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PROLOGUE


South Kensington, June 1988


‘SO VERY KIND of you to invite me for lunch, Wayne,’ said Diana, Princess of Wales, while reclining into my living room sofa and kicking off her shoes. As her slim, elegant feet sank into my cheap, short-pile carpet (the same feet that, three years previously, had memorably stepped in sync with mine at the Opera House), I cringed inside, wishing I’d splashed out on that Persian rug from Harrods after all.


Finding my South Kensington home had been incredibly fortuitous. Since creating my own touring production, Dash, I’d yearned to set up my own dance studio and, sure enough, had found a place that ticked all the right boxes. Originally built as stables in Victorian times, it had subsequently been converted into a formal ballroom before becoming a dance school; it was rare in those days to find such a big space with no pillars. Then, not long after I bought the studio, the mews property opposite came on the market, which I immediately snapped up, even though it meant selling my beloved apartment in Covent Garden. Having my house and my studio within yards of each other was just perfect. Both spaces needed tons of work – and a very accommodating bank manager – but I reckoned it was worth it.


The house was located a stone’s throw away from Diana’s Kensington Palace residence and she’d regularly drive past in her old blue Ford Escort – her ‘camouflage car’, as she called it – using this quiet cobbled passage as a convenient shortcut to evade the paparazzi. If she ever spotted me outside, amid all the dust, bricks and rubble, she’d toot her horn and wind down her window.


‘Not finished yet?’ she’d shout, flashing me a smile. ‘I’m still waiting for the invitation to your housewarming!’


My kitchen and living room had not yet been renovated, but still, in the summer of 1988, I felt able to ask my friend and former dancing partner over for lunch. I served up trout with almonds – the only thing I could cook reasonably well – followed by a Fortnum & Mason strawberries and cream gateau, both which I served up on a table comprising a sheet of glass perched atop a couple of breeze blocks. Diana didn’t bat an eyelid at this makeshift furniture. I think she rather liked the relaxed, slightly chaotic vibe at Chez Sleep – a refreshing change from the ordered formality of the palace, I guess. She even insisted on doing the washing-up afterwards, pulling on a pair of yellow Marigolds like it was a completely normal scenario for The Most Famous Young Woman in the World, who had, just that morning, played a tennis match with Steffi Graf and was thrilled to tell me that she had returned one of her serves.


Our conversations were always laid-back and light-hearted – ‘I’ll do the jokes, Darling’ was a pet phrase of hers – and, as such, she rarely delved deeply into personal matters, other than updating me on the progress of her boys, William and Harry. Whenever we dined at the Groucho Club, or attended one of my shows, she much preferred to hear my stories about the world of ballet, and from behind the curtain, it being an art form she’d adored since childhood (hence her burning desire to dance at the Opera House). So, I’d regale her with tales from my three decades with the Royal Ballet, working with splendid choreographers like Sir Frederick Ashton and Sir Kenneth MacMillan. I would tell her my stories of appearing alongside superb principals like Margot Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev, as well as some about my own show Dash and musicals like Cabaret, High Society and Cats that I’d performed in. Being a dance aficionado, she relished my insight. And if I ever dropped a juicy bit of hearsay into the conversation – a rumoured affair, perhaps, or a diva-like walkout – her blue eyes would flash as if to say ‘Go on . . . tell me more’. Our conversation never petered out – there was always plenty of talking, laughing and gossiping. We just hit it off, pure and simple.


The day after our lunch, I received a handwritten note on Kensington Palace paper saying how much she loved my new ‘nest’ and telling me how wonderful it must be to have a place of one’s own. In the months that followed, she’d often joke about moving into one of the mews’ bedrooms, which, she said, would be decorated wall to wall in pastel pink. At least I think the Princess was joking. Sometimes her wistful, faraway expression hinted at a yearning for a little bolt-hole, a place of sanctuary, perhaps, where she could escape all the hullaballoo.


I didn’t know it back then – in those days, I had neither the time nor inclination to analyse our friendship – but dance wasn’t the only thing that bonded us. The benefit of hindsight has made me realise that, despite our contrasting backgrounds, Diana and I had much in common and were shaped by similar experiences. Above all, both of us had been parachuted into new worlds at a young age – she into the royal family, me into the Royal Ballet – and, though we had both made efforts to fit in to these rarefied environments, I think she felt like an outsider, like I did. She, a modern girl in an ancient institution. Me, a working-class boy in a cultural colossus. Two people who knew that, to achieve our goals in life, we’d have to challenge convention, defy the norm and dare to be different.










CHAPTER ONE


Born Entertainer


I PERFORMED MY first ever pirouette in the womb. As my mother’s due date approached, in the summer of 1948, the midwife discovered I was lying in a breech position and had to deftly spin me around with forceps to prevent me emerging backside first. It wasn’t the only pregnancy-related complication my mum had to endure, bless her. The location of my spine had triggered agonising nerve pain throughout her body, the shock of which had caused her thick, wavy brown hair to fall out in clumps.


Following a traumatic birth, I cried constantly for six weeks and refused to take my mother’s milk. My Auntie Vera had to express hers instead, which I much preferred for some reason. And on top of that, I was born with a severe squint – ‘Is he cross-eyed, Joan?’ neighbours would tactlessly ask Mum as they peered into my pram – fortunately in time that rectified itself.


What with all the exhaustion and trauma I created, you wouldn’t have blamed my mother for resenting her newborn son. But she didn’t. My mother’s maternal instincts kicked in from day one and she bonded with me instantly. Once I settled into a routine, I became a good, mild-mannered baby. Mum had originally planned to call me Wayne Colin after her brother but, fearing that I’d be mocked for having ‘WC’ as my initials, she rectified this by inserting a ‘P’ for Philip. ‘WPC’ had another meaning in Britain, of course – ‘woman police constable’ – but that was more preferable than the toilet connotations. And as for my birth surname, I gather Pinto has southern European origins and, apparently, can mean ‘a lively and restless person’. So the exact opposite of Sleep, funnily enough, a surname I would come to adopt later in my childhood.


What caused Mum most trauma, if truth be told, was having a child out of wedlock. Being an unmarried mother triggered a deep sense of shame that she never quite managed to shake off. She’d met my birth father in the summer of 1947, when she was twenty-five, at Broadreads, a holiday camp in the West Sussex resort of Selsey, where she was working as a waitress and he was the resident big band leader. In his forties, Bob Holland, from Wales, was tall and blond with laser-blue eyes. As fate would have it, he was also a married man who, unbeknown to Mum, was living a double life. The lovebirds bonded over a shared passion for music, meeting up for after-hours trysts in their chalets, where Bob would strum Peggy Lee numbers on the guitar as his girlfriend happily sang along.


Mum had a stunningly beautiful voice. She’d spent most of the Second World War working as a nurse and, while stationed at a burns unit at RAF Hospital Ely, had boosted the morale of injured airmen with her repertoire of songs and arias, her soaring soprano tailor-made for opera. Impressed with her ability – few could hit a top ‘C’ like Joan Pinto – the powers-that-be invited Mum to perform a set at their summer and Christmas concerts, introducing her to the troops as ‘Our Star’. I feel very proud of my mother when I reflect back on these stories and I remember what a gift she possessed. She was certainly in demand. A senior military man at the base (and a patient of my mother’s) was so impressed he asked her to perform ‘Ave Maria’ in Latin at his wedding. Father McSweeney, a San Franciscan Friar, agreed to teach her the Latin and accompanied her on the piano. The doctors in attendance were amazed that my mother had managed to get Father McSweeney on stage, owing to the fact he had no legs.


The Odeon cinema in Plymouth asked my mother to sing during the intervals. Such was her popularity, the cinema’s management asked a local music company to press a record of one of her finest renditions, ‘Dancing in the Dark’, so it could be played when she was absent. First recorded by Bing Crosby in 1931, the song beautifully showcased Mum’s rich, powerful voice. There would come a day, sometime in the future, when I’d hear that record for myself.


Mum went straight from nursing to waitressing, which eventually led her to the Broadreads holiday camp. Within weeks of her arrival, she’d fallen madly in love with Bob, and before long he was talking about marrying his ‘singing waitress’, as he affectionately called her. Bob’s pledges and promises kept coming, even when Joan told him she was expecting his child. She’d discovered she was pregnant when she’d moved back to the family home in Plymouth, following the end of the summer season. Although the news came as a huge shock, she was greatly encouraged by her sweetheart’s support. He encouraged her to keep the baby, bearing in mind they’d all be together in the near future. He even came to Plymouth to meet his future in-laws.


However, as the months went by, Bob became increasingly evasive and elusive. Although he wrote to her regularly – her heart leapt when letters postmarked from Broadreads hit the doormat – each one contained a different excuse for being unable to visit: he had a bout of flu, he was working long hours, he’d run out of petrol. My mother wasn’t daft and, some time after I was born, sussed out that he was stringing her along and had a wife and family elsewhere. She was devastated. Being an unmarried mother in her mid-twenties had not been in her plans. With a heavy heart, she resigned herself to raising her baby alone.


Announcing her pregnancy to her family was incredibly traumatic for Mum, given the circumstances. Single parents and ‘illegitimate’ children – I still detest that word – were deemed the lowest of the low in post-war, working-class Britain, and she felt guilty and betrayed that she had been duped into this situation. But to their credit, her mother and three sisters – Ruth, Vera and Sybil – responded with kindness and compassion, and without question or judgement. Some friends and neighbours weren’t quite so tolerant, sadly, and would literally turn away as Mum passed by in the street, pulling down her cardigan to conceal her burgeoning baby bump. It was such a huge stigma to carry a ‘bastard’ child, as people so cruelly referred to us back then.


Joan kept in touch with Bob after I was born via letters, but while he occasionally asked about me in his letters, he never made the effort to meet me or to foster any kind of father-son relationship – there was always an excuse. He did agree to Mum’s request to adopt me, though – a formality that, in Mum’s mind, helped to legitimise my existence – but that’s where his involvement began and ended. Tellingly, in the smattering of correspondence that followed, he only used my Christian name once, usually referring to me as ‘the baby’ or ‘the boy’. So it came as no surprise to my mother when his communication dried up completely, prior to my first birthday. Decades later, I’d come to read Bob Holland’s handwritten letters for myself, since Mum had kept a stash of them in a chest of drawers. Being privy to these notes was both upsetting and illuminating.


‘Get those silly notions out of your head, my dear . . . don’t say if I don’t get my divorce through you’ll commit suicide,’ he’d scrawled in one, the implication being that, fraught with despair, she’d contemplated taking her own life. Until then, I’d not know the true extent of my mother’s anguish, and his words shook me to the core.


As soon as I was old enough to comprehend, my mother told me about my father. I began to notice that my mother would occasionally drop his name into the conversation. She thought this was for the best – she felt so guilty I only had one parent, unlike my friends – but I never paid much attention. Once, she even showed me a faded snapshot of this middle-aged, blond-haired stranger (‘This is your dad, Wayne . . .’). Later that afternoon, when my mother had gone shopping, I went into her bedroom, found the photograph, and ceremoniously ripped it apart, leaving the pieces on her dresser. I think she got the message. I felt no connection with this Bob Holland person – how dare he be so mean to my mother! I wanted nothing to do with him.


So, from childhood through to adulthood, I never made any effort to trace my father. Firstly, I didn’t want to waste time and energy on someone who’d treated us so badly. Secondly, I was governed by a strong sense of loyalty and allegiance towards my darling mother. I didn’t want her thinking that, by trying to find him, I was somehow doubting her parenting skills or trying to fill a gap in my life. That wasn’t remotely the case. Mum met all my emotional needs – I received love, support and kindness in abundance – and, throughout my early years, I never felt I was missing out. I never craved a daddy. And besides, Mum and I had such fun together. I have a vivid memory of her singing and dancing while she cooled down my meal at teatime, balancing the dinner plate on the palm of her hand while she waltzed around to a song on the radio.


Although I didn’t like being smothered in kisses and cuddles – I’ve never been a very tactile, touchy-feely person – there was a huge amount of affection between us. As an only child I became quite independent and self-reliant at an early age. Mum used to tell the story of how I fell over quite badly in the street in Plymouth, aged about three, and how a gentleman passer-by dashed over to pick me up.


‘Get away from me, I’ll do it myself,’ I said.


This wilful attitude would follow me right through to adulthood.


When I was a toddler, something quite remarkable happened. A BBC talent scout had seen my mother singing live at the Odeon cinema and offered her a contract to perform in a weekly music programme on national radio.


‘This could be your big break, Joan,’ she was told. ‘Consider it your first step into the entertainment world.’


After careful thought and consideration, my mother turned down this golden opportunity. Firstly, she was worried that her lack of formal training and her limited broadcasting experience would be exposed, leading to personal failure and public humiliation. Along with many lower-class people, she had a deep sense of inferiority and didn’t feel she belonged in the highbrow arts scene. Cultural elitism was rife in 1950s Britain – every BBC presenter spoke the Queen’s English; you’d rarely hear a regional accent – and it was natural for someone like my mother, hailing from a poor, working-class family from Devon, to fear derision and ridicule.


More profoundly, Mum was convinced that the Corporation would drop her like a ton of bricks if they discovered she was an unmarried single mother. She wasn’t prepared to lie about her status – she was a woman of integrity – so, to avoid any potential humiliation, she politely declined the offer.


Looking back, it’s impossible to say whether her concerns were misplaced or justified, and whether her decision was in fact the right one. But, as someone who has faced professional snobbery himself, and knows how cruel and condescending the performing arts world can be, I can understand her rationale. It seems she was just trying to protect herself, and to protect her son.


I was surrounded by women in my family. Everywhere I turned there was some ‘auntie’ or other – my mum’s trio of sisters, or her cousin Barbara, or her Aunt Edie, or her Aunt Florrie – and the air was always full of chatter and laughter. There was a mere smattering of males in the family – notably Colin, my blood uncle, and Bert, who was married to Barbara – but they played little part in my life. In post-war, working-class Plymouth, you’d rarely see the younger males in the Pinto family, since most of them worked extremely long hours at the Devonport dockyards, building and repairing ships and submarines, or they were in the merchant navy. Their wives stayed at home or worked part-time, and generally did the lion’s share of the childcare.


While there was a certain ‘macho’ vibe among my industrious male relatives, sometimes the mask would slip. When I was young, I recall a male relative coming over to our house one night, following a shift at the docks, distraught that his best friend had fallen to his death from a crane. I don’t think I’d ever seen a man cry before; the blokes in my family didn’t tend to show their feelings. I remember staring at him in bewilderment as the tears tracked down his grimy cheeks, before he upended his chair and ran into another room to sob privately. Until that moment, I’d never seen such an outpouring of emotion from one man to another.


‘Poor, poor man,’ said my mother, slowly shaking her head. ‘He loved his friend very, very much.’


My main role model turned out to be my great-grandfather, William Hortop, who I simply called ‘Grandad’. He occupied a hero-like status in our family: the archetypal patriarch. He’d once walked 300 miles from Plymouth to Manchester to find work and, as soon as he arrived, had sent a horse and cart to collect his wife and daughters, all of whom took up jobs in the cotton mills. Before the outbreak of the First World War, he’d also done stints in Devon’s slate quarries and tin mines. My eyes would widen as Grandad told me stories about life as a quarryman, rolling up his shirt sleeves to reveal the shards of grey slate that remained embedded in his forearms, the result of being accidentally blown up by dynamite.


‘That blast took my flippin’ eye out too, Wayne, and I couldn’t fight for my country,’ he’d growl, pointing at its glinting glass replacement. ‘So take that as a warning. Don’t ever work down the mines.’


Four generations of the Pinto family occupied two rented, multi-occupancy houses in Percy Terrace, a street situated in a low-lying, flood-prone part of Plymouth known as ‘The Dip’. Me, Mum and Grandad lived at number five, and aunts and cousins were further down the street at number sixteen. My grandmother Emma’s husband had been kicked out of the marital home years earlier (relatives would speak in hushed tones about ‘that man’s outrageous behaviour’) and she’d duly remarried, to the far less outrageous Harry.


Mum, Grandad and I had a floor to ourselves, with a little bedroom, kitchen and lounge diner. Our domestic life was very, very basic. We had an outside toilet some distance from the house in the back yard, a tin bath in the living area and a gas stove and oven in the kitchen, with a boil-on-the-hob kettle. We didn’t have the luxury of a fridge or freezer – just a pantry for food storage – and our most lavish electrical appliance was a Hoover vacuum cleaner. Mum couldn’t afford a television.


Our landlord at Percy Terrace rented out the basement to a young married couple, although sometime in the early 1950s the wife mysteriously went missing, prompting local speculation that her husband had ‘done her in’ and buried her beneath the floorboards. When the bloke from the basement knocked on our door one night to offer us some freshly baked pumpkin pie, Mum convinced herself it was laced with rat poison.


‘Eat that, Wayne, and you’ll be six feet under, along with his wife,’ she said, holding the parchment-wrapped parcel at arm’s length and dropping it into the waste bin.


We never had fancy food at home – tinned fruit cocktail was Mum’s special Sunday dessert of choice – so seeing this rare delicacy being binned was hard to bear.


During the day, Mum worked at Fuller’s, widely regarded as the finest tea room in Plymouth. Self-conscious about her single-parent status, it seems she liked the anonymity of waitressing. The city’s Palace Theatre was only a stone’s throw away, so she’d often find herself serving actors of great repute, like John Mills and Peggy Ashcroft, who’d pop in for high tea – coffee and cake – between their matinée and evening shows. My mum loved chatting to these living legends about performing on the stage and screen, maybe with an element of wistfulness, considering her own missed opportunity. She’d have probably dropped her tray of clotted cream scones had anyone told her that, two decades later, her own son would be top of the bill at that very same theatre.


Whenever my mother was working at Fuller’s, Grandad would be tasked with looking after me (he was more than able, despite being in his late eighties) and I loved whiling away the time with this wise, witty old man. He’d entertain me by using his long fingernails to bash out skiffle rhythms on saucepan lids – shersh-ti-ti, shersh-ti-ti – and by regaling me with tales of his mischievous childhood, spent largely in the woods, on beaches and down the tin mines. He used to let me watch him shave and I became fascinated by the whole process of soaping up and scraping off. One morning, Mum found me hanging over the kitchen sink, my cheeks and chin covered in blood, having tried out Grandad’s razor. I’d cut myself to ribbons and had to be taken straight to Plymouth General to be treated and bandaged.


While money was scarce in our family – there were no trips to Fuller’s or the Palace Theatre for us – we still found ways to spend quality time together. Every year, a dozen or so of the Pinto clan would hop on the train and head to the wilds of Dartmoor for our week-long summer holiday, pitching our army surplus tents in a field near Shaugh Bridge. Along with my cousins Robert, Diane and Jackie, I’d spend my days swimming in the stream, exploring the woods or staging fights with dried cow pats. As night fell, my relatives would gather around the campfire to sing a medley of songs, with Mum on lead vocals and Grandad on tin-pan percussion. Sometimes the men would come out dressed in drag, as Old Mother Hubbard in an apron or as Mae West with socks stuffed down a bra, dragging on fags and drawling ‘Come up and see me sometime . . .’ while us kids screamed with laughter.


Besides this, once or twice per month (unless the weather was particularly foul), the family would gather our rugs, deckchairs and picnic boxes and cross the border into Cornwall. We’d find ourselves a sheltered spot on a secluded beach, where the grownups would sit and chat, and we young ‘uns would frolic in the waves and the dunes. The only break in play came when the Cornish pasties, baked fresh that morning and wrapped tightly in tea towels, were lifted out of carrier bags. Each pasty bore our initial, fashioned from left-over pastry, because we all liked different fillings: D for Diane (without onions). R for Ruth (extra peas).


‘Can’t beat a proper pasty,’ Uncle Colin would say with a grin as we devoured our still-steaming meat-and-potato parcels.


The Pintos liked a good laugh and enjoyed a good knees-up. As was the case with many cash-strapped, post-war families, we had to make our own entertainment and would take turns to stage cheery get-togethers at the weekends, for friends, relatives and neighbours of all ages. Crates of cheap ale for the adults and fizzy pop for the kids would be stacked up in the corner of the room, and platters of sandwiches and cakes would adorn the dining table. Jim, the accordionist from across the road, would provide the music – he sometimes let me press the keys – playing fortissimo during the sing-alongs and pianissimo during the storytelling, the latter provided by our resident dockers who’d spin yarns of sailors, pirates and buccaneers, from Francis Drake to Edward ‘Blackbeard’ Teach. We children lapped it up.


I loved our Christmas family gatherings, too, but not for the usual reasons. I wasn’t bothered about presents – Mum couldn’t afford to shower me with gifts in any case – but was utterly obsessed with the burst of light and colour that accompanied the festive season. I was a sucker for twinkling fairy lights, glittery tinsel and flickering lanterns. I used to ogle the luminous displays in Plymouth’s shop windows, and late on Christmas Eve would march inside to ask the owners if I could take their paper streamers home, now that they’d finished with them. Back at Percy Terrace, I’d drape myself in my second-hand red, green and gold decorations and parade around the place, like a walking Christmas tree, singing ‘Ding Dong Merrily on High’ at the top of my voice.


‘Wayne’s different to the other boys, isn’t he?’ said Auntie Vera to my mum as I preened and pranced before them.


With my bright blue eyes, my mop of curly brown hair and my wide, toothy grin, I was a cute and cheeky young lad. I had a particularly impish sense of humour, playing pranks and mimicking comedians on the ‘wireless’, like Wilfred ‘Give ’im the money, Mabel’ Pickles or Arthur ‘Hello, playmates!’ Askey. My family were routinely entertained by my early attempts at dancing, too. As a crawling infant, I’d wiggle my bottom to nursery rhymes and – egged on by Mum and Grandad – I’d jig around the house to a radio show called Uncle Mac’s Children’s Favourites. I loved ‘The Ugly Duckling’ and ‘Mommy, Gimme a Drinka Water’, both sung by Danny Kaye. The more they laughed, the more it encouraged me.


Even at that tender age, moving my body in time with a rhythm felt innate and instinctive. I’d dance spontaneously to anything that had a beat – a train rattling down a line, a cacophony of church bells, the clopping of horses’ hooves – and whenever we staged our family campfire singsongs, I’d reel around the flames like a whirligig, abandoning myself to the melodies and handclaps. To me, dancing felt as natural and as normal as breathing.


Auntie Barbara, my mother’s fun-loving cousin, loved watching me in action. She’d tune the radio dial to the BBC Light Programme – the station that broadcast popular music – and would encourage me to tap dance on the kitchen linoleum, teaching me how to do a single-time step.


‘Come on, Twinkle Toes, show us your stuff,’ she’d say as she sat in our kitchen, puffing on a Woodbine and – as was her wont – warming her feet inside the gas oven. I’d then trip the light fantastic for my audience of one, wielding assorted household utensils (rolling pins, bottle brushes and broom handles) as props. Sometimes I’d use upturned orange crates as makeshift mini stages.


‘How was that, Auntie Barbara?’ I’d ask at the end of my routine, arms outstretched and ankles crossed in a ta-daaaaa! pose.


‘Encore, Wayne, encore,’ she’d say with a grin, putting out her fag in the ashtray so she could give me a round of applause.


Not every relative was quite so enamoured with my talents, however. During my Auntie Sybil’s wedding reception at a Plymouth community centre, in the early 1950s, my urge to dance overwhelmed me. I couldn’t resist clambering onto the stage – I was drawn to it, having never seen one at close quarters before – and performed an impromptu song ‘n’ dance routine to a music hall comedy classic, ‘My Baby’s Gone Down the Plughole’. I’d even raided the backstage dressing-up box, and was wearing a hat and a wig with plaits. The wedding guests proceeded to clap along and hoot with laughter as this mischievous moppet worked the stage like he was topping the bill at the London Palladium.


As my passion for dance continued, many family members urged Mum to send me to formal classes (‘Your Wayne’s got something special there, Joan,’ friends would say) but she was initially reluctant to do so. Not only was she concerned about cost – she’d have to work more shifts at Fuller’s to cover the fees – she also feared that all the detailed form-filling would reveal my illegitimacy. Her sense of shame and paranoia was ever-present and all-pervading.


She had misgivings about my penchant for dancing, too. Hollywood hotshots like Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire may well have brought their art to the masses but in provincial south-west England, it was still deemed as a pursuit for ‘cissies’ or ‘fairies’. The gender divide was pretty clear cut in fifties’ Devon: dancing was for girls and cricket was for boys. Full stop. As someone who already felt stigmatised by society, this preyed on my mother’s mind.


She eventually relented, though – my family’s constant badgering finally wore her down – and, aged five, I was enrolled at Pat Rouce’s Academy of Dance. I was the only boy in the tap and jazz class, but being outnumbered twelve to one didn’t bother me in the slightest. Quite the opposite, in fact. I liked bucking the trend and being the centre of attention. I positively enjoyed being different.


‘Most boys wouldn’t dream of being in a class with twenty girls,’ little girls in pink tutus would say as I joined them at the barre.


‘Well, I’m a boy and I love it,’ I’d reply.


Miss Rouce took Mum to one side one evening to tell her that her son was a natural performer; indeed, she’d not taught anyone so talented for a long while. I would quite literally perform some steps with my eyes shut, like a little party piece for my classmates.


My first pair of proper tap shoes had to be ordered from a specialist shop in London. I’d had to wait six weeks for delivery – ooh, the anticipation! – and, when the parcel arrived, the entire family came over to witness the big reveal. I excitedly tore open the cardboard box only to discover a pair of girl’s tap shoes – dainty white things, with bows and ribbons – with a note attached explaining that the boy’s style was out of stock. I was terribly upset – I may have been the only boy in the class, but I certainly wasn’t going to wear girl’s shoes.


‘Gene Kelly wouldn’t be seen dead in these silly, girly things . . .’ I wailed.


‘We’ll sort it, Wayne, don’t you worry . . .’ said Mum.


Within days, the offending articles were returned to London and plan B was enacted. My mum popped into Plymouth to purchase a pair of black patent leather shoes – they sported shiny silver buckles, like an olde-worlde sailor’s shoe – and, back at home, Grandad hammered some metal segs onto the soles to make them tap-friendly. Panic over. Disaster averted.


Mum’s resourcefulness also came in handy when I took part in the end of term concert at Miss Rouce’s, for which I’d been given a Grenadier Guard-themed dance to perform. All the parents had to make their child’s costume, so a few days before the concert, my mum wondered, ‘Where on earth am I going to find a bloomin’ bearskin hat?’


‘I dunno,’ I replied, unhelpfully. ‘Buckingham Palace?’


She enlisted the help of Auntie Ruth and set to task, fashioning a cylinder out of cardboard and covering it with remnants of a wartime blackout curtain. Unable to find a suitable chin strap, she went to our bathroom, wrenched off the lavatory chain and used that. No doubt she and Ruth had a good old giggle as they watched me at the concert the following day, marching, stomping and saluting with gusto while wearing a hat made from moth-eaten material and a rusty loo chain. Meanwhile, back at Percy Terrace, poor old Grandad had to use the toilet over at Grandma Emma’s house, albeit temporarily.


I only stayed at Pat Rouce’s for a few months. My mother became fed up with trekking across town on the bus every week – it was a couple of miles away – and instead enrolled me at Geraldine Lamb’s School of Dance, which was closer but pricier. Though finding the extra money had become less of a problem for my mum, now that she was engaged to be married.


You couldn’t really blame my mother for seeking a husband. She was tired of being ‘on the shelf’ – all three of her sisters had now coupled up – and she was desperate to become a respectable married woman. And, with Grandad not getting any younger, the prospect of having another man in the house with whom to share parenting duties became increasingly appealing.


I wasn’t the easiest child to bring up, you see. As I reached school age, I became what’s euphemistically known as a ‘handful’. While I was a happy kid at home, I was undeniably high-spirited – verging on hyperactive – and, as such, could be incredibly demanding. With me, everything had to be just so. The water in our tin bath had to be the perfect temperature before I let it touch my skin or my hair. I refused to go to sleep in the dark because I was scared of monsters – the light had to remain on until I was fast asleep – and I’d insist on fastidiously folding all my clothes into neat little piles, from my socks to my sweaters. My exasperated mother even coined a nickname for her picky, pernickety son: Fuss Arse.


I was a headstrong little boy who wasn’t afraid of standing his ground, even if it meant making a scene. I recall a scene from later in life when Mum and I were served up a lukewarm bowl of soup in a café. She wouldn’t dream of complaining and she continued eating it, as if nothing was amiss. I simply couldn’t fathom her mindset. Why was she such a pushover?


‘But the soup’s cold, Mum,’ I’d whine. ‘You must tell the waiter to bring us another.’


‘Keep quiet and eat it up, Wayne,’ she’d say under her breath. ‘Just let it go.’


But the more she dissuaded me, the more agitated I became. It may have only been a bowl of soup, but my deep sense of rectitude told me this was neither fair nor acceptable, and I’d end up raising my hand, summonsing the waiter and embarrassing my mother. It was this kind of wilful stubbornness that would cause me no end of trouble in my professional life, even if, further down the line, this pursuit of perfection even in everyday life also helped me to no end in my career.


So I wasn’t the easiest child to handle. As well as my bolshiness, I also suffered with sporadic bouts of sickness. I was prone to nasty abscesses in my ear, which had to be lanced – I’ll spare you the details – and I also had terrible problems with my sinuses, which eventually had to be operated on. And that was on top of the car sickness, the bad headaches and the incessant coughs and splutters.


Food-wise, I was unable to tolerate any dairy products. Just the smell of milk, cheese and butter made me feel nauseous, so they weren’t allowed to pass my lips. I would have acid attacks due to a lack of protein. It was a standing joke in our house that I’d be the perfect inmate at Dartmoor prison because I could easily survive on a daily diet of dry bread and water. I remember my worried mum buying me bottle after bottle of Ribena, in an attempt to get some vitamin C into my system. Looking back, I do wonder if my poor childhood nutrition – particularly the lack of calcium, vitamins and minerals – somehow affected my growth. I suppose I’ll never know.


So, all things considered, lone parenthood had become a real struggle for my mother, and, at some point, she must have started searching in earnest for a suitable life partner and stepfather. Still only in her early thirties, she was an attractive woman with a good figure, nice hair, a kind heart and a sunny nature – quite the catch, in many respects. And while I don’t recall the exact moment that Stanley Sleep entered my life, I can remember the acute feelings of panic and confusion that raced through my mind once I realised something was afoot.


What’s this man doing in our house, Mum?


And he’s moving in with us, too . . . aren’t we happy as we are?


What d’you mean, you’re getting married?


When I sussed what was going on, my little world collapsed like a domino rally. I felt betrayed and bewildered. All this talk of ‘marriage’ and ‘moving in’ had come completely out of the blue. I wasn’t ready or willing to share my mother’s love and attention with anyone, let alone this thirty-something stranger. I soon gathered, through eavesdropping on family conversations, that Stan had caught her eye at Fuller’s; he was the secretary of the Plymouth Gin Company and would visit the tea rooms in his lunch break. Their chats progressed to dates and soon they were officially ‘courting’.


While always smartly dressed in a suit and tie, Stan was unremarkable in appearance: slim, small-ish and with greying hair that made him look older than his years. Personality-wise, he struck me as a rather cold and detached character – in contrast with Mum’s innate cheeriness – and, from my perspective, it was hard to fathom where the attraction lay. Looking back, I think her eagerness to ditch ‘Miss’ for ‘Mrs’ had eclipsed any sense of rational judgement, and she may have accepted the first marriage proposal she received. (In fairness to Stan, few men would have considered taking on a woman with baggage, namely me.) Perhaps, though, she should have heeded the warning from Stan’s own mother.


‘Are you sure you know what you’re letting yourself in for, Joan?’ she’d said, enigmatically, not long after the two women had first met. ‘Why d’you think he’s been on the shelf for so long?’


Not exactly the most ringing of endorsements. But Mum carried on, regardless.


Right from the off, I sensed Stan wasn’t very fond of me. He showed me scant affection – he seemed devoid of warmth or emotion – and he made me feel like an irritant who just got in his way. I distinctly remember Mum asking him to fasten my Marks & Spencer sandals one morning, only for him to yank them so tightly that the metal buckles dug through my school socks and into my skin. He knew full well how much he was hurting me. I never, ever forgot that. Such moments can linger long in a child’s memory.


I was about six years old when they got married. My mum didn’t think she merited a white wedding – those guilty waters ran deep – so instead chose to walk down the aisle wearing a three-quarter-length netted purple dress that bore absolutely no resemblance to a conventional bridal gown. Following the ceremony, the newlyweds lined up their friends and family for the customary wedding photographs . . . everyone except me, that is. Bizarrely, Mum wouldn’t allow me to have my picture taken as this would potentially ‘out’ me as illegitimate. Omitting me from the family photo line-up was effectively an exercise in damage limitation, to prevent anyone digging up my past, connecting the dots and exposing The Unspeakable Truth. Perhaps Mum was being a little over-protective, but she was all too aware of how prejudiced society could be.


Within weeks, Stan had moved the three of us out of Percy Terrace and into a smaller house on nearby Glendower Road. There was no space for Grandad, sadly, who had no option but to move in with his daughter, Winnie, across the city (Mum would come to regret her tacit approval of this hard-hearted decision). I felt utterly bereft without my mate and mentor – I missed his ditsy drumming and his down-the-mine stories – and my dim view of my stepfather became ever darker. This man was an intruder and an interloper, as far as I was concerned – how dare he disrupt our happy family life – and a deep resentment began to fester. Mum’s decision for Stan to legally adopt me left me cold, as did my new surname.


‘I don’t want to be Wayne Sleep, Mum,’ I said to her one night, as she read me a bedtime story. ‘It’s a silly name. I much prefer Pinto.’


‘Ssshhh, love,’ she whispered, afraid that Stan was in earshot. ‘It’s for the best, son, trust me.’


Around the time of my seventh birthday, Stan dropped the bombshell that we were leaving Plymouth altogether. His head had been turned by his sister, Winnie, who’d relocated to Hartlepool and was forever waxing lyrical about the cheaper cost of living in the north-east. She and her husband Burt had bought themselves a boarding house – there was a huge demand for B&B accommodation in the town, she said – and it had become a money-spinning goldmine.


The temptation was too much for Stan and my mum, after he had convinced her. Keen to emulate his sister’s good fortune, he quit his job at the gin company, withdrew all his savings and bought a boarding house up in Hartlepool. He didn’t think twice about uprooting us from Devon, separating us from our family and upping sticks to County Durham. The tears streamed down my face as we made the long journey north, Stan’s ancient Austin A40 sagging under the weight of our belongings.










CHAPTER TWO


First Steps


LIKE MY BIRTH city, Hartlepool had a rich seafaring and shipbuilding history. It was a hub port for consignments of Norwegian wood (yes, like the Beatles’ song), huge planks of which were shipped into the docks and seasoned outdoors before being transported further afield. Not long after I arrived in the town, my new cousin Peter – Winnie’s son – took me crabbing in the nearby rock pools and I remember gazing at the colossal piles of criss-crossed timbers as they dried on the shoreline.


At one point, we were joined by some rough ‘n’ ready local lads with their own lines and bait, who immediately made fun of my broad Plymouth accent.


‘Eh, don’t yer talk funny,’ they laughed. ‘Yer sound proper posh, like.’


Posh? They couldn’t have been further from the truth. My origins were probably just as humble as theirs. It was only our speaking voices that differed.


Stan’s plan for a lucrative life in Hartlepool didn’t go to plan. Winnie had grossly exaggerated the demand for board and lodgings – we’d arrived to find VACANCIES signs in countless windows – so the rambling Victorian house that Stan had bought on Friar Terrace, in the district of Old Hartlepool, remained largely empty. As did his bank account.


‘She’s lured us here under false pretences, Wayne,’ I remember my mother whispering to me when Stan was out of the room. ‘Taken us for a ride. Anything to get her brother living nearby.’


To keep the proverbial wolf from the door, Auntie Ruth, Uncle Reg and their daughter Karen came up from Plymouth and moved in with us, paying rent to occupy the ground floor while we lived in the basement, which was considerably cheaper than rent in Plymouth. My mother was understandably thrilled to be reunited with her beloved sister, of course, and they both kept the house ticking over while their husbands went out to work. Stan reluctantly took a job making bricks on the night-shift production line at nearby Steetley Magnesium Company. It was physically demanding and mind-numbingly boring, and he’d return home at dawn every day, filthy and fatigued. Performing manual work like this was a demoralising climb-down for someone who’d spent his career sitting at a desk, filling in payment ledgers and balance sheets with his beautifully neat handwriting.


With his ego bruised, my stepfather’s mood plummeted even further. He was perpetually downbeat, moping around the house, moaning at his wife and ignoring his pesky stepson. Stan would rather sit in his armchair and read the Hartlepool Mail than spend time with me, so I became quite used to creating my own entertainment. I had a piano teacher who lived up the road. I forget her name but she was a fat, elderly spinster who was friendly enough, though a little despondent about my lack of practise (I dared not practise while Stan slept off his night shift). And I loved listening to music on our ancient wind-up gramophone, a contraption so decrepit it would often go on the blink, forcing me to manually revolve the 78s in order to hear Gracie Fields or Frankie Laine. I carefully cultivated a window box outside my bedroom, too, which Stan had made for me (in one of his nicest gestures), planting night-scented stock to mask the whiff emanating from the outside privy. Even now, the intoxicating smell of stock in bloom can bring all the memories flooding back.


Above all, my favourite pastime was constructing homemade peep shows. I’d carefully cut out characters from my fairy tale anthologies (like Cinderella, or Little Red Riding Hood) and affix them to the base of a cardboard box, arranging the figurines like they were performing on a stage. I’d then make a two-inch circular hole at the top which I’d cover with a yellow cellophane wrapper, before shining a torch through to bathe my theatrical scene in a glowing spotlight. I spent hour upon hour devising elaborate shows, creating my own fantasy world of song and dance, far away from all the slammed doors and sulky silences in Friar Terrace. Sometimes I’d cast myself in a starring role – Prince Charming or the Big Bad Wolf – and would imagine myself entertaining the public on the big stage.


My stepfather resented all forms of fun and jollity. If Mum and I had the temerity to giggle at something on our new rented television set, like Hancock’s Half Hour, he’d groan loudly, slam down his newspaper, storm out of the lounge and stomp straight upstairs. He never shouted, he’d just leave the room and give us the silent treatment, sometimes for days on end.


‘Off he goes again,’ Mum would say with a sigh and a shake of the head.


I felt sorry for her, I really did. All she’d wanted out of marriage was cuddles, conversation and companionship, yet she’d landed herself with a monosyllabic misery-guts. Weirdly, I felt a bit sorry for my stepfather too. Stan was a petulant man-child who saw me as a rival for his wife’s affections but who also knew, deep down, that the mother-son bond was too strong to break. We were inseparable, Mum and I – blood was definitely thicker than water, as the saying goes – and I think he found that hard to stomach. Nothing could change my ‘Mummy’s boy’ status.


All that being said, I wasn’t totally blameless for our lack of rapport. Hindsight has made me realise that my own hostility and resentment didn’t help matters. Stan may not have been my favourite fella but he wasn’t a terrible person – he genuinely cared for my mother, even though he didn’t always show it – and, by shutting him out from day one, I don’t think I ever gave him much of a chance. Indeed, as I’ve aged and mellowed, I’ve started to feel a tad regretful about my attitude towards him. Had I made more effort to adapt to life with a stepfather, and to welcome him into my life, we may well have enjoyed a better relationship.


Occasionally, I’ll experience flashbacks to instances when he treated me quite kindly, like when he covered for me after I stole a bottle of juice from a crate outside the Methodist church. When the angry warden knocked at our front door, Stan gave me an alibi – ‘My son would do nothing of the sort; he’s been at home all day’ – despite him having already seen my white t-shirt covered in tell-tale orange stains. And when I once woke up from a nightmare, terrified of the dark and tormented by a German invasion of Hartlepool, my stepfather came into my bedroom to calm me down. Our relationship was such that he didn’t feel able to sit beside me and stroke my hair, but he instead offered me some reassuring words.


‘I’d give those bloody Germans what for, don’t you worry,’ he said, clenching his fist and gnashing his teeth. ‘They wouldn’t get anywhere near our front door.’


Stan wouldn’t be the only person I’d cold-shoulder, though. Burning bridges with people, both personally and professionally, would become something of a habit of mine.


For a special treat – and to have a break from Stan – my mother and I would pay a visit to the ABC Picture House. Unable to watch many films on our bog-standard telly – most of them were shown on the commercial channel, ITV, which meant us buying an extra aerial that we couldn’t afford – we’d instead get our fix at the ‘flicks’. Being rather prudish, Mum wouldn’t countenance any films featuring big-boobed, bottle-blonde divas like Marilyn Monroe and Jayne Mansfield (nor that pelvis-pumping Elvis Presley), but there were plenty of other movies and musicals to enjoy. I loved the cinema’s sense of drama – the expectant hum in the auditorium, the gradual opening of the purple velvet curtain – and, for that precious couple of hours, I’d allow myself to escape into another world.


The films I looked forward to most, however, were the big-screen Technicolor musicals, especially those starring my all-time dance hero Gene Kelly. Mum and I must have watched On the Town, An American in Paris and Singin’ in the Rain dozens of times; on each occasion, I was so gripped by this mini-maestro I could hardly take my eyes off that silver screen. He was mesmeric. In contrast with Fred Astaire, his tall and graceful rival, Kelly was strong and stocky and moved with such power and dynamism. Whenever I watched him, something stirred deep within me – a recognition, a connection, a yearning.


Singin’ in the Rain – the story of a promising young dancer’s attempt to crack Broadway – was my favourite by far. I remember watching, open-mouthed, as he performed the legendary five-minute sequence that saw him tap-dancing down the street mid-downpour, niftily spinning his umbrella. As my fellow cinemagoers erupted into spontaneous applause at Kelly’s sheer brilliance, I leaned over to my mother.


‘That’ll be me one day, Mum,’ I whispered into her ear. ‘Wouldn’t it be great to be like him one day, Mum?’


‘Well, let’s just see about that, Wayne,’ she said, with typical matter-of-factness. ‘Don’t be getting ahead of yourself, now.’


I twirled around every single lamppost as we made our way home to Friar Terrace that night.


When we’d first arrived in Hartlepool, I’d insisted upon continuing my dance classes. Even at the age of eight, I was full of drive and determination, eager to learn new steps and acquire fresh skills. I wasn’t the sort of kid who needed a timely shove from a pushy parent – I had more than enough motivation myself – so Mum simply filled in the forms while Stan paid the fees. Despite our strained relationship, he never begrudged me anything, financially speaking. I was genuinely grateful for this. Money was tight in those days and there were plenty of other things he could have spent it on, like clothes for my mother or nice things for the house. That said, I don’t think he was enamoured with the idea of his stepson attending dance classes at the weekend while his friends’ lads played rugby or football. And while my mother never dissuaded me, she didn’t exactly go out of her way to encourage me, either. She just let me get on with it, maybe hoping it was a passing phase that would soon be replaced with a more boyish hobby, like fishing or building model aeroplanes. I did all those pursuits but I soon lost interest.


I had the choice of two dance schools in Hartlepool: Freda Compton’s – a slick, glitzy set-up that often swept the board in local tournaments – or Muriel Carr’s, a more sedate, traditional establishment that valued convention over competition. I opted for the latter, prompted by some sage advice from a clued-up neighbour.


‘If Wayne wants the best training, Joan, send him to Miss Carr’s place,’ she’d said to Mum over the fence one day. ‘She may not have sparkly costumes and flashy choreography, but she does things properly, all by the book.’


Muriel Carr’s School of Dance, which specialised in modern musical, tap and ballet for girls, wasn’t the flashiest of venues. Located above a Halford’s bicycle shop in Lynn Street, the large, draughty studio with cracked windows and peeling walls was reached via a rickety wrought iron staircase. There was an ancient upright piano in one corner and a portable gas fire in the other. My new teacher was in her thirties, a dark-haired, bespectacled woman with a schoolmistress-like demeanour.


‘Well, hello, Wayne,’ she smiled when I arrived for my first class, shaking my hand and ushering me inside. ‘How divine to meet you and how wonderful to have another young man joining us.’


Occasionally, a middle-aged, smartly-dressed pianist called Billy Hands – who had a half a finger missing, much to my childish amusement – would turn up to class to silently observe proceedings. He would help Miss Carr to decide which musical theatre pieces we’d all be performing at the regional song and dance contests, alongside other schools in the area. They both earmarked me for a tournament in nearby Middlesbrough, in the under-twelves tap category, vying against other dancers from South Shields, Sunderland and Newcastle-upon-Tyne.


The competition was staged in a suburban Methodist church hall in the town centre. Mum came along to support me, as did Miss Carr, and they watched me perform a sprightly routine to ‘Five Foot Two, Eyes of Blue’, the popular American ditty. Its title was quite apt, in hindsight, five foot two being the precise height I’d reach in adulthood. Not that my stature was ever an issue in my younger years, because I was no smaller than many other lads of my age.


And I positively oozed with confidence, too. Many kids in these contests would flee the stage in tears, running to their mothers, unable to cope with the pressure. But I was utterly fearless and took it all in my stride.


At the end of the two-week long competition, I was awarded the silver cup for the highest mark in song and dance for under twelves and shared the first place cup for the highest mark in the competition across all under eighteens. However, sadly I wasn’t there that day. Mum and I had just missed the bus to Middlesborough and so had turned back home, rather than wait for the next one. My mother had seemed quite down at that time and I hadn’t wanted to push it by insisting we got the next one.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue



		Chapter One – Born Entertainer



		Chapter Two – First Steps



		Chapter Three – ‘Boy Gives up Rugby for Ballet’



		Chapter Four – The Presence of Greatness



		Chapter Five – From Covent Garden to Fire Island



		Chapter Six – A Meeting of Minds



		Chapter Seven – Drama Queen



		Chapter Eight – Dancing to My Own Tune



		Chapter Nine – ‘Fly, Miss Sleep, Fly . . .’



		Chapter Ten – Uptown Girl



		Chapter Eleven – Beginnings and Endings



		Chapter Twelve – Reality and Reinvention



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Picture Credits



		Picture Section



		BookDrop









Guide





		Cover



		Start













		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323











OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JUST

DIFFERENT
A M ermoir

WAYNE SLEEP







