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            Dedicated to my daughter, Lisa Ronson,

so she knows how life was.

            
                

            

            And to my darling husband, Mick Ronson,

who is missed every day.vi
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            Preface

         

         25 April 1963

         I scream and scream and scream and for the first time in my life make as much noise as I want without anyone telling me to be quiet. I’m fourteen years old at a Beatles concert in Croydon and, along with every other fan in the hall, I am mad with excitement.

         
            *

         

         I get my ticket through sheer luck. My schoolfriend Marlene’s older brother is going to Fairfield Halls to buy tickets and she asks me if I want one. Yes, I do – I have a Saturday job and I can pay the 6/6* tomorrow. Dying with excitement, I rush home to tell my mum. I’m worried she’ll say no, but instead she says, ‘Can I come?’

         ‘I’ve only got one ticket.’ I can feel my face going red.

         She turns her back to me.

         ‘Well, you’re a bit young to go to Croydon on your own.’

         ‘I’m meeting Marlene and her brother there, I’ll be fine.’

         Who wants to see The Beatles with their mum?

         I search for something cool to wear and as I look at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door, I fantasise about Paul McCartney: he catches my eye in the crowd and sends someone to look for me; his new girlfriend, the glamorous Jane Asher, is xiiforgotten as we fall madly in love. Staring at my reflection, I can’t help but wish I looked like Jean Shrimpton. I’m well rounded, with thick, frizzy hair; she’s skinny and beautiful, with straight flat hair. I’d die to look like her. I finally decide on a purple corduroy mini skirt that hangs on my hips with a decorative black belt, along with a ribbed top and long black boots.

         On the day of the concert, I leave school after religious education, bike home and rush to get ready. I wind my frizzy hair into large rollers, hoping to calm it down, sellotape my fringe and kiss curls to my forehead and cheeks, and spray everything with Mum’s lacquer. My hair is a bleached-blonde mess – Mum combed in some Sun In, hoping for blonde highlights, but it went a bit yellow instead. After I get into my skirt and boots and hide some make-up in my handbag, I take out the rollers and peel off the tape. I’m going for the Brigitte Bardot look and pray it doesn’t rain.

         I’m ready, and as I’m calling goodbye from the front door, Mum offers to drive me to the bus stop at Bromley South station. There’s no saying no and she complains bitterly about her life all the way there.

         ‘It’s all right for you, going out. I never go out. You’d think your father would take me somewhere, but he never gets out of that bloody chair.’ This isn’t anything I haven’t heard before. My parents don’t get along and my mum complains about it all the time. As she drops me off at the bus stop, she squeezes my hand and says, ‘I hope you have a lovely time,’ and I can tell she means it.

         When the bus comes, I push my way upstairs along with the other kids that get on. There’s a ton of people around my age on the top deck; we’re all going to see The Beatles, and everyone is buzzing with anticipation. Some of the boys comb their hair forward like The Beatles, but the back is short, and the front – cut for a much more xiiiconventional side parting – slopes diagonally across their foreheads.

         Fairfield Halls is quite a large venue, and tonight it’s packed with kids. Our seats are right behind the drums, and I can see presents for Ringo on the drum kit: socks, and some aftershave. I feel guilty that I haven’t brought anything.

         The lights go down and as The Beatles walk onstage, we scream. Ringo smiles as he slips behind the drums – he’s so close I can almost touch him – and we scream some more. We scream for the entire forty-five-minute set; there are moments when I hear snippets of songs over the noise, ‘Please Please Me’ or ‘She Loves You’. They shake their heads as they sing ‘ooh’ and it sends us mad. John tries to get us to be quiet but hearing his voice, his Liverpudlian accent, makes us scream even louder.

         At the end of the show everyone rushes round to the stage door, hoping for an autograph or even just a glimpse of the boys. They come out and we scream; they wave to us, we scream louder, and when they get into the car and pull out of the gates, we’re on it like dogs. I’m on the bonnet, others are on the roof. I can see them in the car – they look scared. It takes the police to get us off. The moment leaves me in tears, and I don’t know why. It could be teenage angst, or hormones, or maybe just adrenaline, but in my heart I feel a freedom I’ve never felt before. It’s at that moment I know: I don’t want a normal life. I don’t know how to change it, but I don’t want to live the life of my parents.

         
            *

         

         The night comes back to me vividly some years later. It’s 1972 and I’m getting into a limo with David Bowie and the Spiders from Mars. We’ve just finished a show in Scotland, and the car is waiting in the narrow alley behind the theatre. The band leave the dressing xivroom and come straight to the car followed by Stuey, David’s bodyguard. David and lead guitarist Mick Ronson are in the car, and I’m about to get in with Woody Woodmansey and Trevor Bolder – the drummer and bass player – right behind me. I hear a roar and glimpse a crowd of fans, who barrel round the corner and bear down on us at lightning speed.

         ‘Fur fuck’s sake!’ shouts Stuey, pushing me, Woody and Trevor into the car before crashing in on top of us. He manages to close the door in their faces, and as he does a howl of despair rises up from the crowd; they’d been so close. They try the door handles. I hold down a lock on one side of the car, my finger white with the pressure. Everything goes dark as fans pound on the doors and windows, unleashing their frustration on the car. Screaming, squashed faces press up against the windows inches from my face. The car shudders with the weight of people jumping on top of it, bodies on top of bodies. It begins to rock and I’m sure it’s about to go over.

         ‘Drive! Drive!’ David yells to the chauffeur, but he can’t drive, he’s hiding in the front well of the car in fear of his life. It takes forever for the police to get them off. As we get away, there’s quiet in the car, until Mick Ronson says, ‘I guess they liked us then.’

         We explode into laughter. He’s right, they did like us, it was another fantastic show. This band is on fire. The night I jumped on The Beatles’ car, their faces looked as scared as ours must have been.

         
            * The metric equivalent of 6/6 is 32.5p, and the equivalent today is approximately £9.
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            1

            Early Life

         

         I’m not good at school. I don’t like it, and I leave for good at fifteen. My headmistress thinks it’s for the best and my mum’s okay with it on one condition: I must learn a trade. I can either go to secretarial school at Pitman College in Bromley or train to become a hairdresser. Hairdressing wins.

         School breaks up in late July and I walk out of Marian Vian Secondary Modern school for the last time. There are no tearful goodbyes, no sorrowful exchanges of phone numbers with other girls. I’m happy not to be coming back and feel as if I’ve finally grown up. Mum finds me a course at Evelyn Paget College of Hair and Beauty in Bromley; she and Dad are willing to pay one hundred pounds for the six-month course that will allow me to skip the three years of drudgery that come with starting as a junior. I’ll start proper hairdressing faster and make better money than the poor juniors who have to work earning a pittance for all that time.

         Evelyn Paget College sits two floors above Bromley High Street. You enter through a narrow stairway leading up to the reception; it’s lined with photos of the hairstyles of the day in gold frames. The top floor of the college is for beginners and paid students. I’ve been moved to the main floor, which is for more experienced hairdressers. Everything here is cut price: perms, cuts, tints, and shampoo and sets. The place is always crowded.

         Most of us are girls, but there are a couple of men training as 2well. Colin, who’s a mod, wears a pink paisley shirt and a parka jacket – he rides a scooter with a furry tail on the aerial, it’s so cool. The other bloke is Peter, tall with a square jaw and large hands, who rides a BSA motorbike. He’s a rocker. Mods and rockers have a dreadful name in the papers. They’re sworn enemies and fight in gangs on the beach in seaside towns like Brighton and Margate, but Colin and Peter aren’t too serious about it. Everyone loves Peter, he’s funny and charming. We go out for a while, and I lose my virginity to him on the floor of my attic.

         I’m popular with clients and quickly rack it up with both wages and tips. I put money on the table at the end of the week for Mum, and the rest is mine. Bromley is an ordinary London suburb with a market square that Medhursts department store sits on; Woolworths and the usual assortment of shops make up a typical high street, along with a couple of cinemas. I’m happy at work, I like the girls and enjoy doing hair. I feel confident in my choice.

         Home is a different story. I have one brother and though we don’t have much in common, the one thing we do talk about is Mum’s moods. ‘Is Mum all right?’ is a mantra around the house. Mum and Dad live together but apart. They have separate bedrooms in our suburban semi-detached house. While they do normal things – go to work, eat meals, watch TV – to say they’re happy is a stretch.

         My parents married straight after the war. Everyone did – the churches had never been busier. The government encouraged families and provided free milk and cheap lunches for children at school. Dad came back from France grateful to be alive and in one piece. He’d followed the front through France in a tank with his crew, repairing tanks, guns and whatever else was broken or left behind. One moonless night, they got lost and became separated from their 3battalion. Dad, in charge, decided to drive his tank across an empty field and into some woods. He carefully manoeuvred his way through the woods and on the other side lay a small village. They rolled with trepidation into the village and were surprised and delighted at the effusive welcome they received. Dad and his men were drunk for three days before they were found and rejoined the battalion.

         When Dad was asked for a report, the senior officer couldn’t believe his story. The field he crossed was full of mines, the woods he crept through full of German soldiers. How did he do it and survive? He didn’t like to tell them what he told us: that spirits guided him. He was a spiritualist, a believer (his mother was a medium). To his officers, a hero. I’ve got his medals to prove it, and a certificate of bravery signed by Lord Montgomery.

         Mum was a driver at Biggin Hill Airport during the war. Her job was to ferry silent pilots to their planes. As the sun went down, she would watch them take off for France, never knowing if they would come back. The waiting was endless, the thrill of their return monumental. She watched the Battle of Britain out on the street with her sisters and neighbours, dogfights in the sky. When the war ended, she missed the drama and excitement of her life at Biggin Hill. There wasn’t much of that at her mother’s house in Orpington. She met Dad in a local dance hall – they both loved to dance and flew around the floor in each other’s arms under the mirror ball, and before too long they walked down the aisle and tied the knot at a local church in Bromley.

         They moved into 96 Cumberland Road and rented out the first floor to a family with children and the attic to one of Dad’s friends. I became best friends with their daughter Linda. When we were very little, Dad drove a huge, refrigerated truck all over England, 4delivering meat. He was away for days at a time, while Mum was at home with us. Eventually, he changed his job and became a chauffeur to Mr Robertson of the Hawker Siddeley Group, a company that primarily built planes; the Hawker Hurricane had great success in the Second World War.

         There are still many late nights, but at least Dad sleeps at home now. At the weekends, he takes my brother out on his boat, his one great passion, while I’m left with my mum to sympathise about her thoughtless husband. The two of them come home late, smelling of salt – I want to go with them but it’s not on the cards.

         One bit of light relief is the pirate radio stations. Radio Caroline and Radio London are a breath of fresh air in England. We all listen to them, Mum singing along to Ketty Lester or Ray Charles while doing the ironing. I pass my driving test when I’m seventeen and Dad helps me get my first car, an Austin A40. I love music, and with a car there’s live music everywhere. Linda – the girl who used to live upstairs – and I go to the Tiger’s Head or the Savoy in Catford. The floors are soft and sticky, the bars crowded and full of howling semi-drunk boys. My mum would call them ‘common’ or ‘oiks’ and would not like me to bring one home.

         Linda and I try the Bromel Club in the Bromley Court Hotel. So many great bands play here: Pink Floyd, who drip oil on a revolving wheel that sends psychedelic shapes to a white sheet onstage, are like nothing else I’ve seen; I love Georgie Fame and The Blue Flames and the synchronised dancing of Geno Washington and The Ram Jam Band. The night Jimi Hendrix is scheduled to play, Linda has an earache and her mum won’t let her go. To my disappointment, we miss seeing what became, according to Bill Wyman at least, a truly historic performance.5

         
            *

         

         When I finish training at Evelyn Paget, I’m sent to their Beckenham branch. Beckenham is a small town south-east of London, with St George’s Church at one end and the Regal Cinema at the other. It’s dotted with pubs and is full of young mums with prams and older people with shopping baskets. It’s a safe, prosperous suburb, posher than Bromley. Mum encourages me to say that we live in Beckenham or Park Langley, but Park Langley’s only claim to fame is the Chinese Garage, built like a pagoda in 1928. Beckenham hangs on to its middle-class status with no Wimpy Bar and only one or two 1960s-type coffee shops that serve foamy coffee, cheese and tomato sandwiches or beans on toast.

         The road to London goes through Beckenham, past the Regal, and over Clock House Bridge. My mum thinks the world ends at Clock House Bridge and warns me about the perils of Penge on the other side. She says Penge is ‘common’ too, but she has no words for Brixton or Herne Hill and hopes I never break down there.

         
            *

         

         Traffic is moving at a crawl. I know I’ll be late, so I quickly apply mascara at the traffic lights before I park by St George’s Church. It is a quarter past nine when I walk through the salon door, and Doris, our elderly receptionist, glares at me. My first client is at the basin.

         ‘Good morning, Mrs Taylor.’

         Mrs Taylor responds with an exasperated sigh. I give the nod to Heather, our junior, and walk into the staff room. Heather’s only been here a week and I should be watching her, but I need time to get into my dark-blue nylon uniform. I adjust my hair in the mirror and quickly apply some pale-pink lipstick before going out to check my trolley for rollers and pins.

         6Mrs Taylor comes up red and watery from the shampoo and says, ‘My neck’s wet and I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s not all down my back.’ She’s right, but I quickly put a dry towel around her neck and walk her to the chair.

         ‘It looks all right to me,’ I lie, flashing a murderous look at Heather. ‘Are you having a trim, Mrs Taylor, or just a shampoo and set today?’

         ‘Just a shampoo and set today, thank you, I haven’t got time for a trim,’ she says, pointedly looking at her watch. Mrs Taylor is a little older but likes a smart set; no waves and curls for her, she prefers a little height and some wings at the side to lift her face. I roll her up and lead her to the dryer.

         Bob the towel man walks in, smelling of laundry. He sits down and carefully rolls a cigarette with tobacco-stained fingers, then lights up and takes a long drag. He clamps the cigarette between his lips as he piles the clean towels on to the bench and takes down the sacks of dirty ones. I go out to the front desk and look at the book with Doris to see my appointments for the day. Today should be a good day. Most of my clients are young mothers, who make for more interesting work than the pensioners that come in on Mondays and Tuesdays – we give them a great deal, and the blue brigade arrive in full force. They all want a similar look. Waves and curls and ‘something that will last until the weekend’. They chat about their families, their health and what’s in the news.

         I want to try new things. The girls and I want to keep up with the times; it’s the end of the 1960s and styles are changing so quickly. I’ve been cutting boys’ hair on the side for quite a while and men seem to prefer my haircuts to a barber’s. I bring it up at the salon 7and we’re all on board. We talk to our boss, Mrs Fine, and decide on a ‘Man’s Night’ on a Tuesday from 6 to 8 p.m. Doris isn’t happy – she doesn’t want to stay late, and we don’t make her. We dim the salon lights and light some candles, buy some wine. All of us touch up our make-up and wear regular clothes instead of uniforms. Evelyn Paget put a notice in the front reception and a small ad in the local paper.

         The first night is a slow trickle, maybe eight men in all. We all laugh, it’s so silly, but as we discuss it the next day, we agree: times have changed; barbers cut hair differently to us, they use clippers, which none of us use – scissors work better on longer styles. After a few weeks, the novelty of working these nights soon wears off. We haven’t been offered any more money to do it and decide it’s not worth giving up an evening, so we shut it down after a couple of months. I manage to get a few more private clients out of it before it’s over.

         
            *

         

         It’s just another day when I get asked to help out with a later client, Mrs Jones. She arrives just before a quarter to five. She’s a woman of about my mum’s age, wearing a tweed skirt with sensible shoes and the ever-present English cardigan. Her hair is thick and I’m sure it will take forever to dry. Like most other customers, she starts talking about her family the moment I get started.

         ‘My David is such an artistic boy,’ she says. ‘He’s always been that way, plays guitar and piano. He doesn’t have a lot of time to see me but I’m so proud of him.’ She rattles on and on as I’m rolling her up, and I smile and nod. I put on the hairnet and motion to Heather to put her under the dryer. Mrs Jones opens a Woman’s Own and settles in comfortably.

         8‘Put it on hot,’ I whisper to Heather, ‘we don’t want to be here all night!’ Half an hour later, when she’s dry and I’m combing her out, she’s back to her son.

         ‘He was in the top ten, you know,’ she tells me.

         ‘Really?’ I ask, listening properly now. ‘What was the song?’

         ‘“Space Oddity”,’ she says with a smile.

         ‘Really?’ I ask again, and she nods. I meet her eyes in the mirror. ‘Are we talking about David Bowie?’

         ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I’m his mum!’

         I’ve heard of David Bowie from kids in the pub. He’s a musician who plays at The Three Tuns, a local pub on Beckenham High Street. David has an arty thing going on and it seems a bit niche to me. I haven’t been myself.

          I know ‘Space Oddity’ was a hit – in the top ten, as his mum says – but that was over a year ago now. A one-hit wonder, maybe? I don’t say this to his mum, of course; I give her the reaction she wants, surprise and delight. After a final spray of lacquer, I show her the back of her head with a flash of a hand mirror, pull the gown off and give her the bill.

         ‘I love it,’ she says, as she pats her head. ‘I’ll come to you next week.’
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            2

            A Chance Encounter

         

         1971

         It’s Saturday, always a busy day at the salon, and just as I’m sitting down with a cup of tea, I hear Doris say from the front, ‘Well I never did!’ I watch Heather’s face register shock and disbelief.

         ‘Come and have a look,’ she says, laughing, beckoning me over. A man and woman are walking down Beckenham High Street, the man pushing a pram – not that unusual. I can’t see what the fuss is about, but then I realise he’s wearing a dress. It’s a dull gold midi, which flows as he walks. The top is covered by a jacket, and with it he wears knee-length boots and a floppy hat with long blond hair falling out of it. He’s with a skinny girl with short blonde hair, wearing black jeans and a bronze, waist-length furry jacket. Shopkeepers, staff and customers alike turn to have a look.

         ‘It’s David Bowie,’ I hear someone whisper behind me. Builders across the street can’t resist calling out ‘Hello darling’ and whistling at him.

         ‘Look at that, whatever’s next?!’ Doris huffs.

         We can’t get over it at the salon, and every client who walks through the door hears the same story about the man in a dress and what nerve he has. I don’t say anything out loud, but inside I think they look amazing.

         The following week, Mrs Jones comes in for her set with the same girl that was with David in the High Street.

         10‘I’d like to introduce you to my daughter-in-law,’ she says gingerly. ‘This is Angie.’

         She waves her forward. I can’t tell if she’s proud or embarrassed. Angie’s tall and thin, as thin as I’d like to be. I love her narrow blue eyes and generous smile. Her skin is whiter than white, almost translucent, and you can see blue veins running under it. She’s wearing the same black jeans and furry jacket she had on the other day. I wonder where she shops – you don’t see clothes like that in Beckenham. Angie doesn’t have classic good looks, but to me she’s stunning. When she speaks it’s with a weird accent, kind of American with a touch of cockney on the side. She’s cool and confident. I’ve never met anyone like her.

         Angie sits at my mirror. I’m a little nervous as I ask her what she’d like me to do with her hair. I feel sure it won’t be what my regulars are after.

         ‘Something outrageous,’ she says with a sweet smile. ‘How about some colour?’

         You don’t have to ask me twice! I love playing with colour and rarely get the chance to be inventive; Angie is the perfect person to try out ideas on. A lot of my older clients have grey hair, and I use a water rinse on them to brighten it up. I also have clients whose hair is a little brassy from bleach, and they need a rinse to dampen down the gold. Undiluted, the colours are fierce, and when I spill a drop on a white towel it’s a brilliant jewel colour.

         I start by bleaching out white stripes on the side of Angie’s head. I ask about her life, as I do with all my customers, only this time I’m truly interested. Angie is eager to talk. She tells me about David and his band. Angie helps them dress for their shows, and if there are lights or a follow spot at the venue, she’s not above 11using them, convincing the promoter she has experience with stage lights. I imagine Angie never letting an opportunity pass her by and whether she has or hasn’t used a follow spot before, I’m sure she did a good job.

         After a show, she and David run around London all night, hanging out in the cool clubs and coming home at all hours with whoever they’ve met in tow. She’s outrageously loud and funny, and David’s biggest fan. Her life sounds unbelievably exciting.

         After the bleach has taken, I use the watercolours neat and create short stripes of bright pink, soft blue and frosty silver. It comes out great. Angie loves it. She gives me a big tip and says she’ll be back next week.

         
            * * *

         

         It’s a couple of months before Angie comes back to the salon; it’s Christmas week. I hear her out front and look over the swing doors as she talks to Doris. Her hair has grown, but a bit of the pink stripe is still visible. She wears silvery-blue trousers with short boots and has her fur jacket pulled around her face. ‘Nothing before Christmas, I’m afraid,’ I hear Doris say. Angie sees me and waves.

         ‘I want a perm,’ she tells me, ‘before Christmas, but it seems you are all booked up.’ I look at the book and Doris is right: we’re jammed. I follow her out of the salon.

         ‘Hey Angie,’ I call softly. ‘I can come to your house tonight if you like, and give you a perm?’ Her eyes light up. ‘I’ll come after work, about seven – okay?’ Angie shoots a look at the salon as she tells me her address before leaving. I return to Doris’s curious gaze. ‘Just told her to call again tomorrow and see if we have any cancellations.’ 12Nicking clients is strictly forbidden; I have private clients, I always have, but I don’t take them from the salon. Angie is different, she’ll find somewhere else to go if I don’t fit her in. I don’t want to lose her. During the afternoon I sneak some perm curlers, papers and perm solution into a bag, and as soon as my last client is out the door I leave and drive to Haddon Hall.

         
            *

         

         Haddon Hall is one of those huge mansions that families used to live in during the olden days. David and Angie live on the ground floor. I knock at the oak front door and Angie answers. She doesn’t seem to recognise me. I’m not sure what to say but as I turn to leave, she smiles and invites me in for tea.

         I follow her into a massive entrance hall and look up at the tall stained-glass windows that provide a backdrop for a sweeping, Hollywood-style staircase leading from the ground floor to the minstrels’ gallery. I feel as if I’m in a church. We go from the hall into the living room. The sheer size of it is intimidating, but it’s more the way it’s decorated that impresses me. The carpet is midnight blue, the walls the same colour; they rise up to an ornate silver ceiling. I can smell fragrant candles. There’s a long couch with gold-trimmed blue velvet cushions, and on the wall behind corresponding cushions hang from hooks. A pink chaise longue sits on the opposite side of the room. In front of the couch is a low chest that serves as a coffee table, covered with magazines, cups and glasses. More cushions are scattered on the floor, along with colourful album covers.

         David sits in the bay window, flicking through a magazine. His guitar rests on a stand close by and there is some sound equipment and a cassette tape recorder on the floor. He’s wearing a soft velvet shirt with rolled-up sleeves and fitted trousers. His skin is as white 13as Angie’s, his face finely boned. Long blond hair spills over his shoulders, casting shadows over his face and eyes. He greets me, and without further ado he nods to Angie and they both leave the room. They don’t return for what feels like an eternity, but it’s very possibly only twenty minutes or so; I find out later that this is something they do quite regularly to their guests, to see who will stay and who will go. I flip through the magazines on the floor; they are from Europe, foreign words on their covers. The clothes in them are rich, exquisite – even I can tell that this is high fashion. I look at the models and realise that they aren’t classic beauties, and it makes them all the more interesting. David and Angie finally return with a tray of tea and act as if nothing unusual has taken place. I play along.

         Angie begins by apologising and saying she’s changed her mind about the perm. I’m relieved; I’m not sure a perm would look so great on her anyway. We chat about style, fashion and music – well, they do, while I listen and agree with everything they say. The truth is that I’m in the dark. I haven’t heard of anyone David is talking about, Lou Reed and The Velvet Underground, Iggy Pop. I’m trying to think of something interesting to say, so when he mentions Marc Bolan, I’m delighted – I’ve heard of Marc Bolan – and I jump right in.

         ‘Oh yes, I saw him on Top of the Pops,’ I start happily. ‘I love the way he looks.’

         It was true. On Top of the Pops, Marc wore a top hat, satin trousers and a feather boa around his neck, with glitter on his cheeks; he smiled and flirted with the camera and the audience. No one looks, acts or sounds like Marc Bolan. When I finish my fan-like accolade, though, David doesn’t respond. The atmosphere shifts and he 14changes the subject. I thought I was on common ground here and I’m not sure what’s gone wrong. I didn’t know then that Marc and David went to each other’s gigs, to the same clubs. Although they seemed friendly, they were also fierce competitors. David is quiet as he sits and flips through the magazines on the floor.

         Angie is taken with the idea of how wonderful he would look with short hair. She says it again and when she gets no reaction from him, she throws it over to me.

         ‘What do you think, Suzi?’

         ‘Well, no one has short hair.’ I think of Donovan, The Rolling Stones, The Who: they all have long, flowing locks. The Beatles might have started long hair for men, but the hippies took it to a whole different level. David would be the first to break that trend.

         ‘It would look really different,’ I go on. ‘It might look really good.’ It would certainly be new. David gets up slowly and comes over to show me a photograph in a magazine of a model with a red spiky hairdo.

         ‘Can you do that?’ he asks.

         I look more closely at the photo. The girl looks incredible; her style is credited to someone called Kansai Yamamoto, a designer from Japan. It’s a woman’s hairstyle! I say yes instantly and try to keep the surprise from my face. As crazy as it is, I think David’s the perfect person to pull this off. He’s tall and rock-star thin, with high cheekbones and translucent white skin, his neck long and slim, his body almost feminine. We start immediately, clearing a space and laying down newspaper. It takes me about half an hour to chop off his long blond hair, and as it falls round my feet I am cautiously optimistic. The feeling’s short-lived though, as when I finish, his hair won’t stand up – it just flops to one side.

         15I’m panicking and David doesn’t look too bright, so I say with a confidence I don’t feel, ‘Don’t worry, Dave, as soon as we tint it, the texture will change, and it will stand up.’

         I’m praying I’m right.

         The next day, I experiment with colour at the salon. I snip a bit of Heather’s hair – it’s the same mousy shade as David’s – and find the right colour almost immediately. It’s from the Fantasy range by Schwarzkopf: Red Hot Red. I try it with both 20- and 30-volume peroxide and, as I thought, the 30 volume lifts the colour up and makes it very bright. Now all I have to worry about is how to make it stand up. There are soft setting lotions at the salon, but they won’t do. I need something stronger. I remember using a product called GARD before, an anti-dandruff treatment from Germany. It doesn’t just cure dandruff – it sets hair like stone.

         Angie calls me at the salon a few days later and says in a bright but slightly strained voice that David isn’t happy; she asks when I’ll be back.

         ‘Tonight,’ I say, and with hair dye and confidence I go back to Haddon Hall.

         David greets me in silence. His hair looks like a schoolboy’s haircut. I timidly hold out the swatches of bright-red hair that I did the experiment on: ‘Look, David, it’s just like the photo.’ He looks marginally more interested but is still quiet. I put on the cape and apply the colour, and David still doesn’t say a word as we wait for it to take. Lucky for me Angie is here, chatting away as usual, though I’m not really listening – I’m too nervous to listen. When it’s time, I wash it off and the tint runs like blood down the sink. I do a little dance inside: it’s a brilliant red. If the GARD works like I remember, I’ll be home and dry.

         16I pour a liberal amount into my hands and spread it into his hair. I start to dry it and as I do, I pull it up and away from his head. To my delight and relief, I feel the texture change in my hands. Any doubts David might have had disappear the second he looks in the mirror at his short spiky red hair. He looks amazing. It’s standing up like a brush on his head. I start to smile as Angie screams and David dances round the room, posing, shaking his head, loving it. Angie says ‘numma numma’ and purrs into his ear, then laughs up at him.

         ‘You look amazing, and … taller,’ she says in that funny voice of hers. The style does add a couple of inches to his head. He looks at himself in the mirror again and again, running his fingers through his hair, and then, with a final laugh, he walks out the door, calling over his shoulder to Angie:

         ‘Let’s go up to the Sombrero.’
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            Boys Will Be Boys

         

         Angie calls to invite me back to Haddon Hall.

         ‘We’re having friends over on Friday,’ she says, ‘and there’s someone I want you to meet.’ She doesn’t give me any more information, but I don’t care, I’m just thrilled to be invited.

         I arrive and see a gorgeous man twirling Angie in the entrance hall, both of them laughing away. He’s tall and slim with ash-blond hair and a beautiful smile. Angie calls him Rudolph Valentino. Rudolph’s real name is Freddie Burretti. We walk together to the bedroom, and I watch her sort through fabric on the rumpled bed as she keeps talking. The bedroom is a mirror image of the living room, except for the colour. It’s painted in a soft rosy pink and has a dark raspberry carpet that glows from subtle lamps. A gold ceiling reflects the light and makes it feel like Aladdin’s cave. There’s a bay window behind the bed, full of net and taffeta, and by the far wall there’s a rail full of shiny costumes. A dress hangs in front of a mirrored wardrobe – it’s unbelievably beautiful, so much so that I’m scared to touch it, but when I do the soft fabric slips through my fingers like water. The pale-blue motif is of a different texture to the heavy beige satin and the gold frog fastenings. The way it’s cut makes it almost alive on the hanger. Angie turns to look at me and asks me if I like it.

         ‘It’s beautiful.’

         ‘It’s David’s,’ she laughs. ‘Mr Fish from London.’ She picks up an album from the side of the bed, The Man Who Sold the World. The 18cover has David lounging on a couch in the very dress I’m looking at. I don’t say anything, but wish I knew who Mr Fish was.

         Angie is telling Freddie and me about Trident Studios in London and how amazing the songs are sounding. I’m in awe of her and her attitude: she says what she wants, whenever she wants, without a care in the world. I think we’re about the same age but she’s way more sophisticated and worldly than I am. I’m fascinated by the way she carries herself.

         ‘Freddie’s a clothing designer and helped design all of these,’ she says, making a grand gesture towards the rail.

         I’m impressed, and as the three of us go into the living room to join the others, I wonder whether Freddie works for them all the time. There are eight or nine people in the living room, and David nods and smiles at me as I enter. I’m introduced to Freddie’s girlfriend, Daniella, a West Indian girl, small and slim with short hair the colour of an egg yolk. I’m surprised when she speaks – she sounds as if she’s from the East End, and the accent doesn’t seem to go with her almond-shaped, liquid brown eyes, or her exotic appearance. Her friend Maxine says hello, and we sit together and talk about the house, about David and Angie. Maxine tells me they all met at the club David mentioned, the Sombrero, and I instantly decide that this is the club to go to – forget the Speakeasy, where my friends and I usually end up.

         David and Angie’s friends look so effortlessly stylish and I long to look as if I belong with this crowd. The room is coloured with soft lights and perfumed candles, and people are drinking and smoking. On the coffee table there’s a couple of bottles of wine with glasses, and all the fabulous magazines I’d seen before. Freddie and David sit close together on the couch, and while I stand and chat 19to Daniella I’m confused and more than a bit shocked when David leans over and kisses Freddie full on the mouth, a proper kiss! I know Daniella sees this but she says nothing and just smiles at me as I glance towards Angie, who laughs as she says:

         ‘Boys will be boys!’

         It’s at this moment it’s apparent: I’m not like these people at all. I’m completely out of my depth. I’m only three miles from home but I might as well be in a foreign land. It’s pitiful.

         Angie smiles and walks me over to a group of boys who are lingering to one side of the room. She introduces me to ‘the boys who play with David’ as ‘the girl who cut David’s hair’.

         ‘’ello,’ they say in unison. They’re in regular T-shirts and jeans and don’t look like David or his glamorous friends in the slightest.

         ‘When are you going to cum cut my ’air then?’ one of them asks, laughing. Woody, Mick and Trevor introduce themselves in their northern accents and explain that they’re from ‘’ull’, which requires translating into Hull. Mick is gorgeous, with long blond hair and smooth muscular arms. They tell me they lived in Haddon Hall with the Bowies before they got their own flat at the other end of Beckenham.

         I ask them if they like David’s hair. The silence that follows is short, and Mick says, ‘It’s not for everyone.’ They all laugh. They’re nice and polite, and they seem more like me than the other people here. I begin to breathe easier. A glass of wine appears for me and we continue chatting away. Woody chuckles as he tells me about what it was like when they lived here.

         ‘It were busy,’ he laughs. ‘People cummin’ and goin’ at all hours.’ He pauses, looking at Trev.

         ‘Yeah,’ Trev agrees, ‘all sorts going on.’

         20‘Where did you sleep?’ I ask, knowing there aren’t any other bedrooms.

         ‘You know where you cum in,’ starts Woody, ‘that big staircase?’ I nod. ‘There’s a balcony up there, and Angie give us curtains and mattresses.’

         ‘You mean the minstrels’ gallery,’ chimes in Trevor with a smile.

         ‘We got a great view,’ says Woody slyly. That sends them all into fits of laughter.

         Angie overhears him and says, ‘You should have come down and joined us.’

         They go quiet until she passes, then Woody whispers, ‘No fuckin’ way.’ That draws a smile from both Trevor and Mick. I don’t ask questions but the innuendo in the air is obvious. Woody and Mick laugh a lot and smoke roll-ups from an Old Holborn tin; their fingers are brown from the tobacco. I talk to Woody about Hull and how it’s different from Beckenham. ‘Better fish and chips in ’ull,’ he says.

         ‘And not so bloody expensive,’ adds Trevor.

         ‘No, I like it down ’ere,’ Woody goes on, ‘there’s more t’ do.’ They’re not like the local boys in Beckenham either, now that I think about it. They seem sharp in a way, on guard and focused.

         There’s more loud laughter from the other side of the room. A young boy, Billy, is trading insults with Freddie and another man I don’t know. It’s all light-hearted enough but the banter is very sexual in nature. David still has his arm draped around Freddie’s shoulders.

         A short while after this, the band look ready to leave; and as things seem to be getting more boisterous on the couch, I decide to go as well. I ask them if they want a ride home. Mick and Trev 21squeeze in the back, Woody comes in the front. They direct me to go past the Regal and round the roundabout, and point out a driveway just beyond. I pull on to the gravel and they all get out.

         ‘Night!’ they call as they go up steps into the house. I drive home, hoping I was cool enough with David and Freddie. Before I left, Angie took me to one side and asked if I wanted to work with them. I said yes, but I’m not sure if she’s serious. To be fair, I’m still a bit shocked at the kiss, but the rest of it was okay and I’m hoping to get invited again. The next day, as I’m driving to work, I decide I’m going to ignore the kiss and pretend it didn’t happen. It’s a blast hanging out with them at Haddon Hall. Mick is gorgeous, true, but I’m not even looking at him like that, I’m there for something else entirely. I pull into the car park. It’s Saturday, and I bet everyone else is asleep. I yawn and make my way to Evelyn Paget.
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            Coming Out

         

         January 1972

         Mum comes home with the Melody Maker. It’s the January issue and David’s on the front cover, looking wonderful – with my haircut! I almost can’t believe it. This is my first brush with fame, the first time I’ve known someone who’s not only in the paper but on the front page. I want to dive in and read the article, but I have to face Mum first.

         ‘Is this who your friends are?’ she asks, hands on hips, lips trembling. I can see that she’s almost in tears. I’ve been dreading this moment. I know my mum; she’s going to take a dim view of me being involved with what she calls a ‘poof’.

         ‘Yes,’ I say, and I hope she leaves it at that, though it’s unlikely.

         ‘I’m the laughing stock of the shop! Mr Jutton’ – Mum’s elderly boss – ‘is hardly speaking to me, and neither is his daughter!’ His daughter is the other part-timer. ‘Goodness knows what poor Mrs Jones is going through.’ There’s a pregnant pause. ‘What do you think, Ken?’ She shoots a look at my dad, and he looks down at the front cover.

         ‘Is he a poof then?’ He’s got a face on that looks as if he’s smelled something bad. My brother laughs, until I glare at him.

         ‘No, Dad, he’s married with a child, he can’t be.’

         I look at the front cover and yes, there it is, on the front page of the Melody Maker, and inside, by another photo with the caption 23‘Oh You Pretty Things’, he says: ‘I’m gay and I always have been, even when I was David Jones.’ I jump in with both feet.

         ‘Mum, you’ve met Angie.’ I know she has, Angie shops at Juttons. ‘You said you liked her.’ I’m desperate. Mum has a lot of influence over me – I live at home, and she can make my life a misery. ‘He’s married, they have a son. It’s just for show, for the papers.’

         I hadn’t told her about the kiss I’d seen at Haddon Hall between Freddie and David, nor about the mixed crowd that hangs out there. I don’t tell her much at all, and that seems to upset her more than anything. I know she’s curious, but I also know that she won’t understand. I don’t see any point in telling her what’s really going on. I keep quiet.

         She turns her back to me and starts peeling potatoes for dinner. There’ll be more to come, she’s just recharging. My brother, Mick, minces out the door, his eyes rolling back in his head. He leaves the kitchen with a laugh as I turn away.

         ‘Well, at least we know he won’t be after you then, Suzi,’ Mum says, her hands busy in the sink. I don’t say anything – it’s better she doesn’t know that David’s after everything!
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