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To my Barbara

A love like no other
Always in my heart
Always missed
Forever loved

Your Scott x
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Prologue


‘One day, Scott darlin’, when I’m no longer around, they will ask you to write a book about us.’


Barbara and I were in our little mews house, she was sitting in her cream armchair surrounded by the awards and memorabilia marking a sixty-year showbiz career that she would soon start to forget. I was in my usual place, by her side, on the couch. I shifted uncomfortably. Barbara and I talked about everything; but I didn’t want to talk about this.


‘That’s not going to happen, love,’ I said.


She was too smart to be brushed aside. She reached for my hand and fixed me with her piercing green eyes. ‘It will, Scott. And if you do, and I think you should, make sure you tell the true story of how things really were for us, what went on between us and who we were together. Will you do that, love?’


I found myself shaking my head. Barbara was nearly thirty years older than me, we’d been together for a quarter of a century at the time and were trying to come to terms with a cruel diagnosis. Over the years I had seen this bright, bubbly little lady dust herself off so many times, perhaps I had convinced myself she was invincible. But she knew otherwise.


‘Promise me, Scott,’ she continued, ‘be honest. Otherwise there is no point.’


Honesty was vitally important to Barbara and had been since we’d first met. I had asked her many times why she had always been so candid in her books and interviews. I knew what she would say before she said it.


‘It’s who I am, Scott,’ she would say. ‘I am the one who has to look in the mirror and own who I am. There will be people who like me and people who don’t, but at least I know I’ve been true to myself.’


I did not think I had her strength but over the next few years I discovered that if you love someone deeply, unflinchingly and unconditionally, that love gives you the strength to discover what you are really made of and withstand unimaginably difficult times.


‘If you tell them about how we really were together, Scott,’ she said, ‘you’ll be able to walk down the street with your head held high knowing exactly who you are, who we were and who you will go on to be.’


I gripped her hand and made her a promise, having no idea how insightful those words would turn out to be.


I can feel Barbara now, tapping her nails, fixing her hair, standing in a cloud of Shalimar and waiting for me to carry out her instructions and carry on her legacy. She was an outstanding human being and all I wish is to do her proud. So with the help of diaries that I started in 1987, digging into the raw emotional pain of losing her and reliving a million memories, I hope to share with you the true story of our life together. There have been extraordinary highs and challenging lows and all the living, laughing and loving that has gone on in between. I hope you will get to see who this special lady was to me, and to the others lucky enough to count her as a friend off-stage, behind the scenes and away from the screen.


In the early days of our relationship Barbara was kipping on the floor of a grotty dressing room in Clacton-on-Sea between performances of her one-woman show. The once loved Carry On films had faded from fashion, a saucy British seaside postcard from another era, and she was yet to take on the matriarchal role of Peggy Mitchell that would propel her back to the top of the British entertainment industry. Whatever she was to the many fans she entertained along the way, she remained, in her soul, little Barbara Ann Deeks. A four-foot-ten-inch kid from the streets of Stoke Newington who fell in love with the adoration of an audience at the age of thirteen and determinedly clawed her way out of emotional poverty to become our very own ‘Babs’. To me, as you will see, this complex, talented, sincere, joyful, vulnerable, hard-working, professional, playful, generous, courageous woman with a wicked sense of humour and a heart of gold was quite simply ‘Bar’, the love of my life and the woman who taught me how to live.


Those lessons have never been more vital to me than in the devastating months since Bar passed away in the midst of a global pandemic. In the last few years of her illness Barbara somehow managed to remain true to herself. It was a privilege to be by her side and she gave me the strength and drive to carry on. But in the final days of her life, I started to fall to pieces. I was consumed by fear and devastating sadness. There had barely been a day spent apart and never a day that we didn’t speak. How could I be me without her? How could there be a world without her in it?


As I sat inconsolably weeping by her bed one night, a palliative care nurse put her hand on my shoulder. ‘Remember, Scott, her hearing will be the last thing to go,’ she said, ever so quietly. ‘Just talk to her, she can hear you.’


So I wiped away my tears and, sitting by her side, I took her tiny, bird-like hand in mine and started recounting the story of our life together.
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Say No More


Sunday, 10 January 1993 was the innocuous day that would change my life. ‘My old friend Barbara Windsor is down here doing panto,’ Mum said. ‘She’s coming to dinner tomorrow evening.’


‘What, the Barbara Windsor, from those brilliant Carry On films?’ I asked.


‘Exactly,’ said Dad. ‘I remember you and your sister laughing hysterically at those films. She was always so good in them. You know we used to hang out outside the E&A salt beef bar in Stamford Hill back in the day.’


‘She’s an old friend,’ said my mother. ‘We performed in Madame Behenna’s Juvenile Jollities in Stoke Newington town hall back in 1946.’


‘I’m sure she’s great. But I’m not being funny,’ I said, rolling my eyes, ‘I’m twenty-nine. Do you really think I want to have dinner with Barbara Windsor and you lot?’ I had driven to Sussex to see my parents in Hove for lunch. I had plans that night. Mum was a bit surprised by my impolite response.


‘She’s here doing panto. You’re trying to establish yourself as an actor and she’s got forty-five years of experience in the business.’


That was true. I’d left drama school eighteen months earlier and apart from getting the odd fringe job and revue show I wasn’t working that much, but still, in my head, I was an understated, less-is-more, theatre actor with nothing in common with the bums, boobs and bodily fluids British comedy that was the Carry On franchise.


‘You might learn something,’ said Dad.


‘All right, all right,’ I said, still a bit bolshy. ‘I’ll stay.’


‘Good, because I said you’d go and pick her up tomorrow. She’s staying at Victor Spinetti’s house in Kemptown.’


‘Who?’


‘Victor Spinetti, Hard Day’s Night, Taming of the Shrew, a staggeringly talented actor …’


I didn’t know who he was. They were my parents’ generation. In other words … old. So reluctantly I drove to Kemptown for 7pm. I knocked on the door and this incredibly attractive lady opened it. She fixed me with these bright piercing eyes and smiled. This was not what I was expecting.


‘Hi, I’m Rita’s son. Scott.’


‘I’m not quite ready,’ she said, opening the door a bit wider. ‘You’ll have to come in.’


I noticed a couple of things immediately. One, she looked much younger than I expected. And two, she also looked ready. So ready, in fact, that I suspected she’d been waiting by the door to go. Bag, gloves, coat, the whole thing beautifully presented in this little ball of prettiness. She later told me that she only asked me in to get a better look.


‘Welcome to my lounge,’ she said. It’s a line from Entertaining Mr Sloane, the Joe Orton play about an older woman seducing a younger man. It went over my head but I recall feeling pleased I had dressed smartly.


On the drive she asked me what I did.


‘I’m an actor,’ I told her.


‘You don’t look like an actor,’ she said.


‘What does an actor look like?’ I shot back. She giggled.


The banter between us started on that first car journey and continued all the way through dinner. Contrary to my low expectations it was a wonderful evening. Brian Hall, the chef from Fawlty Towers, joined us. He was a cockney actor and had become my acting mentor, as well as being a London cabbie on the side. The wine flowed and we giggled the whole night at stupid, silly jokes. Mum asked about how I could best get work.


‘Read The Stage,’ said Brian.


‘The Stage is about as useful as a nun’s fanny …’ Barbara leant in and whispered in my ear. Wow, I thought, this lady is quite something. She’s not only really funny, she’s young at heart.


To my embarrassment my dad decided to put on the VHS of my bar mitzvah. Barbara was on the floor, kicking her legs in the air, howling with laughter. In the video I started to say my prayers, then collapsed in tears. I remembered with mortification being overwhelmed with the pressure of the moment, I couldn’t do my speech. How utterly surreal to be watching myself as a weeping teen with the former star of the Carry On films. Mum and I dropped Barbara back because I had drunk way too much to drive. I saw her to the door and, while it had been a crazily fun evening, I thought that was that.


But a few days later I took myself off to the Brighton Theatre Royal to watch Cinderella; Barbara was playing the Fairy Godmother. From the moment she stepped onstage she was undeniably eye-catching, and it wasn’t just the cinched-in waist, sequins and crown. She oozed panto. It wasn’t hard to imagine she could make anyone’s wishes come true. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Being backstage afterwards didn’t break the magic of the show; it cast a spell. The flurry of activity, the post-show buzz, the smell of make-up and rails and rails of bigger and brighter costumes, was intoxicating. And in the middle of it all, this tiny lady, radiating an enormous glow.


‘Give me your number, darlin’,’ Barbara said. ‘I’ve got a good friend who’s a casting director. He might be able to help you.’


And so I found myself exchanging numbers with Barbara Windsor.


She called me one Saturday morning in February. I was in bed, hung-over, feeling really sick. I had to pull myself together quickly when I realised who it was. She asked me if I wanted to go to Brick Lane to see her in her music hall show, so we made a plan, then fell into easy conversation. I enjoyed chatting to her, but apart from thinking how pretty and feminine she was, I didn’t think she was making a move. Barbara told me later that she never considered herself a screen siren. She saw herself as the bubbly blonde sexy girl next door. ‘They either dig me or don’t give me a second look,’ she would always say. I guess I couldn’t help myself. I was very happy to give her a second look. Make that a third in under a month.


Barbara asked me if I would be happy to take her agent Barry Burnett with me to Brick Lane. Barry was an old-school agent who had an encyclopaedic knowledge of show business. He sat in the back of my car, very polite, very proper. She told me his father was Al Burnett, the owner of the Stork Room, a club in the West End. Bar filled in the backstory that they both knew so well.


‘It was 1960, I was twenty-three years old and had just got a job performing in the revue. Four nights in the manager comes backstage and suggests I have a “drink” with a punter. Well, that wasn’t my bag. I politely declined. In my former job at Winston’s that sort of thing never happened. Not unless you wanted it to!’ She’d cackle at that part.


‘In barges Al and tells me I have to get out there, have that drink and earn myself a “oner”. Well, I was having none of it and threw the ice bucket we kept in the dressing room to cool ourselves down over his head and promptly walked out.’


I loved that story. That night was the first time I’d heard it but over the years I would hear it again and again. The thing about Barbara, as I came to understand, was that she wouldn’t, couldn’t, be made to do anything she didn’t want to do.


‘Please welcome the mesmerising, charismatic, mischievous, spellbinding queen of the cockney community … Miss Barbara Windsor!!!’


With a flurry of arm-waving to match the words, Vincent Hayes, the master of ceremonies who owned and ran the magical Brick Lane Music Hall, would command the small orchestra to strike up the first chords of Marie Lloyd’s ‘Don’t Dilly Dally on the Way.’ There was a slight commotion at the back of the hall, everyone turned, in came Barbara in her pearly queen finery holding a small birdcage prop. She weaved her way through the tables, smiling.


‘Good evenin’!’


‘’Ello darlin’s!’


Barbara had played Marie Lloyd, the famous music hall star, in Sing a Rude Song. Marie Lloyd had led a similarly hectic life both on- and off-stage and the two were often compared. I watched the audience beam back at her. There was a real sense that this cracker of a performer was one of their own. The excitement was palpable. Barbara paused at our table, put her hands on my shoulder and gave a little squeeze. I turned round to look up at this beaming, warm, open smile and my heart raced. I felt a rush of excitement and connection then watched her make her way to the stage to perform the number in full. Barbara was one of those performers who had the unique quality to extend their aura and presence over the footlights and make everyone feel special. But I felt especially special that night and I liked it.


After that I decided to do some homework. I realised my knowledge of Barbara was based on a couple of Carry On films that I’d watched at Christmas, so I was amazed to read in her first autobiography that she had received a Tony nomination for her role in Oh, What a Lovely War! on Broadway and also had a BAFTA nomination for the film Sparrows Can’t Sing. I started to realise she was a very accomplished and versatile actress and I had done her a disservice by dismissing her as a one-trick pony, like a lot of people. She was so much more than the infectious, fun Carry On bird.


We started chatting on the phone and then we arranged to have dinner. She was married and twenty-six years my senior, so although I felt it was a bit flirty, mostly I thought it was just friendly fun. She was easy to have a laugh with and I told myself not to read too much into it.


‘I’m reading your book,’ I told her.


‘That’s sweet of you. Are you enjoying it?’


‘Actually, Barbara, I found quite a lot of it a bit sad. I’m really sorry about what happened with your parents. That must have been tough.’


There was a pause and I thought maybe I had overstepped the mark. Barbara was asked to give evidence in the family court at her parents’ divorce hearing. She was fifteen, but tiny even then, and looked about ten. All she was told was to tell the truth, which she did. Had her father ever hit her mother? Yes, she replied. She was then asked to write down the swear words he used during their lengthy, angry arguments, which she did. All I knew from the book was that her father’s face got redder and redder and then he stormed past her when the court awarded her mother full custody and five shillings a week. He did not speak to or even acknowledge his daughter again for twenty long years. I suspected then, and now absolutely believe, that Barbara’s father broke her heart when she was fifteen years old, and she spent the rest of her life trying to please the men in her life to make sure they didn’t leave her like he had. It was a wound she never fully recovered from.


‘Sorry, Barbara, I didn’t mean to upset you.’


‘That’s okay. It’s just, you know, my dad was my hero. I absolutely worshipped the ground he walked on. I was so like him. I think that’s what made my mother cross. I had his thin blonde hair. “Two hairs and a nit”, she’d say. I think she wished I had her thick auburn hair. I think she wished I was more like her, but I was just like him.


‘He taught me my first audition song, you know, he was always singing it, “Sunny Side of the Street”. I believed in that. I believed we’d always live on the sunny side of the street. But we didn’t. My mother wanted out of the East End. She wanted to move up in the world and was always telling me off about my cockney accent, my clothes, my weight, my hair. It was never good enough. She was a very good dressmaker. Did you know that? Very stylish …’


And so our long chats began, and I have to say, regardless of whatever happened between us, from that day they never stopped. We never stopped talking.


On the morning of my thirtieth birthday, I woke up and cried. What was wrong with me? I’d been out with a group of old friends in Brighton but it felt like I was missing something. What did I have to show for thirty years on this earth? What would another thirty bring? What was the point? Then the phone rang.


‘Hello, Scott. It’s Babs.’


Maybe it wasn’t something I was missing, but someone. We’d been to see Sherlock onstage in Wimbledon and, because I was with Barbara, I got to go backstage again. I was meeting people I’d only seen on TV or onstage before.


‘Scott, this is Robert Powell.’


‘Hi, Scott, I’m Roy Barraclough. Can I get you a drink?’


Barbara matched me drink for drink that night and we ended up locked in conversation, howling with laughter. I was having more fun with a woman twice my age than with my own friends.


Who could I tell that I was beginning to look forward to Barbara’s calls? Who could I tell that I was waiting for those calls? Who could I tell about the swarm of butterflies in my stomach when I heard her voice?


‘I’ve got a part in a stage production of Joe Orton’s comedy Entertaining Mr Sloane.’


It’s a sinister but sexy comedy about an older woman seducing a much younger man, her lodger.


‘Do you fancy helping me learn my lines?’


‘I’d love to,’ I replied. She gave me the address of the casting director’s office and we met there to record the lines on tape. This particular casting director specialised in TV commercials; he was witty, flamboyant and fun, and of course knew everyone in the business. It was very intimidating, and I suspected he knew that. Barbara, however, seemed genuinely delighted I was there, and, anyway, I had some news of my own.


‘I auditioned for a play at the Man in the Moon theatre. You won’t believe it, it’s a Joe Orton double bill and guess what?’


‘You got the part?’


I nodded happily. ‘I’m playing Joe. Isn’t that a coincidence?’


‘It’s worth celebrating,’ said Barbara, a wide grin on her face, cracking open a bottle of champagne.


‘I knew Joe,’ Barbara told me over a drink. ‘He always said I would play Kath in my forties.’ Barbara was now in her mid-fifties but, honestly, she could easily pass for a forty-year-old. I was bowled over by her youthful looks and vitality.


‘He also told me the most important aspect of this play is that you believe Mr Sloane wants to fuck the landlady.’


‘Is that right?’


‘Uh-huh …’


In the original film the landlady was played by Beryl Reid. She was fifty-one at the time and Mr Sloane was … yes, you guessed it, thirty. Maybe turning thirty wasn’t going to be that bad after all.


I don’t remember if I asked Barbara about her husband, Stephen. I knew she was married, but somehow he never came up in conversation. All she said, if she said anything at all, was that he was very busy with the pub he ran, The Plough near Amersham. It was a very successful establishment, she told me. He must have been run off his feet, because I never saw him, let alone met him.


We did discover, however, that learning lines was greatly assisted by a bottle of Sancerre. Or two. When the work was done, we went out to meet her friends and later, on this beautiful balmy June night, she grabbed my hand, and we ran down the road back to her little mews house. That was the night it all changed.


At 6am I remember opening my eyes, looking around a bit wearily and a bit hungover, with a million things racing through my mind. I was thrilled, I was shocked, and also a little scared. What if her husband decided that today was the day to come to London and see his wife? Barbara opened her eyes.


‘You all right, love?’ And then before I’d had time to answer, she said, ‘My cleaner’s coming, you’ve got to go.’


Blimey, I thought, your cleaner comes early.


She pulled a £20 note from the drawer and waved it at me. I must have looked a bit indignant.


‘I don’t want your money, Barbara.’


‘I didn’t mean it like that. Just for a cab.’


‘Thank you, but I can make my own way home.’


I left, got on the tube and sat all the way to East Finchley wondering what the hell had just happened. At the same time, I had a real feeling of warmth. I was clearly attracted to her, but, more than that, I really liked her. Even in the short time I had known her, she felt perfect, not for me, but to me. Although I could see she was far from it. I told no one. When I got home, I went to bed to sleep off the hangover and, at 1pm, I called her.


‘Hello, love, you okay? You all right? Everything okay?’


‘Everything is fine, Barbara; I just want you to know I really respect you.’


I don’t know how she took it, but I didn’t want her to think she was merely a conquest. I didn’t hear from her again for a long, agonising week. I went to stay in Gloucestershire. I was there to learn lines and was determinedly not thinking about her, even though I was palpably aware that she hadn’t called me. I could hardly call her again; she was Barbara Windsor after all.


Monday, 7 June 1993: Barbara called. Thank God for that.


Wednesday, 9 June 1993: Barbara called me. Twice.


The following day I got a message: she’d like help with her lines. So off I went and over another bottle of wine … Well, let’s just say the script was put to one side for a while.


Friday, 11 June 1993 [there was a coded note in the diary]: Done the lines, went out, later wine, back to the mews, drinking wine, smoking cigarettes … SNM. [It stood for ‘say no more’.]


Monday, 14 June 1993: Barbara called to say she missed me. Could be in trouble here.


I knew I was feeling the same way. I missed her when I wasn’t with her, I thought about her nonstop and I just wanted to see her again. I realised things would get complicated from this moment on. Not only was there the age difference, she was, unfortunately, undeniably married. To be fair to me, it was hard to think of her as married. I had not seen any trace of the mysterious Stephen. To be honest, I was more worried about her attitude to extramarital sex. It was abundantly clear from reading her book that Barbara did not conflate love with sex. It was written in black and white, in her own words. Back before I was born, when she was offered a role in Oh, What a Lovely War! on Broadway by Joan Littlewood, she jumped at the chance, even though it meant leaving her newly wedded husband, Ronnie Knight.


‘I don’t mind if you want a bit of the other,’ she said before leaving for the States. He was furious and hurt and wondered who he had married. Barbara on the other hand fell into the arms of the musical director Shepard Coleman, the first of many affairs. It was all in the book! Trouble was, I didn’t want to be a bit of the other, which led me to the only conclusion I could make. She was Barbara Windsor and I was going to get hurt. If I could have stopped seeing her, I would have, but I didn’t want to. The thought of not seeing Barbara was fast becoming unbearable.


She appeared to feel the same way and we went out a lot. She didn’t seem to mind if we were seen together, although we weren’t obvious about it. It was exciting, the little secret between the two of us. Sometimes she would pass me off as a driver, other times she said she was just giving me a helping hand. We were careful to show no sign that we were more than friends, but I was around quite a lot. We went to the theatre, we popped in to see her friends. One Sunday she came over for roast chicken at my flat. We had such a lovely afternoon, a couple of bottles of wine, but when it came to leaving she couldn’t find her keys. She turned on me, irritable. ‘This is all your fault!’


‘My fault?’


‘Yes! Because I don’t know what I’m doing here. This is all your fault.’


‘I don’t understand. What do you mean?’


‘I’m all over the place, because of you!’


I dared to hope that this was a sign that I was more than just a bit of fun. Was it possible that she was stressed because she liked me? Was she scared like I was? What was clear was that we were no longer meeting to read lines and I was falling, hard and fast.


I’d seen her ecstatic, I’d seen her anxious and I’d seen her irritable. Then one day on the phone, I discovered another side to her personality. She was so down that I drove into London. She opened the door and was surprised to see me. ‘What are you doing here? You silly sod.’


‘I thought you might need cheering up. Put the kettle on, why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind.’


I was beginning to learn that Barbara was not used to having a person to talk to, I mean really talk to. All her worries, she carried alone. ‘I don’t have any work after the play ends, it always worries me that.’


‘Maybe a break would be good?’


‘A break is never good in this business.’ Barbara was totally committed to her career in show business, it ran through her veins. I could see that right from the start. Barbara wasn’t in show business. She was show business.


‘What about Stephen?’ I asked tentatively. ‘What does he say?’ What I meant was, if the pub is so successful, why are you worried?


‘He’s a lovely man, Scott, he really is, but the love of his life is that pub, not me. I don’t want to be a burden,’ she added. ‘He’s got enough on his plate running that place. It means the world to him.’


If I was Stephen, I thought, I would make sure you knew you meant the world to me. I didn’t stay over but after talking the afternoon away I left her in a better place.


‘When will I see you again?’


‘We’ll figure it out,’ I reassured her. I wasn’t sure how, but from the beginning we were good at talking about the hurdles we faced. The biggest problem would be not seeing each other. This was the start of her and me against the world.


After another drinking session at the casting director’s flat we meandered drunkenly back to her mews house. In front of a stranger, she pulled me to her.


‘I love you, Scott,’ she said.


A jolt of fear went through me. What if that person heard? What if that person told the papers? She wasn’t the huge TV star that she became, but she was recognisable. I put it down to the booze and tried to take it with a pinch of salt, but then again maybe she did mean it. There was space in her life for a new love. Stephen wasn’t physically, romantically or emotionally connected to his wife. Bar could separate sex and love, but what if this was sex and love? It was all a bit of a crazy whirlwind. We were happily sloshed most of the time and if I was absolutely honest, I wasn’t entirely sure which way I wanted it to go. Barbara Windsor came with a lifestyle that I wasn’t used to, which was both exciting and terrifying, but no doubt could swallow me whole. What if it spat me out too?


I was at a private birthday party at the House of Commons, standing on the terrace, overlooking the Thames, glistening in the late evening summer sunshine, and pinched myself. Bar on my arm, me kitted out in a shirt and tie; next to me was Elaine Paige, Shirley Bassey was behind me and Donald Sinden across the way. How have I, a kid from Sussex, ended up here? How? I knew how … and her name was Barbara. We left the Houses of Parliament and diverted to Joe Allen’s, after that to any late-night bar that would have us. We were both irrepressible, irresponsible children in sort of grown-up bodies; one more drink, one more bar, one more minute together … It was too much fun to think about putting the brakes on. Every night with her was a heady night.


The night before Barbara’s fifty-sixth birthday a coach collected a gang of us: Nick Berry, Anna Karen – a lifelong friend of Barbara’s who’d played Olive in On the Buses – and Paul Bennett, the picture editor at the Sunday Mirror and another of Barbara’s most trusted and loyal friends. Paul knew about us, but never sold her out. Years later he’d know about the dementia too and, again, never breathed a word. That night, we were driven to Hornchurch, Essex, where Barbara was performing in Mr Sloane. I was nervous because I knew Stephen and his family were going to be there. From a distance I watched the tension between Barbara and Stephen build and was upset for her when I saw them bickering at the front of the bus. This was a big moment for Barbara, and he didn’t seem to be supporting her. I was also strangely reassured to see the state of their relationship for myself. I think it allowed me to stop feeling guilty and simply fall in love with a great lady who was all I’d ever dreamed of in a woman. If I thought I’d been in love before, I was wrong; previous relationships had been dress rehearsals compared to this. She showed me what true love felt like.


Barbara frequently augmented her work with personal appearances, and the first one I went along to with her was in Nottingham. Can you imagine watching a white stretch limo pull up knowing it was for you? Well, only for me because I was with her. We got in and started drinking champagne, and carried on all the way to Nottingham. I watched her do her stuff. Just like at the music hall in Brick Lane, Barbara would work the room, spread her own brand of fairy dust, and give everyone what they wanted; and then we got back in the limo and headed south to London. It was a magical evening, and we canoodled all the way home. We were beyond hiding it now; we just didn’t care. It was as if there was nothing else in the world.


‘I know Barbara Windsor is here. I’m her godson, I wanted to surprise her. I’ll prove it to you, let me call her.’ I was in the lobby of a hotel in Gloucester at nine o’clock at night having missed her so much I’d jumped on a train, then into a taxi, to go to where she’d been doing a personal appearance. The hotel staff put her on the phone and we had a chat as if I were back in London. Believing me, they let me up. In the lift I had a sudden panic. What if she has someone here? What if it’s the Babs who still has multiple men on the go? I felt ill, but then she opened the door and her eyes filled with tears. She was delighted that I had done something so romantic. I stayed. God knows what the hotel staff thought.


I was a bit scared of the strength of my feelings towards her, but she had admitted she was frightened too; we were in this together and together we were getting in deeper. The feelings were so intense, so passionate, that sometimes they got a bit explosive. We’d be running late. We’d misplace the keys. We’d get lost on our way to an appearance. Boom, the volcano erupted.


‘We can’t be late. I need that £300.’


‘I don’t understand where all your money goes.’ I felt she left too much of her business to other people. She had told me she co-owned The Plough with Stephen, but as far as I could tell, her earnings were going to a business I was being told was a successful pub restaurant. It just didn’t add up.


‘Don’t start.’


She didn’t like being challenged on things that I could see negatively affected her life but that she wouldn’t contest. I couldn’t understand it and she would fight back.


‘It’s not your business.’


But she was my business. I was completely involved with her and her life.


‘Let’s not let this spoil what we have,’ I would say, moments later. ‘It’s only because I worry about you and how hard you work.’


‘But I love what I do.’


‘I know, Bar, I love that about you, you know that, right?’


‘And I love you …’


Deep down I think we both feared what we had, what we felt, what we might lose and what we had to face if we really wanted to be together. Those furious flare-ups were quickly followed by passionate declarations of love. We wanted to be together. Completely. And that meant Barbara had to leave Stephen. I didn’t think it would be too much of an ordeal; they lived entirely separately, and it seemed to me the only thing he cared about was his precious pub. But I think there was a part of me that thought she would never do it.


She’d been at The Plough all day, leaving me to wait by the phone. ‘I’ve done it,’ she said down the phone. ‘I’ve told him it’s over.’ But it didn’t quite turn out like that.


She called me again the next day. ‘He won’t accept our marriage is over.’


‘What?’


‘He’s slept on it, and he says he just wants to go on as before. Sorry, Scott. He won’t discuss it.’


Perhaps we should have stopped there, but we didn’t, or couldn’t, and instead our affair intensified. I realised it was blissfully dysfunctional. We were happy, yes, but I also didn’t want to go on running around in the shadows, creeping through the alleyways, being the dresser or the driver or the kid who helped her learn her lines, for-ever. Frankly, none of that was especially good for my confidence and wellbeing, and it made it easy for some of her friends to belittle me and talk over me or just ignore the fact that I was there. It was high-octane, yes, but I was often out of my depth. To be honest, the whole situation was somewhat out of control. And so, I drank and drank and drank. And Barbara matched me for every single drink. Sometimes those nights were the best of fun, sometimes the mood darkened.


She had to tell Stephen. She couldn’t tell Stephen. Fierce arguments led to just as fierce declarations of love. It was crazy.


We were now so often out on the town together it was stupid or dangerous. Or both. At a party at Planet Hollywood we were photographed with David Hasselhoff. Man, did we look like a pair of munchkins in that one, and Bar also introduced me to Gloria Hunniford for the first time. It was fairly evident that I wasn’t the driver, the dresser or the kid helping her learn her lines.


My favourite times were when it was just the two of us. We’d go out for dinner, then back to her mews house, crank up the music and dance and sing until 2am. Sometimes we put on shows, farcical, fast, funny ones, taking it in turn to do a performance for an audience of one. For me, the only one who mattered. It was a good way of letting off steam and reminding ourselves what we had when we were alone and could both just be ourselves.


Then finally, on 11 November, Barbara went to The Plough and told Stephen again that it was over and this time she told him about me. It was awful, they had an almighty row and then he kicked her out. Any illusion it might end amicably disappeared there and then. Stephen started drinking, then started calling. The calls got worse and worse. He wanted to know my name; he wanted to know how old I was; he was horrified to hear I was younger than him. He didn’t want it to be over. I couldn’t understand it, according to Barbara they’d not had a physical relationship for five years, so why was he so upset?


‘His mistress is The Plough,’ said Barbara. She said he was happy to be married to her and have his mistress, that suited him, but it didn’t suit her. Especially since, as far as I could tell, she was paying for that mistress!


It was the beginning of three very turbulent days. He would call, she would get upset, we would clash then make up, and then it would all start again. At first it was about their relationship, but it soon became clear that this was about something else. Money.


‘The pub is swallowing up all the money I earn.’


I didn’t understand. ‘I thought it was a successful pub, with a successful restaurant?’


‘He’s told me the pub isn’t doing so well as I thought.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘What I earn goes to the pub.’


‘I thought what you earned went to Stephen.’


‘I thought he was taking care of things.’


‘Why do your earnings pay for his business?’


‘It’s our business.’


‘But—’


‘Don’t start!’


She told me she’d learnt young to fend for herself and I knew she was very strong, but I was beginning to see that in other ways she wasn’t. The calls between them kept going backwards and forwards. I expected him to come round at some point and beat me up. He did phone one time and threaten to rip my head off my shoulders. Bar stuck up for me vehemently, told him that this was about them, not me, but it didn’t matter, he blamed me.


‘I’ll never take the blame for him!’ I exploded that evening.


He came round one Sunday morning to discuss finances. I was up and ready to fight him. He phoned, a car drew up fast, but I wasn’t quick enough. I flew out after Barbara but she was already in the car and they were off. He looked in the rear-view mirror and saw me jumping up and down like a leprechaun, he later told a newspaper (which actually appealed to my sense of humour as it’s something I might have said about myself). I could not bear to think he would charm her back because I was adamant now that I could not live without her.


For an anxious human being like me, running would have been easier, but it never occurred to me to do so. While I understood his pain and upset, I honestly felt their marriage was well over before I turned up. I did tell Stephen eventually that I would own my part, but I wouldn’t be blamed for the collapse of his marriage and certainly not his pub.


In November, Barbara’s great friend of old, Danny La Rue, opened a bar opposite his flat on Charing Cross Road. We were invited to his flat first. Danny was renowned for talking about himself. It was endearing but people made fun of it. He was lording it up, regaling us with tales about other people telling him how wonderful he was. He trapped about ten of us in his lounge, drinking champagne.


‘Darlings, when I did La Cage aux Folles, Shirley Bassey said that up till then “I Am What I Am” was her song, but then she saw me and said, “Danny, that’s your song now.”’


‘So you keep telling us,’ said a quiet high-pitched voice from the back. John Inman’s – the legendary Mr Humphries in Are You Being Served? – timing, as ever, perfect. It set me off into one of my nervous laughing fits. Since I was sixteen I’d suffered from horrible fits of giggles when in a stressful situation. Well, the past three days had been nothing but stressful, which is perhaps why, when we hit Danny’s bar, we had a mega blow-out and got utterly smashed.


I was beginning to get into the habit of taking sleeping pills and Valium after nights out drinking, and coke had started to creep in more. I told myself I was having a brilliant time partying, but was I really having a good time? I had always been a fearful person and the drink took that anxiety away. While on drink and drugs I was on the same level as everyone else. I had always drunk abnormally. The first time I drank I was eighteen, a New Romantic, and a mad, super, unashamed Spandau Ballet fan. They were playing a club in Bournemouth one bank holiday weekend. It was so small and so packed they had to climb in from the outside. I had my first can of lager that night. After about three I felt a bit sick, went to the loo and threw up. I didn’t like being sick but I did like the buzz the alcohol gave me. From that moment on I would throw up two or three times a night, then carry on drinking. That went on for years. I was prepared with mouthwash, chewing gum; no one knew what I was doing. In time, I wasn’t even making myself sick, it was just happening.


Our six-month anniversary was spent in Darlington. Bar had an appearance at the music hall. At this stage she was taking any work she could get. We woke up a bit hungover from celebrating the night before; Bar had slept badly. She was really stressed about work, about money, about her precious, beautiful mews house that she had worked so long and so hard for. I told her she could come and live with me in my flat in East Finchley if the worst came to the worst (of course, this was at a time when the general assumption was that I was a gold-digger. How ironic!). It was also all wrapped up in guilt about Stephen. He accused her of ruining his life and it was plaguing her. I was at a loss as to what to say. None of it made sense to me. Not his declarations of love, nor his declarations of poverty. Meanwhile, I was terrified because I’d got a part in The Bill. Actors, we are a nightmare!


When Barbara started moving her stuff to the theatre in Stevenage for her panto run, I decided to move some of my clothes to the mews. Now that Stephen knew, it seemed an okay thing to do. Five days later the panto opened. Officially I was still Bar’s dresser and driver. We thought that was the best way to start with.


Then, on Christmas Eve, Dad collected us from the theatre and drove us to Hove for a family Christmas with somebody else’s wife. We were adjusting. So much had happened since I’d turned thirty. Now I was spending Christmas with my family and my new girlfriend, Barbara Windsor, the woman who forty years ago had done dance classes with my mother Rita.


‘The Sunday Mirror are hanging around The Plough,’ said a journalist from the News of the World. It was always the same with the tabloids, but that first time was alien to me. ‘We know something is up, Barbara. Isn’t it better coming from you?’ They wanted the first picture of Barbara and her ‘new love’. I felt sick at the thought of it. I knew she was a well-known lady, walking down the street with her I noticed people looking at her. Not everyone, of course, she was almost on the cusp of being someone who used to be famous, but why would they want a scoop about us?


‘Listen, Scott,’ she said, ‘it’s give an’ take with the press. They do their job so I can do mine. Sometimes it’s good, sometimes it’s not, but, darlin’, you have to learn to take the rough with the smooth. Life is all about the ups and downs.’


I cannot fully describe the oddity of sitting with a stranger, a journalist, and being asked to talk about things I wouldn’t easily talk about to my sister or best friend. In the back of my mind, I knew I was going to be judged. I looked stupidly young, I was an out-of-work actor and I was involved with a famous performer, and I was allegedly the cause of her marriage break-up. I tried to say as little as possible and follow Bar’s professional lead. It was excruciating. I was so petrified I was physically sick. But I had to hold myself together for her because she was the one going onstage as Aladdin.


She knew she was going to get some stick for dating someone younger than her young husband, but we kept telling ourselves we had each other and that was all that mattered. I felt bad that all this would mean Stephen would be dragged through it, but mostly I thought how weird it was that the British public were interested in who Barbara was seeing. Almost worse than the questions was posing for the photo. I hated the whole thing. It felt creepy and corny.


On 31 December, after Barbara had done two panto shows, we went home to get ready to celebrate New Year’s Eve. We realised there were journalists outside the house, so we had no option but to stay in and celebrate with an M&S ready meal and a bottle of champagne. Why did we draw the curtains and hide ourselves away? Because the News of the World had paid for an exclusive, so an exclusive they had to get.


‘Happy New Year,’ I said, refilling the champagne flutes.


‘Bloody better be,’ said Bar, as she started to giggle.
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The Glass Slipper


On 1 January 1994, Yvonne, Barbara’s long-standing friend and personal assistant, came to the mews house along with Sharon Ring of the News of the World to ask some follow-up questions. I did my best to keep out of the way and let Barbara do what she did best. Answer in witty soundbites, print-ready, perfect. The journalists had left the mews but my nerves were still jangling. Later that day I thought I was being followed by a van with blacked-out windows, so I drove a mad circuitous route back to the mews and managed to lose them, but then there was another journalist and photographer outside the front door. I did a U-turn and we shot off to my flat in East Finchley. Unfortunately, Barbara didn’t have her sleeping pills. She’d taken Zimovane for years and she was worried about doing two shows on no sleep. I rang Harold and Miriam Winehouse, old family friends of mine who also happened to be Amy’s aunt and uncle; they lived nearby and I thought they might have some.


We were later than expected to the Winehouses’ and it set off another silly argument. I knew why we were jumping down each other’s throats. We were both frightened. Our secret whirlwind love affair was going to be blown open for all to see. By 11.30 that night Barbara decided she wanted to sleep in her own bed so we drove back to the mews safe in the knowledge that after midnight it wouldn’t make any difference if another paper got a photo because the News of the World would have dropped by then. This was my world now and frankly it was crazy. Thankfully the paps had gone. Our nerves were shot and we collapsed into bed. Chatting in the dark, we both admitted that we were dreading the morning.


‘I’m worried about what this will do to you,’ she said. ‘Taking me on is such a burden.’ There was that word again.


‘Where does all this burden nonsense come from, Bar? You could never be a burden.’ I was wrapped up in the headiness of it all. I’d never expected to feel like this about anyone, I didn’t think it was even possible, but she was more insecure than I realised.


Over the years we unpicked this more, but that night we talked about what ‘winning’ little Barbara Ann Deeks had meant to her mother at the time. ‘My mother got custody of me and then spent all her time criticising me,’ Bar said. ‘My voice, my hair, my style, my songs. You know, every time I pick out an outfit, I can hear her voice in my head, “Not that Barbara”, “That doesn’t suit you”, “Those colours don’t work”.


‘She never told me I was pretty, not once. Or that she was proud of me. Not once.’ She looked sad.


‘She hated the Carry On films. Said they reminded her of my father, that I was just like him. Well, she hated him, so …


‘In fact, my mother never told me she loved me. She never said those words. What is a kid supposed to think? I think parents should be really careful about what they say to their children.’ She tapped her head. ‘It’s in there for life.’


Bar told me she hadn’t realised how much her mother loved her until after she died and left a box full of mementoes: flyers, programmes and reviews. Only then did friends and neighbours get in touch to tell her how much her mother talked about her and how proud she was.


‘How sad is that?’ she said. ‘What a waste.’


I held her close to me in the dark, I knew she needed reassuring. ‘You could never be a burden to me, Bar. I love you,’ I told her and I meant it.


‘Me too,’ she said. And boy did we love one another. It was a powerful, all-consuming love and every minute I wasn’t with her, I was thinking about her. I could see her face in my mind all the time, her wonderful smile. I still can. I can conjure the aroma of Shalimar, Barbara’s favourite perfume, even now, and we talked about everything.


Perhaps not everything. We didn’t talk about how I was feeling about myself. That was my secret to hold. But what she said got me thinking. For me it always went back to when I was eight years old and my dad took me to a karate and judo class. He was one of the instructors there and he was a big guy, a man who could handle himself. When it was my turn to go on the mat the teacher picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, and I burst into tears. Dad didn’t say anything. He just looked at me with disappointment. That feeling of not being good enough landed in the pit of my stomach, and stayed there. I understood why Barbara felt the way she did, because I felt it too.


In my teens that fear took on another layer because it was evident that I wasn’t going to be as tall as the other guys. It bothered me. Today I feel like a giant in my own skin but back then I felt insignificant and small. When I started going out it seemed to me that at one-thirty in the morning all the guys on the dance floor were tall. I would wait for the five-to-two-ams – the drunk girls who hadn’t been asked to dance who would make do with the short bloke. I made fun of myself. I would send myself up, referring to myself as the little geezer before anyone else had a chance. I learnt to make people laugh as a way of getting people to like me. I was a classic people pleaser. But inside it was stripping off another layer of my self-confidence and I would rip myself to pieces. It is staggering how critical we can be of ourselves. Almost cruel.


Fashion helped disguise my nerves. New Romantics led to a rockabilly look, then drama school. It all helped me build height on to my personality. Booze helped too. When I drank I was the same size as everyone else. People liked having me around even if I doubted myself, and I did doubt myself. I think I was born a worrier. My mother’s side of the family carries the hunted souls of the persecuted. Dad’s side was tough. Mum’s side was scared. I took after Mum. For as long as I could remember, I worried whether the sun would come up in the morning. And now, lying next to Barbara Windsor as the sleeping pill took hold of her, I worried, when the story dropped, if the sun would indeed rise and what the world would look like when it did. Of course, I told her I was fine. I wasn’t.


Early the next morning an edition dropped through the letterbox. We went downstairs together and there, staring at me from the doormat, was a picture of Barbara and me. I still hated the photo. We knew it was going to be front page, but knowing it and seeing it are two different things. Reading the article was worse. I was being spoken about as though I wasn’t a real person. Outside the house were about fifteen journos and paps.


‘What are we going to do?’ I asked in a panic.


‘Put on a smile, straight back, head up. You’ll be fine.’ I remember the noise of the camera shutters.


‘Morning, Scott.’


‘How you feeling, Scott?’


‘This way, Scott.’


Hearing my name called out completely freaked me out – the only time that happened was in the waiting room at the doctor’s. How mad was that? I tried to copy Barbara, I tried to smile, but I couldn’t raise my head. I felt like every movement was under the microscope, it was all exaggerated. Perhaps we all have a secret fantasy about being the centre of attention, certainly actors do, but it was awful. I didn’t know what to do. If I looked at them and smiled it would have appeared as if I was enjoying it, but I wasn’t. Thankfully no one followed us. We got to the Gordon Craig theatre in Stevenage and there was some excitement among the cast and crew because they thought I was an out-of-work actor helping Barbara out. A very camp panto actor came in with the paper in his hand and flung it on the floor in mock horror.


‘Darling,’ he purred, ‘I thought you were the dresser.’


When we went out for dinner that night it felt different. It was worth it because now we could relax, be ourselves, be a couple. Now that the secret was out, everyone would get bored, move on and we could get on with our lives, I thought, just me and Bar. Naive doesn’t come close.


On 3 January we went out to buy the papers. There was a picture of us leaving the house on the front of most of them. For the twenty-seven years I knew Barbara she would read five papers a day: the Sun, Mirror, Daily Star, Daily Mail and Daily Express. Bar was a consumer of tabloid news. She loved the papers. She understood their mischievous world. In its own way it’s a showbiz industry too. Big characters inhabited Fleet Street back then and it definitely had moments of high drama. That day, however, the drama was us. Most regurgitated the News of the World piece, but the Sun excelled itself: ‘BABS: CAN’T STOP, I’VE GOT A-LAD-IN TONIGHT!’ The smile on her face was put down to me being a ‘Genie-us in bed’. Clever if not surreal.


It wasn’t all laughs, of course. Rough with the smooth, right, Bar had warned me. The rough bits were the dissection of Barbara’s relationships with men. I was the last in a very long list. The thing is, I never minded her past. Far from it; I admired her for it, was even a bit envious of the things she’d done. The list was long, but it was an exciting one. George Best, Maurice Gibb, a couple of Krays, though she told me only Charlie had been someone she’d wanted, whereas Reggie was someone you couldn’t say no to. The article said she always looked for love in the wrong places, that the men in her life didn’t deserve her. I was being labelled as another misfit she could lay her head on. Until the next one came along.


What’s Barbara Windsor doing with a man who has bumfluff where a beard should be? That stung. I was being portrayed like a plaything, but in fact I was thirty years old. Hardly a boy.


Mum and Dad were fantastic. ‘Are you happy, son?’ they asked.


‘I’ve never felt so happy,’ I told them.


‘That’s good enough for us.’ They both really liked Barbara and in time came to love her.


‘It’s not going to be easy,’ said my dad. ‘You’re going to have to have broad shoulders.’


I had no idea how broad. The next day a journo got hold of my parents’ ex-directory number and called them. That gave me the first tremor of paranoia. Who would have given that to them? It felt awful. They went chasing my old drama school friends, anything in my past, it was like I was being hunted. There were endless follow-up stories as more and more details about our relationship and her marriage came to light. Barbara admitted she’d had four other affairs during her marriage, just to take the heat off me. It made us fiercely protective of each other and what we had.


‘It’ll die down,’ I said, holding her in bed, cocooned and feeling safe. Bar knew better. From the moment Ronnie Knight went to prison she had become tabloid fodder. Before then it was about her career and trying to get coverage. But the gangster–showgirl mix was explosive and the press couldn’t get enough. Ronnie had hated it and she was worried press attention would turn me against her as it had him. That’s why she told me so many times about how to handle it, how to not take the personal personally, and how to survive the intrusion.


‘I use them to promote my professional life, they use my private life to promote their paper. It’s give an’ take,’ she said. ‘They’ve shat on me a lot of times. I get knocked down, get back up, and dust myself off.’


I was in awe. No matter what had been written, when she saw the journalist who had penned it, she’d smile and say hello. I had no idea how to compartmentalise like that but, as far as she was concerned, it was part of the industry she was in and loved, so she would take it. Her life wasn’t private. Her personal life was of interest and there was no putting it back in the bottle. She didn’t always enjoy it and she was deeply anxious about the impact on me, but she knew how to work it and she did her best to impart that hard-won knowledge to me. Over the years I learnt how to handle the press, but in those early days I was a deer in headlights.


‘You all right?’ she would ask. ‘You okay?’


I kept telling her I was fine. I didn’t want her to worry about me too.


Then a week into the intense press interest, Barbara got a bad chest infection. She had to do a photoshoot for the authorised follow-up story and as she drew away in the car she looked like a frightened little lamb, tapping her nails on the glass, looking back at me until the car turned the corner. She was holding it together for me, I knew that, but I realised it was taking its toll. It was the business with Stephen and the pub that was the worst. He was getting angrier and loading all the guilt on her. I thought that was unfair; he was being dishonest about the state their marriage had been in. It was beginning to dawn on me that, while she’d been worried about me, she was the one who needed looking after. It was a lot of pressure and, though I rarely thought about Barbara’s age, it was being driven home by the headlines. She wasn’t twenty-one any more, she was fifty-six.


The more all this happened, the more strength I knew I needed to have in order to protect Bar. Her wellbeing and happiness were all that mattered.


‘So, what’s Scott’s financial situation?’ Stephen asked. I thought that was a bit rich coming from a man who was relying on his wife’s earnings. It was my turn to get angry. With him. But Bar was having none of it. She put the phone down.


‘You’ve got to move on,’ said Bar, firmly putting me in my place. ‘I loved him once. There is no point turning it into hatred. We are happy, so what have we got to be cross about?’


That was the thing about Bar, she never looked back.


After the last performance of Aladdin, there was a party, complete with mock awards. I got Best Off-Stage Performance as a Dresser. Bar received a special award for getting the Gordon Craig Theatre in Stevenage on the front page of the News of the World – surely a first in history.


Shortly after finishing work Barbara had a flare-up of diverticulitis and was in crippling pain. She would lock herself in the bathroom and I would hear her crying out in agony. There was nothing I could do to help the wrenching, griping pain in her lower abdomen. It was horrible, particles would get stuck in pockets in the lining of her lower intestine. But that wasn’t the only health scare we were dealing with.
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