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Sharon Osbourne was born in London in 1952. She is married to rock legend Ozzy Osbourne and has three children: Aimee, Kelley and Jack. She divides her time between Los Angeles and Buckinghamshire.

‘Osbourne is one of the few stars with a genuinely interesting story to tell … Feisty, hardworking and passionate, Sharon is one tough cookie – and when you read about her unusual and often extremely tough life, you’ll understand why’ * * * * *

Heat

‘Sharon has beaten cancer, starred in the X Factor, and been the steely heart of The Osbournes, that jaw-dropping real-life soap opera of a genuinely loving family … vividly captured here in this pungent and distinctive autobiography’

Sunday Times

‘I have been kept awake for the past two nights, utterly gripped by Sharon’s story … She makes Keith Richards, Kurt Cobain et al look like kiddies at a tea party, overdosing on fizzy drinks … she is radiant, confident, assertive and glamorous. And enormously successful, having turned Ozzy’s career into a multimillion-dollar global industry, having recovered from colon cancer herself, and having finally seen her husband do a year without a drink. She is totally phenomenal’

Sunday Independent (Ireland)

‘An emotional roller-coaster read. If you thought you’d already had a warts-and-all look at the Osbournes, think again. Sharon’s frank memoirs lift the lid on what really goes on in their crazy house. Her wickedly infectious sense of humour sparkles on every page, so when you’re not wiping away a tear, you’ll be laughing at her funny observations on life’

B Magazine

‘It would be hard to deny that Sharon Osbourne – mother, wife, deal breaker, rock matriarch and survivor – has led an extraordinary life. It’s not for nothing that this book is called Extreme. The story of how Sharon got where she is today is truly unputdownable’
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‘Sharon’s refreshingly candid memoirs take you on a rock ’n’ roll tour of her bizarre childhood and rollercoaster marriage to Ozzy’
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I dedicate this book to my darling husband Ozzy.

Thank you for being my partner and my

best friend and for changing my life for the better.

Thank you most especially for our babies.

My love for you is endless.


Acknowledgements

All the people at Time Warner who made this such a happy experience for me, especially Antonia Hodgson and Viv Redman.

Pepsy: without you I would never have been able to put my words onto paper. Thank you for making my book a reality. I’ve found a new friend.

Ian Willis: we have never met, but your wonderful book American Rock ’n’ Roll: The UK Tours 1956–72 unlocked the door to so many great memories.

My co-workers: I thank you for your loyalty. Lee Ali, Heather Bohn, Hardy Chandhok, Tony Dennis, John Fenton, Dave and Sharon Godman, Michael Guarracino, Kymberly Johnson, Dana Kiper, Dave Moscato, Marysia Murray, Dawn Odins, Dari Petrashvilli, Lynn Seager, Howard Smit, Claire Smith, Saba Teklehaymandt and Melinda Varga.

My loyal friends: there are not a lot of you, but you all know who you are. Thanks for always being there for me and even though I never call or write when I say I will, you accept me the way I am and I love you all for that.

Elton John and David Furnish: thank you for always being there with your friendship, guidance, love and, most of all, laughter. Puss loves you both.

Shelli and Irving Azoff: Shelli – you and I were separated at birth, but fortunately we found each other.

Colin, Mette, Michelle, Caspar, Jonathan, Fleur and Jake Newman: over the last thirty years we’ve all become one huge dysfunctional family together. What about the Newbournes? I thank you for always being there for us. Love you loads.

Gina, my dear niece: I love you and your gorgeous husband Dean and your divine babies Amelia and Ollie. Your love and support have been unconditional and I thank you.

My brother David: we’ve come a long way, haven’t we? Thank you for your support throughout these last difficult years both through my cancer and with our father.

Jessica and Louis Osbourne: much love and respect. Your father and I are proud of you both.

And finally my children: Aimee, Kelly and Jack. Each of you has been a gift from God for me. How proud I am of your individuality, your wisdom and your passion.


Prologue

I am at the house, standing by the gate. Kelly is running across the courtyard, blonde hair bouncing around her little cherub face. She’s like the golden angel on the Mormon Temple on Santa Monica Boulevard, and she’s holding Jackie Boy by the hand, and I want to call out to them, and tell her to mind the fountain, that it’s deeper than it looks, and that they shouldn’t go sitting on the edge. And then Aimee is smiling up at me, pulling at my sleeve, wanting me to go with her, to show me something. And I feel so happy, and safe and calm. To know that the house is mine again; the same tall, tall palm trees, their trunks the colour of charcoal, and the creeper hung with the purple flowers, and everything like it used to be. I want to tell Dadda but I don’t know where he is. So I watch my babies kneeling by the fountain, one at each corner of the cloverleaf, peering over the edge and listening to the water tumbling from one shell down to the next, and then to the next … but where is Dadda? He won’t believe it when I tell him. I try calling out his name, but the tinkling of the fountain gets louder and louder, drowning everything else out …

… and then, like a cold liquid, like that cocktail of chemo trickling through my veins, I realise it’s not the fountain I can hear, it’s the fucking telephone. And I’m not even in California, but in Buckinghamshire in the kitchen at Welders, sharing the sofa with Minnie in front of a cold fire.

‘I love you, Minnie,’ I tell her, in my just-for-Minnie voice. And she opens her eyes and smiles. Nobody else believes me when I say she smiles, not even Ozzy who loves her nearly as much as I do. But she does: although she’s a Pomeranian, Minnie has a mouth like a cat.

And now it’s Beau’s turn to give me a sloppy morning kiss. He’s such a beautiful, beautiful dog. ‘And so you should be,’ I tell him, ‘when I think of how much you cost.’ Shitloads. Kelly, carried away in some charity auction. But, excuse me, Kel, a Labrador?

Kelly’s problem is that she adores puppies and feels compelled to buy them. But as soon as they begin to shit and piss and smell, she’s gone. Full-sized dogs just don’t do it for her, and Beau is about as full-size as they come. So naturally, just like her other rejects, he came to live at Doheny in Beverly Hills. Unfortunately, sharing a shit-patch with a pack of midgets turned out to be not his idea of fun, nor theirs either, and when he went for Minnie one morning, I knew That Was It. It wasn’t his fault, it was the situation. He’s been in England ever since, where our 120-acre corner of English countryside seems to suit him very well. And now Minnie and he get on great. But he still needs somebody to love, so until we find him a new mummy or daddy, it has to be me. And I feel my eyes begin to prick.

What do other people do when their children leave home? Curled up on the sofa, the fire just a heap of ash with a few ends of half-charred wood sticking out, and no noise, no slamming doors, no rows, no arguments, no bickering, I feel cut off from everything I ever felt or ever thought I knew. Ozzy calls it our own Chinese Water Torture. A slow and painful and inevitable death of something that was once so vibrant and alive. And I think of my father sitting out the end of his life in his room above Hollywood Boulevard, listening to his Frank Sinatra records and wearing diapers. He’s even got a picture of Sinatra on his bedside cabinet, a black and white ten-by-eight in a silver frame, with the famous signature slashed across the bottom. And at the top, ‘To Don’. It sat on his office desk for years, there to impress, one of the props, like the cigars and the Rolls and the Rolex and the diamond cufflinks and the Mayfair address and the Savile Row suits. Don’s friend, Ol’ Blue Eyes …

He never even met him, let alone got him to sign a fucking photograph. He just forged it, framed it and there you are. Easy. ‘No one hurt, eh, Sha?’ No one hurt. In the end I think he even believed it himself. And now those nurses that feed him and wipe his arse probably believe it too. He loved all that connection with the mob, Joe Pagano, Charlie Kray and the rest of the two-bit hoods. He even liked to call himself the Godfather of Rock.

I thought I needed him. But I didn’t.

And now it’s my children who don’t need me. They say they do, but it’s all bullshit. I know it, they know it.

But I need them.

For months now I’ve been trying to get my office to print up a weekly schedule, with our names down the side, showing where each one of us is and what we’re doing. Just to keep track. But Jack says it’s me being controlling. And it scares the shit out of me, because that’s what my father was all about. Control. But do they really want me phoning in the middle of the night because I don’t know what fucking time it is wherever they happen to be? Right now Jack is in some jungle boot camp learning how to kick-box for a telly programme; Kelly is somewhere in the dance-music triangle of Miami–LA–New York, while Aimee is here with Ozzy and me in England. Can it be normal to have your children in three different continents? Is there anybody out there who can tell me what to do?

The only person who needs me now is my husband. He says I saved his life, but it’s not true. He saved mine. If it wasn’t for Ozzy, I’d have ended up in jail like my brother, like one of those crazed women in Prisoner Cell Block H. Or dead from an overdose of sleeping pills, looking for a way out.

And as I think of my husband, whom I love with all my heart, I realise he must still be asleep, and that it must be earlier than I thought, because by seven I know he’ll be down here looking for me, worried that I’m not there beside him. He hates sleeping alone. But he needs his sleep so I tiptoed out and came down to the kitchen to read my script, hoping that the fire would still be alight. I put a couple of logs on but by the time it really got going I must have nodded off.

On normal days Ozzy always wakes first. Always, always. At Malibu, where the waves crash on the shore not ten yards from our beach house, the tide never seeming to go out or in more than a couple of yards, he’ll wander onto the deck from our bedroom and stare at the ocean, watching for dolphins or whales dipping along the coast. In LA he’ll put in the hours on his treadmill, working out in his gym and watching the History Channel at the same time, with the volume turned up way too high, his hearing shot from too many years on the road.

My husband has always been a morning person. Long before he and I got together, when I really didn’t know him at all, I’d see him wandering hotel corridors or hovering in lobbies, while the rest of Black Sabbath would be totally out of it until way into the afternoon. And then they’d turn on him. Why was it always Ozzy’s picture in this magazine or that magazine? Why was it always him they interviewed? Why not Tony or Geezer or Bill? Why not one of them? Possibly because he was the only one of you fuckers who was ever awake when it counted, I would tell them – though that was many years later. While the band were still unconscious, sleeping off whatever debauch they had perpetrated the previous night, their singer would be downstairs looking for people to talk to: musicians, journalists, girls, hotel staff, even me. He wasn’t choosy. It was the company he wanted, though if anything else was on offer he wouldn’t say no – one of the reasons his first marriage came to an end. One of the reasons he’s always had such trouble keeping away from the bottle. A bar is the one place you can always find someone to talk to, if only the barman.

Now he just wanders around whatever house we happen to be in, humming melodies into a little tape recorder, talking to whoever is there at the time, playing his music at a hundred thousand decibels. Because once my husband is awake, that’s it. He can never get back to sleep again. Never. Not like me. Sleep has always been my way out. My one escape. There were times when things got really bad that I’d take a couple of pills and not wake up for forty-eight hours. Ozzy says I would sleep through a nuclear explosion. But I love my bed. Love, love, love my bed. Which is where I’d be now if I didn’t think I’d wake my husband with my cold feet.

Tucking them under me, I stare at the clock on the dresser, which says 6.45, trying to remember if it’s the one that works. Beau looks at me, his head cocked to one side, and I realise I should let him out.

The sound of the sofa leg scraping on the floor is enough to set off a yawn of excitement, and his paws scuffle on the tiles as he scampers from side to side, and his great tail is going like a metronome. I slop sleepily across the room, turn the key and open the back door, and he’s off, slurping noisily from the fountain on his way. And the sound of the water breaks my dream. The fountain. I was back at the Howard Hughes house. I hardly ever dream, but when I do it’s always that. I was back at the Howard Hughes house, and it was mine again.

‘And you, Minnie – do you want to go out too?’

She looks up at the sound of my just-for-Minnie voice.

Only if my mummy’s going too, she says. In fact, I didn’t need to ask her. Minnie never leaves my side unless she’s forced to.

As I settle back under the blanket on the sofa, I notice that the clock is still showing 6.45. At the last count there were eleven in this kitchen, and only one of them goes, and now I know it isn’t this one. It’s not that the others are broken, it’s because they never get wound. Anyway, a kitchen full of ticking clocks would drive me, and everybody else, insane. Like most things I own, I buy them for what they look like, because I’m a magpie and I like to be surrounded by beautiful things. So I have clutter on every table, chest of drawers, shelf, wall, you name it, in every room in each one of our three houses. And I’m always adding to it: pictures, photographs in silver frames, dolls, golliwogs, angels, books, boxes, lamps, chandeliers. I have more chandeliers than most people have light bulbs. And as I look round the kitchen, with its tiles of medieval musicians with their instruments, like tiny figures in a Bruegel painting, and the dresser and my blue and white china, my mind goes back to the kitchen where I grew up, the Brixton basement with its lino, its fifties glass-fronted cabinet, its miserable coal fire that was the only form of heat. And how everything in that house, apart from my father, was always dirty. And how I thought that everybody lived like we did; that arguments were only ever settled by a fist in the face, that bailiffs were as likely to be outside the front door as milkmen. That smashing a light bulb into your brother’s ear was a perfectly reasonable way to behave. That all fathers had guns. It was only when I got to be about twelve and went to stay at my best friend Posy’s house for the first time that I discovered other people’s lives weren’t like that.

I woke in the middle of the night with what I thought was diarrhoea – ever since the operation to remove my cancer it’s either been one thing or the other. All or nothing. Story of my life.

So I crept out of bed and ran to my bathroom, but this time it was nothing more than old-fashioned butterflies in the tummy, because, after three days of intense one-to-one rehearsals with the director, it’s crunch time for my acting career: the first full-cast read-through of The Vagina Monologues, and I know it’s key, which is why I’m down here going over my lines for the hundred and seventeenth time.

I have never done anything remotely like this before. The audience might be buying their tickets to see that motormouth Sharon Osbourne in the flesh, but Jenny Eclair and Diane Parish don’t give a shit about who I am. They’ve probably never even seen The Osbournes or The X-Factor and must be wondering what the hell they’ve let themselves in for. The last time I set foot on a West End stage was forty years ago in panto: Cinderella at the London Palladium, with Cliff Richard as Buttons, me as a mouse.

All I want is to not let anybody down, not the cast, not the audience, not the director, but especially not Aimee, who’s been so patient with me these last few days: getting my breathing right, my phrasing right, all that technical theatre stuff she knows about. And finally, of course, the gentlemen of the press will be just gagging for me to fall flat on my arse. But when I think who’s done it before: Kate Winslet, Glenn Close, Sharon Stone … I’ve got my work cut out. No autocues, no retakes, just me, the audience and the words.

And that’s what I must learn to trust in, Irina Brown the director says. The words. Let them work for me. And she’s right. The testimony of these women is so powerful that the more you look into each character, the easier it gets. Though ‘easier’ here is a question of degree. Right from the start she made it clear that the crib cards we’re allowed to take with us on stage are for emergencies only, and by the time the show opens we will all need to have every line by heart. If not, she says, we’ll be shortchanging the women whose emotions and lives we are borrowing. And they deserve better than that. And of course she’s right.

At the beginning, I honestly didn’t think I could do it. But I’m getting there, by just reading the script over and over and watching the Eve Ensler video, the woman who wrote it and who performed it originally as a one-woman show. And, like I used to tell it to my X-Factor kids, success is as much to do with hard work as raw talent. I know I have as much raw talent as a fucking lobster, but at least I’m working hard and am now comfortable with what I have to do.

This isn’t the first time I’ve been approached to do The Vagina Monologues. A theatre company in Chicago contacted me in early autumn 2002 and I remember feeling totally overawed. I mean, what did they want with me? Although I’ve been called a drama queen by my family for years, I’m no actress. The Osbournes might have played like a comedy, but it was totally unscripted, the shape of each episode only emerging at the editing stage. No lines, no rehearsals, no retakes, no nothing. But if those people in Chicago thought I could do it, perhaps I could. What did I know?

Throughout all my years with Ozzy, I had never been in the limelight. People in the music industry knew who I was, but that was it. As far as the world (and I) was concerned, I was a wife, a mother and a business woman. But with The Osbournes all that changed. And after I was diagnosed with cancer, I had this need, an obsession you might even say, to experience everything and anything. Time was too precious to waste and I wanted to take in as much of life as I could before it was too late. It wasn’t like I saw my future in the theatre; although I’d spent years as a child moving from one stage school to another, I couldn’t sing and I couldn’t act. However, after all I’d come through, and the brave women I’d met on the way, I didn’t want to say no. But Ozzy put his foot down. I was only two months into my chemo and was still really, really sick.

So when early in 2005 a production company in London approached me, it was as if fate was giving me a second chance. I had survived Simon Cowell, and was ready for another challenge. Another experience. Why stand still? And when Aimee agreed to do it with me, mother and daughter on stage together, it seemed like destiny.

Since the moment she decided not to be involved with The Osbournes – perfectly understandable when you’re eighteen and would be embarrassed at your family even if they were entirely normal – there’s been an inevitable separation. Not an estrangement, but on a practical level our lives were just so different. I mean, by the time we were six months into the show she wasn’t even living at home. So the fact that she and I would be spending six weeks working together was something very precious indeed.

However, two months ago, in February, Aimee discovered two lumps in her breast. When I heard the news I literally could not speak. It was as if every cell in my body was closing down. She’s twenty-one. I wanted to scream, to wail, to howl. To tear up every plant in the garden that dared go on living. But how could I do that to Ozzy after all he had been through with me? In fact, I had to do all I could to calm him down. Aimee, of course, was as dignified as she always is.

Lumps at her age, I told him, are usually benign, and the chances of them being cancerous were very remote. But it was as if I had been taken over by somebody else’s voice. Inside I was fucking terrified. The idea that cancer only hits people of forty-plus is a crock of shit. It’s like an epidemic out there. And more and more young people are coming down with it. While I accept that I’m only a layman, because of the work I do with the hospital now, I’m talking to patients all the time. One that I see regularly is a young woman whose lump in her breast turned out to be malignant. It was removed. Then she developed a lump in the back of her neck, and then her spine. And then she called me the other day to tell me it’s now in her bones. She’s twenty-four.

In Aimee’s case an ultrasound was done immediately, but apparently it’s difficult to make a firm diagnosis at her young age, so they decided to remove her lumps anyway. Thank God they turned out to be benign. We didn’t celebrate. How can you celebrate something like that? It would be like tempting fate. The best thing, the only thing, was to try and forget it, like a bad dream, and get on with our lives.

This wasn’t as difficult as it sounds, because the next week or so was insane. The Oscars were in town and I’d been asked to front them for Sky. Then, only four days later, there were the Australian MTV Awards in Sydney that we were hosting as a family. Kelly was going to be performing there with her band, so there were rehearsals, accommodation and the rest of it to fix. At the same time she was busy doing the video for her first single from her new album. It’s unbelievable that you have three and a half or four minutes of a song and it takes two days of constant filming and it’s like they’re shooting War and Peace. And if that wasn’t enough, the very last episode of The Osbournes would soon be screening and a final ‘special’ had been planned with Dr Phil, the family counselling guru discovered by Oprah. Then there was the tenth Ozzfest to organise; this year will be the twelfth consecutive summer we have been on the road. Merchandising to agree, other bands to firm up (we only have twenty-one … ), schedules to organise, stage design to finalise. Of course, I’ve got a whole team of people doing the day-to-day, but ultimately all decisions are made by me and it’s been that way for the last thirty years.

About a week into the mayhem came the call from the clinic. Although, as we already knew, Aimee’s tumours were clear of cancer, the cells around them were ‘a little unusual’, they said. She would need radiation, but first she needed to build up her strength as her blood count was too low to start treatment immediately. Naturally I panicked. To me radiation is as terrifying as chemo. But it was just a precaution, they repeated. Like removing the lumps. Just a precaution.

We talked about cancelling The Vagina Monologues. But Aimee saw the show for what it was. A real opportunity. A showcase for her. It might be years before a chance to work on something serious came along again. This was already my second chance. And she felt fine, she said. She’d been overworking, writing and recording her own album, staying up late and all the rest of the shit, but now she was clear and planning to spend a month in Australia after the MTV Awards, which would give her a real rest.

Then, last night, just as Ozzy and I were about to leave to record The Parkinson Show – to promote Ozzy’s new boxed set and The Vagina Monologues – there was a call from Irina. Aimee needed to get herself to a doctor, she said. ‘This child is so tired that I cannot work with her, and if nothing is done, she’s never going to make the show.’

I know Aimee’s tired, but I still think it’s just the combination of jet lag – flying from Australia to England really takes it out of you – and first-night nerves. Aimee’s like Ozzy: a fucking nightmare for anyone around him before he goes on stage, but once he smells the audience, he’s on fire.

I called our doctor in Harley Street and got Aimee an immediate appointment. When she got out and called us, we were already on the set with Michael, but we spoke as soon as I got back to the dressing room. The doctor had taken some blood tests, she said. He’d get the results to her as soon as possible. She didn’t seem that worried, and we talked about Stephen Fry who’d been on with us.

I went to look in on her just now on my way downstairs. Back in her old bedroom in the attic under the sloping roof. Fast asleep.

It was Ozzy who found the fax, on his way down to find me. Wandering around.

Aimee is seriously ill. Her doctor says it’s amazing that she’d been able to do anything at all. As for the radiation related to the breast tissue, there is no way anyone will touch her in the state she’s in. We should contact her oncologist immediately and also begin the process of building up her immune system. She just needs complete bed rest of at least six weeks combined with high doses of selected vitamins via a drip.

We were in the kitchen. Aimee was crying and finding it hard to breathe, her breath coming in gasps, her Ventolin in her hand. Ozzy was sitting on the sofa beside her, holding his head in his hands. The fire was roaring, spitting and hissing. I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t seen it coming. And suddenly I couldn’t cope with it any more.

‘Don’t worry, baby,’ I said, cradling her head in my shoulder. ‘We’ll get you back to California to the doctors who know you.’

I didn’t think about the consequences. All I knew was that this was the right thing to do. Nothing else mattered. With Kelly and Jack, I had all too often put work first. Not that I realised it at the time. My problem, they now say, is that I didn’t know how to say no. It all came out when Ozzy and I went to the family sessions at rehab. I had been there so many times before with Ozzy. But seeing your own children like that, so distressed, so humiliated, so desperate, is beyond any pain I have ever known.

I knew that, whatever they said, it would be hard to hear, and I prepared myself for the worst. And, to give them their due, they didn’t milk the situation. They just told it us like it was: their father was a drunk and their mother wasn’t there for them.

It was unbearable. I didn’t cry. They would only have been tears for me. Selfish tears asking what had I done to deserve this when I needed all my strength for them. And I swore then I would never let that happen again. Never. This time I was saying no.

I put Aimee to bed and she fell asleep almost instantly although it had barely gone nine. We decided that Saba, our housekeeper from LA who had come over to England to be our dresser on the show, would take her back to California. Ozzy and I would fly back as soon as I’d sorted everything out this end. As for The Vagina Monologues, we had had only three days’ rehearsal and we hadn’t even met the other members of the cast. There were plenty of proper actresses out there who had done it before, professional enough to step in at short notice. I was sure everybody would understand.

But I was wrong. No sooner was it on the news that Sharon Osbourne and her daughter had pulled out than rumours started circulating on the internet. Another Osbourne kid who’d fallen victim to drugs. So that was why we made the decision to go public. Originally, we had just said ‘medical reasons’, as I hadn’t wanted to make the details of Aimee’s health general knowledge – it was nobody’s fucking business, and I hadn’t the right. But in the end Aimee made the decision for me.

In later days people would ask me why I needed to go back with her. Why couldn’t I have stayed in London and fulfilled my commitment? I have only one commitment, I told them, and that’s to my children.

[image: image]

In March 2005 we were hosting the Australian MTV Awards in Sydney, and a TV executive had invited us to his home to have dinner one evening.

So we get there and the house is lovely, and it’s a lovely spread, and lovely people, and I’m beside the hostess, and she’s laid out this beautiful supper for us. And then she turns to me and says, ‘You’re a Jew, aren’t you?’

I was completely dumbstruck. To me, it was like saying, ‘So you like a bit of dick up the arse, don’t you?’ It’s that extreme. It’s like saying, ‘Do you like to give head then?’ You would never, ever ask anybody that question. And I’d just met this woman and I’d just been saying to her, ‘Nice shrimp,’ and then she goes, ‘You’re a Jew, aren’t you?’

And I said, ‘Yes, I am.’

And when I went away I thought, Why did I say ‘Yes, I am’ when I’m not? Technically in Judaism to be a Jew you have to be born of a Jewish mother. My mother was an Irish Catholic. But I was so taken aback by what she said, and I found it so offensive, it was like, ‘Yes, I fucking am, and what are you going to do about it?’ If she had said, ‘So you’re black?’ I’d have said, ‘Yes, I fucking am, and proud of it.’
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Brixton

Memory is a strange thing, and since starting this book I have discovered that people’s memories of the same event can be very, very different. What follows, therefore, is only my memory of what happened in my life. I cannot say this is how it happened. I can only say this is how it seemed to me at the time.

My earliest memory is of sitting on a wooden chair, watching some girls going through their dance routines in fishnet tights and silver shoes. I can’t have been much more than two, but far from this being unusual, it was everyday life for me.

The church hall where my father would always do these rehearsals is no longer there, though the church still is, and the house where we lived – 68 Angell Road – has become one of a row of townhouse-style council flats.

The area has changed too. There’s an edge of danger to it now, which wasn’t the case back then. In the fifties and early sixties, Brixton was where all the variety artists lived, comedians, singers, ventriloquists, acrobats. Entertainers. Pre-TV, variety was the only entertainment there was for ordinary people, and with the Brixton Empress and the Camberwell Palace being less than a mile away, Brixton was the hub. Over the road from us were the fire-eater and a juggler. A dog act, a man called Reg, lived in a caravan in a bombsite behind our road and I used to play with his little girl.

Our house was large and old, with six steps leading up from the pavement, and pillars on either side. At one time it must have been quite grand, but by the fifties the plaster was peeling off, and once you got inside everywhere was dingy and draughty and damp.

Before I was born in 1952, my mother ran it as a theatrical digs, a boarding house for artists who needed a place to stay when they were working in town. And that was how she met my father. He took a room for the week in 1950, and six weeks later they were married.

Looking back, it’s hard to see what they saw in each other – she didn’t own the house, it was rented, and belonged to a chart-topping honky-tonk piano player called Winifred Atwell. And although my mother was obviously nice to look at – at least my father must have thought so – she was ten years older than him and divorced with two children. Her name was Hope Shaw (Mr Shaw had been a band leader and had fucked off to Canada with somebody else) but she was always called Paddy because of her Irish background, though my father would often call her Paddler because he thought it sounded more Jewish.

Maybe my father saw her as being a bit bohemian, because he himself had come from this very strict Jewish background, very frum as they say in Yiddish, while my mother was the polar opposite: an Irish Catholic and a former dancer.

My father’s family were Russian Jews who had arrived in Manchester around the time of the First World War. He was born Harry Levy, but changed it to Don Arden when he decided to make a career in show business. With such an obviously Jewish name he’d get nowhere, he said, and he’d had his fill of anti-Semitism in the army during the war. I don’t know where he got it from – perhaps from Elizabeth Arden, the makeup line – but it did what he wanted. It’s a name that says nothing about who you are or where you come from. A blank canvas.

My father was a singer, and although popular with audiences he was always in trouble with management. Things came to a head one night when he had a fight with a stage manager who had called him a Jew-boy. It ended with them both rolling around the stage kicking the shit out of each other and the other guy falling into the orchestra pit. Not only was he told to pack his things and get out, Don Arden was banned from performing in any venue owned by Moss Empires for two years and, as these people had a virtual monopoly in variety theatres, this was like a death sentence for his career. (They owned fifty of them, so artists would be under permanent contract, moving around the country playing one town a week.)

In order to make enough money to survive, he began packaging whole shows, which he’d then tour around independent theatres where his name still held good. He continued to perform, topping the bill with his own act – not only singing but doing impressions of American stars like Bing Crosby and Al Jolson that people knew from films – but also compèring the rest of the show: a comic, puppet act, dancers, whatever. He was like a one-man band. He did so well that when the ban was lifted he never went back to simply performing.

My father didn’t dare tell his family he was married until 1951 when my brother David was born. Even then, as he expected, his mother went insane and only finally agreed to meet my mother when I came along. Sally, as everybody called my grandmother, was herself divorced from my grandfather, so maybe he thought she’d be sympathetic – in fact I later found out that she’d been dumped in very similar circumstances to my mother – but she never really accepted having a shiksa as a daughter-in-law, and that went for my father’s sister, my auntie Eileen, as well.

I can’t remember a time when there wasn’t turmoil within the family: fights between his mother and my mother, between his sister and my mother. And then, back in Brixton, there was my half-sister Dixie: always some drama with her. And different sorts of problems with my half-brother Richard. In fact, my father detested both his stepchildren, who by the time I was born were fifteen and ten respectively. According to him, Richard was always a dimp and a schmuck and Dixie was always a tart. But I was very close to them when I was growing up. With both my parents involved in the business, they relied on Richard to babysit and Dixie to cook and make my clothes.

The house in Angell Road was always overflowing with people. Not just us: my parents and me, David and Richard (Dixie had been sent away to school – my father got rid of her as soon as he could) but, to bring in extra money when it was needed, they continued to rent out rooms, mainly to other artists. In the basement next to the kitchen there was a permanent lodger, a young man called Nigel Heathhorn, who lived there until we moved. He had been orphaned during the war and put in the care of my mother by the bank that acted as his legal guardians. I never really knew what he did, but he used to spend money like water. My father had a record player he’d bought at Boots, and Nigel would buy all these classical records and stand there conducting them with a baton while admiring his reflection in the window. He even got hold of a proper film projector, 35mm, and would rent out films from Wallace Heaton in Victoria and show them on the back wall of the garden, with a sheet pinned up for a screen, and everyone in the street would be hanging out of their windows watching.

Apart from Nigel, the only people who ever came into our house were artists or people connected with that world. The first room on the right when you came in was used as the office, and behind that was the sitting room which opened onto the conservatory, and this was where friends and business associates were entertained. My mother’s pride and glory was a bar that she bought at the Ideal Home Exhibition in Earl’s Court, made out of wine barrels cut in half, which was stuck in the corner of every home they ever owned. There was a bit you lifted up to go behind, and there was a corner shelf for the miniatures. And I can picture my mother there now, leaning on that bar, a gin in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

School was about half an hour’s walk up Brixton Hill but we usually took the bus from the end of our road. It was a preparatory school called Clermont, and the owner and only teacher was Miss Mayhew, a survivor from the Titanic. It was tiny, never more than thirty children, and we did our work in two rooms at the front. Our playground was the garden.

I was five when I started. David, being eighteen months older than me, had gone the previous year. My mother took us for the first week, to show me how to do the bus, but then we were on our own, rain or shine, sometimes with a packed lunch, usually not. My mother was never an early morning person. I’d go to my parents’ bedroom to ask for a shilling for my lunch and she and my father would both be still sleeping and it was like: ‘For fuck’s sake, Sharon, can’t you see your mum’s sleeping?’

Even when I was older and could make my own sandwiches, half the time there was no bread in the bin. So we’d buy a bag of chips from the chippie, or pick up a packet of crisps from the corner shop. In the summer, we might walk to the café in Brockwell Park, an old building that seemed very grand in the middle of all that green and trees, and it was on top of a hill, so you could see right over London and David would watch the birds.

Brixton then was a good place for kids to grow up. It was a poor part of London, which meant it was cheap. There were the market arcades under the railway line full of little stalls, like the pie and mash shop with its metal trough of jellied eels that they would chop up, which made me gag but fascinated me at the same time. And then there were the Indian shops with saris hung up outside the little entrances, all those amazing colours and strange foreign smells.

Just up from the market was Woolworth’s where, as well as spending any money we might have, my brother and I would go stealing for sweets. My role was to go up and ask for something, and when the assistant went looking for it David would stuff his pockets with anything he could find: play cigarettes, blackjacks, fruit salads, flying saucers.

The other place we stole from was a tiny sweet shop that was the only building still standing on the bombsite behind our house, at the end of an alley. The lady who ran it was very old so taking anything was easy: flying saucers, sherbet dips and Jubblies, a pyramid of iced orange that you used to squeeze.

In those days my brother was very industrious in trying to find ways of making money. When it was Guy Fawkes night he used to dress me up, put me in an old-fashioned pram with big wheels, stick me outside the pub and I’d be penny-for-the-guy. My father was a Black and White Minstrel for a while, on the hit TV show that was broadcast on Saturday nights. It would never be allowed now. In America it’s called black face, exactly what Al Jolson did, and it was probably the high spot of my father’s singing career – so there was always plenty of greasepaint hanging around the house. David would black me up, then find a bit of black cloth to drape me in, shove on an old hat and push me along to the pub and we’d get all the Irish drunks as they came out.

Those were the good days. Bad days were when I’d be put in the coalhole, which was like a horrible underground cupboard off Nigel’s bedroom. Coal still got stored in there – delivered down a chute from the street – and whenever my brother or I misbehaved, my parents would lock us in there for what seemed like for ever, but was probably only an hour or an hour and a half. It was horrible. And the worst thing was the spiders, and scufflings that David said were rats.

My grandmother, Nana, lived in Prestwich, a smart suburb of Manchester, and I absolutely adored her. She’s probably the only woman I ever met who was bald, and to hide it she had this terrible wrap-around hairdo, a real Bobby Charlton, except hers would wrap around twice. When we were out – Nana was a big one for afternoon tea at the Midland Hotel – she wore hats to cover it up. Hats with matching gloves and matching handbag. Everyone wore hats in those days, if you were a lady. There were other things she taught me about being a lady, like using rose-water and witch hazel on your skin and not sitting on the lavatory seat when you were out because you could catch things. Unspecified things, but which later I discovered included babies when you didn’t want them. So she showed me how to cover the seat with overlapping sheets of shiny Bronco and then try to sit down quick before they fluttered away.

Whenever my parents were on tour in the north, they’d take us out of school and leave us with her. They didn’t give a shit about the academic side of life. But the atmosphere between my mother and Nana was terrible, and until my parents left the house it was like walking on eggshells, so I couldn’t wait for them to leave.

Being with Nana made me feel warm and safe. She was motherly. She would cook for me. She would tuck me up in bed. And she was very house proud and would scrub the front step every day. Everything in that house was scrubbed and cleaned till it shone.

She couldn’t have been more different from my other grandmother, who unfortunately I saw more of because she lived not far from us in Clapham, just off Wandsworth Common. She’d been a dancer like my mother, and again like my mother she now ran a theatrical digs. Dolly O’Shea had long white hair that she wore down to her shoulders, curled under and tied with a huge red satin bow, and she always had dark red lipstick, like Bette Davis in Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?, that went over the lines of her mouth, and I never saw her without a fag hanging out of her mouth. She was incredibly ugly and had the biggest nose I have ever seen. A real Fagin nose. She frightened me and she stank, stank of her fanny and BO, and her flat stank of fried food. She adored my brother – she even paid for him to go to stage school at the beginning – but she hated me. If she’d been Chinese she’d have been the sort of person who had the girls put out to die.

And I remember so clearly clinging onto the banisters in Angell Road when my dad said we had to go and see her, and me saying, ‘Please don’t make me! Please, please let me stay home!’ And then he would whack me over the knuckles so I’d let go of the banister and then he’d drag me into the car.

My father was soon going further afield with his tours, mostly to American air bases in Germany. There were four in Frankfurt alone, each one of them full of bored GIs waiting to be entertained. We never stayed on the bases themselves, but sometimes we’d be allowed in to watch the show. He could keep the fucking show; what I wanted was the PX, the general store with all the American magazines and comics, Batman and Superman. But the best thing was the food, milkshakes and burgers – there was nothing like that in fifties Brixton. But usually at night they’d leave us back in the boarding house or hotel, where my brother and I would run riot, breaking into the kitchens, playing around with the lifts and generally causing havoc.

The other thing I remember about Germany was Christmas. My father had a partner called Gisela Gumpher who had a house in the Black Forest where we spent two Christmases running. In Angell Road we never had what you could call a proper Christmas, and so this was my first experience of what fun and how happy a family-type Christmas could be, and I never forgot it.

Religion was never a big deal in our house. My father used his religion only when it suited him, like speaking Yiddish. As a lot of other people in the business were Jewish, it was a way of keeping some people in and other people out – perhaps even my mother. Though, having been brought up with it, I understood everything.

Being Jewish, he told me, was something to be proud of, and he gave me a pair of Star of David earrings and a little Star of David to put round my neck. I had no idea really what it meant, it was just a necklace as far as I was concerned. But one day when my brother and I were coming home from playing in the park, some kids began to taunt us, calling us Dirty Jews. I hurled myself on them, and suddenly David was there too, punching and kicking and scratching, till they were the ones backing off. It didn’t affect me. They could just as well have said I was an alien or a Dalek for all the difference it made. That was just how it was.

As for my mother, she never mentioned religion, never wore a cross, never went near a priest. But Kath McMurray, whom she had known since they worked in the same dance troupe before the war and who was one of her few real friends, was very Catholic. As Teresa, her daughter, was a friend of mine, I’d sometimes go round to their church with her, and wait while she went into the confessional box, dilly-dallying around until she came out. My parents’ line was that we were ‘cosmopolitan’. And it was ‘whatever you want to do’. It was the same with any other kind of prejudice. Being in the business and living in Brixton made us colour blind. There were no feelings about being gay, black, nothing.

In 1960 my father experienced the nearest thing he would get to a religious conversion. It was called rock and roll. In the January he had compèred a tour where Gene Vincent was topping the bill, and seeing the effect Gene was having on teenagers he decided that was the way to go, and within a year, promoter Don Arden had succeeded in bringing over Gene Vincent. From then on it was like Angell Road was on speed. Gene was England’s first real rock god, wearing black leather instead of a suit, and with sell-out performances and screaming girls he was soon my father’s first cash cow. The support bands would change, but Gene would always be the crowd puller and he was part of our lives for nearly five years.

And then it was just a roller coaster: Brenda Lee, Connie Francis, Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis – he arrived just a few days after his three-year-old son had drowned. In Cardiff he caused a riot when he played ‘A Whole Lot Of Shakin’ Goin’ On’. And then in Mitcham, just down the road from us, he ended up destroying his piano – the first time anybody had done anything like that.

But the one I will never forget is Sam Cooke. I thought he was the most handsome man I had ever seen in my life, and he smelled fantastic and he wore these tight black high-waisted matador trousers on stage, and whenever he’d see me he would kiss me and I knew I would blush every single time, because I was so much in love with him. I was nine, and I would go and sit in the audience when he performed and I never did that with anybody else. But after that tour I never saw him again: he was shot dead in 1964.

I remember one night being taken to Victoria Station, because my mum and dad were seeing off Bill Haley on the midnight train to Europe. My father used to wave all the artists off – as the promoter he had to make sure everyone was on the train and accounted for – then he would go and join them a couple of days later. He’d always be there for the Big Welcome, and then there’d be the Big Wave Off, although I don’t think this kind of thing was that unusual in those days, because everything was far more courteous. Now the only place you’ll get a promoter coming to the airport to meet you is Japan.

Gene Vincent and the rest of them might have been getting girls weeping and screaming in the aisles, but to me they were just people my father worked with. These artists just happened to be musicians, as opposed to ventriloquists or comedians. Some of them were arseholes, some of them were nice – just like everybody else.

One problem my father hadn’t foreseen with bringing over Americans was that they had to be paid up front, and when you’re talking about a whole tour, and these people were being paid over £1,000 a week, that was a lot. Fifty per cent of the entire fee had to go to the William Morris Agency in New York before the artist even left America, and then the balance would have to be handed to them personally every night, in cash, and some even wanted that in advance. A year or two later I remember being on the road with my dad with Little Richard and Chuck Berry and them literally refusing to play. It was like, ‘Yeah. We go on, but we get the money first.’

My father lived a cash-only existence. Although he carried around a chequebook twice the normal size, it didn’t matter what size it was, or how many noughts were on it – you could have filled it with fucking noughts – nobody wanted anybody’s cheque. Not in rock and roll. It had to be notes.

Carrying so much cash on him was the reason my father gave for employing the ‘heavies’, as they were called, who would be ‘handy’ in difficult situations. They’d start out as drivers and if all went well he would bring them into the company as tour managers. These heavies would come from the fringes of show business, always recommended by somebody who knew somebody. The first one I really remember was Peter Grant, mainly because he would pick David and me up from school on days he had nothing else on. He began his career as a bouncer in the 2i’s club in Soho (where people like Cliff Richard and Adam Faith had started out) and then was a stunt double and bit-part player in films, or at least that was what he used to tell us. His first job for my father was driving Gene Vincent, and then he progressed to tour managing. With all the things he had going on, my father couldn’t handle everything himself any more.

Once, when my parents were on tour somewhere we couldn’t go, we had to stay six weeks with Dolly in her flat in Elsynge Road. As this was too far for us to go to our usual school, we were put into one just by Clapham Junction, and I hated it. Unlike Clermont, which was an ordinary house, this was a great Victorian redbrick building with echoing rooms that rang with the sound of desks banging and bells. There were about a hundred people in every class, and I didn’t know anybody. As for the playground, it was more like a battleground. The first thing I did was tell them my father was a policeman. I couldn’t possibly have explained what he really did – it was far too embarrassing. The last thing you want as a child is to stand out. And I stood out enough anyway, because I wasn’t at school regularly, because my parents didn’t participate in school life at all.

We never mixed with anybody who wasn’t connected with the industry, other than kids at school, and we weren’t even supposed to bring them back home. By now both rooms on the ground floor were used as offices and there was always some drama going on. Gene Vincent was always drunk and he’d regularly be waving a gun around. Or someone had done something against my father, and he’d be threatening to kill the bastards. Violence was never far away from my father. From as early as I can remember people were frightened of him. Although he was quite a small man in terms of his height, because of the singing training he’d done as a boy in the synagogue, he had this barrel chest he was so proud of and he’d take anybody on.

In the early sixties my father had got involved with the Star Club in Hamburg; later he became a partner with Manfred Weissleder. The Star Club is famous for being where the Beatles first made their name. John Lennon idolised Gene Vincent and, knowing his connection with my father, asked Don if he would manage them, and my father said no. It was like ‘English rock and roll? Don’t make me laugh.’ The Beatles were just copycats, he said. They wouldn’t last. He was only interested in Americans and so he continued to bring them over: Carl Perkins, Brian Hyland, Brenda Lee, Little Eva, who was only five years older than me. But tastes in music had changed and he lost money hand over fist.

Apart from artists, the only other regular visitors to Angell Road were bailiffs and process servers, although they were never allowed past the front door. My brother said he could tell who it was by the knock. I couldn’t. But it was me they sent to open it, because I was small for my age and the idea was they’d feel sorry for me. And yet once you saw them, standing on the step, you knew who they were by their lack of expression and way they were dressed. It was like a uniform: the raincoat, the trilby hat. It was born in you to know. And it was like, Oh God, so the TV’s going back again to Granada, or DER, because he’s not paid the instalments, or they’re coming for the furniture because something’s not been paid for. Or else it was the car. Sometimes we had a car, sometimes we didn’t.

My father never believed in saving for a rainy day. So when the coffers were full, he’d be throwing money around, buying my mother jewellery and fur coats, taking us to the Talk of the Town in Leicester Square for a slap-up meal and Judy Garland, but then I’d overhear them talking and he’d be saying things like, ‘Christ, Pads, ten grand. Where am I going to get that from?’ And so the jewels would go down the pawnshop, until eventually she learnt to hide them where he couldn’t find them.

It was as if my brother and I had two lives. There was the one at home, with the writs and the threats and the shouting down the phone. Then there was the street life, the park life, the skipping off school and going to the cinema life. David would buy one ticket and once inside he’d go straight to the emergency exit and let me in. We had it down to a fine art. It was an easy come, easy go kind of existence. We did what we wanted, and nobody seemed to care one way or the other.

When we were younger we’d go to Saturday matinées at the Ritzy – this was official and our mum would give us the money. But when David decided it was too babyish for him, we moved on to dancing at the Locarno. We’d put on our best clothes – in my case a party frock and silver sandals – and take the bus up to Streatham. I couldn’t have been more than ten, if that; officially you had to be older, but my brother was a practised liar by then. I can’t remember it being a problem. It was magical in there – everyone in their best, and dancing under a spinning mirror ball, and I have loved mirror balls ever since. But it could also be a bit strange, dancing to something like ‘The Loco-motion’ by Little Eva and thinking, I know her.
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20 April 2005, 10.00 a.m.

Doheny Road, Beverly Hills

A knock at my bedroom door.

‘Sharon?’

‘Yeseeee …’

‘Are you decent?’

‘Of course not, Mikey. I make it a point to be positively IN-decent.’

In steps Michael Guarracino, who has been with me fourteen years. He hesitates. I pull my dressing gown round me, and he blushes as if I had just flashed my tits. Michael is the straight man to my comic. He never says fuck or shit or arse or prick, or even willy, but then neither is he fazed by anything that happens here. Except possibly yesterday. Two days ago I had a colonic irrigation (don’t even go there) and Ozzy was complaining to anybody who would listen how he’d been kept awake by my blasting away throughout the night. ‘Put it this way,’ he said, ‘if I’d have lit a match the whole of Beverly Hills would have gone up, and there were twenty-five dead pigeons on the balcony!’ When it was Michael’s turn to hear the story, he turned white.

‘Are you telling me you’ve never heard your wife fart?’ Ozzy said, his eyes stretched in amazement. At which point Michael decided he had an urgent phone call to make and went out. Probably to be sick. He is the perfect antidote to my wilder side.

In his hand he’s holding a pile of papers, emails and faxes and documents. Things he was working on yesterday, things that came in from London overnight. Things he wants me to read and sign and make decisions on. Things in all likelihood I don’t feel like doing.

‘So what delicious naughtiness have you for me this morning?’ I say, shifting Minnie onto my lap.

He hands me a pile of papers half an inch thick.

‘Do you know what you want to do about this, Sharon?’

I look at the top sheet.

Yes. I know what I want to do. I want to weep, weep, weep.

It’s a writ, or as Michael calls it, a claim. Same fucking thing. The Vagina Monologues. Monologues Ltd are suing me for £260,000. It comes as no surprise.

‘So, Sharon, what do you want me to do about this?’

‘Throw it on the pile with the rest of them.’

Outside the window the dogs are going crazy. It’s Jennifer come to take them for their morning walk.

‘You want some of your special tea, Sharon?’ Saba is from Sudan, and I swear she is graced with a sixth sense. I turn on the bath, take the most expensive bath oil I have. Pour it in. All of it. I light the most expensive candle I have to hand. Brand new, in its own special pot. FAAABulous. Burning money is about the only way I know to feel good about myself.
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Mayfair


In early 1964 we moved to 71 Berkeley House, Hay Hill, Mayfair. It was a move designed to show that Don Arden was going up in the world. But going from Brixton to Mayfair in one leap was like going from Woolworth’s to Tiffany’s with just a credit card in your pocket and nothing to back it up but a job stacking shelves.

My father was all about show. He loved that thing of having important-looking offices and lots of staff. And he loved the fact that he could have an apartment in Mayfair and a Rolls-Royce.

I would far rather have stayed where we were. Because the previous term, just before I turned eleven, I had started at Italia Conti, a stage school run by a rather wonderful woman, very beautiful, very theatrical and very dignified. It was just ten minutes’ walk from Angell Road, whereas now I’d have to go miles. For the first time in my life I had a real friend, Posy Kurpiel. Like me she had an unusual background, coming from Romania originally, and for most of her life her family had lived in a caravan in the West Country, but they had recently got themselves a home in the Elephant and Castle. David was also at Conti’s, though only just. When he’d reached eleven, he’d somehow got a place at King’s College Wimbledon, but had been expelled for fighting and playing truant when Dolly took him to the dog tracks in Wandsworth for a spot of greyhound racing.

I had always known I was going to be a dancer – my mother had been a dancer, her mother had been a dancer, so it was like it was in the blood. In fact, I was dancing even before I started normal school. This was classical ballet. My teacher was called Biddy Pinchard and I went there once a week and I absolutely adored her. I loved it all: the barre-work, the ritual, the little performances, the clothes. Dixie would make my tutus and my outfits and every so often there would be a trip up to the West End for some new ballet shoes, which came from Freed’s in St Martin’s Lane.

But after the move to Hay Hill, I hardly saw Dixie; she had married somebody my parents hated so I hadn’t even gone to the wedding. We were still living in Brixton then, and I’ll never forget my mother yelling, ‘You’re not going! Do you hear me? Not going’, and me pulling the blankets over my head and crying my eyes out, because of course Dixie had asked me to be her bridesmaid. So it was Butlin’s for the weekend instead. Fucking Butlin’s in Margate.

I’d been too young even to begin to understand the tense relationship between my mother and Dixie at that time: ‘Every boy your sister brings back here falls in love with me, and she can’t stand the fact that they prefer my company to hers,’ my mother told me once when Dixie had stormed out. And then when Dixie did marry it was: ‘You know why she married him, don’t you? Because he was the only one who didn’t fall for me.’

‘She’ll be back,’ she said, after the wedding. ‘You’ll see, when she needs money, she’ll be back. They always come back.’

I still managed to keep in touch, and when Dixie got a job at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden as a bookkeeper, she would get me tickets for the ballet when she could, and I absolutely loved it. I only stopped going after I married. Ozzy and ballet do not mix.

It was around this time that I got to know Dorothy Solomon. The Solomons had an apartment on Park Lane, only a few minutes’ walk away from us in Hay Hill. They were friends of my father’s – Phil Solomon managed the Bachelors, who were a very big singing act out of Dublin, and about the only non-pop artists who consistently topped the charts in the sixties.

In many ways you could say that she changed my life. It was Dorothy who introduced me to luxury. Everything about her was glamorous. From the way her clothes moved, to the rustle and the feel of the silk and the cashmere that she wore. And when I sat next to her, just to breathe in the smell that surrounded her was like entering paradise. When I asked her about it, she told me it was a perfume called Intimate and she gave me a bottle of Youth Dew by Estée Lauder as a gift. I had this feeling that there was a lot more out there than I knew about.

Her husband was a big-time gambler and racehorse owner. Their apartment on Park Lane overlooked Hyde Park and was full of beautiful paintings and antique furniture and chandeliers and shiny polished floors. And I used to love going there, just to be able to sit and move around in those surroundings. But the centre of it all was Dorothy, who looked and dressed like the ladies in the magazines I used to read. And that was the right word for her. She was a lady. Her clothes weren’t made by the dressmaker across the street, like my mother’s. They were couture, and she would have a Gucci handbag, and her jewellery and her nails and her hair were always done.

My mother’s hair was never done; nothing was ever done. Only when she had to go out somewhere with my father did she make an effort. Otherwise she was a wreck. Yet she was lovely. She had classic Irish looks, red hair, pale skin and pale eyes. Not warm eyes – hers were like Fox’s Glacier Mints. It wasn’t like she didn’t have the money. My father would have given her anything – part of that thing about showing how well he was doing. He did anyway, things like jewellery and fur coats, but they were never really her. I sometimes wonder what my life would have been like if I had bonded with my mother. I loved her because she was my mother, but I didn’t like her because she embarrassed me, just as I now embarrass my kids.

I hated the way she kept our house, moving the dust around, shoving stuff under beds, into cupboards, clothes not washed before they were put away. It wasn’t about having grand things, it wasn’t about having expensive paintings on the wall like at Dorothy Solomon’s. It was like at my nana’s house: about nice towels, fresh tea towels, a clean fridge with food in it.

Shampoo didn’t exist in our house. I would wash my hair with Fairy Liquid. The leftover soap in the basin would be cracked and slimy at the same time. You could never find a hairbrush that wasn’t covered in dog hairs. We’d run out of toothpaste. There’d be no toilet paper. There was no attempt to make anything nice. In my bedroom, for example, there was a chest of drawers, a wardrobe, a bed and that’s all. My only decoration was a picture of a little ballet dancer that Dixie had embroidered and framed when I was about five or six, and I used to have it hanging very close to my face so I could see it when I was in bed.
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