that flat South Coast drawl of hers, bending towards me in a vaudevillian aside. Everyone looks up.

‘What?’ I snap. I cannot be put off my stride at this delicate stage and be forced by her to slip into giggly-girl banter. It would be fatal. Needless to say she’s clocking that I am acting butch and her eyes narrow slightly.

‘Ooh. Very Victor Immature, dear.’ She sneers, at the same time gathering the table with her hands. ‘Well. Get this. Joan Collins is waiting for you at The Ivy. You stood her up. She’s FURIOUS!’

It takes us all a moment to move from one fairyland to another.

‘Oh no! I completely forgot,’ I moan, cancer cells replicating.

‘Joan Collins?’ Andy lights up. ‘Is she still around? Maybe we could get her in the movie.’

‘Maybe??’ barks Loeg. ‘She’s been circling the studio in a helicopter, ready to drop in – fully made-up – since the last episode of Dynasty.’

The three Americans explode with mirth. Queen Dee watches with a delighted smile.

‘She’s dizzy!’ she declares when the laughter dies down.

‘Dizzy in the helicopter,’ screams Hope. ‘You English get me. That dry frickin’ humour.’

‘Not Joan. I’m talking about HER,’ giggles QD, prodding me in the ribs. I scream. ‘I don’t know how she remembers her lines.’ He has got the party going, and the Martians are coming out of their shell. They may even end up being queens, which will mean curtains for my role in the film. (Queens never employ other queens and if they do, watch out. One will probably eat the other. It’s an unspoken rule.)

‘That could be a problem. SHE has a lot of dialogue,’ trumpets Loeg, throwing his arm over my shoulder. We all laugh heartily, topped by Johnno, who trills like an alarm clock.

‘They’re on the phone now. What do you want me to say?’

‘Can’t you just say I’m not here?’

Johnno looks at me solemnly. ‘No. Not really. They already know.’

‘How?’

‘I told them. I’ll tell them you’ll come after dinner.’

‘That won’t work. Who is she with?’

‘Biggins.’

‘Biggins?’ screams Andy. He’s tipsy now. Definitely gay. ‘Bilbo Biggins?’

‘No. Chris. As in more – bricks – please – Biggins.’

Andy is befuddled.

Johnno has got his hand on his hip now and is really getting into the swing. My new job is out the window. ‘You know,’ she hisses in a theatrical aside. ‘The one that was done for shoplifting.’

‘We’ll get them to come here,’ says Loeg, clutching at Johnno. ‘Lemme talk to them. We could ask her to sing at the wedding.’

‘Whose wedding?’ I ask weakly. This is getting out of hand.

‘Ours.’ The two producers wave ringed hands over the table.

‘Ker-ching!’ they scream in unison.

‘She can’t sing.’ I want to pull the evening back on track, but it’s too late.

‘Let’s get them over here right now.’

‘I doubt they will,’ whines Queen D.

‘I’ll send my car.’

‘Oooh, the limo! That could work. I’ll go back and tell them.’ Johnno minces off, threading his way through the tables, hands waving.

I try to get the business side of things going again, but there is little point. We are in the world of Joan Collins, Biggins and Johnno. I salute bravely as my ship sinks.

‘Yeah. As Loeg was saying. I agree. It’s important to get a dimensional feel to these characters. Otherwise they’re just . . . ’

‘Listen,’ beeps Andy. ‘We love you. We want you in the picture, but you know what? None of the giants are right for you.’ I am about to protest but he ploughs right on. ‘What could be BRIlliant – don’t you agree, Loeg – is the role of the hairdresser!’

I feign puzzled.

‘He has this cute little salon right high up in the branches. It’s really neat, all made out of leaves.’

‘Oh sure! That’s a great role. It’s pivotal. You could steal the picture.’

I’d rather steal the negative, I think but do not say. Instead, I fix an excited glow onto my face as an image materialises with alarming clarity. On the edge of a vast sound stage there is a little set all made of leaves – leaf sink, leaf hairdryer, leaves through the windows with leaf curtains – and me in the middle – hipsters and a green quiff – backcombing an ogre. It is too vivid to be anything but a premonition and I nearly puke.

Out of the corner of my eye I can see Johnno skimming back over the horizon.

‘You’re in deep shit,’ he says, swivelling to a halt. ‘They don’t want a car. They just want to know why you don’t come. I told them you’re in a meeting. I’ve got an idea. Why don’t I nip over with your credit card and pay their bill? That would be a nice touch.’

‘Good idea.’ Anything to get him away. I hand over my card.

‘See ya!’ he giggles, and dashes out.

I am quite drunk now and longing to be at the other restaurant with Joan and Biggins and having a good chinwag about Leslie Bricusse and Tony Newley and the old days instead of arse-licking my way up the beanstalk, when Johnno reappears.

‘They refused!’ she proclaims to the whole restaurant, waving my credit card over her head.

‘Oh my God. She must be really angry. What did they say?’

‘They said they could pay for their own dinner, thank you very much.’

‘Unheard of!’

‘I’ll say. A first.’

At which point there seems to be very little else to do than scream and high-five, followed by a little chorus of ‘There’s no business like show business’. The table next to us joins in.

‘Oh my God,’ says Loeg. ‘This is so My Best Friend’s Wedding.’

Needless to say, I do not get the role of the giant, or any other role for that matter. Not for a while. Joan and I don’t speak for years, and darling Johnno is going to die. The evening has all these threads running through it. I walk home in a blur. I’m drunk, of course. The West End on a Saturday night is a funfair. Screaming heads spin across my path on invisible whirligigs. The gridlocked traffic grinds and billows. Somewhere nearby Percy is handing a spangled Joan Collins into a purring limo. Or maybe a minicab. Escaping the crowds on Long Acre, I find myself in front of Bow Street police station – boarded up for years – and as usual I think of Oscar Wilde.

He arrived at this place on an April evening in 1895. The libel suit he had brought against the Marquess of Queensbury dramatically collapsed that morning. At the Cadogan Hotel, pissed as a newt, he was arrested on a charge of gross indecency and brought here in a cab by two policemen.

All for a visiting card left at a club by a lunatic.

I stand there, swaying slightly, wondering what it must have been like in the cell that night. The noise of the crowd outside. The large group of journalists inside, allowed by the police to taunt him in the cell – the most famous man in London, reduced to a fairground oddity.

Shooting star. Shot.

Every time I pass that police station I am freshly amazed. There but for the grace of God. Oscar Wilde is the patron saint of anyone who ever made a mess of their life. More than that, I think to myself, weaving my way towards Holborn, he is also the Christ figure of the gay movement. Crucified so that our sins may be forgiven. After all, Wilde in exile is the first snapshot in modern times of an openly gay man. Still recognisable, still famous. You could see him drifting down the Boulevard Saint-Germain and say, ‘That man is a homosexual.’

Ecce homo(sexual).

Oscar put a face to it. It was only a matter of time. The road to liberation had begun.

And THAT’s when I have the dream. Drifting off towards Great Ormond Street, through Drury Lane and Bloomsbury Square, Oscar Wilde is following me. From the shadows into the lamplight, through the black brick squares, all the way to my house. Big mistake. Now he knows where I live. He’s been stalking me ever since.


PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE
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The Little Spare Room

The little spare room is tucked under the gables of our little pink farmhouse, cut off from the endless banging about and hoovering of my mother and Twiddles, our daily. Its sloping walls are covered with faded yellow paper seething with tiny white garlands, and the room smells musty and unused. Pipes gurgle in the walls and two tiny windows are square eyes on the face of our house, peeking foolishly from under the fringe of the roof at the flat cornfields of Essex, waving at us in the breeze as far as the eye can see, scribbled over with hedgerows and fences, and in the distance Braintree, our local town, which plays Grandmother’s Footsteps with our house, always coming closer, year after year, field by field, claiming the surrounding countryside, in brick closes of ghastly (my mother’s word) bungalows, eating a view that has hardly changed since Constable’s time.

I am five years old and have moved into the little spare room because a weird thing has happened. I have begun to hear a deafening silence in bed at night. It comes in waves as I am falling asleep. Today I would be bundled off to a child psychiatrist for a prescription of giggle pills, but my family are resolutely pre-Freudian, even though this is the sixties, and despite the fact that I become seriously anguished most nights, we all keep buggering on, and anyway it is impossible to explain what is going on to any of the grown-ups. I hardly understand myself.

‘But darling, you said it wasn’t a noise,’ reasons Mummy, holding my tear-stained face to her bosom.

‘It isn’t.’ Renewed screams. Mummy will never understand.

‘You were having a dream,’ she says, tucking me back in and smoothing my hair.

‘No,’ I moan, realising right there, five years old, the big gaping truth, as big as the silence, and just as deafening – I’m on my own.

‘Oh dear,’ I sob, trying to put on a brave face.

‘Stop now, or you won’t have any tears left.’

That’s what you think, Mummy. There’s plenty more where these came from. She is a silhouette in the doorway now and she’s going back downstairs. I turn away from her and snuffle hopelessly into my pillow.

Here are the facts. After my light has been turned off (six thirty), I lie in my bed and wiggle my toes against the Aertex sheets. The dusk is pale through the curtains, and I wait until the room emerges from the sudden dark in all the familiar shapes and shadows of my teddies and puppets, while outside pigeons flap about in the trees and Mummy loads the dishwasher downstairs. A door opens. A snatch of conversation. It closes. I begin to drift off, and THEN it starts. I hear – or become aware of – what can only be described as a huge static silence. It’s inside me. I try to ignore it, but the more I do, the deeper it becomes. It is neither a noise nor a thing, though it has the qualities of both. It burns my eardrums with its hiss and presses against me with the weight of an entire ocean so that soon I am flailing against it, tangling myself in the sheets like a fish in a net. At first I make noises to stop it, sing one of my favourite hits – ‘Little Children’ or ‘Julie’ – and then I thump the bed with my hands but each time I stop it comes back bigger, buzzing, heavy and huge. A vast, gaping silence. Within a few minutes I am desperate, and so the curtain rises on my nightly performance.

‘Mummy?’

The first call is calm. I pretend I have a sensible question to ask. (I know, even now, that I must appear rational.) Pause. Nothing. ‘Mu-mee!’ I sing this one – still calm – with just an edge of hysteria, louder. I listen out, head cocked – still more animal than human, relying on noises. Nothing.

‘MUMMY!’ This one is loud and staccato. I wait. No movement downstairs. And then I go for it, screaming and puce, flooding with molten tears. It’s a battle of wills. They think I will get bored if they don’t react, and before the silence I did. But now things have changed. Someone has got to do something unless I am to be swallowed by it. Sometimes Mummy plays a nasty trick and sends Daddy up. (There’s no point explaining to a man. I realise this even now.) But mostly they just wait. They don’t know me yet. It’s only been five years. I have a will of steel and I WANT MY MUMMY NOW.

Eventually a door opens below, footsteps carefully climb the stairs and there she is, my mummy, a vision in curlers and a blue towelling minidress with white flowers.

‘Darling, you are naughty. We’re going out to dinner with the Barkers and I have to get ready. What are we going to do with you?’

Well, funny that you should ask, Mummy, because I have always had my eye on the little spare room – I just love the wallpaper there. So now I suggest that the noise is coming from my room and that maybe I should move, and – lo and behold – Mummy says yes. Within five seconds all my teddies (and dolls) are having tea on the little spare room bed and Mummy has come in to read to me before she goes out.

And it is in this bed that I hear the words Oscar Wilde for the first time.

Mummy looks like Jackie Onassis tonight. She has short hair, big white earrings and a long dress she made herself. She has Granny V’s pearls round her neck and she sits on the edge of my bed. She opens a purple book and begins to read. I can still hear her now.

‘High above the city, on a tall column, stood the statue of the Happy Prince.’ She speaks softly, a whisper almost, and I can feel the silence subside. I nestle my head on her knee and watch her face with adoration. There is nothing unfamiliar in it, nothing I don’t know. She reads with simplicity but with feeling, and little by little over the next few days the story of the derelict statue and the migrating swallow turns my world around as my brain cells are ignited and my imagination soars for the first time. By the end of the story, a week or so later, the swallow has stripped the Happy Prince of all his jewels and given them to the poor. Both Mummy and I are stunned.

‘“Dear little swallow,” said the Prince, “you tell me of marvellous things, but more marvellous than anything is the suffering of men and women.”’

I don’t have a clue what she is on about. I don’t think Mummy does either, but we are both in floods of tears anyway as the swallow dies of cold and drops at the Prince’s feet.

Introducing me to Oscar Wilde is Mummy’s most audacious move, and her greatest contribution to my emotional development. That summer in the little spare room, tucked up in the pale dusk, in the safety of our little pink house folded into the sleeping fields, is the first time another’s voice – words written under long-forgotten moons – builds that extraordinary bridge that art can make across time, and Wilde is here. The pigeons may not be pink and white, and our house is certainly not the temple at Baalbek, but they still coo softly in the eaves and we all listen as Mummy tells us about the fisherman who sells his soul, the nightingale who sacrifices herself for another’s happiness, of the giant living in permafrost. It is here that I learn for the first time that there is a thing called love and that it usually has a price.

The terrible silence goes on for about a year, fading away as my character quickly develops. In fact it is the silence of innocence, the one I will spend the rest of my life trying to regain. It appears to be a deafening noise from the perspective of the developing brain as little by little one is coaxed by thought into ‘being’, becoming something. We start to be soldiers or stockbrokers at this little age, and soon we will have a favourite football team and religion. We will try to become our parents, and the silence of the universe becomes a threat. Thought submerges it like Braintree covers the cornfields.
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