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			About the Author
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			Jill Nalder was born in London, and raised in Neath, South Wales. She trained as an actor at Mountview Theatre School and her career has spanned some three decades. Her first love was the theatre and she has always loved working in and being part of the West End community and the world of entertainment. 

			During her time in Les Misérables at The Palace Theatre and then in Oliver! at the Palladium, she was one of the founders of the charity West End Cares. Her experience of cabaret through this led her to be one of the directors of the WestEnders, an internationally acclaimed musical theatre group, who have performed together in more than fifty countries.

			The character of Jill Baxter in the TV series It’s a Sin, written by her close friend Russell T Davies, was inspired by Jill’s activism and advocacy for those suffering from HIV/AIDS in the eighties and nineties. In the series she played the character’s mother Christine Baxter and through that she has been able to open new doors to continue with her fundraising and activism. She has recently been made a patron of The Sussex Beacon.

			Jill has been a passionate environmentalist for over thirty years and supports numerous environmental groups. She also volunteers at Regent’s Park, where she spends time crawling through the hedgerows in the small hours, helping to track and support the dwindling hedgehog population. 

			Jill is also (like her late father Robert) an avid traveller, keen gardener and enthusiastic star gazer.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Praise for Jill Nalder: 

			 

			‘As it happens, I was also a Jill in the eighties - but not half as good a Jill as real Jill’

			Dawn French

			 

			‘A beautiful, raw, tender book remembering friendships in the eye of the storm’

			Russell T Davies, creator of Channe 4’s It’s a Sin

			 

			‘Engrossing, heart-breaking and inspiring, this is the perfect companion piece to It’s a Sin’

			Matt Cain, author of THE SECRET LIFE OF ALBERT ENTWISTLE

			 

			‘I could not put [Jill’s] book down. She guides us through her career and her life and what leaps off the page is her strength, her compassion and her unswerving loyalty to people who were sometimes afraid to live their real lives. I am so pleased that Jill has had the chance to tell her story …. We should all “Be More Jill”’

			Lesley Joseph, actor and broadcaster
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			When Jill Nalder arrived at drama school in London in the early 1980s, she was ready for her life to begin. With her band of best friends – of which many were young, talented gay men with big dreams of their own – she grabbed London by the horns: partying with drag queens at the Royal Vauxhall Tavern, hosting cabarets at her glamorous flat, flitting across town to one gig after another. 

			 

			But soon rumours were spreading from America about a frightening illness being dubbed the ‘gay flu’, and Jill and her friends – spirited Juan Pablo, Jae with his beautiful voice, upbeat Dursley, and many others – found their formerly carefree existence under threat. 

			 

			In this moving memoir, It’s a Sin’s Jill Nalder tells the true story of her life during the AIDS crisis, and that of her friends and colleagues, as well as doctors, nurses, and fellow activists and fundraisers. She recounts juggling a busy West End career while campaigning for AIDS awareness and research, educating herself and caring for the sick. Most of all, she shines a light on those who were stigmatised and shamed, and remembers those brave and beautiful boys who were lost too soon.

		

	
		
			

			To Bob and Doreen Nalder, my wonderful parents, 

			for their unconditional love and support, and to all my family

			for always being a joy to me. 

			 

			To Colin Bell and Derek Chessor for their laughter 

			and inspiration.

			  

			To Juan Pablo Armitano and Dursley McLinden 

			for being irreplaceable. 

			 

			Finally, to all the brave boys who died too soon.

		

	
		
			

			Love is the last light spoken.

			 

			Dylan Thomas

		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			We were kids. And we walked into a storm.

			I met Jill Nalder in the late 1970s. I wonder when, exactly. No mobiles back then, no texts, no photos-every-second, those dates are impossible to pin down, all lost to the air. But we both belonged to the West Glamorgan Youth Theatre, a wonderful, life-changing workshop; a fierce combination of kids, drama, fun and hard work, forging friendships that have lasted my entire life. Nowadays, you’d call it a safe space, though that vocabulary didn’t exist back then; safe to be ourselves, and if that meant being carefully, tentatively gay, then we’d found the one space in 1970s Britain where you wouldn’t get punched in the face.

			We put on plays, we partied, we roared with laughter, then we grew up and moved away. Jill went to London to become an actor, I went to Oxford to read English, but those two cities are only a short hop on the train. I’d pop to London at weekends. And that’s where I discovered the Pink Palace. That’s what Jill called her flat, an open door for one and all, rooms full of laughter and music and passion, all bristling with people simply discovering themselves. Maisie Trollette would be sitting in the kitchen, ladling out punchlines and wisdom. To hell with Oxford, this was my education!

			And at the same time, the storm.

			I sheltered from it. Jill faced it, head-on. The existence of HIV and AIDS began as a rumour (‘How can a plague be gay?’) and then something foreign (‘It only affects Americans!’) and then a conspiracy (‘It was created to kill us!’) but all the while getting closer and closer. Until people we knew started to die. And forgive my tunnel vision; I know HIV can affect men, women and children alike, but we saw events through the lens of our own lives, a lens focused very much upon gay men. And those men started to disappear.

			As the 1980s marched on, Jill was working in the West End, and she’d tell me about men vanishing from the scene. From leading actors to chorus boys, front-of-house staff, costume and make-up; boys falling ill, going home, never heard of again. Some dying in hospital unvisited, some pretending they had cancer. The secrecy of it, the silence, the stigma and the shame. Well, not for Jill! The West End was one of the first to mobilise. To become activists. To protest, to fundraise, to hold the hands of the dying. And in rising, they found all the other voices crying out – the campaigners, the scientists, the allies, the families – and became a force to be reckoned with.

			It must have been around 1990 when Jill first told me a story which had happened, and would keep happening all over the world. The true story of parents walking on to a hospital ward to discover that their son is gay, that he has AIDS, that he’s dying, all in one moment. I thought about that for so long. The horror. The love. The consequences.

			And I thought about it for thirty years. It took me that long, to understand what was happening, to grasp it, to see the size of it. I stare in awe at Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart, first performed off-Broadway in 1985, right in the heart of the storm. But I got there in the end, in my own way, and when I finally decided to write a drama for Channel 4 about AIDS in the 1980s, my mind turned to Jill. Her life and her actions. Her heroism.

			It’s actually a strange thing, to realise that your old mate is a hero. She’s just always been there, in my life, being so much herself that I took her for granted. To me, she simply does the things that Jill does. It was only as I wrote, that I began to see her through others’ eyes. That I realised how selfless and brave and unique she is.

			One of the lead characters in It’s a Sin was based so much on Jill’s life that I couldn’t even change her name! Every time I tried to type Alison or Susie or Jane, it clanged like a duff note. So Jill she stayed. Not that fictional Jill is anything like the real one. Oh, the actual woman is bawdier, funnier, madder, camper and even kinder, if you can imagine such a thing. I had to tone her down, or she’d have upstaged the whole show. And of course, the wonderful Lydia West brought such sensitivity and grace and insight to the role, that Jill Baxter is now a completely independent character in herself.

			But it was really important to me, for Real Jill to become a vital part the production. So we offered her the role of Jill’s mother. How lovely, how strange, how emotional, to see her on screen, being part of events, sitting in a recreated Pink Palace, acting out terrible events which had been reconstructed from her own stories.

			One of the greatest joys of my entire life came after transmission, when people realised who Jill was. And celebrated her. Suddenly, my old friend was on chat shows, in newspapers, doing podcasts and charity launches. One journalist who interviewed her went through his own archives and found that he’d interviewed Jill Nalder on a sponsored bed-push around Leicester Square in 1994! I watched all of this unfold with amazement. Despite her profound and abiding modesty, Jill was carried shoulder-high for once in her life. Centre stage, at last.

			The point is, people realised she’s always been there, Jill and the thousands like her. The friends, the carers, the lovers, the unsung activists. Governments will always let us down. Jills will always rise.

			And now this! Her own book. I’m so proud of her, and proud to know her. And I’m the lucky one because it’s rare, in life, to get a chance like this. I can now say to my old friend, out loud, for everyone to hear: I love you, Jill.

			 

			Russell T Davies 

			January 2022

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Declaration 

			 

			The book I have written is my own experience of the HIV/AIDS crisis in the eighties and nineties. It is how I remember it to the best of my knowledge. I have changed certain names, times and places for reasons of privacy and ongoing stigma, and I have adapted certain events accordingly.

			 

			A Note from Jill 

			 

			Being approached to write a book was a huge surprise and, I must say, an honour. I had never imagined it, even in my wildest dreams, and yet here was an opportunity which was both scary and exciting. 

			I decided to accept the challenge, but was truly daunted by enormity of the project. What inspired me was the belief that the time when HIV/AIDS arrived in our lives is an important part of our shared history. In 2020 we were – and are still – living with COVID-19, but back then so many faced a different kind of pandemic: a disease that evoked hatred, stigma and horror. Following the success of It’s a Sin and the conversations it engendered, I realised so many people did not know what happened back then. I wanted to describe to the reader what it was like at the time and how incredible the boys were – including my friends, who were stoic and simply wanted, like everyone else, to live their lives to the full. I wanted to tell their story alongside my own and to write about the joy and the fun they brought to the lives they touched. I wanted to write about their courage.

			My friends were amazing, but so were so many people who faced this illness. To write about them, I believe, is a way to pay tribute to the superb doctors, nurses, healthcare workers, as well as the scientists, researchers and bold activists. There were many stories like mine, so many Jills and so many friends, families and partners who were by the sides of their loved ones when so many turned their backs.

			I wanted to write with them all in mind and to try to do them justice. 

			I hope in some way I have managed to do that.

			We were all part of the same fight.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			‘Next,’ said the man with the clipboard, hardly looking up from the magazine he was reading.

			This is it, I thought, as I walked into the grey, musty hall. Three men of varying ages looked at me from behind a table, and I felt my knees shake. I had been petrified the whole way on the fast train to Paddington station. It had been a long journey, made longer by the continual butterflies in my stomach. As I stood there in my flowy dress, which I’d chosen because it felt a bit bohemian and very trendy, I tried not to think of the horror stories I’d heard from friends of mine about things they’d had to do at auditions. One of these concerned a very arrogant director, who had sat at the casting table, picked up a newspaper and said, ‘I want you to surprise me. Do something to make me look up from this paper.’ This did not sit well with the cocky young actor in question. Furious, he’d taken out his cigarette lighter and set fire to the newspaper. I wasn’t sure how true this story was, but all the same, I prayed my experience would not be anything like as extreme.

			‘Name, please?’

			I cleared my throat and said, ‘Jill Nalder,’ as confidently as I could manage.

			A large man with a white beard gave a slight smile and said, ‘Start when you’re ready.’

			I straightened my shoulders and tossed back a crazy amount of permed, curly brown hair. First was Hermione’s speech from Shakespeare’s A Winter’s Tale (the play famous for the stage direction, ‘Exit, pursued by a bear’), and next was a piece from a more modern play that involved my being daring enough to say the word ‘tits’. I was then called upon to show some of my not-too-impressive dancing skills, before finally being able to fill the hall with my favourite song from A Chorus Line, ‘What I Did For Love’. And then, suddenly, it was done – my first big audition. I prayed that I would be good enough; that I would get my chance.

			All I could think of was how desperately I wanted to be part of all the excitement London had to offer: the tangible energy on every corner, the black taxis, the red buses, the theatre posters, the bars and cafés, the overwhelming chattering of the starlings filling Leicester Square – and all the incredible people. To my young eyes, everyone passing by in London looked attractive, interesting and sophisticated. I didn’t stop thinking about it until a letter from Mountview Theatre School fell softly on the doormat of my parents’ house, six long weeks later.

			Up and down the country, all kinds of fellow dreamers were also anxiously waiting for this opportunity to begin their new lives, each of them in search of a place where they could be their true selves, and where they could find excitement, acceptance and love.

			On the Sandfields estate, Port Talbot, in a small house belonging to a somewhat unmusical family, a shy six-year-old I would come to know as Jae had once begged his mother for a piano.

			‘Please, Mammy,’ he said. ‘I have wanted a piano for all my life.’

			His mother, Margaret, turned to his dad and said, ‘Alan, he’s having a piano.’

			Twelve years later, a letter arrived at that same house, offering him a place in a top London college. It had to be London, he felt. That was where it all happened; that was where he could flourish.

			Meanwhile, in the tiny Scottish village of Coupar Angus, Derek felt stuck in a place where nothing thrilling ever happened. He was rebellious and naughty – and he wanted more. He was the youngest boy in his family, witty and funny. Behind the laughter, however, lay many secrets. He had always known he was gay, so when he was inspired by a friend to take a chance and move to London, he didn’t need a letter. He was ready for the big city.

			Three hundred miles to the south, another young boy, John – sensitive, creative and secretive – was growing up in Liverpool. A child prodigy marked for a career in music, he wanted to go somewhere where he would be able to be more himself. His eyes were on London, and a place at the Italia Conti Stage School.

			Even further afield, four thousand miles away from the city where we would soon meet each other, a young man was being emotionally tortured in Dayton, Ohio. Born in Caracas, Venezuela, he had been sent to the heart of the American Midwest at the age of sixteen to study English – and he hated it more and more with each passing day. He had grown accustomed to secrecy, and his head was full of dreams. He put enormous energy into them, and imagined himself starring in Hollywood movies or singing on Broadway. The young man knew his aspirations lay outside the confines of Dayton or Caracas: he wanted London or New York. There, he thought, people were open-minded and creative. There, they would not laugh at his dreams. There, he would be able to be his true self. So que fantastico when, aged eighteen, a letter arrived offering him a place at a drama college in London. Juan knew his time had come.

			Also longing for his chance to make it in the world was Dursley, a boy from the Isle of Man who was just sixteen when he received his offer of a place at Mountview. His parents did not stand in the way of his dreams. He was the youngest student the college had ever taken, and it was clear from the moment he arrived that he was destined for greatness. Enormously talented and ambitious, he possessed a wisdom beyond his years, and he knew he couldn’t achieve his dreams on an island that considered his very existence to be illegal.

			So, separated by land and sea, these hopefuls were set to take their first steps on a journey that would change their lives – and mine – in ways we couldn’t yet fathom. As I tore open that acceptance letter at home in Neath, the words of my audition song rang through my mind: ‘Kiss today goodbye and point me toward tomorrow.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Earth has not anything to show more fair:

			Dull would he be of soul who could pass by

			A sight so touching in its majesty.

			This city now doth, like a garment wear

			The beauty of the morning; silent bare,

			Ships, towers, domes, theatres and temples lie

			Open unto the fields, and to the sky . . .

			 

			William Wordsworth,

			‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’

			 

			 

			I had dreamed of living in London for as long as I could remember. Although born there, I grew up, from the age of six, in Neath, an old Roman town about a twenty-minute drive from Swansea. Even when I was young, I knew there was a bigger world out there. After all, Richard Burton was born about six miles up the road from my house, and he was in Hollywood.

			At one time in its history, Neath’s main attractions were a castle and, later, a really magnificent abbey. In the seventies, it had a lot of pubs, a couple of cafés, a Chinese takeaway and the Castle Hotel – and that was it. Far indeed from a buzzing metropolis. I knew there had to be events more enticing than walking into town from school in our lunch hour to buy faggots and peas in the old market. (In this context, I should explain that a faggot is a – quite awful to me, but very popular – liver-based meat ball. Suffice to say, I survived on the peas.)

			In a world that is now so crammed full of stimuli, it is hard to imagine just how we entertained ourselves, or how we learned about life. We had no mobile phones, no internet, no daytime TV – no videos, even. We had cassette tapes to record the Top 40 from BBC Radio 1 on a Sunday night. We had parents who still called the radio ‘the wireless’, and we had grandfathers who had fought in the trenches.

			We were certainly a unique generation: born into post-war optimism, but steeped in the fifties ideals of the husband as a provider married to the perfect housewife. I adored both my parents: they were supportive, loving and progressive. My mum was particularly open-minded and tolerant, and I think this came from her own life experiences. In the late forties in post-war London, Mum had been working as a teacher when she met a psychologist from Puerto Rico named Mr Moran. He was connected with her school as part of his research paper, which was called ‘Roots of Prejudice’. Let’s just say that, at that time, living in England, he certainly would not have been short on content for his paper. My mum told me that they became close, and that he was incredibly clever, and very handsome, but their relationship remained a friendship. It could not have amounted to more, even if they had wanted it to: interracial friendships between a white woman and a person of colour were rare enough, and they faced comments just by being close friends, let alone considering a romantic involvement. Race was the topic of many of their conversations, which fascinated and educated my mother. Growing up in the Valleys in the thirties had not exactly provided her with a multicultural upbringing, and so Mr Moran must have really opened her eyes to the harsh truth of prejudice and discrimination. She was incredibly forward-thinking and accepting anyway, but I think this sense of injustice over the racism and treatment people faced had always stuck with her.

			So, when the time of civil rights marches and race riots in America came, President Kennedy and Martin Luther King were continually exalted in our house, and the fight for justice and equality was impressed on me from an early age. I learned to always be accepting of others for who they are, and never to turn my back on someone who needed my friendship, just because they were different.

			My mum gave birth to me when she was thirty-seven, which was considered positively geriatric in the sixties. My dad tried to be present at my birth, which was not the norm at the time, but he was ushered out of the room because there were complications. My mum used to tell the story of my birth, so I knew I was born with dislocated hips – and I also knew I was lucky. ‘The London doctors,’ my mum would say, as if there was something particularly special about doctors from London, had noticed something was wrong. I was put in plaster for a year, and by the time I started to walk, all was OK.

			Although I was lucky, I had also already experienced the first loss of many losses in my life – in the womb. My twin didn’t make it. There is a strange, abstract feeling of loss being a surviving twin. I don’t know whether people really believe it affects you, but I have always felt it does; a passing feeling sometimes that something is missing. I grew up privately wanting to know about my twin, but the hospital had given my mum very little information and she could only tell me what she knew. My parents didn’t even know the sex of the baby they lost and so he or she was never given a name. I have always looked at twins and wondered how they felt, wondering what it would be like to have my own twin. When I headed off to school for the first time, I was very excited to make a best friend: that would be like having a twin, wouldn’t it? I carried this hope with me to college. It was always important to me to find a true friend, a twin, a soulmate.

			In my own eyes, I was a plain and quite nervous child, always a bit cautious, but enthusiastic and eager to do well. I met my first real best friend, Delyth, when I was eleven and we both passed the exam to get a place at the girls’ grammar school. Delyth had a few close friends when we met, and I was accepted as one of the gang. We were united by the pop stars we adored. Together, we dreamed of our idols. We dreamed of the movies, of meeting them and of romance (just a kiss) with Donny Osmond. We would spend hours swooning excitedly over fan-club information, and we both craved some excitement, something to liven up our sleepy little town.

			On one occasion when we were about thirteen, while walking through Neath’s back streets, Delyth and I certainly got more excitement than we bargained for. As we strolled along the road, over the canal, we saw a torn-up copy of some sort of magazine, blowing wildly around in the wind. As we got closer, we saw that it was pages and pages of naked people: images of open-legged women and men with very large attributes. What had until then remained a mystery wrapped in plastic on the top shelf of a bookshop was suddenly right in front of us, in all its explicit glory, flapping around our feet in the middle of Neath. We dared each other to pick up some pages. Yes, we did it, and we hid in a corner of the street trying to piece it together, reading and shrieking. I can only say it was fascinated awe, teamed with a certain amount of disgust – we had never seen anything like it. We were in complete shock. I don’t think we even knew then what a woman looked like from that way up, not to mention a man in full glory.

			Fresh from the sex education made available to us by the West Glamorgan Education Authority, we pieced together the articles and took in the explicit pictures, reading a particularly graphic passage.

			‘What on earth is oral sex?’ I asked Delyth, who was just as shocked as I was.

			‘Must mean talking about it,’ she replied, very logically.

			And so, we read on.

			‘No, no, no!’ I gasped, pointing at a particularly graphic image. ‘It is definitely not talking. No one,’ I said, forcefully, ‘no one would or could do anything like that. That has to be a lie. Why would they do it? It doesn’t make any sense. It’s disgusting.’

			At the time, I didn’t realise that I was experiencing a small-town upbringing, because I thought everything was very open in my house. I knew if I asked certain questions, I would receive an honest answer (although I think my parents went by the law of ‘Don’t tell them till they actually ask’). They were both educated and tolerant. My dad was the only child of a tyrannically strict father and, as a result, took completely the opposite approach with his own children: he was very gentle and accepting. My mother was always happy to chat to me, and I was never afraid to ask a question. I suppose the problem was I didn’t really know, other than the obvious stuff, what to actually ask about. It would never have dawned on me, not in a million years, to ask, ‘Mam, what exactly should you do with a penis?’ or, ‘Mam, do boys have sex with boys as well as girls?’ It just wasn’t on my radar. It was all such a mystery: and I wasn’t the only one who felt that way. One school friend told me she woke up one night and leaped out of bed to help her mother, who sounded like she was being attacked in her bedroom by what my friend thought must be a burglar. She was amazed to find only her father there, and no attack taking place. Another good friend told me recently that, as a young boy, his entire sex education consisted of a leaflet left mysteriously on his bed one day by his father (a doctor), after which the topic was never mentioned again. Sex was shrouded in secrecy.

			It was at about this time that our religious education teacher (also, incidentally, our sex education teacher) inadvertently opened a door to me. She took a group of us to the theatre to see Godspell – and that was it. I became obsessed: with the show, with musicals, with plays, with everything and anything possible to do with theatre. I was in love with the idea of it all. That was when I knew I wanted to be an actor. I wanted to sing show songs, to be part of a world that was full of excitement. It would be my ticket out of my small town, all the way to London. I cannot count how many times we saw Godspell that year, but it became the carrot my parents dangled before me to ensure my O-level success: ‘You can go and see Godspell if you pass your exams.’ It was a simple bribe, and it worked.

			There came a point when Delyth and I had seen Godspell so many times, we became kind of friendly with the cast and crew. We were just about at the age where you can blag being older than you really are. We used to love to try and get in to places we were not supposed to, and so we went to the pubs the actors would frequent after the show. We would listen to them talking, overhearing all kinds of gossip we didn’t fully understand. There was one time in the bar that I overheard someone speaking about an older gay man, with the words: ‘He’s really only into chickens.’ I had no idea that younger, attractive men were referred to in this way. I genuinely wondered what on earth he was doing with the hens.

			We heard the words ‘gay’ and ‘camp’ bandied around rather a lot. We tried to understand who was actually gay, and who was camp – and what it actually meant. We started saying it ourselves, just to feel we were part of it all. ‘Oh, he’s camp,’ we would say, feeling theatrical and grown-up, as though we understood. It was descriptive and seemed to be used as both a compliment and an insult. No one used the word ‘camp’ in Dwr-y-Felin Comprehensive, that was for certain. This new world we were discovering was much more colourful than anything we’d seen before, and the open-mindedness was intoxicating.

			And so I went, persistently, to the Swansea Grand Theatre stage door, asking for a job. Within a year, I was granted an unpaid position: making tea for the actors during the intervals, then literally sweeping the stage at the end of the shows. Not a very glamorous role, but I didn’t care: I was just so delighted to be there. Eventually, my employment status escalated to truly giddying heights, and I was offered the grand total of £12 a week to ‘dress’ the actors.

			I learned about theatre as well as life. This unique, other world, steeped in centuries of tradition. I learned that you must always say ‘Break a leg’ instead of ‘Good luck’; that you must never utter the word ‘Macbeth’ within the theatre, or bad luck will befall the show; and you must never, ever whistle backstage. I also learned what ‘bisexual’ meant. Steve, an incredibly handsome actor who had been dating one of the girls in the show, was helpfully telling me that the prompt corner was always stage left – and then, in the same breath, started talking about a boy he fancied, plain as day. I was a bit confused, but I admit to finding it really exciting. Next day, he told me he had a date with the boy. That was quick, I thought, he only told me yesterday that he fancied him. Meanwhile, I had fancied Nigel Williams for three years and still hadn’t got a date. I was actually very nervous when it came to dating boys myself. I was not at all confident, and, not being pretty (at least, not in a conventional way), I was never the first choice. This had always made me feel, I think, quite unattractive – but I held a hope that one day soon, I would definitely be fabulous.

			Well, the next time I saw Steve, I asked him how the date had gone. He casually told me they’d had sex in the dressing room, and it was now very likely he would move on to someone else. Apparently, he had his eye on a few other boys and girls. I was shocked, but he didn’t seem to think this was at all unusual. Girls’ magazines like Fab 208 and Jackie had sagely advised me that it was not a good idea even to hold hands until at least the second date. I didn’t think it would be different for two men, but clearly it was. I remember thinking about how much I still had to learn.

			Working at the Grand Theatre was fabulous, but I still believe I owe everything to the West Glamorgan Youth Theatre. The WGYT was a highly respected county drama group that held auditions annually, ran residential courses and put on all kinds of fabulous productions. It gave me the full theatre experience, lifelong friends and the confidence and ability to get to London and chase my dreams. It was where I felt at home. Suddenly, it seemed it did not matter if you weren’t the prettiest girl. Here, it seemed you could be part of the most popular group if your personality was right. If you had any talent, and if you were open-minded, you could be – and were – part of something special. Writer Russell T Davies, my lifelong friend, was also a member, and has described it as ‘a safe space’; looking back, it was exactly that. To me, it was a unique, joyous and camp place to find an extended family. Clearly, we all shared a love of theatre and performing, but it was more than that. We shared our own unique humour, our own language. We even had our own special greeting: ‘La!’. It was a quick, half-sung, half-spoken way of saying ‘hello’, or ‘goodbye’, or ‘I understand exactly what you mean.’ ‘La!’ said it all. We were part of a special club and we loved it. We would never have imagined that our special phrase could possibly have captured people’s imaginations the way it did when Russell used it for his characters in his television show It’s a Sin!

			At the WGYT, I also became firm friends with a fantastically talented and very pretty boy with Betty Boop eyes and thick, dark, curly hair. His name was Jae (a name he had given himself, as he was already working in the clubs with his own show), and he had worked semi-professionally since he was twelve years old, he told me. He was an amazing singer, and I thought he was surely destined for stardom.

			Jae was that shy six-year-old from the Sandfields estate in Port Talbot (as the story goes, his father actually knew Richard Burton), and so he, too, had experienced a small-town upbringing. He’d been brought up a Catholic, which meant confession and a generous helping of guilt. At one point, he was severely reprimanded for saying such a horrific and dangerous word as ‘pregnant’. He could certainly never have asked his parents what he should do with a penis that wasn’t his own, nor could he have said something like, ‘Dad, is it OK to sleep with boys instead of girls?’ From a young age, he was a brilliant musician, and was desperately looking for some sort of outlet to express himself. At the age of fifteen, he’d found that outlet when he joined the West Glamorgan Youth Theatre.

			Someone at the Youth Theatre came up with the fun idea of calling all the boys by their mothers’ names – and I mean all the boys, straight or gay. So, in our group, Jeremy, Russell, Gareth, Martyn and Malcolm became Gwen, Dulcie, Joyce, Hazel and Marlene! The names have stayed with them all to this day. Being part of the WGYT allowed each of us to express ourselves, but some of these boys were discovering, for the first time, their true authentic selves: meeting people they could be honest with, and discovering a safe place to be gay. The doors to freedom were opening. Coming from an accepting home myself, I found it easy to be accepting of others, and I quickly learned that the camp, fun and open conversations we enjoyed together could open the way to real honesty.

			I started to find myself becoming the keeper of secrets for boys who had been afraid to tell anyone they were gay. I had a feeling that it was special to be told such a secret by boys who I thought were so wonderful. I hated the idea of the prejudice they might face, and I wanted to support and understand them. It opened my eyes to the differences in my world, and I liked feeling that I was part of something unconventional and enlightening. I would continue to play this role with my friends for years to come. Jae had never mentioned his sexuality to his family, even though he had known it since he was ten years old, he told me.

			Our involvement with the WGYT made sure we were on the right path when the time came to think of further education. I knew I wanted to act and sing, and I knew London was where I wanted to do it, but it was a topic that caused a lot of, sometimes tense, conversations in our house. My dad thought I would be better off getting a ‘proper job’ and suggested it would be wiser to aim for a good career in the Abbey National. My younger brother Colin was proving to be a highly intelligent young boy with a brilliant brain for all things scientific, and was clearly destined for a good university, so I trod carefully. I did not want to disappoint anyone with the words ‘drama college’. Despite the debates, I knew my parents would support me if it was what I truly wanted, as long as I was willing to work for it.

			So, with my A-levels under my belt, I was beside myself with nervous excitement when I was accepted into Mountview Theatre School to take a three-year acting course. I spent hours dreaming of what my new life would be like: where would I live? Who would I meet? Would I have a gorgeous boyfriend? Who would I thank when I received my first Tony Award? What would I wear? Would I ever get through the long list of, sometimes unusual, instructions sent to me by Mountview? Where was I supposed to buy fencing gear – and who on earth could make me a rehearsal skirt that would double as a Shakespearean cape?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Friendship is a single soul dwelling in two bodies.

			 

			Aristotle

			 

			 

			It was the early eighties and, as a bright-eyed eighteen-year-old, I was poised for a life in the theatre in London, at long last. Totally unfazed by and delighted with the gay scene, and with my closest Youth Theatre friends also going to colleges in the city (Jae had a place at the Central School of Speech and Drama), I was ready for all the fun that lay ahead.

			When I first arrived in London, my flat was horrible, cold and dingy, with a room next to my bedroom that the landlord kept locked unless he chose to use it with the various women he brought round. I was too naive to complain, but it was disturbing and uncomfortable. However, Mountview was warm and welcoming. Situated in Crouch End, north London, it was an old building with a traditional small theatre and a modern studio. The green room was cosy, full of sofas and old cushions, and the bar was always busy and full of all kinds of characters. I wrote home to my mum: ‘We have it all here in London. There is such a brilliant mixture of people here on my course; Swedish and Italian girls, an Indian boy, two Welsh boys, at least two lesbians – and I’m sure lots of queens!’ I felt like the world was coming together in one building. It was where it was all happening!

			It was there in college, at the end of my first year, that I met that handsome dreamer from Caracas. He became one of the greatest friends of my life. His name was Juan Pablo, and we were brought together by a production of The House of Bernarda Alba. Juan had been described to me as the popular Venezuelan boy. The first time I met him, he was laughing heartily with a group of fellow students, and I adored him almost immediately. He had a loud, infectious laugh and a broad, gorgeous smile that wrinkled his chocolate-brown eyes. He was tall and handsome, but not intimidating, with a mound of dark, curly hair that you immediately wanted to ruffle. I approached him a bit shyly, because I wanted some help. I needed to know how to pronounce some of the Spanish words in the text. He, in an incredibly warm, all-embracing kind of way, responded by inviting me into the West End with him, to see a production of Yerma. Off we went, I didn’t understand the show as it was all Spanish, but on the way back we found ourselves singing songs from A Chorus Line all the way up Crouch Hill.

			We stayed up till four in the morning, chatting and laughing, and from that night on, I knew that Juan was a beautiful soul. He was passionate about theatre, passionate about art, and incredibly talented. He was also completely in love with Barbra Streisand, in a way that is unique to some gay men: something between a complete obsession with her and a desire to actually be her. He regularly tried to recreate the essence of his beloved Barbra from his Crouch End bedsit, belting out her hits in his rich, honeyed voice. Thankfully (for the neighbours’ sake), Juan was a glorious singer, especially after a bottle or two of wine.

			Juan was nineteen years old, and ecstatic to be living in a new city. This wasn’t like his life in Caracas, where he’d had to keep so much of who he was secret from his parents. In London, he could finally be free. He loved life, music, sex, parties – and he had found a place where he could be completely open about his sexuality. His excitement was palpable, and it summed up his character perfectly. He always possessed an infectious sense of wonder and enthusiasm; it was one of my favourite things about him.

			One morning in Juan’s flat in Crouch End, we woke up to light that seemed unusually bright. There was a quietness that felt bizarre for London, and through the window, the world was white. It was the first time Juan had ever seen snow and he was so excited he nearly exploded. I remember him shrieking with delight, shouting: ‘Jiiilly! Jiiiiiiilly, come JILLY! Snow, SNOW!’ We rushed outside into the freezing morning air, and seeing Juan’s face light up made me feel like a mother watching her child captivated by their first snowfall.

			If Juan’s sense of wonder was childlike, so was his naughtiness. Like a little boy who stole sweets from the table while your back was turned, he had what he claimed was a ‘South American’ lack of respect for authority. In Juan’s case, this rebellious nature manifested as a peculiar desire to shoplift, primarily from the local shop in Crouch End. All the students at Mountview called this shop ‘Mrs Busy’s’ for the simple reason that whenever you went in, the loveliest, friendliest Indian lady would always say, ‘Hello, and are you busy?’ in her soft accent. Juan would go in to Mrs Busy’s for some chocolate or a bottle of wine, and come out with a tin of salmon or tomato soup as a bonus. He could never pass a newspaper stand without nonchalantly picking up a paper, as though it was a free gift. This kleptomania horrified me – and it didn’t stop there.

			There was the one occasion when Juan, with his persuasive charm, managed to convince me not to pay for a ticket on the Underground. ‘Just flash an old ticket,’ he said. So I did it, heart racing, and my face a picture of guilt. Of course, Juan’s tactic didn’t work, and we were stopped.

			‘Where have you come from?’ the ticket officer demanded.

			‘Wood Green,’ I said, sheepishly, nearly in tears. I hated getting into trouble.

			‘And you,’ he said, more sternly, looking at Juan. ‘Where have you come from?’

			‘Caracas,’ Juan said gleefully, before running off and leaving me with a fine and a record. Thanks Juan, I thought. You can tell my parents.

			He may have caused his fair share of trouble, but Juan and I would continue to spend our college years as best friends. We were young, carefree and having fun: doing shows, sharing stories of boys we fancied (he was always luckier in love than me), and taking chances to travel. Most of all, we were happy. My mum once said to me, ‘I knew you had really left home when you told me about Juan.’ Juan and I had such a close bond that I sometimes wondered if my real twin could have been gay. I felt it was a strong possibility.

			 

			If my first love in London was Juan Pablo, then my second was undoubtedly the Pink Palace. Throughout my first year, in an attempt to escape from the dingy den I was living in, I stayed in various places, including Juan’s bedsit, which he made as lovely as he could. But in my second year at college, it was a different story. Me, Jae and our friend Martyn, (also from the Youth Theatre), decided we would live together, and so began the hunt. Even back then, trying to find a decent-priced, liveable flat in London was no small feat. But in September 1980, we struck gold – or, should I say, pink – and found a glorious new home.

			It was a lovely autumn morning when I answered the phone to Jae, who was, not unusually for him, gabbling excitedly on the other end of the line. ‘La! You’ll never believe it, Jill. I’m with Martyn and he has seen in the Ham & High that there’s a flat going on Finchley Road. It says: “First floor, two bedrooms, sleeps four.” And – wait for it – it’s £80 per week. It could be fablus,’ he shrieked, sounding more Welsh than ever.

			‘That’s cheap,’ I replied. ‘I wonder what’s wrong with it.’

			‘Well, it’ll probably be shit, but we’re going to have a look anyway. It’s only up the road from college; it would be stupid not to. I’ll call you later,’ he said, as he hung up.

			We weren’t expecting much for £80 a week, but when I went over to see Jae that evening, he was even more excited than he had been on the phone.

			‘Oh my God, Jill, you won’t believe the flat,’ he said. ‘We were shown round by a very well-dressed man who told us he was a headmaster, and the flat was his elderly mother’s. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw it – and you won’t either. I can’t get over the fact that he’s happy for students to live there. It’s like a palace.’ Jae was bursting at the seams. ‘We’ve told him we would love to have it,’ he said excitedly. ‘It’s got everything – you must come and see it.’

			When I went to see the flat the next day, I was gobsmacked. As we say in the Valleys, it was lush. The place was everything Jae had described – and more. The real shock came when you walked from the small but lovely kitchen into the lounge. It was enormous, with a large bay window overlooking beautifully kept gardens below. Not only was the room gigantic, but it was unusually – and absolutely amazingly – pink. Dark purple-pink carpets; an enormous, dusky pink Dralon sofa with matching pink chairs. The walls were covered in dark purple flock embossed wallpaper, and, to make it even more ostentatious, the room was lit by three glorious chandeliers. It was a palace, that’s all I can say. So that’s what we called it: the Pink Palace. We had central heating, silver service cutlery, a beautiful oak table, Susie Cooper coffee cups and lots of lovely crockery. It was more glamorous than anywhere any of us had lived, ever. It was clearly the home of someone very wealthy – and now it was for us. It was worth the huge amount of forty-two thousand pounds and it had a blue plaque outside, which we decided made it even more special, and probably haunted. It was totally captivating – and it was ours.

			 

			Our new home completely changed our lives in London. Our Youth Theatre group and college friends merged until we were all part of an eclectic, over-the-top bunch. We felt the world was our oyster, and the Pink Palace the pearl. It quickly became part of our folklore. It was soon a base for all our friends, with countless people coming to stay from all over the place, including Russell – and, of course, Juan practically never left. Life was great. We worked hard, played hard and showed off our Palace with pride by throwing legendary parties. We loved to dress up, drag up and stage cabarets for our guests. Martyn would perform comedy songs with his guitar, while Jae hired a piano to make these nights more ‘professional’ and exciting.

			There was someone else who helped ensure that none of our guests would ever forget a Pink Palace party. We called him the ‘Wanker in the Window’, and he earned the nickname by doing precisely that. On a Saturday night, regular as clockwork, he came to his window in the flat opposite ours and the cabaret began. We thought it was funny to invite people along for the floor show. For obvious reasons, it was a one-act play. After a while, we discovered you could quite literally time an egg to his antics. Of course, as the rumour spread, we had to throw a few more parties to prove it was true. Well, any reason for a party suited us.

			When we weren’t throwing parties in the Pink Palace, we made the most of being students in the city. We went to Heaven for the dancing and to Stringfellows for the glamour; to the Roof Gardens for the flamingos and to cheap restaurants for dinner. And, of course, we went to the theatre for the love of it. It probably goes without saying that there were the normal ups and downs: bad hangovers, bad choices of boyfriends, bad one-night stands – although the last one wasn’t so true for me (well, only once). In fact, I felt I experienced the most love but probably the least sex of anyone in my year. I don’t really know why, but I just never seemed to get the romance bit right. From his room at Oxford, where he was studying, Russell wrote to me: ‘Who knows, perhaps you’ll find the man of your dreams. But be careful, dear – knowing you, he’ll probably be gay.’ Clearly, I was getting a reputation, but the truth is I was drawn towards gay men. I never felt like having a boyfriend just for the sake of it. When it came to romantic relationships, I had a sort of blind faith that one day soon, everything would just work itself out.

			Our time as students seemed to go by so quickly, but we really did live life to the full. Although, of course, we dealt with things like having no money and arguing over bills, there were also those wonderful parties, cabarets, suppers, Sunday lunches, music and singing, college productions and one glorious Christmas. Then, all of a sudden, it was 1982, and we were in our last year at Mountview, with two years completed towards a final degree in Performing Arts.

			My last year in college was spent in one production after another, as a way for us student actors to prepare for the real world by experiencing the lifestyle of a true theatre performer. One of these productions took us much further afield than the West End – in fact, it took us all the way to America. Of course, our whole year group was incredibly excited. That is, until we discovered that we would not be making our Broadway debut. Instead, we were informed, much to Juan’s profound anguish, that we would be travelling to Dayton, Ohio. Realising he would soon revisit the place where for three months he had been locked in his bedroom by his puritanical religious hosts in order to prevent wayward behaviour, he howled in horror. Poor Juan clearly felt the situation was too terrible to put into words, and spent thirty minutes having a panic attack on Crouch Hill, while passers-by told him to breathe into a paper bag. Unfortunately for Juan, the tour was compulsory: he had no choice but to return to the stiflingly repressive town he had hoped he would never see again.

			Upon our arrival in Dayton, after many hours on a TWA flight, we were housed with local families. To my dismay, I was to be hosted by the Reverend Fenwick and his wife Lois, whereas Juan was placed in the care of two handsome men, the raven-haired and heavily moustached Tom and the blond, blue-eyed Kurt. They had an aura of being completely at ease with themselves, and definitely up for some fun. One look at these sexy boys and Juan quickly forgot his panic attack, forgot he had described Dayton as ‘a damnation on me’ to his brother Nelson – and totally forgot that I was his best friend – and excitedly embraced the different side of Dayton that lay ahead of him.
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