
[image: Images]


Praise for Simon Doonan and Beautiful People

*  *  *

“My favorite fresh new writer of the year award goes to Simon Doonan . . . the most brash and brilliant thing in type.”

—Liz Smith

*  *  *

“Humor is his ultimate weapon, and whether Doonan’s in Los Angeles getting arrested in Vivienne Westwood plaid bondage trousers or coping with a gay-bashing policeman in Blackpool, he keeps his comic cool. This endearing book pays tribute to a madcap childhood and the power of familial love.”

—Publishers Weekly

*  *  *

“Simon Doonan is one of the most clever, funny, wicked, silly, sweet people on this planet. He and his sinister wit are glamorously sublime.”

—Narciso Rodriguez

*  *  *

“Doonan’s work is always fun and funny.”

—Dallas Voice

*  *  *

“Effortlessly witty.”

—The Village Voice

*  *  *

“Fabulously entertaining. . . . Visionary fashion director of Barneys department store, [Doonan] is known for taking the ordinary and spinning it into the fantastic. . . . A kick, a hoot, a truly wonderful read, with loads of down-and-dirty details about characters who are way more interesting than those dull Beautiful People Doonan was so all afire to find.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)

*  *  *

“Simon is a male Lucille Ball.”

—Donna Karan

*  *  *

“A damned good autobiography—a brisk read about an odd life oddly lively, with comic bits that will make you laugh your slippers off and sad bits that will cause you to wake the cat up for a soothing cuddle . . . amusing and markedly unpretentious . . . [Beautiful People] would make a great off-Broadway monologue.”

—RM Vaughn, National Post (Canada)

*  *  *

“Beneath the hilarious camp in Simon Doonan’s memoir. . . , I was touched by his wistful yearning for the life of glamour, glitz, and Beautiful People, which he ultimately achieved.”

—Dominick Dunne
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Names and identifying characteristics of certain glamorous varmints in this book have been changed. Conversations presented in dialogue form have been re-created from my memory of them, but they are not intended to represent word-for-word documentation; rather they are meant to evoke the gist of what was actually said.
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INTRODUCTION

My mother was a beautiful person.

When I was six years old, she sneezed and her dentures flew out. They hit the kitchen door with a sharp clack! and then rattled sideways across the linoleum floor like a fleeing crustacean. I have absolutely no recollection of graduation day or my twenty-first birthday or what I did last Christmas, but as long as I live, I will never forget the sight of glam Betty Doonan in her tight skirt and white stilettos chasing her fugitive dentures.

Am I strange? Quite possibly.

I was born in 1952, the same year that Queen Elizabeth II ascended to the throne. In 2002, fifty years later, Queen Elizabeth and I both celebrated our jubilees. Naturally, we both took strolls down our respective memory lanes. While hers was doubtless strewn with ermine capes, bejeweled accessories, sparkling crystal toasting goblets, and well-fed corgis, mine was not.

As I wandered through the windmills and filing cabinets of my mind, I was taken aback by what I found, and did not find.

Yes, there were flying dentures, but where was the more picturesque stuff—the Hawaiian sunsets, the Easter bunnies, and the fluffy kittens? Where were those dreamy summer afternoons spent chasing butterflies through fields of daisies while riding a white Victorian bicycle? Was I too sloshed to recall them? Did they ever exist? And where, most important of all, were the Beautiful People?

As a fashion-obsessed, nelly teen growing up in Reading, it was inevitable that I should develop a deranged fixation with the phenomenon known as the Beautiful People. In the 1960s, the Beautiful People, or B.P.s as we devotees called them, were big news. Every fashion magazine was crammed with fascinating drivel about these self-indulgent glamour pusses. No detail of their lives was too trivial for my consideration: I simply had to know everything about their hairdressers, their palazzos, their caftans (the Beautiful People always seemed to be photographed wearing caftans), their eating habits, or lack thereof, and the unguents they slapped on their gorgeous faces. Where did they live? It wasn’t Reading, for sure. The Beautiful People were totally Euro-fabulous: it was all about Rome and Gstaad and Saint-Tropez. They had never seen, or smelled, the Huntley & Palmers biscuit factory.

What were the qualifications needed to join the B.P.s? Were there any membership dues? Nobody seemed to know. It was all very mysterious. There were certain common denominators: most Beautiful People seemed to have loads of spare cash, ramparts of thick hair, and fake lashes. Having a closet full of Valentino couture seemed like it might speed up the approval process.

The fact that I was several hundred miles away from the nearest Roman palazzo living in a rooming house with a bunch of batty relatives and miscellaneous lodgers only served to fuel my ardor. I daydreamed of escaping the grotty milieu in which fate had seen fit to place me and running off to the fashionable excitement of the big (Emerald) city, where the Beautiful People were waiting to welcome me into their bracelet-encrusted arms.

So where were they now? Why, when I took that stroll down memory lane on my fiftieth birthday, could I find no trace of them?

Though devoid of B.P.s, my memory banks were, I hasten to add, by no means empty. Au contraire! As I began to write this memoir, I found that they were teeming with vivid recollections. I found half a century of jarring occurrences, freakish individuals, fashion follies, deranged unsavory types, varmints, and vermin. There were hernias and food poisonings, cringe-making encounters with law enforcement, and stomach-churning regrets. There was no shortage of heartwarming material.

Woven through this tapestry of recollections, like a gaudy strand of hot-pink silk, was my family, immediate and extended, in all its raw majesty: my mother, the feisty 1940s broad; my troubled and anarchic grandmother Narg; my blind aunt Phyllis; my bra-burning sister, Shelagh; and Biddie, my showbiz-crazed childhood best friend.

Revisiting my temps perdu proved both cathartic and entertaining. Sometimes I wept, but more often I chuckled. As you may have already predicted, it was not long before I had my Oz epiphany and figured out that there was indeed “no place like home.” What happened to the Beautiful People? Like Dorothy’s mates, they were there all along. I had simply failed to recognize them.

This memoir is intended to set the record straight and pay a bit of long-overdue homage to the real Beautiful People, my Beautiful People. It’s a toast not just to my family and the glamorous varmints I have known but to all the tarts and trolls and twinkies and trouts who have thrown on an elegant chapeau, or a ratty wig, and gone in search of glamour and fun.

Here’s to us! Long live the Beautiful People!



CHAPTER 1
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TARTS
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At the age of twenty-one I went in search of the Beautiful People.

I was not alone. Joining me on this earnest and passionate quest was a childhood friend. His name was James Biddlecombe, but everyone called him Biddie.

Looking back I realize that Biddie and I were suffering from a mild but persistent affliction. There was no formal diagnosis and no known cure. Our malaise can best be summed up as follows: we were a couple of low-rent, latter-day Madame Bovarys. Like Flaubert’s antiheroine, we saw glamour and modish excitement in the faraway and only boredom and dreariness in the here and now. In Reading, our industrial hometown, there was no shortage of dreary here and nows.

We fed our fantasies and illusions by reading endless drivel about the Beautiful People in my mother’s glossy magazines. These effortlessly stylish trendsetters owned sprawling palazzos in Rome and ultragroovy pied-à-terres in Chelsea. They slept in six-foot circular beds covered with black satin sheets and white Persian cats. The Beautiful People were thin and gorgeous, and they had lots and lots and lots of thick hair, and their lives seemed to be about a hundred million times more screechingly fabulous than Biddie’s life and mine combined. They did not work much, but they had buckets and buckets of money, which they spent on things like champagne and caftans and trips to Morocco to buy caftans.

Soon they would be spending some of it on us. Soon we would be lolling on their Afghani rugs enjoying goulash and hash brownies, and meeting all their bohemian friends at lavishly decadent soirees thrown in our honor.

“What a gas! Here come Simon and Biddie,” one Beautiful Person would whisper to another.

“Intriguing. Do tell . . . ”

“Such a divine couple. New in town. A bit common, but otherwise totally happening. I simply must introduce you!”

Biddie and I were not a couple per se. As preteens, we had once shown each other our “bits” down by my father’s compost heap, but that’s about as far as it went. Our relationship was something else. Something equally intense. Something quite spiritual.

Biddie and I were sisters. Our sisterly bond began at about the age of six. We clicked because we shared the same camp sense of humor. We had the same interests and disinterests. Biddie and I hated to play conkers or marbles. We preferred to spend our time doing highly nuanced imitations of our female teachers. Their personal style was our obsession: Miss Stoddard’s bloomers, Mrs. Milner’s bowling ball breasts, sadistic Miss Bagnold’s crisp shantung suits.

As we grew older we became more perverse. We developed a shared fascination for anything tawdry or illegal. This included, but was not limited to, the swarthy bloke down the street from Biddie’s block of council flats who, though married, was caught soliciting in the public toilets down by the river. He was arrested and denounced in the local paper. Whenever we saw him in the neighborhood, we would become all giggly and knowing.

By the age of ten Biddie and I had graduated to national tabloid exposés. When the Christine Keeler scandal broke, we thought we had died and gone to heaven. The daily revelations about reefer smoking, interracial sex, and spanking among the bowler-hatted, pompous politicians, the landed gentry, and their female companions rendered us all of a quiver and steamed up Biddie’s National Health spectacles.

It was not long before we began to identify with the two high-priced tarts at the center of this erotically charged hurricane: Biddie was the cheeky blonde Mandy Rice-Davies and I was the enigmatic brunette Christine Keeler, the girl the News of the World dubbed “The Shameless Slut,” the girl who brought down the Conservative Government of England.

Not everyone thought these young ladies were as glamorous and interesting as we did. The majority of our little classmates were forbidden to read or watch anything about Mandy or Christine. Biddie and I were only too happy to fill the gaps in their knowledge. In fact, we used the Profumo Affair to institute a reign of terror. Many of our victims would, after a heavy bombardment of salacious details, hold their chubby little hands over their reddened ears and beg for mercy.

We discovered that if we merely chanted the words “Christine Keeler! Christine Keeler!” over and over again with increasing ferocity, some children could even be reduced to tears. We were eventually caught and punished for this game by a teacher who could barely disguise her amusement.

This incident only served to strengthen our commitment to Mandy and Christine. We admired their moxie. Though barely twenty years old, they had already done quite well for themselves. They hobnobbed with lords and spent their weekends being pampered in large country houses. They were Beautiful People–ish.

By the time we reached the age of sixteen—i.e., old enough to become prostitutes—Biddie and I had morphed into reckless fun seekers. We were an anything-for-kicks double act. If we had been girls, real girls, we might so easily have become the next Mandy and Christine. Biddie was tall and exotic and hilarious. His exhibitionism, comedic timing, not to mention his ability to play female leads, had garnered rave reviews for his all-boys high school drama society.

Though mousier, shorter, and more secretive, I was even more likely to become a tart than Biddie, albeit of the straightforward male variety. I was the first male personage in our hometown, preceding even Biddie, to walk into a ladies’ jewelry shop and demand a pierced ear.

“Have you thought about a career?” asked Terry, my dad, one day over Sunday lunch. My parents and our extended family of assorted lodgers and mentally ill relatives all craned their necks in my direction, anxious to hear my thoughtful reply.

“Pass the gravy. I’m moving to Paris,” I began, eliciting a gasp of surprise from my blind aunt Phyllis.

“Eiffel Tower!” ejaculated Narg enigmatically. Narg was my schizophrenic grandmother. I reversed her name from Gran to Narg when I was about six, declaring that it suited her much better, which it did.

“I’m going to sell my body on the Left Bank to Existentialists and people like that.”

Nobody batted an eyelid. With two certified lunatics in residence—Narg and my uncle Ken—we all had a very high tolerance for startling pronouncements.

My parents, Terry and Betty, should probably have been more concerned. From an early age, I was excessively focused on obtaining the freedom which comes with having a bit of extra cash in my pocket, and was prepared to do whatever it took to get it. I happily washed dishes at the Mars bar factory canteen in nearby Slough. I also put in time at the local cork and bottle top factory; disgusting fauna—snakes, centipedes, and large, orange, powdery-looking spiders—frequently emerged from the bales of Indian cork and crawled up my arm.

I looked upon this period as a warm-up. Consorting with rich old Parisian men, no matter how wizened or grotesque of habit, could not possibly be any more creepy than this, and would probably be a lot more lucrative.

Instead of becoming a prostitute, I went off to university, courtesy of Her Majesty’s Government, leaving Biddie in Reading working at the local department store. Three years later I came back with a mediocre and useless general arts degree and found myself in exactly the same position as Biddie, only he was in Soft Furnishings and I was plonked down in Clocks and Watches.

While Biddie unfurled and scissored his brocades and velveteens, and counseled customers about their Lancelot pelmets and Austrian poufs, I flicked a feather duster over my dreary brass carriage clocks and windup travel alarms.

Though this was not what I had in mind for us, it had its advantages. In this dusty, suburban retail milieu, we enjoyed fame and notoriety. We were grand poissons in a small pond, especially the flamboyant Biddie, who when customers innocently asked, “Where can I get felt?” could never resist replying, “Come round the back, dear, and I’ll show you what I’ve got!”

With his long neck, dangly earring, and madly au courant henna’ed Ziggy Stardust toilet-brush coiffure, Biddie was the store’s biggest personality, and a dead ringer for Mr. Bowie. He was pounced upon more than once and asked for his autograph, even during working hours. The good people of Reading took no issue with the notion that David Bowie—Britain’s most exciting pop phenomenon—would have elected to spend his days slicing up chintz in a regional department store.

“Berkshire born and Berkshire bred, strong in the arm and thick in the head,” snorted Biddie derisively after encountering these contemptible examples of small-town naïveté.

Though feeling insanely more glamorous than everyone within a twenty-mile radius has its obvious benefits, Biddie and I wanted more. We craved fabulousness, mink bedspreads, Beautiful People, and popping champagne corks. Our hopes and dreams were incompatible with the esprit of our gritty, violent hometown.

In a desperate and heroic attempt to unearth a bit of la dolce vita, Biddie and I joined Reading’s only gay club. Located in the “functions room” of a pub called The Railway Tavern, this fortnightly gathering was aimed at the local homosexualists, the majority of whom were shockingly provincial and gin-soaked. Tragic is another adjective which springs uncharitably to mind.

Biddie and I dubbed these men the pre-Wolfendens. This was our sardonic recognition of the fact that they were old enough to have experienced gay life prior to the legal changes resulting from the Wolfenden Report. This landmark document, overseen by an official called Lord Wolfenden, led to the 1967 Sexual Offences Act, which finally made it legal for fun-loving blokes like us to have consensual sex behind our Austrian poufs.

Despite the fact that many of Reading’s pre-Wolfendens had suffered through, and survived, years of small-town oppression and police entrapment, Biddie and I were too inert and glamour-obsessed to afford them any respect. In fact, we went one step further. We actually managed to subject them to yet further indignities.

*  *  *

One hot summer evening, shortly after I had returned from my stint in academia, Biddie and I hit the Railway Tavern dance floor, hard. We were both anxious to demonstrate our latest Bowie “moves.” The very instant we heard “Suffragette City” we went completely bonkers, strutting onto the postage stamp–size disco floor and posing in imitation of our god.

We had no way of knowing that disaster was about to strike.

One of the organizers of the evening suddenly vacated his seat in front of the folding card table where he had been extracting the cost of admission from new arrivals. He began to mince his way, with some urgency, toward the men’s room, via the dance floor.

“ ’ere! I bet you can’t do this!” yelled Biddie, executing a very impressive back bend.

Long-torsoed Biddie held this position for a split second and then resurfaced, at great speed. In his teeth he clenched a ten-inch-long cigarette holder containing a bright pink Sobranie cocktail cigarette.

Suddenly, violently, and horribly, the thrusting cigarette holder speared the pre-Wolfenden.

The victim let forth a searing yelp of agony. Biddie’s white-hot cigarette had burnt a nasty crater in his white, lacy nylon shirt. The vile and distinctively toxic odor of melting synthetic fabric quickly pervaded the room. Friends of the victim rushed balletically to his aid, offering soothing words while simultaneously directing reproachful glances at the perpetrator. As the molten nylon adhered to the skin of the victim, the agonized moaning increased slightly.

I was overheard speculating that, because of his astounding gin intake, the victim could not possibly be experiencing any pain. Reproachful glances became piercing stares filled with white-hot loathing.

We were banned forever from The Railway Tavern.

We knew the time had come. The writing was on the wall. The pre-Wolfendens of The Railway Tavern were not ready for our particular brand of hip sophistication, nor would they ever be. It was time for us to inflict ourselves on a bigger and more worthy audience. As we clomped home in our platform shoes, we began to strategize our conquest of the Beautiful People.

How hard could it be? London was less than an hour away. On that very night, while we were assaulting pre-Wolfendens at The Railway Tavern, the Beautiful People of Mayfair and Kensington were indulging their whims and fancies and amusing each other with their clever bon mots and their outré outfits.

On the following day we would take the train to London and find the hippest, grooviest, dreamiest apartment. Soon we would be lolling and lounging among the Beautiful People.

“You naughty boys! Where on Earth have you been hiding yourselves?” they would ask rhetorically as they forked exotic morsels into our salivating, ever-widening mouths.

*  *  *

Two weeks later we packed our belongings and ourselves into Cyril Biddlecombe’s tiny automobile.

My memory of that momentous, life-changing, bowel-curdling drive to London is quite vivid.

Despite having driven a jeep across Tunisia during World War II, Biddie’s father was a decidedly iffy driver. As long as I live, I will never forget the furious jiggling occasioned by his atrocious gear changing and declutching. The car convulsed and jolted to a standstill just as every traffic light turned green, adding hours to our trip. It was reminiscent of a violent, drunken, ill-timed sexual encounter.

Hideously hungover and encrusted with smudges of Doreen Biddlecombe’s and Betty Doonan’s maquillage—snagged, without permission, to add pizzazz and sparkle to our going-away party—Biddie and I sat in the backseat trying to control our mirth and our nausea.

On Biddie’s lap sat Happy Harry, a horrid ventriloquist’s doll in a blue striped nylon shirt, matching bright blue pants, and red bow tie. His colleagues had presented Biddie with this hateful object at our going-away party the night before.

Before we had even reached the outskirts of Reading, Biddie had evolved an evil, high-pitched, nasal voice to deliver Happy Harry’s nasty pronouncements.

“I can’t hurt you. I’m just a little doll,” he would say, pausing for dramatic effect while we stared at Harry’s shiny plastic face and buggy eyes. “Trouble is, you don’t know what I’m thinking . . . do you now?”

Happy Harry’s taunting was the last thing I needed.

Unbeknownst to Biddie, I was already a basket case of gnawing anxiety. I had a terrible dark secret which I could not bring myself to share with anyone: I was going insane.

I was completely and utterly convinced that I was about to lose my marbles. Any day now a horrible madness would descend upon me, and I would end up having a lobotomy just like Narg. My uncle Ken had gone bonkers in early adulthood. Now it was my turn.

I was also convinced that I had done permanent damage to my brain and psyche by taking LSD. Biddie and I had dropped acid together on a grim, wet Monday. This life-changing, dreadful experience gave me a window into the hellish hallucinations of my close family members and left me convinced that I was doomed to share the same fate. If the genes didn’t get me, then an acid flashback would. Adding Happy Harry’s demonic exhortations to the mix only exacerbated my fears.

“ ’orrible gray skies,” said Happy Harry. “Wouldn’t want it to rain now, would we?”

Happy Harry was right. We were all anxious to get to London before the rain started. We had valuable unprotected cargo strapped to Cyril’s roof rack.

On the top of the car was Biddie’s massive, rhubarb-colored floor pillow. He had purchased it, with a discount, at our place of employ. This supersize, overstuffed decorative accessory gave our pulsating vehicle the appearance of an experimental automobile prototype. Passersby waved enthusiastically as if they were witnessing the inaugural outing of a new gas-powered car.

Biddie’s floor pillow was critical to the success of our mission. We could not conceive of leaving it behind. The Beautiful People all had floor pillows. We knew they did. We had seen the Beautiful People lolling on their squishy floor pillows in trendy Sunday magazine spreads. Even if a Beautiful Person was photographed sitting on a couch or a tuffet or a poof, there was invariably a floor pillow in the background. If we had any hope of being accepted by the Beautiful People, we needed that floor pillow. It was a calling card of sorts.

Despite the fact that we were quite common and almost completely devoid of Euro-sophistication, we were sure the Beautiful People, once they had the chance to meet me and Biddie, would love us. They would not care that we often drank so much that we became incoherent and belligerent and threw up. They would get used to the fact that we fell over a lot and bored people to death because we never knew when to stop braying through our Rocky Horror Picture Show repertoire.

We knew they would overlook the fact that Biddie lived in a council flat and that I had spent my summers not in Ibiza but in Belfast with my toothless granddad or toiling at the Mars bar factory.

We would conquer the world of the Beautiful People. It would be a home run.

Looking back, I realize that we were suffering from a unique mixture of high and low self-esteem.

*  *  *

It was raining gently by the time we reached our destination.

A majestic, glass-covered colonnade welcomed us to the front door of our gorgeous five-story, nineteenth-century home. Doreen and Cyril seemed quite impressed by the Masterpiece Theatre façade.

The interior was another story.

Cunning developers had taken this sumptuous Edwardian dwelling and, leaving the exterior architecture intact, turned it into a beehive of one-room apartments, specifically aimed at excitable idiots like us. Our new abode comprised the back half of what had once been the ground-floor dining room. The whole setup recalled Omar Sharif’s town house in Doctor Zhivago after all the paupers and peasants had moved in and carved it up into tiny hovels.

Seduced by the magnificent architecture, we had triumphantly snapped up this overpriced little dwelling as if it was the last apartment on Earth. It was the first and only pad we had seen. We could have found more extensive and affordable accommodation in far-flung neighborhoods like Dollis Hill or Clapham, but we were determined to live in a posh neighborhood. We wanted to be Beautiful People–adjacent. We were very stupid.

*  *  *

We unloaded Cyril’s vehicle into our hovel.

Biddie and I began to cram our trendy clothes into the worm-eaten closet while Doreen and Cyril looked on forlornly.

The floor pillow occupied most of the room.

Doreen disappeared to make a cup of tea in the communal kitchen.

She returned moments later carrying chipped mugs of steaming tea and looking vaguely disgusted. She had found a mushroom growing through the kitchen floor.

We sipped our tea in silence, sitting on the floor pillow. It was slightly damp.

Mr. and Mrs. Biddlecombe bore expressions of worried incomprehension. Doreen’s seemed to say, “Why would you want to leave the comforts of home for this?”

Cyril’s was slightly different: his seemed to say, “Why are two normal, healthy young men living in one room, as if it’s wartime?”

The Biddlecombes had no idea what was fueling our impulse to follow the yellow brick road. They were genteel working-class folk: Cyril filled shelves at Marks & Spencer, and Doreen was the mainstay of the Reading and Caversham Laundry. They lived a life of low expectations and budgerigars and preferred, with the exception of an annual vacation to Butlins or the Costa Brava, to stay close to home.

“Poor luvs,” said Biddie as we waved good-bye to his parents from the threshold of our new life, “they seriously think we’ll be back in a couple of weeks.”

“And then we’ll marry—bye-bye!—a couple of local slags,” I said, “and live happily ever after.”

“We’re going to—bye!—take this town by storm!”

“We’ll show ’em!”

“Byeeeee!”

No sooner had Cyril and Doreen jiggled and jolted out of sight than the phone jangled auspiciously. The instrument in question was a pay phone located, conveniently, or so we initially thought, in a smelly cupboard in the hallway, next to our front door.

Enthusiastically assuming the role of receptionist, I leapt to answer it. At the very least it was probably a fabulous new showbiz opportunity for Biddie. I braced myself to assume the role of hard-boiled theatrical manager.

“Can I speak to Miss Ping, top froor preese!” said the heavily accented caller. I slogged my way to the top of the house only to find that Miss Ping was not chez elle.

Over the next hour the phone jangled continuously with random calls for the twenty tenants of various nationalities. It wasn’t long before we faced the grim reality that none of the calls were for us and started yelling, “Phone! Top froor frat!” up the stairwell with fatigued hostility.

The phone turned out to be the least of our problems.

The overpopulated building, especially the plumbing, was on the verge of collapse. Shared bathrooms and kitchens did nothing to alleviate the appalling strain on the ancient pipes. At about three o’clock in the morning, the sinks and toilets and baths all began to yodel and thump and gurgle.

The next morning, our enthusiasm undimmed, we hit the streets in search of employment.

Waving his soft-furnishings credentials, Biddie had no problem securing a position at the famous Heal’s home design store on Tottenham Court Road. The beau monde all shopped at Heal’s. Biddie anticipated spending his days guffawing and ingratiating himself with oodles of floor-pillow-purchasing Beautiful People.

Biddie found to his surprise that there was a major national economic recession under way: Even the Beautiful People had tightened their purse strings. The lack of customers meant Biddie’s days were spent napping behind the place mat displays, catching up on sleep lost to our rowdy plumbing and hiding from his colleagues.

He described his co-workers as “posh but brain-dead.” The mostly female staff had all been to fancy schools but no college. They were relentlessly upper class, horsey and incredibly silly. They said very 1920s things like “Doooo come over for mulled wine and Wensleydale cheese! You can meet Nigel and Clarinda. It will be toooo toooo ripping!”

These gals had never met exotically common people like us who wore women’s 1940s Bakelite bracelets, smoked through cigarette holders, and called each other “stupid cunt” without thinking twice about it. We had curiosity value for these Charlottes and Henriettas, who I might add, did not have any floor pillows chez eux and were therefore of very little interest to us.

I was having slightly more luck finding the Beautiful People than Biddie.

I took a job dressing windows at Aquascutum, the snottiest raincoat shop on Regent Street. Here I met a hilarious, well-heeled older gentleman who seemed to have the makings of a Beautiful Person. He did not need his paycheck but chose to while away his days selling trench coats to aristos and Japanese businessmen because it amused him. This petit eccentric was known among the staffers as the Baroness.

The Baroness was so called because of his fancy Belgravia address and his even fancier black-marble-clad basement flat, wherein he entertained regularly.

The Redgraves were neighbors. If you stood on the Baroness’s toilet seat, waited for the flush to stop gurgling, and angled your head a certain way, you could just about hear them on their back patio trying to outrant each other about left-wing causes and the latest theatrical scandals and triumphs.

Even more excitingly, the Baroness lived a couple of houses down from Lord Lucan, the notorious gambling aristocrat who, only months prior, had bludgeoned his children’s nanny to death. He had mistaken her for his wife, the Countess Lucan. When he realized his error, he clobbered the countess as well and left her for dead. With the aid of friends in high places, Lord Lucan then went on the lam and has not been seen since. The Lucan story was the big news of 1975, and the Baroness basked in the reflected tabloid glare. Biddie and I were only too happy to bask in the reflected glare of the reflected glare.

The Baroness was generous, fun, glamorously situated and, most tellingly, he had loads of floor pillows. Despite all this, we were beginning to suspect that he might not be one of the Beautiful People, especially given his habit, during cocktail parties, of slipping off his caftan and standing stark naked in the ornamental fountain in the middle of the living room, spotlit by one of those color-wheel revolving lights. Though he was undeniably in good shape and well-tanned from regular trips to Marbella, the Baroness’s ornamental years were long gone.

And that light fixture was a bit rusty. It would squeak poignantly while our host stood waiting for a polite round of applause.

No, the Baroness was not one of the Beautiful People. You might say he was Beautiful People–adjacent.

The Baroness notwithstanding, London was hardly the whirligig of fabulousness we had anticipated. It was hardly fabulous at all. Our day-to-day lives were pretty much as turgid as they had been in Reading. We remained, however, insanely optimistic and terminally excitable.

While waiting to be swept into the bracelet-encrusted arms of the Beautiful People, we kept boredom and madness at bay with regular trips to the Malaysian Simulator, an educational installation located permanently at the nearby Commonwealth Institute.

The Malaysian Simulator was a dark, gallery-size room, the walls, ceiling, and floor of which consisted of back-projection screens. Visitors to this little-known, free-of-charge multisensory extravaganza consisted of Biddie, myself, and the occasional homesick Malaysian.

“You will now be transported to Malaysia,” intoned a Big Brother voice as we gazed in awe at the entrancing images of rice fields, painted elephants, and beautiful dancing girls wearing exquisitely applied eyeliner and silver, pagodalike hats.

“You will now experience the extreme humidity of Malaysia,” warned the voice as gusts of hot, moist air rushed into the darkened, magical room via strategically placed vents and up our fashionably wide trouser bottoms. We visited the Malaysian Simulator several times a week. This warm-weather minivacation provided a compelling and addictive antidote to the grim reality of our new lives, our rooming house, and our new neighbor Rita.

As previously stated, Biddie and I were paying an extortionate rent in the hopes of finding ourselves Beautiful People–adjacent. Instead of the Beautiful People, God had sent us Rita.

Mop-headed Rita, with her black roots and split ends, was what Doreen Biddlecombe would have called “a sorry sight.” She was a petite, badly preserved, bitter, thirty-something, exhausted white female. Though she looked tragically depressed, I can’t really comment with any conviction on her moods or feelings since she was profoundly unfriendly and showed no interest in becoming chummy with us.

This was really quite stupid of her. Biddie and I worked well with stylistically challenged females. We would have taken an enthusiastic interest in tawdry Rita and restyled her hair and found a way to make her feel special.

We would have invited her over for some of Biddie’s Findus frozen “boil-in-the-bag cod in butter sauce.” Scrambling to subsist without Doreen’s home cooking, Biddie adopted this dish as his main source of protein. (On one memorable occasion he incurred a small but nasty cod-butter burn on the forehead when one of the aforementioned bags ejaculated unexpectedly. It was his own fault: he was trying to bite it open after being unable to locate a pair of scissors.)

Effortlessly, we would have become Rita’s willing confidants, commiserating with her about the impenetrable psyches and uncouth, stinky ways of the male gender, a subject with which we, as fresh-faced twinkies, were just beginning to grapple.

After some hot, greasy cod and girly chitchat, we would have dressed Rita in groovy vintage crepe dresses stolen from jumble sales and then dragged her off for a promenade down Portobello Road. We would have told her with relentless conviction how amazing she looked.

Rita needed us. Her personal style was a disaster. With her white plastic footwear—sling-back stilettos or shiny vinyl boots—and her red patent plastic minitrench, she was not only tacky but astoundingly unfashionable. We marveled at the archetypal sleaziness of her look. Clearly, she had no idea what a floor pillow was. She was not one of the Beautiful People. She was one of the unsavory people.

Every evening Rita would sally forth in her démodé finery with an air of what can only be described as the very opposite of perky optimism. As we watched our monosyllabic neighbor lurching off into the drizzle, we wondered if she would come back in one piece.

She did.

Like a battered old homing pigeon, Rita somehow always managed to find her way back to her roost, and because of the intimacy of our living conditions, we were always acutely aware of her return.

The noise was specific and distinct: It was the noise of an inebriated prostitute trying repeatedly and unsuccessfully to insert her key in her own front door. This scratchy, irritating cantata went on for about five minutes and was accompanied by Rita repeating the phrase “Sod it!” and, if there was a man in tow, making all kinds of depressing double entendres about not being able to “get it in the hole” et cetera.

If we were feeling philanthropic, we would put her out of her misery and open up the front door, for which service we received no thanks from grumpy Rita. Kicking the front door closed with the thick heel of her white boot, Rita would then stagger toward her own apartment door, where the key-insertion shenanigans would begin anew.
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