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        Crossed Paths

        I first met him in 1989. By then Nureyev had made himself the greatest male dancer of the
            century, perhaps of all time. In 1989 he was fifty-one, long past the age when most
            dancers quit. Nureyev never quit. He worked to the end of his life. When his body could
            not dance he learned to conduct - not ballet scores, but symphonies. Nureyev had
            colossal drive, enormous vitality. Part of that drive and vitality expressed itself,
            unforgettably, in dance. Another part expressed itself in sex. Long before I met him he
            had been sexually self-indulgent on a huge scale, a homosexual Don Juan. The tragedy of
            Nureyev is that he could never be satisfied; he always hungered for more. Onstage, that
            hunger created genius. Off-stage, eventually it killed the genius.

        But to the very end he put the utmost into his life, and he got the most out of himself,
            and out of others. That was heroic. He never let failure enter his plans. That was
            heroic. And when the sickness corroding his once magnificent body could not be ignored,
            he never complained; he worked even harder. That was heroic.

        Nureyev crossed my path, quite literally, one dark and rainy night on the island of Saint
            Barthelemy, which everyone calls St Barts. It’s in the Caribbean. We were both heading
            for La Banane, probably the best restaurant on the Island. I was the mate on an
            ocean-going yacht that was visiting the island. And I wouldn’t have been there if a
            teenage girl hadn’t attacked one of my colleagues in London and cracked her skull. Life
            can be very unpredictable.

        I grew up on the island of Jersey, which is a good place to learn to sail. Plenty of
            people own yachts and they like to cruise or race them in the English Channel. They need
            keen young crew to grind winches, set and recover sails and so on. Then I discovered
            tall ships and crewed regularly on the Sir Winston Churchill.

        Tall ships are indeed tall. The masts on the Sir Winston Churchill reach 115
            feet above the waterline, but going aloft was always pure pleasure. Next I went to
            Kathmandu because it sounded romantic and exotic. I wasn’t prepared for the filth,
            poverty, disease and child mutilation. All very sobering. I came back to Jersey and
            began work in childcare. This led to a job with Barnardos in London. Within eighteen
            months I was suffering burnout. It was lucky my injuries weren’t more permanent. This
            Barnardos was a school for adolescent girls. They’d all been damaged: rejected, or
            injured, or abused. The staff were excellent, and needed to be. The girls had every
            reason to be angry with the world. There were riots and fights, screaming and swearing.
            One afternoon I arrived to start my shift and found a fourteen-year-old girl sitting on
            an upstairs window ledge and holding a razor blade to her wrist; she was waiting to
            spray blood over the first staff member to appear below. So it was a tough job. One day,
            during a routine meeting, a girl attacked my supervisor and cracked her skull. Worse
            things had happened, but I had been at the meeting and couldn’t shake off the shock of
            that incident. ‘Three years is a long time doing this job,’ my boss said. ‘Maybe you
            need a break.’ Right at that time an old friend asked me to crew on his yacht in a fun
            race to the Caribbean. I took a sabbatical and went. It was November 1988.

        A year later I was still in the Caribbean and still sailing, but I’d worked my way to
            being the mate on a big, high-performance yacht Ocean Leopard. My job was to
            run the deck. This can be a hazardous place when a yacht like Ocean Leopard is
            racing (as she often was when we were chartered). The sails are huge and the sheets (or
            ropes) to trim them can be an inch and a half thick - yet at times they jump about like
            snakes. Get one caught around your wrist at the wrong moment and it will cut your hand
            off. The sheets pass through stainless steel blocks on the decks that move along tracks
            set into the deck. Getting your foot caught there will mangle muscle and bone. All this
            on a sloping, heaving wet and slippery deck, with the crew trying to change a sail the
            size of a tennis court. Wining the race was important, but making sure no guests got
            hurt was crucial. When I got the job, the skipper told me if I could handle it, the job
            of skipper might be mine in a year, a cheerful prospect for a guy not yet twenty-six.
            And the money was good.

        In December 1989, we sailed from Antigua to St Barts for a charter inspired by the
            Beaujolais Nouveau Run. In our case the wine was Rosé and the guests were
                vignerons - owners of vineyards in the south of France. Next day we took
            part in the Route de Rosé, a not-too-serious race around St Barts. We had
            several cases of Rosé on board. And Rudolf Nureyev.

        It rained heavily the night before the race. We all went to dinner at La Banane:
            the vignerons and their wives and girlfriends, the skipper and crew. As our car drove
            slowly into the restaurant car park, the headlights swung, briefly picked out a man
            walking alone, and then lost him. I recognized him at once. But his was the last face
            anyone would expect to see in a Caribbean car park on a wet December night; and in any
            case I knew almost nothing about ballet, had never seen him before and wasn’t even sure
            he was still alive. All I got was a glimpse of a man very strangely dressed.

        Despite the rain, the evening was warm; most of the crew were in shorts and polo shirts.
            Nureyev wore long, wide trousers, a big flowing shawl over his shoulders and a green
            beret. So it must have been his face that grabbed my attention. (It had that effect on
            people. When I worked for him I sometimes had to steer visitors out of his dressing room
            - they had been made speechless by his presence and all they could do was stare, often
            with their mouth open.)

        Dinner at La Banane was very good. The talk was about the next day’s race. My
            French wasn’t up to much; nor was the guest I was sitting next to. I glanced around the
            restaurant. Nureyev was alone.

        There is a basic rule for yacht crew: Don’t bug the guests. The crew’s job is to
            ensure the guests have a good time otherwise - lay off. Same applies to any nearby VIPs
            in the area. I broke the rule. Got up and walked over to Rudolf Nureyev. Didn’t plan it.
            Pure impulse.

        When he was nervous, Nureyev had a curious habit of holding his wine glass with the other
            hand shielding the top. He was doing this now. No doubt in his time he’d had to fend off
            large numbers of bores, lunatics and souvenir-hunters, so he was entitled to feel
            nervous. And the place was noisy; he couldn’t hear what I said. He asked me to sit down.
            I apologized for interrupting.

        ‘Is it Mr Nureyev?’

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘I’m the mate on the yacht Ocean Leopard. We’re racing around the island
            tomorrow. Would you care to join us?’

        ‘Yes I would. I enjoy sailing. I have been in Turkey.’

        What he said (and what he didn’t say) revealed three Nureyev characteristics: one -
            instant decision; two - no interest in boring details, such as what my name was or who
            owned the boat; three - a brisk, shorthand way with English. I have been in Turkey.
            What’s that got to do with ocean racing? Later it emerged that he’d once chartered a
            caique and sailed with friends off the Turkish coast. That’s what he meant. Obviously.

        I went and told the skipper. Excellent, he said. The more the merrier. If I’d invited
            Mick Jagger and half the Rolling Stones, he wouldn’t have been surprised; St Barts is
            like that. What the skipper didn’t know was that he was gaining a guest but losing a
            mate. Although neither did I. I reckoned that ballet - in the immortal words of Alf
            Garnett - was soccer for poofters. A year with Rudolf Nureyev taught me otherwise.
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        Strictly Professional

        I picked him up in the crew car the next morning at 8.30 and got him aboard. He sat behind the mast, in the cockpit. As long as he stayed there he was safe. The boom on Ocean Leopard was quite high; it would miss his head. Rudolf was not tall - only shoulder-high on me. His modest height was less important than his astonishing face. He was a Tartar, and he had the Tartar’s high cheek bones, wide-set eyes and straight nose. He had a strong mouth and neat, square chin, bracketed by lines (he was fifty-one). Once he had been beautiful; he still had an irresistible face. You couldn’t not look at it. His eyes were a deep blue-grey, very alive. They made you wonder what he was going to do or say next. That was one code I never cracked.


        Ocean Leopard sailed along the south coast of St Barts, and as we rounded the headland we passed his house. He’d bought it because it was close to the water, but this was the first time he’d seen it from the sea. The setting delighted him. So that was a good start. 

        
        The rosé was flowing. Nureyev had a few glasses, chatted with people, sunbathed (he borrowed my panama hat) and watched the race. I ran the deck, nobody got hurt, nothing got broken and Ocean Leopard performed well. We docked, I helped Nureyev from the boat to the quay. 

        
        ‘I would like to buy you dinner,’ he said. ‘To thank you.’ That was fine by me. He said, ‘Maybe on the way home we can find a place that takes American Express.’ He had no cash. 

        
        We found a place. I went back to the boat, cleaned up, got changed, and drove out to his place again. On the way I thought: this is going to be an interesting couple of hours, but what did I know of him? Only what I read in the papers. Russian dancer, defected, fiery temperament. I’d already met the wealthy and famous on boats: millionaires, statesmen, showbiz tarts. I knew the drill - be polite and attentive, and don’t bug the man. 

        
        Dinner was simple: he ordered steak with no sauce, salad; we had a bottle of Montrachet between us. I asked a safe question: Did you enjoy the sail? Rudolf was enthusiastic. The trip had impressed him - not just the race but the overall competence; door-to-door transportation, no hassle. He wasn’t flattering me - Rudolf never flattered anyone. It was simply that he loathed hassle. 

        
        I asked what he’d been working on. The dance jargon meant nothing to me, but he said he was soon going back to America to tour in The King and I. That was a musical. Nureyev didn’t sound like a singer. Food came. We talked about this and that; his defection from Russia, my background. When I mentioned the benefits of my fairly normal and secure childhood, he interrupted, ‘My mother said to me. Said - money we spent on you as a child. And I demanded, how much? How much I pay you back? I was six years old.’ End of story. Rudolf’s anecdotes were always short and sharp, and told with half a smile. It was a pleasant evening, with a lot of laughter. He called me Blue (which is my nickname) and I called him Rudolf. 

        
        I drove him home, and parked. ‘Thank you very much,’ I said. ‘That was a really enjoyable meal.’ He leaned across and poked his tongue in my ear. There was no embrace. There was no physical contact at all, except the tongue. It was unexpected and unpleasant. A strange tongue in the ear is not something I enjoy. For a moment I was lost for words. Then I said, ‘I’m terribly sorry…’ (Why was I apologising? Nothing made sense.) ‘Look, we’ll be happy to have you sailing again, but… none of that.’ The last words, at least, were firm and clear. 

        
        Nureyev was not in the least troubled; in fact he was rather nonchalant. But then, he’d had a few glasses of rosé on the boat and half a bottle of wine at dinner; more than enough - as I later learned - to make him tipsy. ‘Would you come to the house for tea in the morning?’ he asked. I agreed. 

        
        As I drove back to the boat, I tried to make sense of it all. Very quickly, I knew that the tongue in the ear was the least important event of the day. Unwelcome and uncomfortable, and that’s all. What mattered was meeting someone unique, someone of genius. How often do you meet a genius? 

        
        *

            
            Next morning I went back for tea. I made the tea. He sipped it and spat it out. ‘Aaaaaach! You may not take sugar but I do!’ An early lesson. 

            
            We were sitting outdoors, in the sun and out of the wind. He wore shorts and a towelling robe, with a wide-brimmed sun-hat and a shawl. He always wore a shawl, even in the sun. It was a big rectangle of tight-knit wool, with a hole for his head, so that half of it hung down his back. The front half was split; he wrapped it around his chest. Everywhere - even in the Caribbean - he worried about catching cold. He was convinced he had weak lungs. 

            
            We chatted. ‘Can you move a piano?’ he asked. 

            
            Someone had found him a good upright in St Barts, and he had no idea how to move it. 

            
            Rudolf was not mechanically minded. I got a truck, collected some hefty crewmembers, and with Rudolf directing we carried the piano up a long and steep flight of stairs. An hour later it was in his house. Rudolf was pleased: high efficiency, no hassle. Another triumph for me, Mr Organization. The loaders left to head to the beach. He opened a bottle of wine. 

            
            The house was dusty. It was so close to the sea that a bit of sand was inevitable, but dust was everywhere. And the kitchen sink was full of dirty pots and pans. ‘Where is everybody?’ I asked. 

            
            ‘Who?’

            
            ‘Oh, you know - the maid or dresser or cook or bodyguard? Anybody?’ 

            
            He shrugged, which meant there was nobody; he lived alone. 

            
            ‘My contract with The King and I says I have an assistant.’ 

            
            ‘Who is going to do it?’ 

            
            ‘Don’t know.’ 

            
            We both reached the same idea at the same time. He said, ‘Would you fancy it?’ And I said, ‘Could I do it?’ That was that: for him, the decision had been made. The rest was just boring detail. 

            
            ‘OK,’ I said. ‘But this would be strictly professional.’ Meaning: no tongues-in-ears. He understood. 

            
            ‘Write your contract and show me. Leave contact numbers. Fax is very important.’ 

            
            But Nureyev ended the conversation so abruptly that I came away feeling sure he’d suddenly lost all interest. It had been a bright idea that burned itself out. That sort of thing happened all the time on yachts. Guests - the wealthy and famous, feeling relaxed and generous on a happy cruise - invited the crew members to visit them: ‘Any time you’re in New York, call in, have a drink.’ The form was never to take up these invitations. They were mere words. I’d heard it all a hundred times. Nureyev made it a hundred and one. 

            
            By chance, Rudolf and I met again on a yacht where he was a guest. The Endeavour is a stunning, sleek masterpiece 130 feet long with a mast 165 feet above the water. She’d been built for Sir Thomas Sopwith in 1934 to race for the America’s cup, and recently she’d been fully restored (at the cost of several million dollars) by a remarkable American lady, Elizabeth Meyer. The vignerons had chartered Endeavour for the day, inviting all the yacht crews and we went sailing. It was an exhilarating experience for everyone, including Rudolf. He had a 35mm Nikon, and he shot Endeavour and her guests from every angle. Then it all turned sour. 

            
            We were sailing home. Rudolf decided to change the film in his camera and it was empty. He blew a fuse. Someone had stolen his film! Huge embarrassment everywhere. Elizabeth Meyer behaved superbly. She softened Rudolf’s rage: of course, the film must be found. There were thirty people on board. Everyone will help. Rudolf was soothed. The film was never found. The rest of us felt very uncomfortable. This man was a guest on the finest yacht afloat and he had put the owner and charterers on the spot, all for some missing snapshots which we were convinced were more than missing: they didn’t exist. The camera had never been loaded. Rudolf couldn’t change a light bulb let alone load a camera. Now he couldn’t admit his mistake, and so he had to act out a bad drama that fooled nobody.
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