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            1

         

         ‘Seeing it’s Thanksgiving, we thought we’d make tonight a little bit of a joyous occasion by inviting someone up with us onto stage. I’m sure he’ll be no stranger to anyone in the audience … It’s our great privilege and your great privilege to see and hear Mr John Lennon …’

         I’ve heard some spine-tingling roars from concert crowds over the years and been in the thick of some extraordinary atmospheres. Those early Beatles concerts, with the teenage girls going wild to the point where you couldn’t hear yourself think. The Stones at Hyde Park. Nina Simone at Annie’s Room, with her staring down the diners who dared to eat while she sang. Later, I’d witness Elton John at Dodger Stadium. Mick Jagger and Tina Turner at Live Aid. The Rolling Stones in Argentina. But even among those many remarkable memories, there was something unique about the November night in 1974 when John Lennon walked onto the stage at Madison Square Garden to play with Elton.

         The Garden has always been one of my favourite venues. It has amazing acoustics, with a cleverly designed concave ceiling that helps to capture the sound. This structure is suspended from above with a network of steel cables that allows everyone’s view to be unobstructed. All of this means that when something magic happens, the Garden properly, literally rocks. That night, when John Lennon came on stage as I watched from the wings, even the limousines were bouncing in the car park.

         John strode onto the stage with that unmistakeable swagger of his. His black and white Telecaster guitar matched his outfit. He 2was head to foot in black, with just a white gardenia pinned to the centre of his shirt and a sheriff’s badge glinting in the spotlight. His long hair was a rich shade of brown, his sunglasses that familiar pair of small black circles. He exuded stardom, looked every inch the star.

         Elton rose from his piano to greet him. His glasses were as large as John’s were small. He’d been wearing a sort of two-piece jumpsuit, white and studded with sequins. By this point in the concert, the jacket had long gone and he was bare-chested, bar the sparkling pair of braces that were holding up his trousers. Elton was as big a star as you could get. Goodbye Yellow Brick Road had been released the year before and had dominated the radio airwaves ever since. As John passed, Elton gave a sort of half-bow, half-curtsey, patted John on the back as he walked to his microphone, then led the crowd in the continuing applause.

         Maybe it was the combination of Elton being the biggest act on the planet and the rarity of seeing John on stage that made that welcome so overwhelming. John hadn’t performed in public for years, and as events would transpire, he’d barely do so again. While all the other Beatles had enjoyed number ones with their solo work, John had found it harder to cut through with his material. His politics and the clashes with the American government of the time had made him a controversial figure in some parts of the media. But that night, the affection in the room, the love for him, was unmistakeable.

         The applause continued. It rang round the Garden in waves, surging through the audience, giving me goosebumps. Elton glanced over to where I was standing. He was laughing, as if to say, ‘This is going well, isn’t it?’ I had a lump in my throat and was clapping, smiling and nodding back. Elton and I both knew how much it had taken to get John up on stage. I felt an immense swell 3of pride as I stood there, and I still cherish the knowledge that I was involved in making what became one of the iconic moments in music in the 1970s happen.

         
            *

         

         The link between Elton and the Beatles went back to when I was working for George Martin’s AIR Music in the second half of the 1960s, promoting the various acts he was recording with. When I first started working for AIR, there wasn’t room for me in their main office in Baker Street, so they found me a space at Dick James Music (DJM, as it was known). Dick was the publisher of all the Beatles’ music, so he had a close relationship with George. He was a lovely guy, friendly and kind.

         On the front desk at the office was a girl called Charlotte, who when she wasn’t answering calls used to make necklaces – beautiful long strings of love beads. Even now I still have some of them in a jar at home. On one occasion, Dick was having his weekly progress meeting, which I was meant to attend. But while I’d been talking on the telephone to some radio or TV producer, I’d been wearing and playing with some of Charlotte’s necklaces, and they got all tangled up in the phone cord. As I put the phone down to go to the meeting, I realised I was completely entangled. I turned up at the meeting ten minutes late.

         ‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ I said to everyone, ‘but my necklaces got caught up in the phone.’

         Everyone fell about laughing, and that line became an office catchphrase. After that, every time I was late for anything I was asked if I’d had another necklace mishap.

         It was at Dick James’s office that I first met Elton – or Reg, as he was at the time. He was fantastically shy back then, wouldn’t 4say boo to a goose. He didn’t seem at all like the person who’d be charismatically wowing audiences in a few years’ time; he was kitted out in a jean jacket and jeans – double-denimed, if I remember correctly. The two of us couldn’t have looked more different. In his autobiography, Elton said that I could have drawn attention to myself even during a Martian invasion. I was certainly quite out there when it came to fashion: as well as my love beads, I had a thing for antique silk scarves at the time, and I often wore velvet trousers and had streaks in my hair.

         I could tell as we talked that Reg was quite taken by my appearance. He was a musician looking to make it, and the fact that I was working for George Martin and had previously worked with the Rolling Stones made me someone he wanted to know better. And as I got to know Reg himself, it quickly became apparent to me how much he knew about music, which left me thinking, This guy really knows his stuff. We immediately developed a firm friendship, and I did what I could to put work his way, to help him get that first foot on the ladder. Reg became a regular at the office, and that’s where the Beatles link began.

         Fast-forward to the mid-1970s, and Elton was offering a helping hand to John Lennon. On John’s 1974 album Walls and Bridges, Elton appeared on two tracks, playing Hammond organ and singing background vocals on ‘Surprise, Surprise (Sweet Bird of Paradox)’, and playing piano and singing on what would become the album’s most successful single, ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’. The inspiration for the latter came from John channel-surfing TV late at night. He had come across a Black evangelist preacher, Reverend Ike, who had told viewers, ‘Let me tell you guys, it doesn’t matter, it’s whatever gets you through the night.’ John loved that phrase and wrote it down in one of his many notebooks.

         5According to some accounts, the song took its original feel from ‘Rock Your Baby’ by George McCrae, which was a big hit at the time. Once John and Elton had recorded their parts at Record Plant East, ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’ morphed into this pulsating potential hit, Elton’s piano and John’s guitar chinking and syncing in time, the bass rippling up and down underneath, with this delicious, dirty 1970s sax threatening to burst through the speakers in between the singing. Jimmy Iovine, who engineered the sessions, later said that ‘John knew what he wanted … he was going after a noise and he knew how to get it.’ ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’ is one of those songs that is both of its time and somehow timeless as well. The freshness and the energy of the recording is still clear today; it’s three and a half minutes of joie de vivre.

         The story often told is that Elton and John had a bet in the studio: if ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’ got to number one in the American charts, then John would appear at Elton’s Thanksgiving show at Madison Square Garden. That’s not quite my recollection. For all its immediacy, the song wasn’t even going to be a single originally; it was only thanks to some twisting of arms by the record company that it became the first track released from the album. As I recall, Elton just wanted John to appear at Madison Square Garden with him. I was looking after John at the time, so Elton asked me to ask him. When I spoke to John, he wasn’t sure at first. At this point, he hadn’t played live for a couple of years, but he came back with a condition: only if ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’ got to number one would he join Elton on stage. I think John thought it was a safe bet that such a thing would never happen. His last single, the title track from his previous album, Mind Games, had only made it to number eighteen on the Billboard charts.

         6John, though, hadn’t reckoned for the promotional push of having Elton on the record, and that autumn, ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’ wended its way to the top of the Billboard charts. I remember ringing John to tell him the news.

         ‘Guess what?’ I told him. ‘Your single is number one.’

         ‘Oh,’ John replied, immediately remembering the agreement he had with Elton. ‘Does that mean I have to do Madison Square Garden?’

         ‘Well,’ I said, ‘you did promise.’

         There was a pause. It went on so long I wondered if he was still there. But then John said, ‘OK. I’ll do it.’

         
            *

         

         Eight days before the Madison Square Garden show, John and I flew to Massachusetts to watch Elton perform at Boston Garden.

         ‘He needs to see the show,’ Elton had said. ‘He needs to know what he is getting himself into.’

         John and I had seats that were hidden behind the stage. It was quite a performance. Elton was on fire. His set that night began with ‘Funeral for a Friend’ and finished up with ‘The Bitch Is Back’. Halfway through he played his version of ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’, which had John nodding along in approval. He was blown away by what he saw and heard. I remember him turning around to me and saying, ‘Oh my God, is this what music has become? That sound system is fantastic.’ John’s memory was racing back to his time with the Beatles. ‘God,’ he remembered, ‘when we played Shea Stadium we had these tiny little amps and 56,000 people in front of us. They screamed so loud we could have sung whatever we liked. It didn’t make a blind bit of difference.’

         7He sat back and soaked up the concert and how things had changed. Even with an audience as raucous and full-throated as Elton’s, the music still held its own. It wasn’t just the music either: everything about a concert was on a different scale now. Backstage, for example, Elton had a lavish set-up, complete with palm trees and all this other carry-on.

         ‘In my day, we just had a bare dressing room,’ John recalled.

         When Elton came out for his encore, he was wearing a pair of tiny cut-off shorts and a bib top with a heart on it. He knew where we were sitting and turned round to us and curtsied. John roared with laughter. Whatever nerves or butterflies he had about performing melted away that evening in Boston. Now he was really up for it.

         We flew from Boston back down to New York on Starship, Elton’s private plane. It was properly luxurious, with a bar, spacious, comfy seats and a bedroom. Once, on Elton’s birthday, his team had arranged for Stevie Wonder to come and sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to him on the plane as a surprise. Elton had been in one of his moods and, not knowing what was going on, had refused to come out of his bedroom. In the end, the publicist had had to knock on the door and explain that Stevie Wonder was stood outside, waiting for him to appear.

         On that flight back to New York, John and Elton were both excited about the show. ‘We’ll have to rehearse,’ Elton said, and we discussed which songs it would be best to play. ‘Imagine’ was suggested, but John said he didn’t want to do just the greatest hits, and because Elton was already performing ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’, it made sense not to play it. John proposed ‘I Saw Her Standing There’. There was something about performing a Paul McCartney number that got him going. He knew no one would expect him to do that.

         8Elton had a great band, and the rehearsals were good fun. Every time I dropped in, you could see how much everyone was enjoying themselves. The recorded version of ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’ was fast, but playing it live pushed it faster still. As I listened to it echo around the rehearsal studio, I thought, This is going to go down a storm.

         
            *

         

         As the rehearsals continued, I took a call from someone I wasn’t expecting to hear from.

         Yoko.

         She and John had separated the previous summer. Since then, John had been in a relationship with May Pang, a liaison that Yoko had had a hand in engineering. Although John’s appearance at Madison Square Garden was meant to be a tightly guarded secret, Yoko had found out about it, and now she wanted to come along.

         ‘Sure,’ I said, feeling less sure about how John might react to her being there.

         ‘I don’t want him to know that I am there,’ Yoko continued. ‘Do you think you could arrange for some seats where he won’t see me?’

         That seemed a better plan. ‘Let me talk to Elton,’ I said.

         Elton, like me, was worried about John finding out. With the rehearsals going so well, he didn’t want anything to give John pause about playing. We found some seats that had a good view, but which were far enough away for John not to see her. They were for Yoko and a gallery owner called Gary Lejeskey. He wasn’t a date, more just someone interesting to accompany her. I was curious about why Yoko wanted to come but buried myself in the arrangements, rather than thinking too hard about it.

         9On the day of the performance, a package arrived backstage. Inside were two gardenias in a dish: one for Elton and one for John. They were beautiful – elegant and white, with a distinctive sweet smell.

         John saw the flowers and said, ‘Look at these.’

         ‘Yes,’ Elton replied. ‘Yoko sent them.’

         I was hyper-alert at this point. But John just stared at the flowers. Then he nodded, saying, ‘Yoko loves gardenias.’ Next he looked up at me, and then at Elton. ‘You know, I couldn’t do this show if I knew she was here.’

         I remember Elton looking at me, his eyes widening in horror. Neither of us dared say anything.

         ‘I know,’ I said, breaking the silence. ‘Why don’t you both wear the gardenias as a way to say thank you? That would be a nice gesture.’

         ‘Sure,’ Elton said. ‘Let’s do that.’

         We pinned the gardenias to their outfits. I’m not sure what happened to Elton’s. Such was the energy of his performance that I’m not sure it would have lasted long before falling off. But John’s took pride of place on his shirt and remained firmly there when he took to the stage. I knew that Yoko would see it. And I wondered what might happen next.

         
            *

         

         John’s three-song set came halfway through Elton’s show. ‘Whatever Gets You Thru the Night’ was played at breakneck speed, the adrenaline of the performance powering everyone through it. It was one of those moments when I could feel the crowd feeding off the energy of the band, and the band feeding off the energy of the crowd. ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’ I 10knew as a regular part of Elton’s set; his version started simply and slowly, before building up to a sweeping crescendo. I’m not sure John had ever sung that song live before, so hearing him and Elton combine for the chorus was awesome.

         Then the time machine took everyone back further still. John introduced the final song as being by ‘an old fiancé of mine named Paul. I’ve never sung it before.’ The guitars kicked in, and the band ripped through ‘I Saw Her Standing There’. That took me back a decade or so. Whatever he had back then, John still had it now. Elton’s band was as tight as could be. It was slick, together, and by the time the song reached its climax, the audience were up on their feet again. John took the applause and bounced back off stage. He was buzzing, and Elton’s grin was as wide as could be. We’d done it.

         When the encores took place, John returned for the closing number, ‘The Bitch Is Back’, shaking a tambourine with the backing singers. He was having a ball.

         Later, backstage, Yoko suddenly appeared.

         ‘Oh,’ John said, ‘you were here.’

         I don’t know if he knew or suspected. Before John could begin grilling me about what I did or didn’t know, I tactfully gave them some space to speak. There’s a famous shot of the two of them talking that night, in which the photographer manages to capture a look passing between them. When I saw them together, you could sense the spark. The connection was undeniable.

         This wasn’t the moment when they got back together. That rapprochement didn’t happen for some months. When we all moved off to a hotel for the afterparty, John sat with May, and Yoko sat with Gary on a separate table. There was no edge or tension there. Uri Geller, I remember, was doing the rounds, making everyone laugh with his spoon-bending. It was all very jovial and relaxed. 11But I knew what I’d seen with my own eyes backstage, and what the photographer had also caught on film. It might not be tonight, but at some point, I thought, something will happen. When the pull between two people is that strong, it’s hard for them to turn away.

         Sitting watching Geller bending spoons in front of me was a surreal end to an amazing evening. I knew that I’d been part of something special, and for all the stimulants that 1970s rock and roll had to offer, the kick from this felt even better.12
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            2

         

         The first time I heard Elvis Presley, I was fourteen years old. I was having a strip wash in the kitchen one evening, listening to Radio Luxembourg, when a song came over the airwaves like nothing I’d heard before.

         Growing up in Eastbourne, on the south coast of England, in the 1950s, the radio had always been something of a lifeline. I loved pop music from an early age: ‘Memories Are Made of This’ by Dean Martin, ‘Come on-a My House’ by Rosemary Clooney, ‘Jezebel’ by Frankie Laine, ‘Old Cape Cod’ by Patti Page. Ruby Murray, Eve Boswell … I’d got to know a galaxy of stars. I’d listen to the BBC Light Programme and then to Radio Luxembourg. It wasn’t just music either: the comedy of The Goon Show and the science fiction of Journey into Space were also firm favourites. At school the next day we’d talk excitedly about what we’d heard on the radio, in the same way that future generations would talk about what they’d seen on TV.

         The first time I got a hint of what rock and roll might be about was when I heard ‘Flamingo’ by Earl Bostic. ‘Flamingo’ is a fat, sexy saxophone instrumental that seems to sashay its way out of the speakers. The pop stars of the early 1950s I’d listened to had that sparkle and glamour, but Earl Bostic had a bit more swing and sway to him. There was something in the tone of his saxophone-playing that was a bit deeper, dirtier, earthier. ‘Flamingo’, though, turned out to be just the palate cleanser for me. ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ was the main course, although I didn’t know who was singing it yet.

         14From the opening line I was sucked in. There was no backing, just this strange, vibrato singing style, punctuated by a double stab of guitar and piano. Then, as the title, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, was sung, a walking bass wandered in, joining the singing for the chorus. As the next verse started up, the voice became more pronounced. The singer sang with a ‘huh’ and a sigh, the word ‘baby’ becoming ‘buh-haybee’.

         I ran across from the kitchen sink, where I’d been washing, skidding and slipping on the wet floor as I made for the parlour and the radio. I was dripping water everywhere. In retrospect, reaching for the radio dial with wet hands might not have been a good idea, but the only shock I got was from the music I was hearing. The radio was hissing and crackling, so I frantically turned the dial, desperate to tune in and hear the song more clearly. But almost as soon as the record had started, it had finished. The next song came on, and it was back to the usual big, glossy pop sound.

         What was it I’d just heard? The space in the record. The phrasing of the singing. That voice. The hustle and shuffle and swagger of the song were intoxicating. Standing there in my kitchen in Eastbourne in 1956, water pooling by my feet, the sound felt alien, otherworldly. Even the singer’s name, which I’d only just picked up, sounded strange. Elvish? Elfish? The static on the radio didn’t help, and the name didn’t stick in my mind.

         The following morning, I was surprised by the strength of my reaction: I was frightened, terrified I might never hear the song again. It was like a key to a different way of life, and somehow I’d let it slip through my fingers. I realised that the record had had such an impact on me that I had to discover who’d sung it.

         I remember going to school and meeting up with my friends in the bike sheds. They were going on about The Goon Show, and all I wanted to discuss was this song on the radio. But no one else had 15heard it or knew what I was going on about. I was desperate, this glimmer of a different existence seemingly gone for ever.

         Then, a few days later, I picked up a copy of the Daily Mirror. I was flicking through, and there, on one of the inside pages, was a short column called ‘Out of the Groove’. Among the titbits about Norrie Paramour, Billy Eckstine and Billy Daniels was the following paragraph:

         
            Elvis Presley, America’s biggest disc-threat since Johnny Ray, has been awarded a gold record for the millionth sale of ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, which hasn’t rocketed away in Britain yet …

         

         Buh-haybee. That was him.

         ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ was Elvis’s first single in the UK, and from mid-May it rose steadily up the charts, peaking at number two, where it was kept off the top spot, incongruously, by Pat Boone’s ‘I’ll Be Home’. ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ would stay in the top ten for the entire summer, joined for several weeks by ‘Blue Suede Shoes’.

         It’s difficult now to describe just what an effect that first Elvis song had on everyone who heard it. But for anyone who ended up being involved in music in the 1960s and ’70s, it was instrumental. In David Kynaston’s Family Britain, he quotes John Peel’s reaction to first hearing it as similar to seeing ‘a naked extra-terrestrial walking through the door and announcing that he/she was going to live with me for the rest of my life’. John Lennon’s aunt Mimi remembered of her nephew that ‘it was nothing but Elvis Presley, Elvis Presley, Elvis Presley’. In his memoir, Elton John remembers that the first time he saw a picture of Elvis, he was ‘the most bizarre-looking man I’d ever seen’. And when he first heard ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, ‘You could literally feel this strange energy he was giving off, like it was contagious.’

         16I didn’t have a record player at that point. And I didn’t have the money to buy one either. So I took on a paper round to save up, and my dad said he would pay for the hire purchase of a unit. He was a trained carpenter–joiner, so he built a cabinet for me. I started buying 78s. I became a regular fixture at the local record stores, dressing up like Elvis. I was obsessed with him and with rock and roll. I never looked back.

         
            *

         

         I was born in the west London suburb of Hillingdon during the war and lived in West Drayton and Yiewsley, before moving to Eastbourne, which was where I spent most of my childhood. My earliest memories are fleeting but vivid. I can still recall standing up in my cot, holding on to the railings and looking out of the window of my bedroom. The war inevitably impinged on us. There was a deadly bomb called the Doodlebug, which would drop out of the sky in silence, taking out a house almost at random. I remember a family we knew called the Warrens, who were killed in this way. They had a son whom everyone called Sonny Boy Warren. Maybe it was its weirdness that made it stick in my mind, but despite being incredibly young at the time, I can still clearly remember the word ‘Doodlebug’.

         I have strange memories of that first house in the suburbs of London. That was because my family situation was complicated, and it wasn’t until I was ten or eleven that I understood and unravelled what was really going on. That was when I learned that the couple who were bringing me up, whom I called Mum and Dad, were actually my grandparents. My biological mother was someone I knew as Aunty Kay, while my real father, Hughie Frank, was nowhere to be seen.

         17Kay was the product of a backstage relationship that my grandmother (Mum) had with an actor before she met my grandfather (Dad). To complicate things further, Mum and Dad weren’t married – or, rather, they were, but to different people. My dad’s first wife wouldn’t give him a divorce, and the same went for my mum’s husband, I believe. So they lived together as common-law husband and wife, under the assumed name of Jones.

         Kay worked at a munitions factory during the war. She loved to party; I inherited that off her. I remember her once telling me how she would go to ‘blackout dances’. The wartime dances were always the most fun, she explained, because of the risk. Your life was in danger, and somehow that made the fun even more thrilling. I have a photo of one of those dances, with my real mother and father in it separately, before they were together. It was at another blackout dance that they met properly.

         Kay ran away to get married to my real father, but pretty soon the marriage broke down. He went off with someone else, and Kay ended up with a different partner, who became the father of my half-brother, Peter. My brother’s father was a bit of a rough diamond. He earned his money trading watches and other goods on the black market, and had a streak of violence in him that came out when he’d had a drink or two. My mother would be on the receiving end.

         My grandparents didn’t like the idea of me being brought up by someone who wasn’t my father. The fact that Kay was working at the munitions factory also meant she didn’t have time to be a mother to me. And so it was agreed that my grandparents would become Mum and Dad. I lived with them and Kay’s sisters, Aunty Gladys and Aunty Joan. Kay became Aunty Kay, and my brother Peter I knew as my cousin. Which all sounds very confusing, but it made sense to me at the time. Aunty Kay and Peter would come 18and visit us. Peter and I were always very close and continually got into all sorts of scrapes and mischief. We were like brothers – and, secretly, we actually were.

         When I was around eleven years old, secrets started to reveal themselves. One time, I was looking through the laundry basket when I found a photograph of a boy hidden between the sheets. It was a black-and-white photo, taken on a beach. The boy was young and had a cheeky look on his face. I later learned that this was a son from my (grand)father’s first marriage. The boy had died from meningitis when he was just seven years old. One of the reasons that my grandparents had agreed to look after me was as a sort of replacement for the boy my (grand)father had lost.

         While I was still trying to make sense of that, I overheard a conversation between the person whom I thought was my mother and her sister Daisy. I can’t remember the reason why, whether it was a game or something, but I was hiding behind a chair. When they came in to sit down, they didn’t realise I was crouching there. I stayed there, hunched up, and listened.

         ‘So,’ Daisy said, ‘when are you going to tell Tony that Kay is his mother?’

         ‘We’re not,’ my mum replied. ‘We don’t see any reason to tell him.’

         I sat there, frozen and rigid. I stayed even after they’d got up and left, my mind trying to process what I’d just heard. My head was spinning. The conversation sounded crazy, but at the same time it made a strange sort of sense to me. It would help explain why my two sisters were so much older than me. I remembered, too, the confusion at school over my name: was I Tony Jones, which was my mum and dad’s chosen surname, or Tony King, that of my real parents? Once, the headmaster had asked me what the true story 19was, and I went home and asked my father. He said, ‘Tell them to mind their own business.’

         Now, though, my family situation went from fogginess into focus. At the same time, it opened up more questions: if Aunty Kay was my biological mother, then who was my real father? There was no one in the family set-up who fitted the bill. That left me curious and intrigued. I didn’t mention anything about the conversation I’d overheard to my parents, and nobody said anything to me. We carried on as before. I loved ‘Mum and Dad’ and didn’t want to change that. But the next time I saw Peter, I asked him about it.

         ‘Do you realise that we are brothers?’ I asked.

         Peter gave me this look, and I realised that he already knew. He’d been ordered not to say anything. Peter was the only person I spoke to about it. I think he might have told my real mother that I knew, but still nobody said anything. I learned from Peter, I think, that my real father had died. He had been killed in the war – a war hero. I was sad not to have known him, but felt proud of what he had achieved.

         All of this was a big secret, and it rested heavily on my young shoulders, staying there, pressing down throughout my school years. It was only after I’d left school that I found out a little bit more. I was seventeen, and I was having a conversation with Aunty Joan about my biological father. When I mentioned that he was a war hero, she pulled a face.

         ‘What are you saying, Joan?’ I asked. ‘That he wasn’t a hero?’ And then I worked it out. ‘He didn’t die?’

         ‘Oh no,’ Joan said. ‘He is still around somewhere.’

         And I said, ‘Oh.’

         After the conversation with Joan, I finally spoke to Dad about the situation. I’d come to terms with Aunty Kay being my biological 20mother and my real father no longer being around. But now I knew he was alive, that churned everything up all over again.

         ‘Dad,’ I asked him, ‘were you ever going to tell me about Kay being my mother?’

         He looked taken aback by the question. To be fair, it must have felt as though it came a little bit out of nowhere. But he gathered himself and replied, simply, ‘We didn’t see the need.’

         I remember we both sat there in silence, deep in our different thoughts. Then Dad said, ‘We have done the best we can for you.’ And that was the end of the conversation.

         Looking back, I wonder whether he thought I was being critical of him, or that somehow they’d let me down. I wasn’t, and they hadn’t. I knew he and Mum had always been there for me, and always would be. And I loved them equally in return. It might have been a complicated beginning, but the feelings I had for my parents were simple and straightforward. The time to look for my actual father, I realised, wasn’t now. I knew at some point I was going to have to see if I could find my real father, but I also realised it wasn’t going to be for a long time, because I didn’t want to upset my parents. In fact, it wouldn’t be for decades, until after their deaths.

         
            *

         

         When I was a few years old, Mum became unwell. She was coughing and wheezing, and when she went to see the doctor about it, she was diagnosed with tuberculosis and sent to hospital. When she came home, I was pleased to see her, but even at my young age could sense that she still wasn’t right. She had lost weight and wasn’t herself. Dad decided she would benefit from getting away from the outskirts of London, and so we packed up 21and left, leaving West Drayton behind for a new life in the south coast resort of Eastbourne.

         Mum needed fresh air to help her recovery, and compared to the capital Eastbourne had it by the bucketload. There was an open-air hospital nestled in the South Downs, just above the town, and when we first moved south, Mum stayed there to aid her recovery. As part of the fresh-air routine, the patients slept with the doors open, and Mum would tell me about how foxes would come in from the Downs at night. Once she woke up to find a fox scrabbling around under her bed. As she came to and stirred, it bolted for the open door, a flash of russet in the moonlight. But the open air of the hospital helped her make a full recovery. The weight that she’d lost was put back on – so much so that when she was discharged and returned home, I was almost embarrassed about how heavy she now was.

         We lived on a street called The Circus. It was at the top of a hill and had got its name because the street was completely circular. There was a large house in the middle called The Mount and a curved row of houses on either side. We lived in number 10. Because Mum was still in hospital, Dad took me down to the local school, St Andrew’s, to enrol. I liked the place and quickly made friends. I was a bright kid and did well in lessons, and when it came time to take the eleven-plus exam, I passed. In fact, I was top boy and was presented with the Oxford Pocket Dictionary as a prize. I’ve still got it: it has ‘Top Boy’ inscribed inside it.

         Those early childhood years were idyllic. Eastbourne had the sea, the open countryside of the Downs and plenty of places for young children to explore. Nearby, along the coast, were Beachy Head, Birling Gap and Pevensey Bay. There was a castle at Pevensey Bay where Winston Churchill spent time during the war. All around us were nature and history to explore and fire our young imaginations. 22It turned out it wasn’t just Mum who benefited from the fresh air; I must have spent most of those early-childhood summers outdoors, leaving me permanently suntanned, as brown as a berry.

         In the late 1940s and early ’50s, the scars of war were still in evidence in Eastbourne. It hadn’t been as badly affected as London, but you didn’t need to go far to see signs of what had happened. The Marks & Spencer department store had been blown up, and dotted around the town and countryside were other landmarks that had been hit. There was an area of beach just outside Eastbourne called The Crumbles and a place called Martello Towers, which had been used as a lookout. The beach had been mined, and although they tried to clear it after the war, they’d still find mines every now and again. Others would wash up onto the beach, their spikes sticking out of the water. They’d be dealt with by the army, and the noise of exploding mortars in the background became so normal growing up, you didn’t think twice about it.

         Back in the house, too, the signs of war lingered. Our gas masks were still stored in a cupboard under the stairs; those were kept for a long time. My dad had made wartime toys, and I kept those too. We had ration books after the war like everybody else, but I was too young to know any different about shortages and thought that that was just how it was. Looking back, money was tight. We couldn’t really afford to buy lots of new things, and if clothes got worn out, they were patched up rather than replaced. All my trousers and jackets were like that. But at the time, that was just how things were, that wartime mentality of making do and mending lingering on.

         As a young child, bombsites were simply another place where we could play and explore. Strange as it may seem now, those were our playgrounds. One game we’d play would be to hide behind the mounds that the bombs had made and try and land different 23objects in a can – cabbages, carrots, anything we could get hold of. Nature also played its part: a group of us would go out and do dreadful things like bird-nesting – hunting for eggs and birds that were nesting. On other occasions, we’d go fishing for tadpoles, returning triumphantly with our finds and depositing them in a bath of water in the back garden to watch them grow. Bicycle rides were another big part of growing up. Before I went to grammar school, my parents bought me a Raleigh bike. This seemed like a luxury of luxuries, and knowing how tight we were for money, it meant all the more to me. Mum would make me sandwiches, and I’d go off for the day, cycling twenty miles along the coast to Hastings and back. The sandwiches never lasted long: I’d stop and eat them before halfway.

         
            *

         

         I was good-looking as a boy; handsome, if it is OK to say that. I knew I must have been attractive because I had a number of female friends who wanted to hang out with me. But I was all about the boys.

         I was nine or ten years old when I first realised I was gay. From an early age, I knew it was in me, was part of me. It never felt like a decision or choice I had made. I never had a crossroads moment when I decided to turn left rather than right or anything like that. It was just who I was.

         I had this recurring daydream that a man would come along and rescue me. To begin with, these fantasies were all about people in uniforms: firemen and those in similar professions became my heroes, and I’d dream about them. There’s a Coldplay song called ‘Fix You’, and as a teenager I wanted what Chris Martin would later sing about: I wanted to be fixed by somebody. I wanted someone 24to come along and take care of me and make things right. As I grew older, there was a sexual element, too, but it was the fixing element that I found myself focusing on. That is why when I did eventually fall in love with someone, I fell for them hard.

         Back in my early teens, I didn’t really understand what being gay meant and didn’t have the language to articulate it. It was only when I came across the word ‘homosexual’ in a book at school that things started to fall into place. I remember going to the school library to find a dictionary and looking up what it meant. ‘Persons attracted to members of the same sex,’ I read. A penny dropped. I guess that’s what I am then, I thought. I didn’t mention what I had discovered to anyone else, but I felt relief at finally being able to understand what my feelings were about.

         The library became something of a sanctuary and a place of understanding. I can’t remember how, but I came across the playwright Tennessee Williams. I started taking his plays out of the library, and reading through them things clicked further into place. When I was older, I went to see all the films made of the plays – Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, The Fugitive Kind, Suddenly Last Summer – and fell in love with them all over again. I instinctively understood the homosexual content of the writing, and I wasn’t the only one. There’s a famous television interview that Williams went on to give to David Frost. ‘I think that everybody has some elements of homosexuality in him,’ Williams told Frost, ‘even the most heterosexual of us.’ Frost replied, ‘That no one is all man or all woman, you mean?’ Williams’s response was, ‘In my experience, no. I don’t want to be part of some sort of scandal, but I’ve covered the waterfront.’ The applause and laughter from the audience marked one of those moments when you realise that people are often ahead of where you think they are. And actually, most people are more comfortable with the truth than you might expect.

         25I never got the chance to meet and talk to Tennessee Williams, but I’ll never forget the occasion when I saw him in New York. It was when I was living there in the 1970s, and I was walking down Fifth Avenue, heading past St Patrick’s Cathedral. In the opposite direction coming towards me, arm in arm, were three instantly identifiable figures: Truman Capote, Andy Warhol and Tennessee Williams. Williams was wearing a beautiful thick fur coat, and the three of them were laughing and in high spirits. I guess they were on their way back from a jolly lunch or some such. This was years before mobile phones, of course; if it had been now, I’d have caught the moment on camera. As it is, I just have that fleeting flash of memory to remind me of the day I saw my teenage inspiration.

         Williams wasn’t the only author I connected with. The novel The City and the Pillar by Gore Vidal told the story of a young man discovering his homosexuality. City of Night, John Rechy’s book about hustling in Hollywood, was also important. I remember, too, devouring Giovanni’s Room by James Baldwin when it came out. That was a big deal at the time: one of the first great openly gay novels, it tells the story of an American living in Paris, and particularly his relationship with an Italian bartender called Giovanni. Baldwin wrote beautifully and thoughtfully. His characters felt real, and I, like many readers, responded to that.

         Compared to the flowing descriptions of gay life in Paris and Hollywood I’d been reading about, the reality of 1950s Eastbourne was somewhat more prosaic, and in fact as a teenager it was almost impossible to find any evidence of the existence of gay life at all. Its secrecy was not without good reason. Homosexuality in the 1950s was not only illegal in Britain, but those involved were actively pursued by the police for prosecution. Maxwell Fyfe, the Home Secretary, told parliament in 1953 that ‘Homosexuals, in general, 26are exhibitionists and proselytisers and a danger to others, especially the young. So long as I hold the office of Home Secretary I shall give no countenance to the view that they should not be prevented from being such a danger.’ Sir Lawrence Dunn, Chief Metropolitan Magistrate, described homosexuals as ‘the lowest of the low’.

         In 1954, there were over a thousand men in prison for homosexual acts. I’d read newspaper reports or catch snippets on the radio news about high-profile men charged with homosexual offences, John Gielgud, Rupert Croft-Cooke, Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, Peter Wildeblood and Alan Turing among them. This led to the 1957 Wolfenden Report, a government inquiry led by Sir John Wolfenden into ‘Homosexual Offences and Prostitution’. During the discussions around the report, homosexuals and prostitutes were nicknamed ‘Huntley and Palmers’, supposedly to protect the ears of the women present. Such was the atmosphere at the time, the gay men who agreed to give evidence to the committee did so under pseudonyms such as ‘the Doctor’ and ‘Mr White’ to protect their identities.

         The report’s conclusions were important, claiming that ‘It is not, in our view, the function of the law to intervene in the private life of citizens, or to seek to enforce any particular pattern of behaviour.’ It concluded that there ‘must remain a realm of private morality and immorality which is, in brief and crude terms, not the law’s business’ and recommended that homosexual acts between two consenting adults should no longer be a criminal offence. Wise words, but it would be another decade before this recommendation became law.

         So back in Eastbourne, as a gay teenager, it made sense to keep my sexuality a secret. I certainly didn’t tell my friends at school. I didn’t discuss it with my family, with the exception of Aunty 27Gladys, whom I’d always liked and trusted. When I was sixteen, I told her I thought I might be gay. Her response was simply that ‘We all have our crosses to bear.’ After that, I didn’t mention it to anyone else.

         Instead, and in the years that followed, my family and I skirted around the issue, without ever mentioning it directly. Later, my real mother told me that she had found a gay pub that she liked going to, which I think was her way of messaging that she was OK with it. On another occasion in the 1980s, after I had moved to America, I was back in Britain staying with my mum when I saw that a TV programme about Christopher Isherwood was on. The year before, when I was living in California, I’d been fortunate enough to meet Isherwood at a fancy-dress party in West Hollywood, where he was dressed up as an admiral of the fleet (an idea I stole for Elton’s sixtieth-birthday bash, but that is another story). Isherwood was beautiful, an older man with the most exquisite eyes. The programme was on late at night on BBC2, and I said to Mum that I was going to watch it, and that it was probably too late for her. To my surprise, Mum said that she’d stay up and watch it with me. In the programme, Isherwood was very explicit about his sexuality: he talked about how he lived with Don Bachardy, about David Hockney … all sorts. I was watching it with half an eye on Mum, thinking, I wonder what she is making of all of this.

         At the end of the programme, I got up to switch the television off.

         ‘Oh, what a shame that had to finish,’ Mum said. ‘I could easily have listened to another half-hour of him. What an interesting man.’

         The following day, I had lunch with my real mother, who was living round the corner at the time.

         28‘I saw this programme last night,’ she said, ‘about this most interesting man.’

         ‘You mean Christopher Isherwood?’ I asked.

         ‘Yes, that was him.’

         ‘We watched it, too,’ I said. ‘Mum said she could have done another half-hour.’

         ‘Oh, I really loved it,’ my real mother said. ‘I feel the same way.’

         Both of them, I think, saw past his sexuality to what he was like as a human being. Isherwood’s homosexuality was part and parcel of who he was, but it wasn’t the biggest deal. The big deal was that this was a very interesting man who talked about life in a very interesting way. After that, Isherwood became my role model. I don’t mind being known as a gay man, I decided, but I would really like to be known as an interesting man.

         Perhaps both my mother and real mother were trying to tell me something too. Neither of them felt able to talk about my sexuality directly, but by talking about Christopher Isherwood they could do so at one remove, and this was their way of acknowledging it. Because they liked Isherwood, it didn’t just mean that they were OK with him being gay, and, hence, me being gay by proxy; it meant, too, that they were much more interested in him as a human being. And in our strange family swirl of secrets and things left unsaid, I like to think that they were trying to tell me that they thought of me in that same way.
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         ‘King!’ The headmaster’s voice boomed across the classroom. ‘King, where are you?’

         The entire class turned round to look in my direction. I shrank in my seat, a little unnerved as to why the headmaster, Mr Shaw, had burst into our lesson, unannounced, and why I’d been singled out. Mr Shaw, known to everyone as Toady, was someone I’d never particularly liked, and as I raised my hand, he stared down at me with contempt. Whatever the reason why Mr Shaw had called me out, it seemed unlikely that it had to do with praise.
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