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To Jem





SONNET 78

 

So oft have I invok’d thee for my Muse,

And found such fair assistance in my verse,

As every alien pen hath got my use,

And under thee their poesy disperse.

Thine eyes, that taught the dumb on high to sing,

And heavy ignorance aloft to fly,

Have added feathers to the learned’s wing,

And given grace a double majesty.

Yet be most proud of that which I compile,

Whose influence is thine and born of thee:

In others’ works thou dost but mend the style,

And arts with thy sweet graces graced be;

But thou art all my art and dost advance

As high as learning my rude ignorance.

Shakespeare





Preface

This is the story of a friendship. I met Josie in the 1960s and she became my Muse. I wrote two books and a play about her. My relationship with Josie was deeply connected with my work as a writer. Her use of language. The freedom and daring of her life.

I won prizes for it. I was pleased with the prizes. She did the living. I did the writing. She says, ‘It is harder to live it than to write it.’ (But I am not sure about this.)

And why did she need me? I was her audience. Her admirer. Her translator on to the stage and the page.

Her chitter! Her chatter! Floating around me! Lighting up my life!

Poor Cow (1967) was my first novel, which became a film, directed by Ken Loach. Josie also inspired my play, Steaming, which opened at the Theatre Royal, Stratford East in 1981 and transferred to the Comedy Theatre a year later. It won an Olivier Award, an Evening Standard Award and the Susan Smith Blackburn Prize before opening on Broadway in 1982, where, in spite of bad reviews, it won a Tony Award for Best Actress for Judith Ivey, who played Josie.

In 1984 it was made into a film, directed by Joseph Losey and starring Diana Dors, Vanessa Redgrave, Sarah Miles and Patti Love. Patricia Losey wrote the script.

The second book I wrote about Josie – My Silver Shoes – was also about her mother, Sissy.

Josie taught me not to think too much about tomorrow. ‘It will come anyway and slap you down.’ Meanwhile, there was life to be had. I would help her in the bar on the river boats if her friend, Joan, couldn’t make it. ‘Two vodka cocktails on ice.’ ‘Coming up!’ And we’d stagger home, hanging on to one another up Putney Hill. Slipping and sliding on wet leaves in the early autumn gloom.





Cast

JOSIE

RAY, her husband

JOEY, their son

OLIVE, Josie’s best friend

JOAN, good friend who worked the steamboats from Putney on summer nights

BILL, a South African man in a white suit

SISSY, Josie’s mum

ARTHUR, Sissy’s boyfriend

TEDDY, Sissy’s younger man-friend

MARY, my mum

DAN, my partner

THE KIDS, my children

IVY and MAY, our Jack Russells

TONY, an older man, living in Spain

KIM, Joan’s daughter, a potter, living in Antigua

NELL, me, the recipient of Josie’s letters





Meeting Josie

I first met Josie in 1960. It had been a party night after Princess Margaret’s wedding with the pubs open till late. I don’t remember where I lost my shoes, but early in the morning I rode on the back of her brother’s Lambretta barefoot. We were on the Roehampton Estate in south-west London.

And there she was!

Her dainty feet with small toes and nails painted bright red stuck out from fluffy pink slippers. It was chilly and she wrapped her arms around her chest to keep warm.

She reminded me of my mother, who had gone to live in San Francisco. She too was dainty (and wild).

Somehow Josie and I fell in with each other and saw each other most weeks. When I was with her I was a small child hanging on every word, entranced and enchanted. Sometimes she sang songs like ‘Stand By Me’.

‘When the moon is the only light we’ll see.’

I shivered with pleasure.

Josie had married Ray when they were both sixteen and had a son they called Joey who was born when she was seventeen.

Ray was a bully and a tough man. He and Josie had been at school together and he’d had to fight to win her and had to stay tough to get her everything she wanted. No easy task.

They had a caravan at Selsey Bill and sometimes (not very often because Ray wouldn’t allow it) we went for the day or the night. It was nearly always raining. Sissy, her mother, would come too and bring her worries with her.

(Adapted from My Silver Shoes)

‘I think I’ve got fleas. I felt something in my eyebrow. I’m sure I’ve got one in my eyebrow. It’s biting me like hell. Have a look and see what you can see.’
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Josie at the caravan

 

Josie had a look.

‘Put your glasses on, Josie. I think I’ve got one round the back of my neck. There’s something there. I can feel it itching.’

‘There’s nothing there, Mum.’

‘Have a look on the top of my head.’

‘That’s your brain. It’s where you’ve had your fall, it’s affected your thinking. Your hair’s lovely. I did it with the flea comb yesterday.’

‘What makes it itch then?’

The rain stopped and we walked down to the sea and ate the egg sandwiches we’d made and drank the thermos of tea. I think at this time Ray was in prison so we could go to the caravan more often. And the children ran about in the wet sand.





Talking

We were at the caravan. Josie talked about her lovers. So we made a list.

Ron, Rob, Dave, Ray, Ronnie, Ron, Wolf, Johnie, Terry, Mick, George, Kennie, Jim, Bill, Blue Eyes, Israch, Rob, Paul, Deriki, Martin, Nigel, Tio Pepe, and a South African fellow. John, his name was, and he owned the Running Horse at Leatherhead.

He bought me a dress, she said. It was a white dress. A round neck, no sleeves, a small waist and a big green emerald sash and emerald flowers round it. I had white high heels and they fucking were high heels, with my spindly legs they looked wonderful.

And there were a few more but I can’t remember their names, she said.

And I asked, Which ones did you love?

I loved them all – while I was with them.

We talked endlessly – about screaming and how the midwife slapped her face when Joey was born. Ray was away in Borstal.

How the room in Finborough Road had bed bugs in the mattress and cockroaches under the wallpaper. She and the baby were covered in bites.

How she went down to the Cleansing Station and was painted all over with black tar to shoo off the bugs.

How she had to make the dinner in a Fray Bentos tin (eggs and bacon cooked in a Fray Bentos tin taste wonderful).

Josie had worked as a waitress aged thirteen (illegal) in Kensington Gardens Tea Room (now the Serpentine Gallery). Sissy, her mother, was head waitress.

Work was as necessary as breathing. All her life she worked.

And here she is!

 





From my 1966 Journal

We walked past the estate agent. We went in and she asked him if he had any flats.

She had this pink curler in the bottom of her ponytail. He touched it and said, ‘You’ve left a curler in, honey!’

It was just the way he said it and he touched my hair, said Josie.

I do fancy him! And I’m going to have him.

Do you reckon I’ll ever be happy? Do you reckon I’ll ever get what I want?

Trouble is I don’t really know what I want. What do I want, Nell? I couldn’t really stick security for more than two weeks anyway.





It was 1966 and I wrote my first novel, Poor Cow, and I called her Joy.

This is what she looked like. Her blonde ponytail bought in Shepherd’s Bush Market dangling over one shoulder. Her skinny legs and high-heeled elasticated black suede boots. Her little red mouth and milky blue eyes, her Cleopatra curls, her skimpy body with the large breasts.

She was always up to something. Asking for trouble.

 

Aunt Emma said:

‘I warn you. Carry on like that and you’ll end up like me with nothing. You can’t afford to do what you want.’

Ken Loach was asked to direct a film of Poor Cow. So we worked together on the script. He was in charge of the structure and I was in charge of the dialogue. We both lived in west London so we could work at home.

He cast Carol White to play Josie and I introduced Ken and Carol to Josie and Carol caught her including the ponytail and the bony knees. It was a lovely summer. We were all friends and Carol and her two little boys moved nearby, to Putney. It was a happy time.
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Publicity shot for the movie of my 1963 book, Up the Junction
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