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Rupert Everett was born in Norfolk in 1959. Educated at Ampleforth College, he was later expelled from the Central School of Speech and Drama in London, but soon made a name for himself at the avant-garde Glasgow Citizens Theatre. In 1984 he found international fame following his lead role in Another Country, and has since appeared in many successful films, including Shakespeare in Love, An Ideal Husband, The Madness of King George, The Importance of Being Earnest, Dance With a Stranger, Prêt-à-Porter and My Best Friend’s Wedding.




Praise for Red Carpets and Other Banana Skins


‘Continuously brilliant . . . the best theatrical autobiography since Noël Coward’s Present Indicative . . . What no one else could have possibly imagined was that this witty, wicked waif, apparently off his trolley, was observing it all, and remembering everything; nor that when he came to write it all down he would prove to have a dazzling gift for evocation and a withering perspective on those lives he so admired and emulated . . . shot through with a sense of his own absurdity, it is a superb and unexpectedly inspiring achievement’ Simon Callow, Guardian


 
‘Extremely well written, very funny and manages to balance satisfactory high levels of bitchiness with equal amounts of personal candour . . . he has a terrific story to tell, which he proceeds to do with enormous panache’ Sunday Telegraph


 
‘His chapters are presented as essays or short stories in themselves; one can pick at random and be entranced in seconds. Everett’s technique has the bubbling thrust of a fountain and none of the gushing. He wears his famous friends very lightly, more in his heart than on his sleeve. He writes with an economy so vivid you breathe the cold country air of his quintessentially English childhood . . . He’s roamed the lands of Cockayne and the cities of the plain, busted or flush, crack-headed or clean, made marvellous movies and stinkers, and, if he hasn’t always kept his powder dry, nothing’s dampened his resilient spirit’ Spectator


‘Rupert Everett is a seriously good writer. He’s exact about places, about the feel and the rush of them; about the meek London gay clubs that waited for Lily Law to bust them; Chateau Marmont when it was both sinister and homely and not just LA chic; the wonderful muddle of the canteen at the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow; the Art Deco district in South Miami Beach before it lost its Southern, sweaty sense of long-evaporated morals; anywhere you’ve been, anyone you know, you recognise at once. It’s more like remembering than reading, which is the mark of good writing . . . Most of all, this book has a certain grace: it doesn’t insist, it charms’ Scotsman


 
‘You don’t need to be a soothsayer to know that, amidst the volcanic spew of fourth-rate celebrity memoirs launched this autumn, only one will be worth the paper it’s printed on. I was salivating over my toast and marmalade at last week’s serialisation of Rupert Everett’s exemplary stab at the genre, Red Carpets and Other Banana Skins’ Rowan Pelling, Independent on Sunday


 
‘I’m eking out Rupert Everett’s autobiography Red Carpets and Other Banana Skins, I don’t want it to finish but can’t put it down. I was laughing like a hyena at two a.m. at his sex scenes with Sharon Stone. While being super frank about himself and everyone else, he manages to remain courteous and disarming’ Bella Freud

 
‘Everett’s prose is elegant . . . there’s more than a hint of the nineteenth-century vie Bohème through his account of his early adulthood, as a sort of Grand Tour takes him to Paris and the Riviera, only for him to fall in love with hookers, transsexuals and refugees in the same trendy nightclub where he meets Andy Warhol and Catherine Deneuve’ Empire


 
‘Rupert Everett writes quite brilliantly . . . Everett’s descriptions of [Paula] Yates are among the best things in the book - tender, exquisitely drawn and psychologically acute, as indeed are his accounts of all the other female stars he has worked with (Madonna, Julia Roberts, Sharon Stone) . . . One of the showbiz greats’ Literary Review


‘The showbusiness book of the year . . . it’s like Everett’s best acting - elegant, seductive and full of fun. It’s a wonderful surprise to find that he’s a brilliant autobiographer - witty and evocative, with a cinematic eye for mood and detail’ Independent


 
‘I was riveted . . . Shemale hookers; a fixation with Julie Andrews; affairs with Béatrice Dalle and Paula Yates; a crush on Ian McKellen; and transfixing nuggets of Hollywood gossip’ Independent on Sunday


 
‘Much more than just celeb gossip, this record of the actor’s rise and fall and rise is touching, funny and vividly evocative of the wild seesaw ride of stardom’ Marie Claire


 
‘Rupert tells these stories with his characteristic blend of candour, irony and self-deprecation - qualities not often found in famous actors, yet which seem to be second nature to him’ Harper’s Bazaar


 
‘This hilarious memoir bridges the eccentricities of the English upper classes and Hollywood hierarchy, including friendships with icons like Madonna and Liz Taylor’ Glamour


 
‘British dish Rupert Everett wittily tells of his hobnobbing with such leading ladies as Sharon Stone, Julia Roberts, Elizabeth Taylor and Madonna, with some fascinating anecdotes. This is Tinseltown from the inside’ Bella


 
‘There’s something completely lovable about My Best Friend’s Wedding  actor Rupert Everett. His wonderful charm and witty persona have made it easy for him to pal up with a host of Hollywood’s leading ladies . . . he reveals all about his glam and energetic life’ Hot Stars magazine

 
‘Everett can write . . . candour breaks out everywhere. He’s both ultra-vain and lacking in self-importance’ Daily Express
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Several people have complained to me about inaccuracies in this book. Some were amused. Others less so.

The daughter of the late General Alexander wrote me several indignant letters expressing her disgust, first at the fact that I called her father a ‘drunk’, and secondly that I accused him of being out of touch. On reflection, even though I have never seen such quantities of alcohol consumed as by that post-war generation of ex-military and City business into which I was born, I would certainly never dream, for example, of calling my own father a drunk in print - or to his face, for that matter - and I am therefore deeply sorry to have so thoughtlessly described someone else’s father. ‘Great drinkers’ would have been a better term. She asked me how I could possibly know at the age of thirteen that her father was out of touch. Well, we sat in on endless dinners and lunches as children during which the ashes of empire were raked into feeble flames by our parents and their friends, and it was quite hard not to notice how doggedly they all held on to the past, and blanked everything to do with the future. After all, you would have to be slightly out of touch not to hear the minutest tinkle of an alarm bell when dealing with the young and hungry Mr Aitken. It was only an opinion, but I am sorry to have hurt her feelings

On a less serious note, Colin Firth says that he did not bring his guitar to the set of Another Country and that, even if he did, he never learnt to play ‘Lemon Tree’. Last week, on the set of St Trinian’s, which we are filming as this tome goes to print, he went even further and categorically swore that he had never worn sandals. (Without socks, maybe.) Reinvention is the celebrity spring clean.

Vernon Dobtcheff, the patron saint of actors, wrote to me that he had not worn an amethyst ring the night we met and would never have licked his fingers before turning the pages of a book as I suggested he did in mine. Sometimes it is difficult to remember who licked what and when. Anyway, I apologise to anyone I have upset, and revisions have been made where appropriate.

 
Rupert Everett 
May 2007




CHAPTER 1

Tales from the Crib

At several times in life one comes to a point of no return. The drama of this moment often escapes us. We walk into it unconcerned, not hearing all the closing doors slam behind us, not aware that suddenly we are cut adrift from the past and are loose on the high seas, charting a new course through undiscovered waters. I must have been six when it first happened to me. I was living with my mother and father, my brother and our nanny in an old pink farmhouse with a moat, surrounded by the cornfields of Essex. The local farmers had finished the harvest and that morning they were burning the stubble. We knew because my mother came charging into the house, after dropping my father off at the station.

‘Nanny! Mrs Smithers! They’re burning the stubble!’

Mayhem. I sat on the hall floor as the two women in my life careered around the house slamming doors, closing windows, drawing curtains. Footsteps pounded across the creaky floorboards above, shaking the whole house: my mother’s purposeful gait, identifiable to her children a mile off, and Mrs Smithers’, our darling cleaning lady, like a gentle elephant squeezed into my mother’s hand-me-down court shoes. Snatches of conversation could be heard from the gables - a peal of laughter from my mother. And then silence. The sun battling through  the curtains made the house feel like an aquarium during the burning of the stubble and, since my mother was a stickler for cleanliness, they could stay closed for days until the last fleck of black ash floated off through the sky. I loved it. Darkness made you feel naughty. And outside the inferno raged around us.

It was one of the highlights of our summer and we children were out there, under the gentle scrutiny of the local farmers from beginning to end, looking for hedgehogs and field mice to save from the fire and only leaving as dusk fell on the black glowing embers and the fields around our house had turned into giant tiger-skin rugs.

Meanwhile, inside the house that morning we settled down to the agreeable state of siege, and all sat in the kitchen as Mummy and Mrs Smithers reminisced about former ‘stubbles’, and Nanny made coffee and Ribena. ‘That dratted ash can get through anything,’ my mother could say a thousand times during the course of the next two weeks and Mrs Smithers would keep on nodding sagely like a toy bulldog on the back seat of a car.

So it came as quite a surprise that it was decided I should be taken to the cinema. ‘What’s the cinema?’ I whined, lips a-quiver, ready for a tantrum. But there was no arguing, and no explanation.

‘You’ll see!’ was the only answer.

So pretty soon we all bundled into our Hillman, Mummy at the wheel, me beside her with my own steering wheel, suction-stuck to the dashboard, and Nanny in the back, as we drove at a snail’s pace through the howling flames down the chase that led to our house so that I could at least have a good look. I don’t think Mummy knew that flames made petrol explode.

Until that year, 1965, we did not possess a television. The only images I saw were happening then and there in front of my very eyes. I had no concept of a world outside, and no desire to find one. When Churchill died my father went out and bought a large cumbersome set so that he and my mother could watch the funeral, and that was the first moving picture I ever saw. Grainy, incomprehensible and utterly boring, I thought, but then I turned around to see the tear-stained, enraptured faces of my parents and must have reconsidered. This television could get a lot of attention.

The Braintree cinema would be getting a lot of attention, too. It was  unremarkable, one of those dismal buildings from the fifties with a curved brick front, Crittall windows and a shabby marquee. We parked the car and joined a long line that stretched around the cinema. None of us much liked queuing - my mum always had a million things to do, and I wanted to get back home to the stubble - and we nearly decided to leave. But fate was hell-bent and after half an hour of ranting (Mummy) and whining (me) we arrived at the box office.

And so my mother bought the fateful tickets and unknowingly guided me through a pair of swing doors into the rest of my life. Goodbye, Braintree! Suddenly we were in a magical, half-lit cavern of gigantic proportions. It must have been the hugest room in the world and at the end were the biggest pair of curtains I had ever seen. I loved curtains already, but these were something else. We were guided down the central aisle by a Braintree matron with a torch. What were all these chairs, and how did you sit on them?

‘It’s just like a loo seat, darling,’ said my mother.

I sat down between Nanny and her, took one of their hands in each of mine and slowly accustomed myself to the light and my racing heart. Looking up through the gloom was a circle, a balcony and, hanging miles over our heads like a tired moon, a huge crusty chandelier half lit as if for a seance. The place smelt of cigarettes and damp with the odd breeze from the toilets of urine and disinfectant. And sex. Even if I didn’t know what it was yet, an insalubrious mist hung over the provincial cinemas of yesteryear. This was the place you got to finger your girlfriend’s quim.

‘Quim’ was a word the big ‘yobbos’ shouted from the circle at the Braintree girls as they waited in line for ice creams down in the stalls.

‘Show us your quim, Karen!’ they’d shout, and the girls would giggle coquettishly.

‘What’s a quim, Mummy?’ I asked one morning during coffee.

‘Your little toe, I think,’ said my mother vaguely. Mrs Smithers and Nanny nearly choked. I realised right then that poor Mummy was not very much in touch.

But all that was for the evening show. Something much worse could happen at the matinée. Even that day, sprinkled among the little children with their mums and nans, was the odd old fossil, motionless and lizard-like in the playground fray of the stalls. (‘Don’t sit too close to Mr Barnard from Millens & Dawson, there’s a good boy,’ one might be  told. But no one cared much in those days.) The kids’ giggles and screams bounced off the walls of the half-filled theatre. There was endless movement. To the toilets, to the ice cream lady, and finally some child would go too far and be dragged out. All that noise and movement stopped suddenly as the lights dimmed from the tired moon above and the little sconces on the walls jerkily faded to dull embers, and we all turned as one towards this huge billowing curtain that was bigger than our house. It was lit from below and was a bright crimson at the bottom as if the sun were about to rise from the empty orchestra pit.

What was behind it? Where was it all coming from? The film’s certificate was projected while the curtain was still closed. It seemed as if it were bursting through from the other side, and then those huge curtains silently swished open and Mary Poppins sprang across the footlights and into my heart.

The next ninety minutes were the most shocking, inspiring, funny, tragic, exhausting, draining and troubling of my entire life. First of all, when all the nannies blew away, I was terrified. Looking at Nanny for a second, her life and role suddenly came into a new perspective. This could be a dangerous job, I thought. And then when Mary Poppins flew effortlessly down into the film something changed for ever. Was it that Julie Andrews looked and behaved somewhat like my mother? Maybe. Or was it because I already loved my own nanny to death? Of course, I could definitely identify with the spit spot of it all. Julie’s way of showing emotion was our way. Controlled but with feeling; practical but with warmth. As for Mr Banks, he was my dad. But I didn’t want him to lose his job because of me. Yes - by halfway through the film I was Jane and Michael. I was learning at a fearful rate. I could identify with everything in the film. New horizons suddenly appeared. Maybe one could jump into the pavement. It had to be true, because everything else sort of was. After all, we drove past St Paul’s Cathedral every time we went up to our London flat, so I suppose I must have felt that the film had been tailored specifically for me, but soon it all became too much. My brain was overloaded. When Mary Poppins left without saying goodbye, I was so distraught that I had to be taken out of the theatre and missed ‘Let’s Go Fly a Kite’.

The kids in the movie went off with their dad to the park and Mary Poppins decided to leave. That was where I started shouting, ‘Jane! Michael! Quick! Go back to Cherry Tree Lane.’ A light slap from my  mother was no deterrent, especially as the parrot umbrella seemed to be reading my thoughts. ‘They didn’t even say goodbye,’ it squawked at Mary Poppins.

‘Nobody told them you were leaving!’ I screamed back, by this time hysterical.

‘Shut up,’ said Mummy and Nanny, but I could not. I stood up and bellowed my heart and lungs out, and was dragged, kicking and screaming, from the cinema.

I was silent on the way home, listlessly looking at the glowing embers of the fields as we drove towards our house. Everyone tried to coax me back into my usual boisterous self, but there was nothing to be done. I was too upset to think.

Something had changed. I could feel it, but I couldn’t express it. Actually, looking back, what had happened was that a giant and deranged ego had been born. Until that afternoon I had lived without question from day to night, from winter to spring, from anger to joy. I seamlessly inhabited every moment. There were no questions. But now I was on the game, looking for a personality, and my plumbing was all wrong. The hot was coming from where the cold should have been.

My mother was discarding an old tweed skirt (a pye r squared). It was my first act of madness. I was going to be Mary Poppins’ daughter and this skirt was how I would pull it off. I rescued it from the dustbin and before long I was wearing it all the time. The place where I practised being the new ‘me’ was our climbing frame, which had a swing in the middle. I would sit on that swing in my red tweed skirt and black slip-on plimsolls, for hours on end, humming the hits I was learning from my new Mary Poppins LP. Nobody paid much attention. But something had started. From then on I was a regular at the Braintree Embassy. I must have seen Mary Poppins twenty times, and no sooner had my mother put her foot down and banned me from seeing it again than Julie responded to my desperate telepathic messages to her and came out with The Sound of Music.

On Saturdays in the winter months my father would go hunting, and our whole household was galvanised into a fever pitch to help. My mother would run around like a chicken with its head cut off. Cooking breakfast. Squeezing my dad into his breeches and boots. Getting the rest of us up. She was a regular tornado, storming around the house. Mr  King and later Mr Baker, our grooms, would begin to saddle up the horses. My brother would back up the car and attach the horsebox, and I would sit there humming show tunes wondering what I could do to get out of following the hunt with my mum and her best friend Mrs Barker. Wishful thinking. It was never going to happen. Finally the noise of my father’s boots clunking across the hall downstairs signalled my mother’s shrill alarm call. ‘Roo! Come on. We’re off.’

Everyone we knew hunted; at the meet the grown-ups drank cherry brandy on their horses. The hounds seethed around. Some of the women still rode side-saddle; many of the men wore pink coats, top hats and white stocks. (A stock was a long starched piece of fabric that wound around the neck and was tied in a certain way that always eluded my father.) My mum and Mrs Barker were the only mothers who did not hunt, and they stood around in their headscarves and wellies, while the Barker boys and I sat sullenly in the back of the car, cruelly imitating our mothers’ inane chatter. (‘Julia, darling, your crab mousse was divine. You must give me the recipe.’ ‘Oh, Sara, just put in a lot of Elnette to stiffen it.’)

Then the huntsman would blow his horn and they would be off; Mrs Barker and Mummy would canter towards the car and we’d set off after the hunt. They hardly ever caught a fox. We would drive for miles down little lanes and farm tracks just to be there when the hunt galloped by. Sometimes there was drama. Mrs Motion was thrown off her horse and dragged for a hundred yards; she never came out of her coma. I remember it vividly. Her inert body - a black hump at the end of a field; and all of us running towards her. A doctor who was watching the hunt gave her an injection, which proved to be lethal. She should never have had one.

My brother was the first to start hunting. He hated it, but did it to please my father. I had no intention of pleasing anyone and made this as clear as I could, but I was made to go as well. I had a bitchy pony named Crisp. She used to lean round and nip me if I wasn’t concentrating, and there was little love lost between us. I much preferred my brother’s mare Netty, who was a lumbering old thing totally unruffled by anything. You could kick and kick and she wouldn’t budge, but then slowly she would lurch into a stately canter that was not unpleasant. Crisp, on the other hand, was a plotting maniacal freak, and on my  first time out ran away with me, overtaking the entire hunt. One of the golden rules of hunting is: no one rides in front of the Master and the hounds. No matter how hard I yanked on the reins, Crisp charged on. She was playing the game her way, determined to show me up. I could see out of the corner of my eye the ruddy disapproving faces of the local gentry as I sped past and could hear their various comments:

‘Control your pony, you bloody little idiot!’

‘Young Everett’s being run away with!’

‘Heels down, toes up!’

All very well, I thought, as I galloped past the Master and the hounds straight towards a gate that was taller than the little bitch Crisp herself. I knew just what was going on in her head. She was going to gallop as fast as she could and then stop dead when she got to the gate, throwing me over without her, and breaking my neck like poor Mrs Motion. There was no going back. It was time to drop the resistance and show her who was boss, so I let the reins go, kicked the shit out of her and we sailed over the gate to our mutual astonishment and that of the rest of the hunt. It should have been a moment of victory. But I felt humiliated and, vowing never to touch Crisp again, I jumped down and stomped off across the fields.

I only had two or three more hunting experiences. On the last one we finally caught a fox. The poor thing was torn apart by the hounds and then something even worse happened. I was the unwilling victim of a tribal initiation. Another tradition: any new hunter had to be ‘bloodied’ after they had witnessed their first kill.

‘Young Everett. Come to the front,’ said the Master to the huntsman and the word was passed back. There was nothing for it. I kicked old Netty into action and sullenly rode past the rest of the hunters who were all smiling at me benignly like the devil worshippers in Rosemary’s Baby.

‘Dismount, boy,’ said the huntsman. Someone had cut off the fox’s paw before it was torn to shreds. Raw and oozing, it was presented to the huntsman who then smeared it all over my face. Everyone laughed; there were a few claps, a couple of pats on my hat, congratulations from the Master - and the awful thing was that I felt really fabulous. Totally macho. Fitting in with the gang. My dad beamed at me from under his top hat. Mr King gave me a wink. My mother and Mrs Barker waved from a distance. I felt like one take-charge kind of guy. For a millisecond.

Then some of the blood got into my eye and I freaked. Never had a mood swing happened so fast - it even took me by surprise and suddenly I was spluttering and shrieking, but words would not come out. The blood was everywhere. I could taste it. I was literally seeing red. If I could have, I would definitely have blacked out, but instead (as usual) I abandoned poor bemused Netty and made another of my early dramatic exits. I never hunted again.

Looking back, however, those traumatic times seem like the romantic scenes from a nineteenth-century novel. The morning meets in front of the old houses around the county, mostly shrouded in mist and drizzle so that all you could see were the reds of the hunting coats, the silhouettes of the horses and the dripping gables of some Elizabethan manor. The hunting horses always beautifully turned out, clattering down driveways, waving their bandaged tails; you could hear them even if you couldn’t see them. Did people shout ‘Tally-ho’? I don’t remember. I remember the smell. The chatter. The women with their veils, leaning over to tighten their horses’ girths and somehow managing to hold a glass and a conversation at the same time - chatting and flirting with the men who drank from their flasks with their hands on their hips. There were a lot of affairs conducted from the raunchy position of the saddle and a lot of political talk; because this was the era of power cuts and ‘Bloody Wilson!’

It could be a dangerous game, the hunt. When you put your kids into it you knew there were certain risks. We were to be tested against the elements. But that was good. It gave one a zest for life and adventure that you cannot get from a Gameboy or a computer in a world where everything comes second to safety. You had to take the bull by the horns and that was what they taught you when you went out hunting and you galloped off out of control. You held your whole life in that moment and if you fell - then that was that. But if you didn’t . . .

Sometimes if the meet was near by we would hack home in the dusk down country lanes where the only noise would be our horses’ hooves and the odd pheasant crashing through the hedgerows. Lights twinkled out from the cottages by the road and we all thought anxiously about high tea in front of the fire at home. Baked beans and poached eggs; toast and Marmite; whisky for my father as we all helped to pull off his boots before he disappeared to soak in a salt-filled bath.




CHAPTER 2

Innocence and Experience

My life started on the move. Our family, led by my father, was a restless one from the beginning. When I came along he was still a major in the Duke of Edinburgh’s Wiltshire regiment, and so our first home was one of those weird red-brick army dwellings in a place called Hook in Hampshire. My first real memory is of travel: falling down the polished wooden stairs in our house. The trip seemed to go on for ever, and I must have gone head over heels because I could see the whole world turning upside down and then zooming in as my face crashed against the oak stairs. My parents both claim amnesia about this moment, but I know it happened. I think it did me serious damage. To this day I cannot totally straighten my arms; not to mention my ways.

My father left the army when I was three and we moved to London where he went to work for the notorious Marquis of Bristol who, in the thirties, had presided over a bunch of upper-class thugs nicknamed the Mayfair Gang. They stole jewellery. Now in 1961 he had moved into the import-export business.

Our house was in Cheyne Row, in Chelsea, opposite the Catholic church, but we didn’t last long there, mostly because our labrador Susan couldn’t figure out London at all and went into a serious depression. Anyway, soon my dad had changed jobs and was working for a  firm of stockbrokers in the City. So, after nine months we all got back into the Hillman - me, Mummy, Nanny, Susan and my brother - and drove to a pretty clapboard cottage near Colchester. This was where I witnessed my first snog.

My nanny, Jenny Pepper, was extremely pretty. I loved her almost as much as I loved my mother. She had an auburn beehive and every day we went for our walk down a lane with steep banks on either side. After about a mile there was a crossroads where a tree trunk stood next to an old black-and-white striped wooden signpost. This place was one of my many ‘houses’ and I would hold tea parties for Nanny and Susan on the tree trunk, using acorn cups.

One day, Nanny’s fancy man, Dave, came on the walk with us. He was good looking with greased-back hair and long black sideboards. They were walking on the road and I was scampering along the bank above. As we approached the tree stump I turned round, proffering acorn cups to Dave and Nanny, only to see Dave’s tongue burrowing down inside Nanny’s mouth like a huge slug. He looked as if he was going to eat her. Instant jealousy brought forth the most blood-curdling scream I could manage, but Dave just glanced at me as he continued to snog Nanny and raised his hand from her bum in a gesture of ‘Wait a minute’.

I began to prepare myself for a major tantrum but something stopped me. This was interesting. I’d never seen Nanny so speechless. Her heavily mascaraed eyelashes were tightly shut to the rest of the world. She was in a trance. Dave had his hands in her beehive, on her bottom, all over, so I just sat down on the tree trunk and gaped. The thing that fascinated me was that they just weren’t themselves; they were bewitched. But after the snog was over, it was as if it had never happened. They both came up to the tree trunk for tea; Nanny’s face was raw from Dave’s stubble. I tried reproaching them with my eyes as I passed round tea, but Dave wasn’t having any nonsense, though Nanny looked down with a self-conscious giggle. Her beehive was all over the place. ‘Cake, anyone?’ I burbled with quiet wounded dignity, but in reality I was pretty excited. Now I knew this was what grown-ups did, and I was longing to join in.

At about the same time my mother took us boys aside and in serious tones warned us not to go into the woods above the farm because there  was a funny man there who might take us to his house, give us sweets, put us on his kitchen table and play with our ‘wees’. My brother looked horrified but I couldn’t think of anything better. Travel, sweets and someone playing with my willy: I couldn’t wait to trike up there. But no matter how often I slipped away from our house to tramp around the woods behind the farm, I never met a soul. (My poor old mum, though, was always inadvertently pushing the wrong buttons. Much later, when we were teenagers, her fantasies took on a darker twist. She told us to be careful of our bottoms on the streets in London because often men would come up behind one and give one an injection and one would be kidnapped and then one would never get home.)

My father put on his stiff collar, his City suit and his bowler hat on Monday mornings and left the house at eight-fifteen. He came back on Friday at about six. When I was five, my brother Simon was packed off to school, so that I was left alone with Mummy and Nanny, and my governess Miss Spooner who lived at Windy Ridge and came three mornings a week. These were, without doubt, the most glorious days of my life. And if Mummy, Nanny and Miss Spooner weren’t enough, in the almshouses up the lane towards the church lived my best friend, Mr Brewer. He was eighty-nine years old. He loved dogs so I would go round with Susan. His sister Elsie lived in the house next door and she would knock on the wall with a spoon to let him know that dinner or tea was ready. The almshouses were low red-brick bedsits from a bygone age, with latticed windows and tiny doors, but then Mr and Miss Brewer were minuscule. Mr Brewer wore braces on his legs and Elsie rarely got out of her dressing gown. Their back gardens were jungles of flowers with two little tumbledown outdoor loos at the end. They were in bed by eight and Mr Brewer was up at six and off to the church where he was the verger. If my family was typical of the post-war rationing generation of the last century, then the Brewers belonged to the one before.

Life seemed to stretch out around me like the endless cornfields about our house. My father would come home from the City for the weekends. My brother would come home from school for the holidays. Our fortunes steadily increased and my father decided it was time for us to buy our own home. So one day we moved from the little clapboard farmhouse to the pink one with the moat. It was round about  then that Nanny and Dave announced their wedding and her impending departure.

Bundled into the Hillman once more, Mummy tooted the horn as we drove past the almshouses. Out hobbled Mr Brewer from one door and old Elsie from the other. A pair of weathervanes announcing a change in temperature, they chatted philosophically about how we’d keep in touch and see each other soon, but of course, even though we were moving only fourteen miles away, we never saw them again. My last sight of Mr Brewer was vanishing in a cloud of dust through the back window of our departing car. He was leaning on his stick, waving. Elsie was hobbling into her house. Susan watched solemnly but I waved back excitedly as we disappeared around the corner.

Soon afterwards, the day of the wedding dawned and we all drove up to Castle Rising in Norfolk, where Nanny was from. As soon as we got to the church I could feel that chill wind of panic announcing the oncoming storm. I had a starring role as Nanny’s pageboy in short red corduroy overalls. We all waited outside the church, my mum like Jackie O in a mini dress, big white earrings and an extraordinary pillbox hat attached to her bouffant, my dad suave in his morning suit. Rockabilly Dave stood with us outside the church as the organ tootled inside and finally Mr Pepper arrived with Nanny, lovely in her wedding dress. On cue the organ piped up into some rousing anthem and I was given Nanny’s veil to hold. As the service began, everything fell into place. All the previous conversations when she’d tried to explain to me that she was leaving; all the warnings; all the little asides I had heard but not understood (‘I think he’s taking it rather well, don’t you?’ ‘Yes, he doesn’t seem to mind at all’).


Mary Poppins was coming to life, except that I was not being spared the last scene. I was right in there, and I played my part to the hilt. I completely ruined her wedding day. First of all, I started asking questions, tugging at Nanny’s dress as the vicar tried to get on with the service.

‘Where are you going Nanny, anyway?’ I whined.

‘Shush,’ said my mother from the second row.

But I wouldn’t let up. My little quavering whines rose above the drone of the vicar and became more insistent each time I was told to be quiet. No one would answer; I had become invisible. So, as usual, I

became hysterical: floods of molten tears burst out over my fat spoilt cheeks as I sat down in the aisle and bawled. My mum tried to take me away but I had hold of Nanny’s veil and resisted arrest.

I was terribly upset and so was Nanny, because she loved me too. Dave, on the other hand, had had his fill, so he must have been relieved when the wedding march trumpeted his and Nanny’s impending freedom. He began to walk her firmly out of the church, but I still had her by the veil, and I yanked at it with all my might. Freeze frame. My mum tried to prise it out of my hot furious little fists and poor Nanny was stuck there in the middle of the aisle, Dave pulling in one direction and me in the other. Were the guests amused? I’m not sure. A brief impasse ensued, but not for long. My father took over and hauled me out, and the wedding marched on. Poor Nanny was whisked into her car and off to the reception before I had a chance to wreak further havoc. My parents decided it would be too risky for us to go with them, so we drove off without a real goodbye, leaving Nanny to her new life, while we went to stay with my grandparents in nearby Brancaster.

For many years we kept in touch: always a card at Christmas and birthdays; and in the early days Nanny would visit us with her own babies, first one and then a second. But slowly, painlessly, we drifted apart. We moved again; Nanny and Dave split up; I went away to school. The common ground was being washed away. Waves of new experiences effaced the old footprints, and soon Nanny and me were a dot on the horizon.




CHAPTER 3

Brancaster

Through all the moves, the new schools, the holidays and my parents’ business trips, the one constant in my life was the house I was born in, and my grandmother who looked after me there whenever my parents went away. My grandparents’ house was the most romantic thing in my world. It was a Victorian rectory of flint and brick with steep slate roofs over ornate peeling green gables. It stood between the marshes and the gently rolling Norfolk hills. My grandfather planted a poplar wood to protect us from the rough winds off the North Sea and it was under those endlessly whispering trees that I was lulled to sleep every afternoon in my pram.

I was born on 29 May 1959 ‘sometime before tea’. No one can remember exactly when, and my birth certificate holds no clue. I was delivered by our local doctor, Jarvis Woodsend. My father was painting the garage doors as Dr Woodsend drove past and cheerfully called out, ‘It’s a boy, all eleven pounds of him.’ My father fell off the ladder and cut himself. Those were the days. No epidural for my poor screaming mother. Just her mother, the midwife and Jarvis Woodsend, who had an appointment to play golf at half past four.

If things were quite relaxed in our house, at my grandparents’ the clock was turned back and we lived by the standards of the Edwardian  age. My grandfather was the alpha male of our family and I was terrified of him. He was not particularly interested in little children and in the dining room at ‘the old rec’ we sat with Nanny at a table apart from the grown-ups and talked in low voices if we had any sense. If we got too noisy my grandfather would make some crushing remark that could reduce us to tears, so we mostly kept quiet. But in a way, we were all in the same boat because he found his own children - my mother, Uncle David and Aunt Katherine - equally irritating at times. He loved my grandmother, his parrot Polly, books, sailing, the news and of course the Queen on Christmas Day. (That event still brings my entire family to a standstill.) For Grandpa, everything else was a distraction. Sometimes his mother, Great-Granny M, would come and stay, and we would have to go and kiss her goodnight in bed. It was frightening and exciting to kiss her bearded face and sometimes you could see her breast peeping through her nightdress. She was the bohemian in our strict naval family. One day Great-Granny M made an announcement: ‘Roo is musical.’

We were all on our best behaviour when Grandpa was around, and our mutual fear and respect for him made for a kind of camaraderie in our old-fashioned family. He was a huge man, extremely antisocial, but also very funny when he wanted to be. Everyone was in awe of him, except my grandmother. They had been in love since they were children, and theirs was one of the most successful relationships I have ever seen. They were perfectly matched, both equally formidable, quite frosty to the outside world, and quite reserved with each other, but they were very happy together. And after my mother, Granny was the person I loved most in the world.

In the summer months we would go sailing in my grandfather’s blue sailing boat, the Wayfarer. She was moored in a creek on the marsh next to her little pale blue tender, a rowing boat named Sieve. A sailing morning would begin with my grandfather announcing at breakfast (a meal, like all others, where you had better not be late) the predictions of his treasured best friend, the barometer. If high tide was at about noon and if the wind was of a favourable direction and strength, it would probably mean that we would be sailing. A flurry of militarised activity would ensue. The women disappeared to the kitchen to help Miss Cottrell, the cook, while the men, which included me, would set  about organising the sail bags and batons for the Wayfarer, the rowlocks and oars for Sieve, and the binoculars and rugs for our picnic. Laden down with this seafaring treasure, our strange family caravan left by the west door of the house, across the lawn that sloped down towards the water garden where Granny kept her Muscovy ducks, through the poplar wood, over the bank and across the dyke that separated the low Norfolk farmlands from the sea. My grandfather strode ahead while the family chatted behind him. (‘I thought Miss Cottrell looked a bit under the weather, this morning.’ ‘She’s having a terrible problem with her left knee.’ ‘Will someone remember to close that gate?’ ‘Roo? You’re the last.’)

You were in another world once you stepped out onto the Norfolk marshes; our voices blew away on the salty wind into the huge grey sky. It blustered in your face and roared past your ears if you stood against it. When it stopped there was an eerie silence broken by the screech of a sandpiper high above and the gurgling of the incoming tide through the marsh below. The marshes stretched out as far as the eye could see. A track snaked through them towards the Wayfarer, past banks of sea grass and samphire, where boats lay, beached whales ludicrously dumped by the tide, sometimes tilted against a bank, sometimes sunk into the mud like alligators. There was an old black abandoned tugboat that had a chimney with a conical hat. It could have been Peggotty’s house from David Copperfield. We would arrive at Sieve and in groups of twos and threes would be shunted to the Wayfarer: men first, of course, to get the boat ready, women and children second with the food.

Eventually, everything was ‘shipshape’ and we would all take our positions. Children would be laced into life jackets, while my grandfather sat at the helm in his straw hat giving orders, a grown-up at each side to man the foresail, and someone to release us from our mooring and pull up the anchor. Precision was the order of the day. The sails would flap noisily as they discovered the wind and we’d be off, tacking through the creeks, until we reached the ocean. As the Wayfarer took the wind and we careered towards the oncoming bank, my grandfather would shout, ‘Ready about!’ and we’d all duck down. The two grown-ups at the front were coiled springs on the foresail, waiting for my grandfather’s word, and when, finally, he gave it - ‘Leo!’ - the boom  would swing, the foresail flap, and at the last minute the Wayfarer  would elegantly turn and head out for the open sea.

I always crouched on the floor out of the wind, and would spy on the faces of my family framed by the towering white sail against the sky, sitting up straight in the wind, chatting, laughing. Uncle David, a dutiful son in the old tradition, was a huge handsome man with jet-black hair and thick eyebrows; his relationship with my grandfather was almost military. He was not particularly encouraged as a young man, and neither was my Aunt Katherine, who was very shy. Never to be married. And my mother, Spikey, was the bully of the family. The sisters had been vaguely educated by nuns at Les Oiseaux convent somewhere in the North of England. Both girls converted to Catholicism and addressed one another as ‘my child’.

Our destination was often Bird Island, a wildlife sanctuary that you could walk to at low tide. We would have our picnic there, huddled away from the wind in the dunes; the children would drink hot Bovril and play with shrimping nets, and the grown-ups would talk about mysterious incomprehensible things like Churchill and devaluation.

But what I liked more than sailing, which actually at the time I dreaded, was to have permission to stay at home with Nanny and Miss Cottrell and Mrs Ransom, the housekeeper. After the sailing party clattered out, a kind of tension evaporated like a huge sigh and the house was quiet. On these days I had the run of the place. I particularly loved sitting in the attics where old trunks full of my grandfather’s naval regalia were piled up next to thousands of magazines from the forties and fifties. I would dress up and spend hours leafing through Country Life and The Field with their pictures of sexless debutantes and their antique houses for sale. The Christmas decorations were also kept in a box in the attic, stored in old newspaper; I would carefully unwrap them and stare for hours at my distorted reflection in the round silver and pink balls.

I had been born in a big grey room at the end of the house that looked out over the drive. It had a huge old Victorian wardrobe, and I would get inside it and play there for hours on end. I loved silence. Sitting there in the darkness of the half-closed cupboard, listening to the noises of the house. A far-off loo flushing; bathwater gushing down the old copper drains; the wood pigeons in the trees outside; my grandmother’s car  crunching across the gravel. It felt magical. Watching the world through the crack in the wardrobe door, everything was beautiful, even the dust that floated through the shafts of sunlight from the windows.

At teatime the family would return, banging around and running baths. From the snippets of conversation I could gather what kind of a day they’d had and soon Mummy or Nanny would call. I would tingle with pleasure at the sound of their voices. ‘Roo? Where are you?’ But I wouldn’t move. Then I’d hear them coming. They knew all my haunts and so they would go from one hiding place to another, a tide of footsteps and voices coming and going and then coming again, until finally the door of the room where I was born would open. I would shrink to the back of the wardrobe and hold my breath, but soon that door would open too, Nanny’s familiar arms would reach in and pull me out from behind one of my grandmother’s mothballed ballgowns, and we would go down together to the drawing room for tea.




CHAPTER 4

Virgin Queen

One day my mother and I went up to London to a shop called Gorringes where she bought me grey clothes: shorts, sweaters, shirts, socks - all grey, four pairs of each. I can’t remember having any particular reaction, mild curiosity perhaps. I gambolled around as we bought a trunk and a little overnight case that I still have, but I was totally unaware that during the next few days the first significant part of my life would die and nothing would ever be the same.

During those last evenings of freedom my mum sewed labels into my new outfits and piled them up together in the spare room along with sheets, towels, a dressing gown and slippers. The labels had my name on them, followed by a number.

I was going away to school. Strangely enough, I was totally unfazed by this information. The night before we left, I packed and repacked my overnight case in a boisterous fever of excitement. My parents and brother were gathered around. Apparently I could not take the red tweed skirt. I thought that was a bit odd, but I let it pass in the general exuberance I was feeling at being an adult.

‘You’re being very grown-up about this, I must say,’ remarked my mother.

‘Well, I am seven,’ I replied proudly.

But my brother watched through his tortoiseshell glasses with the cynical eyes of one informed by the past.

The next morning we got into the car to make the five-hour drive to Basingstoke in Hampshire. Again, not a twinge; I said goodbye to Susan. She knew but I didn’t. She gazed at me soulfully as I dollied past on my way to the luggage-crammed Hillman.

During the drive the others became quieter and quieter. Finally after several hours we turned a corner and my brother said, ‘We’re here.’ We drove down a long avenue lined with huge ancient trees full of rooks’ nests and my heart began to beat with an unknown drug: adrenalin. Suddenly we were in a row of cars also laden down with trunks and bikes. Glum, malicious boys stared out from within. We got to the entrance: huge stone columns straddled by heraldic lions and thick black wrought-iron gates, beckoning one into hell. My heart jumped into my mouth and sheer terror surged through my body as a grey-flint stately home rose up before us at the end of a sweeping drive.

We hit a sort of traffic jam of upper-class couples driving back to London. Why were some of the women crying? We parked the car and got out. Instinct told me to stay close to my mother. I could hardly breathe, I was asphyxiated by panic. There were boys everywhere, all shapes and sizes, running in and out of the school in gangs, shouting and screaming. The unfamiliar smell of floor polish and school loos hung in the air. A continuous stream of cars came and went, cracking across the gravel. Boys buried themselves in their mothers’ coats. Others stood defiantly apart, little heads bowed. Teachers, most of them retired army officers and well-to-do spinsters, mingled through the crowd as if it were a village fête. I was mesmerised. This could not be. My mother would never leave me in a place like this.

We were met by a shuffling man with a pipe - the headmaster, Mr Trappes-Lomax. He was shrouded in a wispy microclimate of foul-smelling smoke, and his wife Mary (Mrs Trappes-Lomax to us) was dressed for the Second World War. They introduced us to Matron Walters, a little old hunchbacked hag who, dragging herself one banister at a time, took us upstairs to see the dormitories. More unruly boys roamed the upstairs passages of this once gracious home, pulling their trunks and tuck-boxes across the old wooden floors past rooms filled with rows of black wrought-iron cots covered with bare mattresses. My  dormitory was St Anthony’s. My mother put my little night case on my bed, and before I could open my mouth Mr Trappes-Lomax suggested that my brother took me down to the school dining room for tea while he escorted my parents to ‘the drawing room’ for a glass of sherry. My grasp on my mother’s hand turned into a sweaty vice-like grip.

‘Darling,’ she said, as she unprised my hand from hers, her voice carefully casual, ‘we’ll probably go while you’re having tea so I’ll kiss you goodbye now.’

And then all the energy that had been building up exploded in torrents of the deepest pain I have ever experienced. Tears flash-flooded down my face, drenching my little grey shirt. I begged and begged not to be left, or at least for my parents to wait till after tea. Finally, she agreed. My brother took me down into the bowels of the evil-smelling prison, through endless passages crowded with boys - me blinded by my tears, him grim, weary and silent.

Inside the huge refectory, the din and energy were terrifying. Separated from my brother (he was at the ten-year-olds’ table), I was given a little cake with white icing and sat in abject grief until finally the meal ended and we raced through the school, trying to find my mother and father.

We caught them outside the front door near the Hillman. My dad patted me on the back and said, ‘Good luck,’ as he got into the car, but my mother stood there, guilty, uncertain and tear-stained in her Jackie O hat. ‘Don’t cry or I’ll cry too,’ she said, as she hugged me for the last time. My mind was racing. There must be something I could say to bring an end to this madness.

But all I could think of was: ‘What will Susan say?’

‘She’ll understand. I’ll tell her you’ll be back any minute now at half-term.’

‘It isn’t any minute now,’ I said with a tide of fresh tears.

‘Come on!’ said the major.

She stumbled into the car and shut the door. I looked down at the tears splashing on to my shoes: new sandals from Startrite. Last week I had loved them, but now they were just another part of the plot against me. I couldn’t look up. I didn’t want to see the betrayal in my mother’s eyes. My brother took my hand and nudged me as my mother unwound the window and waved.

‘What are you looking at, darling?’ She was crying and her mascara had run.

‘My shoes,’ I said. And I looked up, but the car had already moved off.

We watched the Hillman glide down the long avenue towards the gates, my mother looking back at us and waving, my father’s face firmly fixed on the road ahead. Still holding hands - frozen between one world and the next - my brother and I stared at the tail lights with a terrible intensity as they disappeared around the corner. Maybe they would wink a sudden reprieve, the whole image would dissolve and we would be back at home at the end of a nasty dream. As long as we could see them we were still in some kind of contact. But with their last glimmer died all hope and we were left to make our own way through the rest of our lives in the tradition of our Empire-ruling forebears.

But where was the fucking Empire?

What was it about the English upper classes of that era that drove them to procreate and then abandon their children to the tempestuous dangers of boarding school? In the days of Empire, the British ruling class had to make sure that all colonial officials were hard cases. Thus boarding schools were born. A child with a soft vulnerable heart soon had it calcified by abandonment, bullying, beatings and buggery: the rigours of prep and public school. He was soon conditioned, so that by the time he became a faceless gnome in the ‘diplomatic’ he was without feelings of the normal sort and could be utterly ruthless in the service of his or her Britannic Majesty.

But why us? The Empire was over. There was no need for us to be boiled alive, but our parents were paranoid Conservatives. Their Moses was Enoch Powell and my early years were full of catchphrases like ‘Rivers of blood’; ‘We didn’t fight a war for this’; ‘It was much better when . . .’ Actually it was not. It was much more fun with Twiggy and the Beatles, whooping it up in a miniskirt and an afghan coat. But not for the Everetts. We were as conventional as they came. And so there I was, one chilly April evening in 1967, a ‘new boy’ at Farleigh House School, Farleigh Wallop, Basingstoke, Hants.

That first night the lights were turned off at six-thirty although it wasn’t dark outside. A wood pigeon cooed dreamily from a nearby tree as all the little boys sobbed in their beds. We were heartbroken but soon  most of us passed out from exhaustion. Only a boy called Wilson wailed all night. The next morning we woke and remembered where we were with a deep shudder and the sobs began with renewed anguish as Matron Walters herded us down to breakfast. Now we were on our own in a vicious, jeering jungle of boys.

In those far-off days there was definitely a St Trinian’s feel to the English prep school. To start with, teachers were not subjected to particularly rigorous training or investigation. The war had left an abundance of army officers who took to the blackboard, and Farleigh House was a school run by a motley crew of washed-up Empire rulers. The school had been the seat of the Wallop family, whose circumstances were reduced after the war (even though they quickly became rich again by developing half of Basingstoke), and was pioneered by a Captain Trappes-Lomax, a man without the faintest hint of a qualification. He started the school in the late fifties and died of a heart attack in 1965, while he was having a bath. His brother, the pipe-smoking Mr Steven Trappes-Lomax, stepped valiantly into his sibling’s shoes. Mr Stevens, as he was known, was a terrifying figure to the boys. He had a moustache like Hitler and soft googly eyes that blinked a lot. He wore a musty, tobacco-smoked tweed jacket and was prone to make spot checks on the dormitories at night. His tall, slightly hunched silhouette stalked the dark night-time corridors with his torch. If there was ‘fooling in dorm’ the suspects would be rounded up and told to come down to ‘the drawing room’ in fifteen minutes, where one’s punishment would be administered, carried out with full country-house decorum. First offenders were congenially shown the ropes: ‘If you’d be so good as to bend over that chair, I’m afraid I’m going to give you six.’’

It was always two, four or six. The ‘gymmie’ was one of old Mr Trappes-Lomax’s faded lace-up plimsolls and was kept in a bottom drawer next to the chair. Six of the best was agony through your pyjamas, and it was therefore preferable to be summoned after breakfast the next morning. Then at least a bit of blotting paper between butt cheek and pants could soften the blow.

Our mornings began at seven-twenty. Matron Walters’ Edwardian walking shoes could be heard clunking around in the passage, getting ready for a ludicrous daily procedure known as ‘temperatures’. She would storm into the freezing dormitory and open the curtains.  Bleary-eyed boys shuffled out to the thermometers. Each boy had his own, marked with name and number, and we would stand in line, half asleep in our dressing gowns, for the two allotted minutes before she would take them out of our mouths, squint at the mercury, shake the thermometer and send us off. No sooner had we learnt the ropes than elaborate plans would be hatched to give ourselves temperatures and thus a morning in the sick room. We used to put our thermometers in hot water and groan, but unfortunately Bilgo, as she was called, was blind as a bat and we would be sent on our way anyhow.

Down to the chapel for prayers or, if it was a holiday of obligation, mass, and then breakfast, after which Mr Stevens would read out a list of those he wanted to see in the drawing room for a session with the gymmie. We were obliged to take a shit after breakfast and then sign something called the tick board. A tick if one had shat, a cross if one had not. So there was mayhem every morning in the main hallway between boys lining up for the few loos, other boys lining up outside the drawing room waiting for punishment, and others running around pretending to be aeroplanes etc. It was a three-course meal of prayer followed by defecation and punishment, but all this ended as ‘the clanger’ - a kind of town crier’s bell - was rung by some smug prefect and classes would begin. If you had, against all the odds, managed to get a morning in the sick room, which would absolve you from the downstairs rituals, you could achieve a feeling of intense peace as the bell clanged and echoed through the vast house and the constant din of children suddenly evaporated. Footsteps everywhere. Doors slammed and then silence. If the sick room was empty, you could secretly unfold your Beano and settle down in the clean sheets to wait for Matron and a Haliborange vitamin pill.

My name was Everett Two. My brother was Everett One. Our first names were sacred to the memories of our mothers and were never used until they called us by them as the school train squealed to a halt at Waterloo. CJ, my form master, was very dapper. He’d been a priest or was about to become one, I can’t remember which, but he had a black cigarette holder, black thick dandruffy hair and a miniature black poodle whose name escapes me. He was mostly a gentle man, though a couple of terms later, when he became headmaster, he was subject to fits of rage and gymmie-happy mornings in the drawing room.

MAJ was an exhausted old gentleman who taught English. He had caught malaria in the tropics when he was young and as a result moved very slowly. Between classes, there was always an explosion of play in the form room until someone would hiss, ‘He’s coming!’ and we would all scamper back to our little desks and be quiet. MAJ entered a room with languid dramatic flair. He always travelled with an acolyte from his last class who carried a large woman’s wicker basket for him, in which MAJ kept his books, an apple and the morning paper. In the sudden hush we could hear the drinks-party banter between him and his little pilot fish.

‘My sister saw your grandmother last week in Burnham Market.’

‘Oh really, sir? How is your sister?’

‘In terribly good form. Now where are we?’

And then in he’d sweep. The acolyte would put the basket on the table and be discharged, and class would begin. MAJ was a kind man. When I left Farleigh under a slight cloud and was miserable in some crammer on the south coast, he wrote me one of the sweetest letters I have ever received. He was a real character, extremely eccentric, but he could get nasty. Once, during English composition, I had written a sentence in my exercise book which ended with ‘... And off they went.’ The only problem was that I’d written ‘of’ instead of ‘off’.

MAJ went ballistic. ‘What have you written, Everett Two?’ his shrill and menacing voice screamed into my ear.

‘ “And off they went”, sir.’ I replied, followed by an enormous whack across the head with a ruler.

‘No, you haven’t, you silly boy. What have you written?’

I looked at the page and couldn’t think what my mistake had been, so I repeated, ‘“And off they went”, sir.’ Bang went the ruler again.

And so this dialogue continued, gathering a violent momentum with each question and erroneous answer. MAJ could really go for it. He grabbed me by the hair, slapped me over the back of the head and almost rubbed my nose in my book. It was terrifying. ‘What have you written?’ He was red and screaming now, frothing at the mouth. I remember looking at the page in my exercise book, unable to think, not daring to speak, waiting for the next blow. When someone was getting it, the atmosphere became electric; the class would be quiet and tense; no one moved a muscle for fear that the storm would divert itself onto  someone else before it blew out. Luckily for us, MAJ was quite frail and his blood was thin from the malaria so that after a bit he would have to sit down. He would clutch his basket and take a quinine pill, and things would slowly go back to normal.

But actually Farleigh House was a lovely school and I was very happy there. At some point during my first winter term it began to snow. I remember being stunned. It fell past the high arched windows of form two, and fluttered silently across the park in front of the house. It didn’t let up for days. The country came to a standstill and to make matters worse, or better for the boys, the power cuts began. At four o’clock our whole school was plunged into darkness, and candles and oil lamps would be lit while outside the silent storm swirled into glorious drifts for us to play in the next day at break. It was just like the Beano Christmas Annual. Boys huddled around candles telling ghost stories. The huge stately home with its corridors, back staircases and high ceilings became the set for a horror film, full of dark cavernous shadows where the bullies of the school would lurk and pounce out on us weeds as we scuttled from one candlelit pool to another.

The chapel was mesmerising after sunset. Candles blazed in their silver sconces on the altar and when our bushy-browed priest raised the monstrance containing the host and held it above his head to bless us, a huge medieval shadow leapt up the wall behind him like Satan about to lunge at us and we all gasped as one. It was Catholicism at its very best: a converted dining room, donated family silver, an Irish priest in red satin; wide-eyed boys with the names of the counties their families owned; and, strangely enough, God. In the quartz sky and the crystal ground; in the breathtaking madness of upper-class Catholic ritual; in Mr Wilson’s power cuts. But most of all, God was still in us boys, in our wide-eyed wonder at everything we were seeing. We forgot our miseries and ambitions, the cruel abandonments, and just lived in blissful excitement.

It was during this time that I went to confession and, choosing my words very carefully, revealed to the Father behind the grille that I had been ‘vulgar’. I could see him smiling to himself in the shadows of the sacristy. I suppose he thought I’d said something rude but the vulgarity I was talking about was of a very different nature. There seemed little point in correcting the misunderstanding and so I was absolved with a  penance of only three Hail Marys. Absolution was never far away. Confession, like defecation, was regimented at Farleigh House.

Our music teacher was another ex-soldier, but this time from the ranks, Mr Paul Issitt. He had been a regimental bandleader and could play every instrument and he had a kind of barrack-room familiarity that we loved. I was fascinated and followed him as though he were Jesus. He was bald with a huge beaky nose and sometimes when he opened his mouth one could glimpse the most elaborate silver scaffolding supporting the roof of his mouth. His sidekick, or girlfriend, was the divine Miss Jellyman. She was a beautiful woman with short auburn hair but she was confined by polio to a wheelchair and had little lifeless legs like sausages. She worked in the school office as a secretary in the mornings and then taught the clarinet in the afternoons before being wheeled up the avenue by Mr Issitt to the estate cottage they shared with MAJ.

They arrived at Farleigh at the same time as me. Soon Mr Issitt had formed an orchestra and we were putting on The Mikado. Strangely enough I had no urge to play Yum Yum or Pitti Sing and was blissfully happy next to Miss Jellyman in my role as second clarinet. I did have a sort of pang when Miss J produced some greasepaint on the day of the dress rehearsal and Mr Issitt showed the boys how to put on their make-up. The smell of it was intoxicating. The show was a triumph. My best friend Noel Two sang ‘Tit Willow’ and I accompanied him on the clarinet.

The music room became my headquarters, and quite soon I had the job of pushing Miss Jellyman to lunch every day from the main house to the prefab dining room in the old kitchen gardens. I was terribly proud of this great responsibility - I adored Miss Jellyman - and received a packet of supplementary fruit gums every week. Mr Issitt taught me piano and I learnt fast. In no time I was playing the organ at mass on Sundays and benediction on Fridays. My favourite part was communion when everyone shuffled up to the altar to receive the sacrament and I had to play something quiet and moody. ‘Where is Love?’ from Oliver was my favourite but show tunes raised some eyebrows from the more fundamentalist staff members. Mr Stevens finally drew the line one morning after I had played an artful medley on the theme of ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ as the sacrament was taken from the tabernacle.

The holidays were heralded by the trunks coming down from the attics and hysteria fell upon the school. Nobody could sleep. Boys talked all night about their dreams for the hols. Our teachers and their rules relaxed. Stories were read instead of lessons being taught, until finally the morning arrived when two huge coaches crackled down the drive. We all piled in while Mr Stevens smoked his pipe benignly at the front door, Mrs Stevens by his side. They waved as we rumbled off through those huge grey gates of hell, down the avenue towards Basingstoke station. Mr Issitt and Miss Jellyman waved from their cottage gate, MAJ from his, and suddenly it was over.

It was April 1967 when I started at Farleigh House. My eighth birthday was on 29 May and my mother sent me a large multicoloured cake. It became infested with ants, but I ate it anyway. I sliced it with care, and ants scuttled out carrying huge crumbs on their heads. Nobody minded. We weren’t going to sacrifice good cake for a few ants! I shared it with my new friends and made it last for weeks.

I stayed at Farleigh House until I was twelve. Terms and holidays came and went. Our little hearts hardened with each beat. We cried less and grew fast. Like jellies we began to set in the moulds of class, religion and nation, and if life before boarding school had been timeless, then the clock began to tick with the school years and time played its usual tricks. Holidays rushed by and term time dragged along. The groundwork for a life of anxiety was being laid. The joy of returning home would be fringed with subconscious panic as one counted off the days left until the beginning of the next term.

During those first years at Farleigh I became extremely religious and spent hours praying for a visitation from Our Lady. I wanted to be a saint with my own basilica. In the holidays I vainly knelt for hours underneath an apple tree in the orchard at home. I was waiting for Mary to come floating down and tell me terrible secrets concerning the fate of humankind that I would then have to impart to the pope himself, thereby, of course, avoiding school. Obviously, nothing happened except that during my last year, when I was twelve, I failed all the exams that were meant to get me into my next school - public school - and was removed from Farleigh House in the dead of night and sent to a crammer at Seaford in Sussex. I was miserable and so were my parents. Something was wrong but who knew what? I lasted six weeks.

Then I was sent to a school called Milton Abbey in Dorset where I was even more miserable. I managed to scream my way out of that after a couple of months and was removed in the middle of the term and allowed to come home while my parents regrouped. Finally, at the end of the summer they managed to get me a place in the Catholic monastery, Ampleforth College, in Yorkshire. I was thirteen. My brother was already there and had run away twice. It did not seem very promising.




CHAPTER 5

Stage Beauty

Ampleforth Abbey was a drizzly Dickensian village nestled against the steep wooded banks of a huge and beautiful valley on the Yorkshire moors. The Abbey church itself dominated its surroundings. It had been built in the twenties or thirties and was like a child’s drawing of an old gothic cathedral. The original school was older, made of honey-coloured stone with towers, steep slate roofs and huge latticed windows. The oldest part, St Oswald’s House, was sliding down the valley and had to be held up by huge wooden buttresses. Wind wailed around the school, rooks cawed in the woods, and the low heavy boom of the Abbey bells could be heard far away on the moor. If Farleigh House had coaxed and conditioned us into the religious prison, then Ampleforth College was there to throw away the key.

Inside was a labyrinth of vaulted passageways and classrooms, dorms and washrooms, noticeboards and lockers. The place was in turns either totally deserted or bursting with rush-hour traffic. All roads lead to Rome and our school was a delta of meandering tributaries, leading inevitably towards the monastery itself where no boy could set foot without initiation. An invisible line divided the worldly and the other-worldly. The noise and bustle of the school fell sharply away as the silent monastery stretched out before one, where monks in their black  habits could be glimpsed gliding through the gloomy cloisters as if on wheels.

Needless to say, I was in the choir, and we were the only boys allowed to set foot inside the hallowed ground. On Sunday mornings before high mass we marched from the music school in our red cassocks and virgin-white surplices as the loudest of the Abbey bells throbbed through the air, shaking the windows. We were led by Mr Bowman, the music teacher (who, to the horror of some of the parents, had sideboards and, worse, wore high-heeled suede boots under his cassock), to a door in the side of the monastery where the shrouded monks waited for us in long blood-curdling lines, a black Ku Klux Klan. Ampleforth was Catholic ritual on a grand scale. On a cue from the Abbot we were led into the vast church by acolytes swinging silver bowls on chains billowing with incense. The hooded monks appeared out of a scented mist as the organ took off and nine hundred boys stood as one and launched into a rousing rendition of ‘Jerusalem’ or some other piece of propaganda.

It was all very clever. You felt as if you belonged to something big; your spine tingled with an Arthurian sense of destiny; and the plan was that you left Ampleforth a raunchy eighteen-year-old boy bursting with testosterone, a fully formed Empire builder with the added twist of a Catholic agenda. After ten years of prep and public school you were part of the gang; and if you weren’t, then you were a freak or a fairy. Luckily for me, I was both.

But Ampleforth was effective. I learnt who I was. Or at least who I wasn’t. I was not going to be part of that gang. I was probably going to be homosexual and that meant I was going to have to learn how to act.

The theatre was another Victorian pile built into the side of the hill. It had a musty sexy smell and underneath the stage was the green room, the domain of Algy Haughton, the theatre teacher. He had long white hair, a handlebar moustache and lived in a caravan with his wife Rosemary and their hundreds of children. He was a hippie, I suppose, because when he left a few terms later, he moved to a commune called Lothlorien. He presided over the green room like a latter-day actor-manager behind a huge theatrical desk covered with scripts and papers. The drop-outs and freaks of the school gathered around him, sitting on the weird furniture that had been clumsily constructed for various  bygone productions. A mock throne stood next to an enormous chaise longue under Mrs Haughton’s ingenious velvet drapes. It was freezing in the green room and there was only a double-pronged electric fire to warm Fagin’s gang but this didn’t make any difference. There was a kettle, a huge tin of Nescafé and, if you were lucky, a sticky jar of powdered milk. Games and classes could be safely skipped by hiding in the green room; smoking, drinking and sex could take place without the risk of discovery. If anyone was coming you could first hear a faraway boom as the enormous oak door of the theatre foyer slammed shut, followed by distant echoing footsteps, closer and closer, until finally an awkward shuffle down the narrow stairs that led to the green-room door. And if that wasn’t enough, one could lock the door from inside and bolt through another door onto the rugby fields below.

The first play I was in was Julius Caesar. I played Cinna the poet. It was a small part, involving only being beaten up by the rabble and running screaming from the theatre. It was an easy role and the only male one I was to play during my entire Ampleforth career. The leading lady was a boy called Wadham. He was one year older than me and exuded an icy professionalism. He played Calphurnia, Caesar’s wife. Everyone seemed to shrink in his presence. I looked at him and I knew: this was a great actress. I had to make him my friend.

I went unremarked as Cinna the poet but next term the exhibition play - the one that was to be performed for the parents at the end of the summer term - was to be A Midsummer Night’s Dream and I landed the role of Titania, Queen of the Fairies.

Rehearsals took place after house supper, which was at about six-thirty in the evening. I would race down the hill from my house to the theatre with my heart in my mouth. Never would show business be more exciting. I literally lived and breathed the play. Wadham was making a rare appearance as a male and gave us his Puck. We quickly became friends and forged what was to become a legendary team: the Lunts of the Ampleforth Theatre. The strange thing was I couldn’t act at all. Algy Haughton was worried, I could see. He told me where to move and how to say my lines and I followed his instructions religiously but there was no life in my performance whatsoever.

The week of the production arrived and still I had made no progress. Rosemary, Algy’s wife, made the costumes. Mine was a lovely apple-green acrylic bodystocking and matching skirt, an ingenious crown woven out of coat hangers topped with large emerald sequins, a gauze train (which got jammed in the green-room door on the first night and never made it onto the stage) and a very fetching peach-blond wig. During my last fitting she tried to cajole me into a performance.

‘This is Algy’s last show, Everett. You must try and give your best. We need to feel more energy. We need to see the fairy in you.’

‘All right,’ I replied glumly.

‘Show them you’re a queen.’

‘Okay.’

I was on the verge of tears. I loved the Haughtons and I wanted to make them proud but I was so self-conscious that as soon as I got on stage, I totally lost all sense of myself.

‘I can do it when I’m on my own, Mrs H. It’s just . . .’ I trailed off, my chin a-quiver.

‘Don’t worry. Just do your best.’

The noise of an audience entering a theatre on the first night of a production produces one of the most extreme sensations I have ever felt. Drugs, sex, punishment and love all pale by comparison. Maybe waiting for the result of an HIV test is similar. The rest of your life just falls away. Your heart bangs in your chest as if it is about to explode. You can hardly speak. When the lights go down, an expectant hush descends on the house and you stand in the wings, taut and breathless. You are totally alone but at the same time you’re completely merged into the whole human machine of the event. The stagehands, the actors, the dressers: everyone watches the stage intently as it plunges into darkness and you can feel the breeze against your face as the heavy velvet curtain flies out. There is an electricity of concentration that makes one believe in weird things like the power of prayer. It is quite extraordinary. And so was what happened next.

Stripped of most of my costume, I was literally bundled up the stairs and into the wings while desperately trying to dislodge my train from the fucking green-room door. That train was my performance and I wasn’t going anywhere without it, but the others had their way and naked but for the bodystocking I found myself tumbling onto the stage. I froze. An uncomfortable silence followed. I could feel a sort of collective gasp backstage. What next? I just gaped at the audience. I had  reached rock bottom. All I could think of was Mrs Haughton. Her words echoed through my frazzled brain: ‘Show them you’re a fairy. They want to see a queen. Fairy. Queen. Queen. Fairy.’

And then suddenly from out of the static emptiness inside my head came a terrifying high-pitched giggle. It flew out of my mouth - God knows where it came from - and then it stopped. I looked at the audience, aghast. There was a split second of silence and then the strangest thing happened. The house broke into rapturous applause. Well, maybe not rapturous applause, but I got a laugh. Its energy nearly knocked me over. There was no looking back. I literally took off. Possessed, I gallivanted around the stage, ignoring all of Algy’s carefully plotted moves and intonations, and cackled up a frenetic vaudeville performance, the like of which no one had ever seen before and hopefully never will again. My fellow actors looked appalled. Wadham stared icily down from his perch on our forest tree but I didn’t give a fuck. The audience loved it: I was under their control and they were under mine and that’s how it should be. Never did a Titania get so many laughs. I had the house in stitches, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

The interval came. I was lying in my bower on top of Barnes who played Bottom, probably at this point waving at the audience. When the curtain came down, Algy and Rosemary rushed onto the stage as if in some Hollywood movie starring Bette Davis. They couldn’t believe their eyes. They were ecstatic. I had transformed in the bat of an eye from an awkward child into a stage monster. Wadham came down from his tree and grudgingly admitted that I was ‘super’. Maybe I wasn’t a traditional Titania, but at least I was something. I think the review in the next term’s Ampleforth Journal pretty much summed it up. The critic agreed that I had been good, but he said that my performance ‘left one with the distinct impression that what Titania really needed was a good spanking’.

The writer of that review was called Ian Davie, a legendary English teacher whose nickname was Dirty Davie. He was a portly gentleman of sixty-odd years, who walked on tiptoe as if he were trying to see into the neighbour’s garden. He adored gossip, and was truly fascinated by the boys and their jumpy, erratic progression through puberty towards manhood. He had informants in every dormitory and knew exactly  who was doing what and where and to whom. He hated games and loved the theatre. His laughter ranged from a drag falsetto to deep bass and back again in sweeping arpeggios. It was completely infectious. In fact everything about him was catching. He was the single biggest influence of my school days. He would hold forth in his little room of an evening, over coffee and biscuits, with a lofty Wildean turn of phrase that thrilled and inspired his chosen disciples. He was, quite possibly, the kind of teacher who would be struck off today, but he educated in the literal sense of the word. He led you out. He knew what I was about and nudged and cajoled me to become myself.

‘I hear you were raped again as you flitted through St Oswald’s washroom yesterday evening on your late-night trawl,’ he would say as he passed one a chocolate digestive. ‘You really must stop encouraging poor X. His passion for you is making him unmanageable in class. You must get your mother to send you a new dressing gown. The one you have is too décolleté. Remember what happened to Diana Dors.’

‘She bit off more than she could chew, sir?’ (I had a huge overbite and was often compared to that great siren.)

New words, new ideas and a healthy disrespect for everything were the order of the day. And when Algy Haughton retired to Lothlorien, Mr Davie was appointed head of the theatre. He announced that the next year’s exhibition play would be Schiller’s Mary Stuart. I was to take the title role and Wadham was to give his Virgin Queen. Meanwhile, he delegated to another of our clique, a brilliant boy called Dominic Pearce, a production of Noël Coward’s Blithe Spirit. Noel Two, who it may be remembered played Koko in my prep school’s production of  The Mikado, was also in the play, and Barnes who had shone as Bottom played Madame Arcati. My character, Elvira, was a ghost who had died in front of the fire in her nightie, and so during the next holidays I dragged my bemused mother around the sales to get just the right negligee, holding various outfits against me.

‘You’ll never get a wink of sleep in that,’ said my mother testily.

‘Mummy, I’m not going to be in bed, I’m going to be on stage!’ I shrieked. I was losing my patience with this woman.

Our kitchen at home was taken over as I tried to dye my new negligee a ghostly grey, and I managed to ruin one of my mother’s prize saucepans, but I felt quite smug at the end of the holidays when, along  with my school uniform laid out on a bed next to my open trunk, lay a pair of tights and a negligee with my name tags sewn in.

The play was a triumph for Wadham and me. I was perfectly suited to play the skittish Elvira, and Wadham was a chilling dowager. It was my favourite term, and we bubbled over with joy. I erected a dressing room for myself on the theatre’s fire escape, complete with signed photos, wig stands, three telephones, and an electric buzzer on the floor so that when I received guests I could press it with my foot and pretend to field phone calls from all my imaginary agents. Wadham and I subscribed to PCR, the professional casting magazine, and when  The Boys from Brazil was going into production Wadham sent a photograph of himself as Queen Elizabeth I to the casting director. We were obsessed by Franco Zeffirelli and would write each other letters from him, inviting us to Cinecittà to take part in a new film. Finally, though, Father Charles, the fire monitor, dismantled my dressing room and I was back with the boys in the green room.
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