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This book is dedicated to the brilliant and beautiful Rachels who are a never-ending source of inspiration and delight and who wrote most of this book – including this dedication.




Not that it matters, but what follows is true.*


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


* Though I have, reluctantly, changed a few names.




1


Birth was almost the death of me


When Mother found out she was pregnant with me she took an overdose. Father gave her the pills. She needed a drama from time to time to remind her that she was still alive. The overdose didn’t work. Had she known I would turn out like this she would have taken cyanide.


Still, even with a fine career as a failed abortion behind me, I couldn’t wait to be born. Mother might just as well have tried to stop a meteorite. Hurtling towards the earth, in 1962 I exploded on Hull. I was so appalled I couldn’t talk for two years.


Mother had been drunk throughout the entire pregnancy. It was me who was well mannered. I gave her no labour pains. I have never kicked a woman in my life – not even my own mother.


On the way to the hospital it had been decided that I would be called Hugo Horsley. During my birth she changed her mind, I was registered as Marcus. This would have been nice because, having danced myself out the womb, I could have been named after my first hero, Marc Bolan. It was not to be. By the time Mother got home she realised she had made a mistake. She took a deep breath and called me Sebastian. My name was changed officially by deed poll – but only when Mother got round to it. In 1967.


For this I am grateful. The most beautiful word in the English language is ‘Sebastian’. Sebastian Flyte, Sebastian Dangerfield, Sebastian Venable; the title is divine – all gleaming with vermilion. Even to the militant lowbrow that was Father. After my final naming, Father said to Mother, ‘I hope that name doesn’t give him any ideas.’


I have to say, it did rather. Years later when I was crucified and was asked repeatedly why I had done it I replied ‘Because I am called Sebastian.’ In the hooligan world of art this was understood. Sebastian as an icon is attractive – even if only to faggots. Mr Wilde took Sebastian as his Christian name for his alias when on the run in France. He also wrote ‘the grave of Keats’ for me:




The youngest of the martyrs here is lain,


Fair as Sebastian, and as early slain.





A good idea attempted is better than a bad idea perfected. There was no question that Mother and Father’s marriage was the latter. It had begun with a drama which would have turned Miss Scarlet O’ Hara herself crimson.


Mother had been wandering the world to no effect. Born in Wales – a country where Sunday starts early and lasts several years – she had had good reasons to flee. Her own mother had been someone who had nothing and wanted to share it with the world – so she had joined the Communist party, and entombed her daughter in a Catholic convent.


She had to be subsidised at Le Bon Sauveur, Holyhead, by the nuns who had a whip round to buy her clothing. This was Catholicism smartly sold, for Mother loved all the frocks and clothes. But she was determined to remain unsaved. A skinny, plain little girl with mousey hair and chilblains, she seemed shy as an antelope but her timidity masked a leonine spirit.


Ordered to do needlework she flushed her sampler down the lavatory. Confronted in class she threw ink over a Nun’s habit. One day she went on hunger strike. A nun sat across the table from her in the dining room commanding her to swallow. Mother folded her arms as tight as a straightjacket. Afternoon turned into dusk. The semolina cooled but her lips remained frozen. The sky turned dark. Suddenly she stood bolt upright and threw the pudding on to the floor. She marched round to the nun and fixed her with her stare. ‘Now you lick it up,’ she said.


It is impossible to receive grace in a state of rebellion. Hopeless at games and all subjects except for English Literature, Mother was about as useful as a nun’s tit.


At fourteen, Mother was moved to an elementary school. She was a solitary teenager with no friends and was nicknamed ‘gormless’ by her enemies. Her only recourse was to begin a journey to the interior. With no television in the house and a radio which could only be turned on when her mother was out (she hated any sign of the outside world) she saw and heard nothing; she had to use her imagination.


She wasn’t really grand enough to be a secretary but at seventeen she went to typing school in Llandudno, and from there to Edinburgh to become a shorthand typist for the Inland Revenue where she was paid £4.10 a week. She worked like a poor woman but walked like a queen. Give her the luxuries of life and she dispensed with the necessities. Food and shelter were optional, hats and furs obligatory. Mother understood instinctively that style has little to do with wealth; it is a way of being yourself in a hostile or indifferent world. To be ‘well dressed’ is not to have expensive clothes or the ‘right’ clothes. You can wear rags, so long as they suit you. Style is not elegance but consistency.


On a whim Mother left for New York and became a personal assistant to a Wall Street banker. The idea of Mother on Wall Street seems bizarre to me – but not to her. She was a bohemian – without prejudices and without roots.


She sat at her desk each morning reading Keats. Only urgent business would rouse her. One day she heard that a rival firm was going to do a promotion across the street. Two thousand balloons would be dropped from the top windows that evening. One of them would have a plane ticket attached. Mother put on her best hat to go out.


Where others swaggered down Wall Street in pursuit of money, Mother (who knew that shrewdness was the enemy of romance) skipped through the street in pursuit of her dreams. The red, white and blue balloons floated around her like soap bubbles. Crowds reached for the sky, but she jumped up and caught a balloon. And tied to it was the air ticket. Its destination – New Orleans.


When she arrived there she knew no one and had nowhere to live, not that this would inhibit her. She always seemed to land on her feet – or someone else’s. Meandering down to the French Quarter she spotted an art gallery, with its wares displayed on the street. She decided that she would stay and threw the return ticket away.


Art doesn’t pay but the hours are good. In the beginning, Mother worked full days. Her boss had her deal with the painters coming in, which she enjoyed. Artists are easy to get on with – if you’re fond of children. After a month she had eased off slightly. She got her office hours down to twelve to one – with an hour off for lunch.


Even in frivolity, she was disciplined. She gave her life over entirely to her own interests. She understood that all art constantly aspires towards the condition of music, towards that condition where our innermost point stands outside us. So she spent her days enjoying the soaring kindness of classical and ignoring the measured malice of Jazz. She loved one with the same fervour as she loathed the other. ‘Well, Jazz has a bad name because it’s crap and boring you know,’ she would say years later. ‘It is the most terrible revenge of the blacks on whites.’


Back in her rooms she read Shakespeare and Baudelaire. But her study programme also – inevitably – involved self-destruction. After all, it is the quickest way to gain control over your own destiny. She had discovered alcohol on the boat over to New York and would now stay up all night in saloons drinking bourbon and flirting with the men at the bar.


She met Janet who was to become a lifelong friend. On Sundays they would waltz – arm in arm – into a lesbian bar which had a free buffet. Both wore short cropped hair and boyish clothes but it was always Mother who got hit on. ‘Are you gay?’ a taxi driver once asked her. She shrugged, ‘Well sir, some days I am. Some days I’m not.’


Late one night Mother was walking through New Orleans. A white van pulled up. Two young men jumped out and dragged her into the back. ‘If you scream we’ll strangle you,’ one said. He tore down her knickers and then climbed on top of her. Then the second man took his turn. ‘They were just kids,’ Mother said later. ‘They couldn’t get it up. They were trying to play snooker with a rope.’


Mother’s boss had been Billie Holiday’s last lover, apparently. ‘I knew I was off heroin when I stopped watching TV,’ Miss Holiday famously said. He invited Mother to his apartment for dinner. The difference between rape and seduction is salesmanship. When Mother got there there was no supper. Instead he stood up, whipped out his cock and informed her, ‘What you need young lady is a good fuck.’ Mother bolted. The glass door slammed behind her. He ran straight through it and collapsed amid his shattered ego.


After Mother was fired, she was destitute. She survived on bananas that she ate in the supermarket. She was an instrument of fate.


One afternoon whilst sitting on the grass in Jackson Square Park she noticed a pointlessly tall man, with an irregular lope. He stood out. Everyone else wore sneakers or flip-flops, or went barefoot. Surely she heard the unmistakable clip of English brogue on English rogue? A bet was made with Janet, who was lounging beside her, that he was English. She won her bet. And two days later she married him.


Father had just hitch-hiked into town from Canada, where he had spent the last nine months doing odd jobs and seeing the country before returning home to settle down into the family business in Yorkshire. ‘I have a dairy,’ he told Mother. ‘Oh sure – a shack on the Moors with one cow,’ Janet said. Mother couldn’t care less. But when she went over she sent a telegram from a mansion in Yorkshire. All she said was: ‘There’s more than one cow.’


They spent their two day courtship in the way stations for the whisky wounded. Nothing ever closes in the French Quarter. It was sitting in Poppa Joe’s that Father asked Mother to marry him. She got up, went to the jukebox, selected Sarah Vaughn’s ‘I’m glad there is you’, and knocked back another drink. Then they tottered off East. Those days in America the man had to have a blood test for VD before the certificate could be signed. Father was terrified of needles. They found the one state where it was not mandatory.


The Justice of the Peace at Gulf Port, Mississippi raised a quizzical eyebrow when Mother walked in. ‘Er, hello again,’ he said.


Two weeks before Mother had been to the same place to marry an ex-con called Jack Stone. She had known him two days. Enough to warn him, ‘If I say yes to anything when I am drunk don’t believe me.’


Mother was like a bobbing ship which never moved but by the wind of men’s breath. With no oars of her own to steer and no personal ballast or rudder, she was blown to and fro, nowhere at home and everywhere at sea. When Mother and Mr Stone had got to the registry office the justice had asked her for proof of identity. Anything would do. Even a letter with an address on it. Mother had nothing.


Now, turning up again with Father, Mother had a letter but no ring. They had to borrow Janet’s. On the drive back to New Orleans, they came across a funfair and their first wedding present was a ride on the carousel. Father sent an economic telegram to his family. ‘MARRIED ENGLISH TODAY STOP LETTER FOLLOWING.’


It was Hitler’s birthday. 20 April 1958. They sold their story to the New Orleans Item. Under the heading ‘British Couple Meet Here, Wed’, they stare out from their photo with eyes unaware of all the hurt that will come. Mother rests gently on Father’s shoulder, a beautiful and inextricable combination of glamour and suffering. Father looks down, hidden in a forest of hair like a shy deer. He cradles awkwardly in his arms – as if foreseeing his children – a Neapolitan mandolin.


‘I just guess we’re not very English,’ Father said in the interview with a nod toward his bride of three days. The paper tells the story of their ‘whirlwind courtship’ saying ‘while it wasn’t as poignant as that of Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning, at least it shows that some Englishmen have more romance than caution in their souls.’ Due to sail from New York on the Queen Mary ‘there is a small cloud hanging over them. They have no money.’ Father said: ‘We may have to hitch-hike.’


Finally the reporter asked them, ‘Are you temperamentally suited to each other?’ Mother knew a good headline when she uttered one. ‘I’ve no idea,’ she said, ‘I’ve only known him a week. I don’t know who he is.’


For a long time I was troubled by three faint memories. In one we are at Castle House, a large folly in Brough. I must have been two or three. The fridge is full of eggs. I put my hands on the eggs and move them about but I don’t lift any of them up. They are cold and symmetrical and there are a lot of them. Slowly I close my hand around one and drop it semi-accidentally on the kitchen floor. The plop and the mess it makes are so delicious that I take another egg in my hand and repeat the experience. By the time Mother finds me an hour later the kitchen has been completely redecorated in eggshell white. The beam of sheer delight and satisfaction on my face made it impossible for her to admonish me. Knowing her she went even further and allowed me to feel that this was a taste we shared. As far as I was concerned I was Mother’s favourite. She hadn’t yet told me that I had been conceived through a broken condom and had survived an attempted abortion – although, clearly unable to keep this bit of gossip to herself, she had told my traumatised older sister that it was her she had tried to terminate.


In the second memory I am sitting in my high chair slobbering food. My arm is hanging down the side and my hand is by a cupboard – the door of which is open. Ash, my sister, suddenly slams the door shut cutting off the tip of the little finger on my right hand. Blood squirts everywhere. The nanny screams, like the nanny in Battleship Potemkin. The gardener, who as usual is in the kitchen rather than the garden, picks up the severed digit, pops it in an envelope, and rushes me and the bit of me to hospital. It is too late for the doctors to reunite us. They threw the wrong bit of me into the bin.


I was too well-mannered as a baby to cry – though in extenuating circumstances, such as these, I may have uttered a small yelp. So, as tears are the most potent weapons in a baby’s inexhaustibly malevolent arsenal, I was forced to arm myself elsewhere.


My revenge was exquisitely wrought. I waited – a few years – until Ash was bouncing bare-legged on the bed from her knees to her feet. I daintily spun a piece of broken glass on to the mattress which then harmlessly imbedded itself in her knee. My siblings were always too vulgar for me.


My last memory from this time involved learning to run before I could walk. As I stumbled down a long corridor I fell on to a milk bottle. The glass shattered against my hand. So much blood! So much blood outside that should be on the inside!


To this day my hands have not fully healed. Untouchable nerve ends tingle and jingle. Scars sing but I like them. Memories are only memories, but you can trust a scar.


In 1966 we moved from Castle House to High Hall where I remained until I was eleven and it is here that my sharper recollections begin. Before everything is hazy – memories seem like a mirage – but at the mere sound of the name of High Hall all the sights and the sounds and the smells of my childhood come back in a vivid rush.


High Hall was on the top of a hill so that God could see everything that went on. Below was the little village of Etton with its one street, one pub and one shop. The graveyard was part of the village where the dead rested, and Etton was the part of the churchyard where the living rested. All is full of silence. My memory always looks out towards the empty fields and gloomy yew trees standing along the blue-grey paths that zigzagged the landscape. The sun shines, the earth is unpopulated and to my waking eye all is frozen as if forever in a state of pause and expectancy.


Originally a small eighteenth-century manor house High Hall had now been transformed into a mansion large enough to accommodate an entire Catholic family. A soaring, rambling building of red brick with stone dressings and sharp gables, it had three floors with endless bedrooms and bathrooms and attics and corridors along which to race and fall. And in the middle of it all was the vast balconied entrance hall, so high that it felt as if trees as tall as sequoias could have bloomed there. Outside were lawns and paddocks, tennis courts, out-houses and stables. It was an entire universe for a child. I remember it all so well. High Hall may have forgotten me but I have not forgotten her.


In sleep, when all the gunk of memory flies like rubbish from a dustbin upset in a high wind, I return again and again to this house. It is the setting for my most persistent adult dream where I am swooping through the gardens and trees. The fields are tinged with red, the rivers yellow, and the trees painted blue. The lanes are paved with opals and the air sparkles like diamonds. There are camellias as big as cabbages and sunflowers as tall as telegraph poles. I alone hold the key to this paradise.


In my thirties, when I was ill in bed from drugs, I revisited High Hall with the sentimental oversensitivity of heroin sickness. Even the mildest withdrawal causes acute nostalgia. For me, I always return to the magic of childhood. Each morning, I woke up a little sick. I lay there looking at shadows on the white plaster ceiling. I felt the awful ache of longing for High Hall and was torn, remembering the golden nights falling on to the sunset lawn.


In the early days of Mother and Father’s marriage they were happy, but I have no memory of this. The astonishing glass shade that – Mr Forster tells us – falls and interposes between married couples and the world had most definitely fallen. They barely left the house. They sat and they drank. Occasionally, they stood up and walked – to the Light Dragoon pub in the village.


They seemed to believe that Romantic love excluded procreation. When we have a child we are creating our greatest rival, a person we are going to love more than each other. They weren’t having any of this. They paid hardly any attention to us whatsoever. They didn’t even ignore us.


At the age of five I went to Cherry Burton primary school, two miles from Etton. I remember my first day well because I shat myself – in class. My upper half was dripping with tears and my lower half was dripping with excrement. But what really upset me was that the teacher put me in a pair of bright yellow shorts with big white polka dots which I had to walk home in. I had my standards. They may have been low, but I had them.


It was at primary school that the dreadful realisation started to dawn on me that I wasn’t particularly clever. It is true that I neither distinguished nor disgraced myself at the school, but I was slow – almost stationary.


You are better off with half a brain so you can’t grasp the extent of your own shortcomings. But I knew only too well. It was compounded by Ash’s brilliance. She dazzled in mathematics, languages and sciences – all of the things which I simply couldn’t, and still can’t, understand. (In real life, I assure you, there is no such thing as algebra. I have never had to whip out a book of logarithms to work out what to pay my dealer.) The headmaster actually called Mother and Father to the school to tell them that he thought Ash was touched with genius.


While she was solving the problems of the universe in six different languages. I was having problems tying my shoelaces. I pretended to love slip-ons rather than admit my shameful secret. Father taught Sister to read and write at the age of three, but he gave up on me. So – eventually – did she. Once, trying to school me in something and not having the desired effect, Ash got more and more bossy until in the end I punched her in the face.


It was hopeless. I couldn’t read, write, catch or spell. Father never tired of reminding me, ‘Well, I tried to teach Sebastian but he was too stupid to get it.’ I longed for dyslexia or some such alibi. Any attempts to dignify my idiocy were inevitably shot down by Father. ‘Dyslexia is the term posh people use to describe their children’s stupidity,’ he would drawl.


I can’t believe that Mother, who had never had more than a seaside romance with responsibility, could have possibly noticed, but she invited my primary school teacher, Mr Piles, round to discuss my progress – or lack of it. It was 4 p.m. and Mother offered him tea. ‘I’ll have a whisky,’ he said. After a brief discussion about me they both got pleasantly tipsy. But as the afternoon progressed into evening, my teacher became belligerent and his working-class roots started to grow until he was out of his family tree. Mother, who detested the working classes, tried to change the subject. How cross drunks get if you try to do this to them. To try and snatch a subject from a drunk is like trying to snatch a bone from a mad Alsatian.


Mr Piles stood up, and – pointing to the massive garden – screamed, ‘See those fucking sweet peas out there – that’s money. That’s fucking money! It’s because of those fucking peas and people like you that people like me never get anywhere. Why do I have to teach your fucking children anyway? Fuck you.’


There is a thin line between a dignified alcoholic and an obnoxious drunk. Mr Piles staggered into the courtyard and then into his car. Mother tried to stop him by jumping on to its running board. They tore through the gates of High Hall and then screeched into the road throwing Mother into a ditch. Teacher, car and career then went careering off in a headlong downhill rush, through Etton, into a wall and then – another ditch.


At High Hall we spent most of our time in isolation. This didn’t worry me particularly. As a natural loner I grasped early the irrelevance of family life. The outside world and the part which I might play in it seemed unreal and perilous. Already I had begun the retreat into the strong, sad kingdom of self.


Although I did have my grand passions, my love affairs, my distractions. I fell in love with the sunflower. I would plant them every year, a monstrous regiment ranked against the wall of the barn. I did not care for the marigold, the dahlia or the rose. It was only the sunflower that I identified with. I had an instinct for its sudden, fantastic radiance and its equally sudden collapse. Maybe, even then, I sensed in it an emblem of our own lives.


My other hobby at this stage of my life was arson. Arson is a bit like a drug – you need bigger and bigger hits to achieve the same effect. I started small. Models which I had spent weeks painstakingly assembling, assiduously painting, would then be proudly lined up on the old stone mounting block in the yard, doused with petrol and torched. But that didn’t keep me happy for long.


First I selected my target: a large haystack about a quarter of a mile from the house. Then, waiting until dusk, I took out the matches. The dry stalks immediately caught. I remember the thrill of the smoke, the fear that caught in my throat as the flames suddenly leapt up. I remember the excitement as I cycled as fast as I could back to the house and ran up to the attic. From there I watched the fire which blazed like a vast gold idol in the night.


Later, I watched the lights of the fire engines arriving, blinking in and out of focus like fireflies as they zigzagged along the country lanes. I drank in the sight. It was my first taste of that intoxicating cocktail of fear and power.


Next: High Hall. It was an accident of course – though it began in Ash’s pram which, left in the boiler room, I had doused in methylated spirits and then torched. I sat in the middle of the floor giggling. Mother rushed in with a blanket over her head and put the fire out. The sight of Mother behaving responsibly was an absurd an image as Count Dracula going for an early morning run.


Another of my pastimes at this tender age was acting as an electrical conductor. There were live fences in the paddocks surrounding our home – to keep the horses in and the Horsleys out. I would lure a friend over and then, clutching the wire, would let the currents pass through me and – as I grabbed their hand – into them. It was worth it to see their faces jerk. Their bodies jumped like puppets on strings.


However, I did manage to learn how to read and write in Father’s library. I had discovered Tintin – which was for children who found Asterix too intellectual. I’d been rather bored by The Hardy Boys Go Eat Their Lunch. To me Tintin was truer than if he had really existed and I worshipped him.


Mother and Father were too intelligent to have been tempted to fool either themselves or others by appearing bohemian. Mother was a poet. A real poet. She did nothing. Not even write poems. Father had had vague romantic dreams of writing like Hemingway but instead he started to sell pork pies.


But many people are born a poet and die a businessman. His library reflected his lost hopes – in his study was his harem: Kafka, Fitzgerald, Baudelaire and Ginsberg. My favourite was William Burroughs.


I opened Naked Lunch. Page 99. And read:




‘Darling, I want to rim you,’ she whispers.


‘No. Not now.’


‘Please, I want to.’


‘Well, all right. I’ll go wash my ass.’


‘No, I’ll wash it.’


‘Aw shucks now, it ain’t dirty.’


‘Yes it is. Come on now, Johnny boy.’





I knew I was approaching the spot where the treasure lay buried.


Mother read Wilde to us. It was often the same story. ‘The Happy Prince.’ She was always unable to finish reading because her face was wet with tears. Years later when I tried to read the same tale to a lover, I too couldn’t finish it. Perhaps the deepest parts of our hearts are inherited.


It wasn’t just the literature of Wilde that Mother seemed to have picked up like a silk glove, tried it on, and found a perfect fit. His style had permeated her life. And she passed his theatricality down the parade to me. I can remember her dressing once with great care in front of the mirror before going out, demanding that one of her children accompany her. ‘Which child?’ the nanny asked. ‘I don’t care,’ Mother snapped. ‘Whichever one goes with red velvet.’ (Naturally it was me.) Her twin obsessions, death and clothes, merged in an unholy matrimony. She would talk incessantly about wearing glamorous underwear so as to be prepared for the cataclysmic car accident which she, and we, spent half our lives waiting for.


If charisma is being able to persuade without the use of logic then Mother had charisma. She led me into a life-long exotic swoon from which I have never really recovered. When I think of her swirling in her hats and furs like a vamp of the silent screen, what gaudy ghosts I see in the rear-view mirror of my own life.


But at the time all I felt was embarrassment. It was sports day at primary school and as usual I had lost everything it was possible to lose. I waited to tell Mother that her fine young son hadn’t gone far. Mother, naturally, was late.


The Jaguar crunched down the drive and the door slowly opened. What came out the back seemed to have more legs than a bucket of chicken, all wearing fishnet stockings. Mother followed, adorned with jewels, a black feather boa and flamingo-pink gloves. She looked like a drag queen’s Christmas tree. Her dress was split to the frontiers of decency and was so tight you could see what she was thinking. And when she let go of her hat brim, she seemed to have on her head a great flapping bird that was finding it difficult to roost on a moving perch. Tipsily she tottered over. ‘Lost again sweetie?’ she asked.


How Mother ever got a driving licence was the eighth wonder of the world. On the occasions we missed the school bus she would be at the wheel of her open top Triumph dressed in her negligee and slippers, her long hair blowing wildly in the wind. She would babble and curse away to herself like a bag lady. We never knew what these conversations were about except that they were stuffed with expletives. She was the most even tempered person I ever knew. She was always mad.


Life is only theatre – and Mother understood that it was mostly cheap melodrama at that. She was a performance in search of an audience.


Father had given up his search for everything – except the bottle of spirits. He was present – but completely inaccessible. And this suited me. Father and son are natural enemies, and it is in the interests of both of them to keep it that way.


The worst misfortune that can happen to an ordinary man is to have an extraordinary father. And Father was extraordinary – but not in the way he wanted to be. He made it appear when he had attained the object of his work – the making of a fortune – that it was not the object of his work. He had followed his father into the family company and turned the dairy into Northern Dairies and Northern Dairies into Northern Foods. From the head quarters in Hull he eventually built up a two billion pound business. And yet, offered the CBE for services to industry, he turned it down.


To refuse awards is another way of accepting them with more noise than is normal. But he turned his down quietly – much to the horror of his parents. They adored titles and heredities in their hearts and yet ridiculed them with their mouths, particularly Grandfather, who in vanity’s parade not only marched at the head but carried the biggest, brightest banner.


But Father had the truly talented inability to appreciate his rare gifts. As a businessman he was forever apologising for his occupation. It was as if he didn’t want to become a man of success; he wanted to become a man of value. And value to him lay in a profession like creative writing, investigative journalism or radical politics.


Motherhood, as all stylists know, is the most starless role a woman can play. Mother understood this and wasn’t going to let a minor detail – like three children – get in the way of her performance. Father, on the other hand, was an enemy of style. People who are not vain about their clothes are often vain about not being vain about their clothes. He had been neglecting his appearance for so long it had gone away. Yet he showed a strange, unholy symmetry with Mother. It may take years for someone to realise that they are ill-suited for the roles they have been offered but Father knew immediately that, in playing himself, he had been completely miscast. He was not the sort of man who could be counted upon either as a lover, a husband, a father or even a vaguely civil companion. And in this, at least, he was completely professional.


I have no real memories of him at all, except that he gave me swimming lessons. Each Sunday he would drive us in his Jaguar – I used to travel in the boot – to Pocklington Baths. I recall that I had a few problems with buoyancy but that Father seemed content with my performance.


But apart from that he did nothing. He didn’t even take me aside and leave me there. It’s ironic even now that I am referring to him as ‘Father’ because in the ten years that I knew him he refused to answer me if I called him by this name – or worse ‘Dad’ or ‘Daddy’. I was only allowed to call him ‘Nick’.


Perhaps it was because of his bodily condition. Father’s physical self stood in the way of his intellectual and spiritual self. He was a spastic. Along with a business, he had inherited a paraplegic condition from my grandparents. It was genetic – an extremely rare degenerative disorder of the spinal cord which can only be manifested when two people, carrying the same genetic mutation, have children. The chances of two people who carry it meeting and then breeding are almost infinitesimally small. But that was the sort of luck that ran in my family.


As children we were spectators at the slow drama of his disintegration. It started with the strange walk Mother had noticed when she met him in New Orleans: a dragging, shuffled gait. By the time we were growing up shoes were becoming uncomfortable. We would hear his walk, a sliding of slippers across the parquet hall, the coins in his pocket jingle-jangling. It steadily got worse. First sticks, then crutches and finally he was confined to a wheelchair. The only place he could move freely was in water. Then it was I who watched him swim.


Before the doctors knew what his condition was they tried to operate on him by breaking all his toes one by one and then drilling wire through to straighten them. I remember going to visit him in hospital. Father lay in the dark room, heavily sedated, his lower legs swathed in thick bandages. The cloying smell of hospitals and their sickness and their heat, hung in the air. I can remember my confusion. Why had they had hurt him? Why had they broken my father’s feet? When he came home it was almost unbearably painful and yet compelling to see this quietly dominant figure who had ruled my life by default for so long limping about the house. To this day my heart cracks when I see a cripple. I have to wince and turn away. It always lights a powder trail that leads straight back to Father.


After sunflowers I developed an infatuation with the great white shark. I spent days in my room studying and drawing it and collecting books and magazines with features starring my new friend. Brother was preoccupied with dinosaurs which seemed pointless to me because they didn’t exist. The true mystery of the world for me was already the visible, not the invisible. The shark was a living dinosaur – 400 million years old – and it ate people.


My career as a vandal was flourishing. I laid waste to the green fields of Etton like a locust. The greenhouses were my speciality. I would lock other children in them and then pelt all I could find down on them. Bricks, slates, pebbles, toy cars, tin cans, action men and dolls – all arched through the air and, like Nijinsky, paused for one precious moment before crashing down through the roof. With my cousins on a bridge over the motorway in Brough I dropped stones on to the passing cars. Then we would scramble under the flyover and hide in the channel between the overpass and the embankment. Here we sat happily rolling logs down on to the highway.


When I was nine I managed to get my hands on a 1.77 air rifle. The roof of High Hall was accessible through a small trap-door in the attic. In the basting summer heat, I used to lie on one of the many parapets that ran round the top of the house and take aim at the trees and the cars and the cows. In the country, where everything is well behaved – even the flowers and the trees – someone has to set a standard of bad behaviour.


After a while I grew bored so I started taking potshots at members of my own family while they played croquet. I’m sure I would have remembered if I had hit any of them but in love it is always the gesture that is important. In this my aim was true.


It was only a matter of time before I graduated to murder. I woke up one morning and the sun was shining. I felt like killing something. Anything. I set off down the lane at the front of High Hall and crept up on a robin perched on a farm gate. I stopped to study the little bird. It seemed so pleased with its own prettiness. It chirped up at the blue sky as if the whole world had been created for its own happiness. I raised my gun. I remember the satisfying crack as the slug smashed the brittle crust of its thorax. The bird dropped dead on to the ground.


I felt like I’d just shot Father Christmas. I rushed over to the broken creature, bent down on my knees and burst into tears. I carried it to the back of the garden where I made a little grave and laid it down in the earth, cold and alone.


No wonder people are so horrible given that they start life as children. The idea that children are innocent is a myth. I don’t ever remember being virginal or particularly surprised or shocked by anything at all. What was so awful about me was my sheer selfishness, my naked Darwinian lust for supremacy. As an adult at least I learnt how to disguise it.


The idea that Mother and Father would divide their love amongst three was appalling. I simply cannot live within my income of praise. From the very start I wanted to be the bride at every wedding, the corpse at every funeral and the baby at every christening.


I was particularly horrible to my brother. It started early. When Ash, coming back from the hospital, told me ‘It’s a boy,’ my face fell to the floor. ‘Stillborn’ was kinda what I was hoping for. Jake was a potential threat to my individuality. From that moment on, my relationship with him was always fraught – any excuse I got to slap, stab, or shoot him, I took it. I remember pushing his pram down the sloping lawn and then letting it go to career into a ditch and turn over. ‘Jake’s dead I think,’ I informed my mother. When he was older I used more subtle tactics. I remember kicking him in the stomach and watching him crumple like a deflating airbag. Once he was ostentatiously tapping his foot to Marc Bolan. I stood up and stamped on it. ‘Find your own music,’ I said. Later he stole my clothes and possessions, trying to inhabit me. He failed. Nobody can be exactly like me. Even I have trouble doing it.


Mother had an appetite for sadness that no amount of misfortune could satisfy. One day we got a black and white television. It was a lighted rectangle packed with celebrities and other unnatural disasters which Mother took great delight in revealing to us. Her favourite subject was death. And movie stars. But it was how movie stars died that really excited her.


She stood behind us, drink in hand as we sat mesmerised by the flickering images.


‘Ohhh that’s Jayne Mansfield isn’t it? Isn’t she ugly? Do you know how she died children? Decapitated with her children in the back of the car. Can you imagine? Oh and isn’t that George Sanders? He was a pig! Do you know what happened to him? He committed suicide leaving a note saying: “God I’m so bored.”’ And so it went on. ‘Kay Kendall? Cancer. Horribly.’ ‘Linda Darnell? Burned to death after falling asleep with a cigarette! Can you imagine? God I’d hate to burn to death. You look so awful afterwards.’


Mother’s childhood had been an apprenticeship in human despair. Her father, ‘Jack the Bolter’, was a pulp writer of lurid fiction who never worked and disappeared soon after Mother’s birth. She never saw him again. She remembers only his big blue eyes. His words were cheap and invariably stolen. He would send her stories to the convent which she later found out he had plagiarised. There is no record of his books. However, we should not be judged by what comes out of our mouths but what comes out of our hearts. Nothing, it seemed, in the bolter’s case. He was a chronic womaniser and knew little of that melancholy sexual perversion known as fidelity. Mother’s mother was wife no. 4.


Ada – who we called Gogo – was an awesome study in selfdestruction. A drunken spirit whose divine essence was lunacy. As a child I was aware of the unpredictability that is the pulse of madness. Mother too had grown up with it. She’d lived in a little flat in which the curtains were kept permanently drawn. Her character, like a photograph, developed in darkness. No one ever came to visit the house and no one ever knew what time of day it was. ‘It was like living on an island,’ Mother told me. Gogo favoured her son over her daughter. She would wake at four in the afternoon and prepare breakfast, giving him a brown egg which for some reason she considered superior to Mother’s white. And she would often disappear and leave both of them in the house for days on end. Gogo always ended up in the same place. Drunk.


Father understood Gogo. He understood the democracy of drink. No drunk, after all, can look down on another. Being inebriated was like a Christian act of communion. Anyone could come in and share. Besides, he hated to feel alone in his vice. When Gogo came to High Hall he always put a bottle of her favourite Dubonnet by her bedside.


As an adult I was touched by Gogo’s failure, but as a child I was scared of her. The careless way in which she bore the burden of life left a fear in us all that she might lose or cast it away at any moment. Always falling over and having accidents, the worst of which – a car crash – left her with severe head injuries and paralysis down her right side. She had no feelings in her arm or hand. When she came to High Hall she would demonstrate this by putting this numb appendage in the fire and leaving it there. We would crowd round her and cheer her on: ‘Put it in further Gogo! To the left a bit – there – over that flame!’ We waited for her to scream and jump back in agony or for the skin on her hand to burn, crack or melt. It never did.


On another occasion she fell over and gouged her eye. I remember it being the middle of the longest night. I heard her wailing first, then the noise of her stumbling and scratching around in the blackness like a wounded bear. She staggered out of her room, the blood pouring from her face. She had fallen on the bed-end, apparently, and the knob had sunk into her eye socket.


Screaming, I turned and fled. She tottered after me, arms outstretched, like some grotesque old ghoul. In my mind she was chasing me. In her mind she was trying to comfort me.


From that day on the spare room in which she had slept became malevolent. I couldn’t go in there anymore but I would peep round the door and see the dried darkness of the bloodstain on the carpet.


I can safely say that I had the worst luck since this cosmic dust ball of a planet opened for business. I was born into a family of socialists. Socialism means – to me – a wider distribution of smoked salmon, caviar and champagne. But it didn’t to them. It meant organising, controlling and marshalling people – and particularly their own kin.


The good news was that the spacious philanthropy and socialism which Father exhaled upon the world stopped quite sharply at the door of his own home. High Hall was riddled with standards of living. Every luxury was lavished on me – atheism, alcoholism and insanity. There were compensations. Money, chiefly, and lots of it. It cascaded from the sky like confetti. It dawned on me fairly early on that I was a parvenu. Oh well. Nouveau Riche is better than No Riche. But at the time it set us apart. The Jaguars, High Hall, the London flat. When we went up there, Harrods doubled up as our corner shop. We would run and scream, grabbing toys and walloping each other. We never bothered to ask the price of what we wanted – it would have been unseemly for children of our position.


As with the Christian religion, the worst advertisement for socialism is its adherents. Grandfather had founded the family business, Northern Diaries, which became the main supplier of food products to Marks & Spencer. He believed that just because a business was large, efficient and profitable did not mean that it had to take advantage of the public. But the problem that he faced was that the urge to save humanity is almost always a false front for the urge to rule. There are two types of tyrants. Those who think they are God and those who are certain of it. Grandfather was certain of it.


Those who claim to care about the human race are utterly indifferent to the sufferings of individuals. Grandfather was essentially a man of peace – except in his domestic affairs. And here this particular dove of peace shat on everybody. No one loves the man whom he fears. Father hated him right up to the end. He didn’t even bother to attend his funeral.


My family may have been opposed to capitalism but not to capital. However strict their social conscience, they lived in houses as big as they could pay for. And their ethics did not prevent them from selling these houses for twice their value if a buyer was a naïve negotiator. Caveat emptor was their family motto.


Talbot Lodge, Hessle was where my grandparents on Father’s side lived and as children we spent a lot of time here among the weeping willows that lined the swimming pool – especially when Mother and Father’s marriage began to disintegrate. The house and its decoration were horrible – you wouldn’t have imagined it possible to spend £100,000 in Woolworth’s.


Grandmother played golf which is the nearest thing to being dead on this planet. She was an complete enigma. If you scratched her surface you would only find more surface. Only once did her Formica veneer crack: when Father deposed Grandfather. He had been getting old and was losing his judgement, starting to fund bad business projects and donate to dodgy causes. Father, as deputy chairman of the company, led a boardroom coup and got him fired. Grandmother threw a drink over him. Other than that she was a silent mystery to everyone and died at eighty-two of embroidery.


Her one great quality was loyalty. She was Eva Braun to Grandfather’s Adolf. You could imagine him shovelling the Jews into the big ovens while she stood by her little one saying ‘Darling, would you like one potato or two?’ She didn’t have a bad word to say about anybody – even Adolf Hitler: he was the best in his field.


At Talbot Lodge Grandfather held court. The rich, the famous and the desperate all turned up. The house set the scene for the first business meeting between Gordon White and James Hanson. It was where the legendary foreign correspondent James Cameron used to talk about the horrors of nuclear warfare after he had watched the 1946 explosion at Bikini Atoll, his opinions reinforced in Hiroshima where he saw the after-effects that radioactivity had on survivors of the ‘Little Boy’ atomic bomb. Left wing show-business figures like Susannah York, Sybil Thorndyke and Paul Robeson rubbed shoulders with political figures like Michael Foot and Bruce Kent – the head of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. Philip Larkin came to High Hall and Fay Godwin was a regular visitor. One evening she took photographs of me posing with a guitar like Marc Bolan. Almost everyone wants to be famous, or if not famous to have some tenuous connection to celebrity. The Horsley family were no exception. They could not endure the economic equality they espoused nor could they leave the underdog alone.


People should only take offence at people who are genuinely offensive – like terrorists or pregnant women. Talbot Lodge had even dodgier visitors. A paedophile friend of Grandfather’s, his face riddled with cancer, once took quite a shine to Brother. Brother, as a child, had one of those faces of marvellous beauty which stopped strangers in the streets, so a paedophile invited into the family circle could hardly have been expected to be indifferent. I detested his ingratiating manner, his obsequious compliments – but solely because they weren’t directed at me.


Grandfather would bring all kinds of deadbeats back to the house where he would try to rehabilitate them. Of course, they were his equals in every sense except that of being equal to him. He loved the poor, the downtrodden and the queer. But his favourite were the blacks, whom he loved unashamedly – he certainly wouldn’t have had his servants any other colour.


There is a certain spiritual calm that comes from having money in the bank. Grandfather visited Myra Hindley and the notorious Glaswegian gangster and murderer Jimmy Boyle in the Barlinnie Special Unit. When the Great Train Robbers were in Hull he went to see them regularly – which in its day was shocking. How morality has changed. Who today, except possibly the Postmaster General, would refuse to shake hands with one of the Great Train Robbers? Grandfather, on the other hand, looking at the guard bleeding to death on the hijacked train would say, ‘We must find the man who did this. He needs help!’ He was like the Liberals who have invented whole college majors – psychology, sociology, women’s studies – to prove that nothing is anybody’s fault.


Mother and Father couldn’t help adopting some of these dreary causes. They used to go out on peace demonstrations. I can’t remember now whose side they were on. One of their great stories was that Ash had been conceived on the Aldermaston peace march. While all the other demonstrators slept out in the open, Mother and Father went to the Hotel Majestic-Fantastic.


It was to my great delight that I found I had been conceived in New York: artificial, machine made, and against nature. I was a natural born American! I had been promised the end of the world as a boy and I was very disappointed that I wasn’t getting it.
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The dandy is divine


True longing must always be directed to something unattainable. Marc Bolan was achingly so. I knew him as others know God. He was all-pervading but remote: I created him, but his fate was not my fate and he remained intractable, unlikely to respond to my prayers. I yearned for him to save me from the maelstrom of High Hall, from a place where, until I discovered Marc, uproar was the only music. Like all true stars, the more the surrounding night darkened the more brightly his image glowed in the firmament of my dreams.


When I turned my eyes towards him, my pulse quickened; the shadows on the walls of High Hall grew sharper; the background music swelled. By these signs I was made aware that I was in love. Here was a man whose diamond hands were stacked with roses – the precious roses of personality.


It was time to become Marc Bolan. I spent my days studying his face, his make-up, his clothes, his voice. I made magical charms, I cast spells, I uttered petitions of prayer that would bring him closer to me. My bedroom was littered with offerings: guitars created out of cardboard boxes with wool for strings, microphones made out of bamboo sticks with tennis balls for heads, and amplifiers from old tea chests covered with tin foil.


I stole into Mother’s dressing room and, draping myself in her black feather boa, slid on her pink silk gloves. I sat at her dressing table and painted myself with her brightest red lipstick. I can still remember the sticky aroma and the strange waxy texture on my lips. But I was dazzled by the gash across my face. Copying Mother, I rubbed my lips together, pursing and pouting in the mirror. The transformation was intoxicating.


I would stage concerts where I mimed along to Marc’s gorgeously nonsensical and deliciously fey lyrics. My favourite was the nothing risque, nothing gained ‘Raw Ramp’:




Ohh woman, I love your chests.


Ohh baby I’m crazy about your breasts.’





I had never been happier. I could keep these performances up for whole afternoons.


One day Father walked in on me while I was in full flight and I crumpled in on myself wincing with embarrassment. I fell on the floor so hard that the record jumped and scratched. I can still see him staring at me in disbelief.


I couldn’t stop myself. Through Father I had learnt that men were of the air. They had the adventurous spirit of ruthlessness and distance. Through Mother I had learnt that it was women who were the repository of the passions. My emotions were always in motion – I was starting to feel more and more of an honorary woman as a result. I also noted the difference between Mother and Father’s style. Diamonds seemed to be a girl’s best friend, but a man’s best friend was a dog. No wonder I had decided to switch allegiances.


In order to complete my metamorphosis I searched myself for vestiges of masculinity as though for lice. I did not worry about my character but about my hair and clothes. I burnt my Action Men – or at least those few that had heroically got through all the earlier adventures with the chemistry set – and started to accumulate the props and accoutrements of the fairer sex.


First, I bought women’s magazines. Jackie became my bible. Dolls and their garments followed. It took months but finally I had grown my hair as long as I could and tried with a yearning heart – and a few cunning simpers – to pass myself off as a girl. Ash was imperiously instructed that, as of now, her brother was officially ‘dead’. She must, henceforth, refer to me (if at all) as her sister. Proof that my mission had finally been triumphantly accomplished came when a shopkeeper, having served Ash, turned towards me. ‘And what does the little girl want?’


To most children there is a difference in degree between their imaginary and their real lives – the one being more fluid, freer and more beautiful than the other. To me fantasy and reality were not merely different; they were opposed. In the one I was Marc or some other exotic, disdainful woman; and in the other I was just a boy.


What I adored about Marc was that he allowed me to start being the person whom I was beginning to suspect that I was. He was the first icon to turn androgyny into a saleable commodity. Even during his days as an elfin folk singer, he was haunted by an angelic, hermaphroditic mood. A special aura radiates from people who have succeeded in synthesising their professional and personal lives. Marc was someone who could not have been invented – not even if the whole world had sat up all night. My real education was about to begin. At 8.30 in the evening, on 22 December 1972 at the Edmonton Sundown in London, I finally saw him.


I had arrived with my little friend Steve who I had met in Sicily. He loved Marc. I loved Marc. This is the stuff of friendship when you’re young.


Steve had fractured his leg in a skiing accident. We had been driven to the concert hall in a black limousine as long and swift-flowing as the Thames. Its windows were blackened and everything inside was expensively upholstered, including the chauffeur. As the car purred through the crowds that were milling at the entrance, girls started hurling themselves upon it like suffragettes. ‘MARC! MARC! MARC!’


It was a catastrophic case of mistaken non-entity. When two spotty brats – one of whom was in plaster – hobbled out of the limousine the screams died on their foaming lips. I, who have always had such a strong sense of the disappointingness of existence, hung my head in shame. I was sorry that I was nobody. Steve tried to stand tall on his dignity. He failed. It is difficult to look significant on crutches.


Inside the concert hall the lights dimmed and Marc walked on to the stage. He was wraith thin and tiny, with huge lamp-lit eyes and black corkscrew hair that seemed not so much to grow as to cascade round his ethereally pale face. His gold lamé jumpsuit and pink lamé tailcoat were set off by the tiny women’s shoes in which he skipped out from the wings. He prowled round the stage: arrogant, magnificent; he strutted and preened every movement radioactive and glowing with his utter self belief. ‘I stared at the make-up on his face, his long black hair, his animal grace.’ David Bowie had got it completely right. I fell at his feet.


Music is sublime. No other art form can match it. No other art form can offer so reliable an antidote to everyday life – as long as you are prepared to surrender yourself completely to its passions. This music was my own. I was only ten. But already I recognised it as every young man will recognise the thing that he is destined to love the most.


Returning home I decided that I too was going to become a famous pop star and rule the world. Mother bought me a cheap electric guitar and Ash a piano. A teacher came twice a week to bridge the awful chasm between her and Beethoven and me and Marc.


I liked to try and play but not so anyone would like to hear. I only knew two tunes. One of them was ‘Get it on’ and the other wasn’t. I had read in Jackie that Marc Bolan was a three-chord fraud but I didn’t care – to me he was the most beautiful fraud in the world. He would provide me with wit just as Tintin had provided me with wisdom.


Marc was super-plastic profound. A curious hybrid of dandy and poseur, street urchin and visionary. The mass of contradictions could be held together only by the unifying power of art. The only real philosophy he had was that a human being was an art form in itself. He was entirely his own creation: a creature lovingly constructed from the materials of his imagination. He was important for being trivial yet deep, poppy yet interesting – all the things I came to love in one person.


Marc Bolan explained me to myself. Like the pop stars I too would try to empty myself of the dreariness of mere character and make myself available, without reservation, not to individuals but to the world at large. I was to find out that this way of life was a martyrdom of sorts.


There are few people who are unashamed of their love affairs when the infatuation is over. I was never ashamed of Marc. As I grew up I was able see him more as a person and I realised it was better that he lived only in my heart, where nothing could stain our love. He had served his purpose. I had kept for myself a little back shop which was all my own, quite unadulterated, in which I tried to establish my true freedom and the place of my schemes and dreams. Here I made my little offerings to him in the shape of album sleeves and drawings, pillow cases and posters. Marc had been my first muse.


While I was making pictures Mother was still making scenes. She was not alone. Scenes were to my family what glass beads were to African traders. There is a photo I have of them all taken around this time. Mother is on the floor face down in a pool of her own vomit. On the sofa sits Gogo, her wig awry, her lipstick skid-marked across her face. Next to her sits Father, his drink in one hand and his cock in the other. Home sweet home was obviously written by a bachelor.


For me, this picture marks the moment when sanity finally walked out on us. Mother’s love affair with Father was shattering and, of course, in the most dramatic and spectacular fashion. If two people love each other there can be no happy end to it. The reality was probably that the relationship had simply exhausted all its possibilities and one of them should have whipped out a scarf (preferably silk) and flapped goodbye. But human beings are rarely able to arrive at such a philosophical point without destroying everything around them first. Mother and Father were losers: two stowaways on the kamikaze plane of life. In the beginning their love had been like a fairy tale suspended in the perpetual fantasy of youth. Now had come a darker day.


Father was not going to help the situation. He had pickled his monstrous ego in depravity. He had never operated an open-house policy. But now it was open-bed. Lovers called in from the cold – in their dozens. Sex sat enthroned; her drawbridge pulled up to keep intellect at bay. Father was more interested in penetrating orifices than penetrating insights. Often we came home to find him in the company of a woman – there were many, none of whom bore any resemblance to Mother. Often we sat in some stranger’s sitting room, playing with some stranger’s kids, while father disappeared upstairs with the stranger in question for an hour or two.


One evening he fucked Mother’s best friend, Janet, while they were swimming in the Mediterranean. I watched them sucking and fumbling at each other like a brace of mating sea slugs. Another time he tried to seduce Mother’s sister-in-law (conveniently for him, she was ill, and so bed-bound upstairs). But there were too many to recall them all. Drinking when he wasn’t thirsty and screwing regardless of season – that was all there was to distinguish Father from other mammals.


Occasionally, one member of the family would try to rein one of the others in. Mother’s behaviour was always the most admirable. She would lock Sister in a room all day; she would almost set the house on fire; she burnt all Father’s possessions in a jealous rage and then skipped round the bonfire wild as a banshee; she was arrested for shoplifting from Father’s own shops; she ran over a policeman, and she wrote off three of Father’s Jaguars by driving drunk to the off-licence. Finally, in exasperation, he confiscated the car keys, hoping to kill two birds with one stone, only to find her driving to the liquor store on a motorised lawn-mower.
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