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CHAPTER ONE

I was born a month premature. Even as a baby, I was ahead of my time.

My mother said she always knew I’d end up in show business. As I lay in the incubator, hovering between life and death, the nurses watched my every movement. Even the other babies seemed to be straining to catch a glimpse of me. Every day they expected me to die, and every day I refused to give up the fight. By the end of the first week, the crowd round my incubator had become so big that the ward sister had to let people in ten at a time to see me; even the consultants had taken an interest. Sometimes I think that the only thing that got me through those difficult days was my determination not to disappoint my public.

It’s hardly surprising with a start like that I should end up starring in the most famous hospital series ever seen on television. Throughout my life I’ve spent more than my fair share of nights in or beside hospital beds, and now I make a living out of it, twice a week, as the star of the award-winning Patients.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. When I was born, hardly anybody had even heard of television, let alone of me. My first brush with fame ended the moment the doctors pronounced me well enough to leave the incubator at the tender age of ten days. And so began a life that’s taken me from the heights of fame to the depths of despair, from obscurity in a small working-class town on the outskirts of London to the front page of every magazine and newspaper in the world.

When I announced that I was planning to write my autobiography, there was a great deal of speculation (not all of it kind) as to why I had chosen exactly this moment. Why had I kept quiet for all those years when the press were banging on my door  demanding interviews? Why did I, the most publicity-shy star of the sixties and seventies, suddenly decide to open my door in the nineties? Was it, as some of the ‘newspapers’ reported, that I was simply cashing in on my huge success in Patients? No, the real reason is that I love the truth. The only thing that matters – that has ever mattered – is being myself as a person, whatever the cost. Over the years that belief has cost me dear – as you’ll see.

The first thing I’d like to clear up is the so-called mystery of my name. Yes, I was christened Mark Young, and took the name Marc LeJeune as a young star in the sixties. A lot of nonsense has been written about how I tried to conceal my real identity, which betrays a complete ignorance of one of the first laws of show business. Nobody accused Marilyn Monroe or Judy Garland of trying to hide their real identities. It’s just that we recognized the need to give the public what they wanted, what they still want: glamour, mystery.

 



My home was nothing special. We lived in a small house with a little yard and double garage at the front and a neatly tended garden at the back – the typical British working-class family home. We weren’t poor; my father worked in London, and my mother made ends meet with a series of local jobs, so I never wanted for any of the essentials of life. My parents were smart, sociable, among the first people to make fashionable the ‘drinks parties’ that had become so popular by the end of the fifties. Every Saturday evening the house resounded with doorbells and laughter, cars scrunching up the gravel drive, the clink of glasses and the glug-glug-glug of bottles.

I longed to be right at the heart of the party. As soon as I could walk, I tiptoed out of bed and crept across the landing to the top of the stairs where I would sit and watch the fun in full swing down below. By the time I was three, watching was not enough. I’ve never been one of life’s observers. So one Saturday night I made a grand entrance down the stairs in my pyjamas just as my father had put a record on the gramophone – it was ‘Don’t Let The Stars Get In  Your Eyes’, a song that’s stayed with me for the rest of my life. I pushed my way through a forest of stockings and slacks, climbed up on to the window seat that formed a small stage just behind the living-room curtains, and popped into full view as the guests laughed and applauded. It was the first time I had faced an audience, and I was hooked. I remember the staring faces, the sharp glitter of the women’s jewellery through a cloud of smoke, the discomfort of the lights in my eyes. I wondered for a moment what to do next, and then started to take my pyjamas off. By the time I had finished my striptease and was doing a series of gymnastic manoeuvres in the nude, the audience was divided. Some of the livelier partygoers were cheering, whistling and even stamping their feet. The rest of them were quiet and embarrassed, looking away or loudly tutting. My mother jumped to the rescue, picked me up and whisked me away upstairs as father went round with the cocktail-shaker.

The next day the atmosphere in the house was heavy. When I tried to climb on to Dad’s knee for a cuddle, he pushed me away; never again did he show me any form of physical affection. When I went to bed, I heard my parents arguing downstairs in the kitchen.

My relationship with my parents was, in many ways, ideal. My mother was a warm, spontaneous woman who loved clothes, parties and people; she’s the one I take after. My father was quieter, more distant – the typical British working-class man – and a deep thinker. He believed in traditional values – that a woman’s place was in the home, that black people belonged in Africa, that the unions were nothing but trouble. When my mother announced that she had taken her first part-time job he hit the roof and they didn’t communicate for nearly two weeks. When we got our first television, he would switch off if there was a ‘nigger’ or a ‘pouf’ on the screen. This meant that for many years I was entirely ignorant of the careers of Nat King Cole, Liberace and Johnny Mathis.

The striptease incident wasn’t the only hint of the future that angered my father. One summer Sunday afternoon, when my parents were drifting around the house pale-faced and red-eyed as  usual, I was sitting in my room drawing (I’ve always loved art), endless pictures of princes and princesses, illustrations to the books that I’d learned to read. All the princesses looked like my mother, with sweeping blonde hair and blue eyes, but dressed in huge crinolines with crowns perched on their heads. The princes were square-jawed and handsome like Robert Taylor, Mum’s favourite film star. After an hour of this, I got bored. Mum was snoozing in her armchair in the living room; Dad had drifted off to the pub.

I sometimes think that if I’d had brothers and sisters, my life would have turned out much simpler – there would have been someone around to keep me out of trouble. But only children like me have to rely on their own powers of imagination. I went into the bathroom. Strictly speaking, it was forbidden territory: mother kept all her beauty accessories in a cupboard above the sink, terrified that I would drink her eyeliner or swallow Dad’s razors or drown in the toilet bowl. But what I did that afternoon had longer-lasting repercussions than anything Mum had envisaged.

Today everyone dyes their hair – pop stars, actors, even footballers are all familiar with the bleach bottle. But when I was a child it took guts for a man to work with his appearance. I coloured my hair for the first time that quiet Sunday, partly inspired by my mother, whose timeless sense of chic I had always admired, and partly by my discovery of a promising young movie actress. Her name was Marilyn Monroe, she’d just appeared in a film called All About Eve (not in the starring role) and I was one of the first people in Britain to recognize her importance.

I was standing on the bathroom stool, stretching over the sink and rooting around in the beauty cupboard, when my eye was attracted to a picture of a glamorous blonde woman, a hybrid of Mum and Marilyn. I stretched up, grabbed the box and pulled it out, bringing a few bottles of nail varnish clattering into the sink with it. Thanks to my advanced reading skills (school reports said I had the ability of an eleven-year-old at the age of five), I scanned the directions on the packet, and started squirting the stinking blue  liquid directly on to my hair. Two minutes later, every tress was covered in bleach, and I delved back into the carton to find the little plastic rain hat. After another happy hour spent drawing, I washed the dye out – by this time it had started stinging my scalp. I can still remember the excitement of bending over the bath with the shower hose runningover my head, watching the chemicals swirling down the plughole, not daring to look at my hair. I wrapped a towel around my head turban-style and stood in front of the mirror. There was one stray lock of hair falling down over my forehead – and to my delight it was not just blonde but WHITE.

I ran downstairs to surprise Mum, but it was I who got the surprise; just as I reached the hall, the front door opened and my father walked in. He stopped. I stopped. We stared at each other, neither one of us saying a word. I fully expected him to hit me, and I sensed that if I turned my back or showed any sign of weakness or remorse, he’d have grabbed me and given me the leathering of a lifetime. But I had to stand my ground and be a man, to make him proud of me however much our two worlds may have differed.

He turned, took off his coat and went into the kitchen. When Dad found us half an hour later, I was sitting on Mum’s knee as she brushed out my beautiful long blonde hair in front of the fire.

 



My hair wasn’t the only thing that made me stand out at school. At the age of five I still looked much, much younger than my years, and the other kids seized on this. Then there was my name – Mark Young. For years my nickname was ‘Baby’ Young or just ‘Young’ Young, which the boys would chant for entire lunch breaks as I made my way around the playground, oblivious to their taunts. I learned at an early age that there were some people who would mask their attraction under the appearance of hostility.

For this reason, I found it easier to play with the girls. I’ve always preferred the company of women. I love women, everything about them – their hair, their clothes, their conversation, their sense of  humour. It was natural for me to gravitate towards the people that I found most attractive at school. But the mixing of the sexes, even in a co-educational primary school, wasn’t encouraged. In certain areas there was strict sexual apartheid. Complain as I might, I had to play football with the boys on a Wednesday afternoon instead of netball (for which I had greater aptitude). On one occasion, my father gave me a serious talking-to about the virtues of being a man’s man, of playing the game and being tough and brave. To please him I tried to join in the boys’ war games, but ended up in the role of the beautiful Nazi spy who leads our brave soldiers to their doom.

After girls, my next big discovery was cinema. I’d seen my first film just before I started school – Disney’s Cinderella, a film that captivated me. After that, I plagued my parents with requests for trips to the pictures; by the time I was seven, they’d grown tired of my nagging and would simply give me the money to go on my own. Thanks to an understanding door policy at the local Odeon, I enjoyed the great final flowering of Hollywood from the comfort of my regular Saturday-afternoon seat, and entered a fantasy world from which I’ve never emerged.

I’d watch whatever film was on, sometimes staying to see it again and even on one occasion (Gentlemen Prefer Blondes) three times, at the end of which I was hauled out of the Odeon by an angry father and brought home to a distraught mother who was convinced that I’d been kidnapped. And films brought the first love into my life: a girl named Tina, who shared my passion for Marilyn Monroe and with whom I’d sit and hold sticky hands throughout long, happy Saturday afternoons. Although in reality we were scruffy little kids from the local school, in our minds we were movie stars. After the cinema we’d go to her house and act out scenes from our favourite film of the day. On many occasions brunette Tina was Jane Russell to my Marilyn.

Tina’s parents were happy to tolerate our games, grateful to me for playing with their daughter, a shy, withdrawn girl; only I  had seen her potential. We dressed up in her mother’s extensive wardrobe of cast-offs, sang along to her collection of film soundtracks and improvised our own romantic melodramas ‘on location’ around the house and garden. Our only problem was the lack of a leading man. I could never take the role – it would have upset the delicate balance of my relationship with Tina. Tina’s older brother Nigel was once disastrously persuaded to join in with a jungle picture that we were ‘filming’ on the bombsite that adjoined the garden; his subsequent stories (all lies) of precocious sexual shenanigans swept round the school within days and ended my friendship with Tina.

 



On the first day of my secondary education, Mum straightened my new school cap on my head (my hair had long since returned to its natural colour) and Dad gruffly shook me by the hand and exhorted me to ‘play the game’. I was prepared for the worst. This was not the genteel grammar school where gifted boys were cosseted and prepared for certain academic success. My future lay in the rough and tumble of the secondary modern, an environment where intelligence and individuality were punished as often as rewarded. Within two days I had been singled out as a figure of fun; my reputation had preceded me, and before long the familiar chants of ‘Young’ Young were haunting me once again (can you wonder that I was eager to change my name when the opportunity arose?). While my fellow students played football or sneaked down to the newsagent to buy cigarettes, I drifted around the library, the empty classrooms and the further corners of the playing field where nobody could be bothered to follow me.

I was not the only one who existed on the fringes of the school society. There were other freaks and oddballs who were eager enough to make friends – the fat boys, the strange spindly creatures with too many teeth and thick glasses, the halt and the lame – but I ignored them as they trailed in my wake. However, there was another solitary figure who fascinated me. I couldn’t understand  why he was always alone. Like me, he was neither hideous nor deformed nor did he smell. He was tall for his years, an accomplished athlete, with a greasy quiff that was dangerously long by school standards. I was determined to find out more.

The playground grapevine furnished me with a brief personal history. Until the previous year, he’d lived with his parents near Manchester, suffering the regular indignities heaped on him by an alcoholic father. When his mother could no longer tolerate her husband’s violent temper and blatant infidelities, she threw him out. Two days later, the repentant father turned up, drunk and morose, begging to be allowed back in. He stank, he hadn’t changed his clothes and had been thrown out by his floozy who had quickly tired of his incessant drinking. Father and son confronted each other on the doorstep as mother wept hysterically in the toilet. Finally son dispatched father with a swift head-butt which left him unconscious outside the front door. He never returned; the parents divorced and he and his mother moved back down to her London home.

This legendary act of domestic violence had earned its perpetrator the nickname ‘Nutter’; real name Hugh Cole. There was something about him – his solitude, his air of suppressed violence, his history of family tragedy – that drew me. After weeks of following him around the school trying to engage him in conversation, I eventually ambushed Nutter in a remote corner of the playing fields one frosty afternoon in November when both of us should have been attending the Remembrance Day service. I trailed him from the hall during a silent prayer, past the kitchens to the deserted field where he loved to walk for hours, staring out across the rows of houses.

That was where I found him, leaning against the low perimeter fence, one foot resting on a broken wooden slat, chin in hand, gazing into the distance. It was a cold, sunny afternoon, the frost still lying on the shady side of the field, and Nutter’s breath rose about him like smoke. I stood and watched him for a while, too nervous to approach, until he slowly turned and saw me. He didn’t  walk off, but slouched against the fence with his thumbs tucked into his belt loops, squinting into the sunlight.

‘Why aren’t you in church?’ he asked with a sneer.

‘Why aren’t you?’ I replied, boldly.

‘Man,’ he said (he was the first person I’d ever heard talk this way), ‘That’s for squares.’ He stared at me for a long time and I coolly stared back, wondering what it was he put on his hair to make it so shiny. Finally he laughed, placed an arm round my shoulder and started walking me round the playing field.

For the rest of the afternoon, Nutter quizzed me about every aspect of my life. He wanted to know all about my relationship with my parents, particularly with my father; he wanted every detail of the famous hair-dye episode (a local legend that hadn’t even passed him by); he demanded a list of exactly which singers and films I liked. It was on this point that we disagreed, and we hotly debated the relative merits of Marilyn Monroe (this was the year of Bus Stop) and the recently dead James Dean, whom Nutter idolized and resembled. I had never seen a James Dean film, but promised that I would catch Rebel Without a Cause, then playing at the Odeon, by the following Monday.

Much depended on my reaction. James Dean, according to Nutter, was the spokesman for our generation, the first person to articulate the failure of our parents to create a world fit for their children to live in. What fascinated me more was the relationship between Dean, Natalie Wood and Sal Mineo. When I reported to Nutter on Monday afternoon he was pleased with my review and encouraged me to assume the role of the Sal Mineo sidekick, although I had naturally envisaged myself as Natalie. It was enough; I was accepted as Nutter’s best (and only) friend. During the cross-country run that afternoon, we took a short cut through the woods and stopped in a circle of bushes to smoke a cigarette (his mother gave him a tobacco allowance) and rehearse lines from the film. At last I had found a leading man.

From my parents’ point of view, I couldn’t have made a worse  friend if I’d tried. They had never liked Tina, whom my father described as ‘a sad case’, but at least she could be passed off as a girlfriend. Nutter was completely beyond the pale. They disapproved of his mother, who, as a divorcee, would never be invited to their drinks parties. They disapproved of Nutter’s greased-up hair, and they reserved special scorn for his Northern accent. On the one occasion when he was invited to our house for tea, he sat silent throughout the meal while my parents made prying enquiries about the state of his family life, which I fended off as best I could. As soon as we had polished off our tinned mixed fruit, Nutter and I dashed upstairs to my bedroom and leafed through my stash of movie magazines and shared a cigarette leaning out of the window, blowing the smoke into the garden.

I never asked him back. By the age of twelve, I was ashamed of my parents. Nutter’s house was Liberty Hall by comparison, and it was during one of my first visits that he solemnly announced that he was going to ‘initiate me’. He crouched in front of the record player, opened the doors of a small wooden cabinet and brought out a stack of 78s. Removing one of them from its sleeve, he placed it reverently on the turntable. For the first time in my life, I heard the music of Elvis Presley.

I can’t remember exactly what that first record was. Nutter insisted that it was ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, but I’m convinced it was ‘Love Me Tender’. He watched me like a hawk for the two or three minutes’ duration. When the song ended and I was about to speak, he silenced me with a gesture and replaced the record. Song followed song until I had heard the entire Presley output to date – seven or eight songs. I knew that I was hearing the sound of the future. Nutter was one of the first people in Britain to own Elvis’s records; he was one of the pioneers who brought rock & roll across the Atlantic. For me, it was the beginning of a revolution.

 



I found a mail order outlet advertised in one of his fan magazines and regularly invested my pocket money in the new seven-inch  singles that were gradually replacing the 78. During our regular trysts in the school playground I would present Nutter with the latest batch of records – titles by Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent and Buddy Holly which he grudgingly accepted and eventually came to expect. Soon we were the greatest authorities on rock & roll music in the United Kingdom.

But there were other interests that were demanding my time. At the end of the first year, all the boys had to choose a Friday afternoon ‘recreational’ activity – extra football, scouts or the cadet force, who paraded in military uniforms up and down the playground and were occasionally bussed out to a rifle range. I had no interest in football, and as for the scouts and the cadets, I had no intention of making a fool of myself in a uniform or being shot at by my schoolmates. The alternatives, reluctantly offered, were three hours of ‘private study’ (sitting supervised in a room with the school’s asthmatics, myopics and overweight) or the new, burgeoning drama society, run by magnetic English teacher Mr Phillips. This was the obvious choice for me, but there was a problem: joining the drama group was tantamount to standing up in front of the whole school and announcing that you were a ‘pouf’. There was also my parents’ reaction to consider; ever since my stage debut at the age of three my father had done everything possible to quash my dramatic inclinations.

Nutter was the only one whose good opinion I craved. He would have opted for football; he loved the game and could have captained the school team. Unfortunately, his unpopularity meant that he and I were always the last to be chosen for any sporting activity. With a little gentle persuasion, I convinced him that acting was a viable alternative to football. Was not his hero James Dean a serious student of theatre? Was not Marlon Brando a worthy role model for a would-be rock & roll star? Finally (the clincher) was not Elvis himself pursuing a parallel career as a film star? When Nutter announced his decision to join me in the theatre, shock waves reverberated around the school – and the prestige of the drama  group was considerably increased. We were joined by a few other creative students, and by the end of the summer we were keenly looking forward to our first rehearsals.

Let me introduce my drama teacher, Mr Phillips, a man who was to have such a profound influence on my life – not all good. He was a senior member of staff, respected by colleagues and feared by students, a brilliant pedagogue who laboured tirelessly to instil a love of poetry into the thick heads of boys who regarded the subject of English as slightly cissy. Bernard Phillips – or ‘Phyllis’ behind his back – was a gentleman of the old school, elegant, witty, urbane and well dressed, a youthful sixty-year-old with long, manicured fingers, neatly dressed white hair and pale blue eyes which gazed witheringly over a pair of gold-framed lunettes. Rumours abounded that Phyllis was ‘queer’, that he seduced students in his flat and was interested in the drama group only as a means of getting his hands on more boys. It was the typical reaction of the philistine English male confronted with something beautiful and high-minded – a reaction that I myself had been provoking since my first date with Mr Peroxide. If Mr Phillips was privately homosexual, he certainly never allowed his tastes to influence his dealings with students. In my eyes, he was the epitome of refinement and intellectual grandeur which I, at the age of twelve, could never hope to attain. But I set myself the task of learning everything I could from that wise, silver head.

The play that Mr Phillips announced as our first production was an ambitious choice: Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra. I knew nothing of the play. The Elizabeth Taylor version was a long way off, and nothing in my education had acquainted me with Roman history or the works of our greatest poet. But from the moment we were issued with our pocket-sized ‘acting editions’ (heavily edited so as not to offend the tastes of the times) I knew that I had formed a special new relationship. Nothing has ever stirred me as much as Cleopatra’s speech from Act One: ‘Eternity was in our lips and eyes/ Bliss in our brows’ bent, none our parts so poor/ But  was a race of heaven.’ The moment I saw those words, I was determined to have the role.

Mr Phillips’s original plan had been to produce Antony and Cleopatra with girls from our ‘sister school’ in the female roles. But he was easily persuaded otherwise. At the first audition, I insisted on reading not for the role of Caesar (which he had offered me) but for gipsy queen herself. When he heard my rendition of ‘Ram thou thy fruitful tidings in mine ears/ That long time have been barren’ I could see that the battle was won. Yet still he dithered; decisiveness was not one of our director’s strong points. I was prepared. I knew from a brief scan of the introduction that, in Shakespeare’s time, the female roles would have been taken by boy actors. Who were we, I argued, to stand in the way of tradition? Phyllis immediately announced that our production of Antony and Cleopatra would be ‘historically correct’.

I could only play the part of Cleopatra with the right Antony opposite me – and nobody would do but Nutter. Further down the list a few concessions were made to the original notion of co-ed casting: the parts of Octavia, Iras and Charmian were given to girls. This didn’t trouble me; the main point had been conceded. Perhaps I would have put up more of a fight had I known that, way down the dramatis personae, lurked the asp who would bite me.

From the moment I began to rehearse the role of Shakespeare’s greatest queen, I knew that destiny had plucked me out for a career in the theatre. I threw myself into the production body and soul, and even took a perverse pride in the fact that my playground nickname had changed from ‘Baby’ Young to ‘Queen’ Young. My appearance assisted me: I still looked younger than my years while others were falling prey to the curse of acne and greasy hair. Mr Phillips was generous in his praise, and even Nutter admitted that it wasn’t too difficult to imagine me in the role of the ‘triple turn’d whore’ to whom he, as Antony, would lose empire and life.

This was to be no ordinary schoolboy mangling of Shakespeare. Mr Phillips summoned up the spirit of ‘old Nile’ with every  resource that our small theatre (a sparsely refurbished old gymnasium) had to offer. The school orchestra was pressed into service, yards of sheeting were painted by conscripts in the art block to resemble the exotic hangings of the Egyptian court and bedchamber, while our wardrobe ransacked the local fancy dress shop for gleaming armour, swords and togas. My costumes were hand-stitched by Phyllis himself: diaphanous creations draped around my shoulders and hips, leaving my midriff bare. Nutter started referring to me as ‘Little Sheba’.

An entire term was devoted to rehearsals. While the rest of the cast were drilled to be word perfect, Nutter and I were gently coaxed and nurtured in hour upon hour of after-school workshops. ‘You must make the audience forget that you’re adolescent boys,’ insisted Phyllis. ‘For two hours, they must believe that you are the greatest lovers in the history of the world.’ This made Nutter uneasy, and finally, after an evening in which Phyllis coached me in the art of straddling Nutter’s supine form after one of the many banquet scenes, he stormed out muttering inaudible oaths and was not seen for the rest of the week. It took a larger-than-usual packet of 45s to persuade him to return.

Finally I had to let my parents in on the secret. They’d accepted without question that my evenings were spent studying, at the cinema or at friends’ houses, but as rehearsals progressed, I was sure that even my father would admire my performance as Cleopatra. Surely Shakespeare was one of the great English traditions that he’d fought to preserve?

One night after dinner I presented my parents with two tickets for the opening night of the show ‘What’s this?’ asked Dad, grimly. I explained that it was a surprise, that I’d been ‘discovered’ and was about to launch myself on my chosen career. The reaction was not enthusiastic. The theatre, to them, was little better than embracing a life of crime. They sat tight-lipped while I outlined my plans for the future.

Nothing they could say or do, short of actually locking me in  my room, was going to stop me. Eventually, they were persuaded to accept my acting career – although they would never encourage it. Mr Phillips himself intervened on my behalf at a parents’ evening, gently persuading Mr and Mrs Young that they had an exceptionally talented son who would surely bring them fame and glory, and considerable amounts of money.

 



Finally, the big night arrived. Rumours – the very best sort of pre-publicity – were circulating that various of the performers would appear nude, that there were sex scenes, that Nutter and I would kiss on stage. None of it was true (Phyllis would have been incapable of anything so dangerous) but it ensured a complete sell-out, and the promise of an extra performance if demand continued.

The dress rehearsal was a disaster. Phyllis reassured us all that this was a good omen for the first night, but as I sank to my death amidst chaos and confusion (Nutter had once again stormed out, objecting this time to my over-zealous attempts to revive him during the ‘I am dying, Egypt, dying’ speech) I wondered whether anything could really justify this much suffering. It was a question I was to ask myself many times in the future – and the answer always has to be yes, as long as the public wants you.

Ten minutes before curtain up, Nutter and I stood backstage surveying the audience through a chink in the wings. There were my parents, in the front row. Mrs Cole, Nutter’s mother, had stayed away. And ranged from side to side of the auditorium were our hateful school chums, slavering with prurient adolescent curiosity. Nutter was morose, resigned to the indignity he was about to undergo – he had long since decided that the stage was not a fit place, even if sanctioned by the likes of James Dean and Marlon Brando. ‘Please,’ I whispered, ‘do this for me. I’ll never ask anything of you again.’

‘Okay, Little Sheba,’ he replied, and wandered off to prepare for his entrance.

The performance itself went by in a blur. I’ve always found that  during my greatest stage successes, I’m scarcely aware of what’s going on around me, possessed by something greater than myself. I remember my first entrance, dressed in a bikini with a gold cloak slung over my shoulders and gold sandals, surprising my Antony as he relaxed in the traditional Roman bath (Nutter’s costume in this scene consisted of a loin cloth and several coats of baby oil which I had agreed to apply when he complained that Phyllis’s hands shook too much). I heard a gasp from the audience, looked down to see my parents’ white faces, then remembered the cardinal rule that Phyllis had impressed upon us – never look at the audience. I fixed my gaze on the school clock above their heads, took a deep breath: ‘If it be love indeed, tell me how much . . .’

The audience was quiet – respectful of the words of Shakespeare, astonished by the artistry with which a group of simple schoolboys had interpreted the immortal lines. But as scene followed scene I was dimly aware of a restlessness spreading throughout the hall. At the end of Act One, as I writhed on the sofa in a green sheath dress and gold turban intoning ‘Oh happy horse, to bear the weight of Antony’, I distinctly heard coughs and sniggers from certain sections of the audience. I glanced down to where Mr Phillips sat in the prompt position with the orchestra, but he merely beamed and signalled encouragement. It was enough, and I continued to writhe.

In Act Two disaster struck. Phyllis had designed a beautiful balletic interlude, when, to the orchestra’s scraping and blowing, we enacted the famous erotic speech of Cleopatra in which she recalls how ‘ I drunk him to his bed/ Then put my tires and mantles on him, whilst/ I wore his sword Philippan.’ These lines had been cut from our schools’ version, but Mr Phillips had reinstated them as a series of tableaux in which Antony and I performed a pas de deux as we exchanged clothes. There was nothing remotely shocking about it – the whole dance was performed behind a gauze that was waved by the Roman soldiers to suggest a dream – and it was only due to a wardrobe misunderstanding that I was wearing  nothing under my costume. As I shimmied out of my dress and reached to accept the toga from Antony (which was intended to preserve my modesty) I found nothing was on offer, and was left standing in only my high-heeled gold sandals. I turned to see Nutter with his costume rucked up between his legs in grave danger of pulling his Y-fronts down, and suddenly realized, from a chilly draught blowing from the wings, that I was in the nude.

All hell broke loose. With a curse, my father jumped to his feet and dragged my mother out of the hall. I grasped the gauze from one of the soldiers, created an outfit for myself and attempted to continue the scene, but it was too late. Shrieks of laughter, whistles and cries rendered the music inaudible. The curtain began to close, operated, as I saw from the corner of my eye, by the headmaster. I struggled to make the front of the stage only to be pushed into the wings by brute force. And where was my leading man? He had disappeared, leaving his toga and his sword Philippan in a heap on the ground. I stormed back to the dressing room only to be confronted by the sight of Nutter, my Mark Antony, locked in a clumsy embrace with the treacherous fourth-form girl who had foolishly been given the role of Octavia. Caesar’s virgin sister indeed! She stood crushed against the wall with her hand rammed down Nutter’s pants and her tongue down his throat.

This was the final straw. Robbed of my greatest role, held to ridicule by a crowd of fools and now betrayed by my best friend, I burst into tears and rushed from the building, straight into the arms of Mr Phillips. Frightened and confused as I was, I dared not go home to face my parents; my father, I told Mr Phillips, was a violent man and would almost certainly beat me, or him, if we were to confront him after what he had just seen. Poor Mr Phillips was understandably distraught; faced with a hostile public, he didn’t have the courage to stick up for what he believed was right and beautiful. And so the kind old man took me back to his flat and put me to bed. When I awoke in the morning, my school uniform (retrieved by Phyllis from the dressing room) lay neatly folded  beside me. The length of chiffon in which I had been wrapped when I fell into Mr Phillips’s arms was nowhere to be seen. I left before he awoke and made my own way home, let myself in before the house was stirring and went to bed. I was too ill to return to school before the end of term.

My parents’ response was swift and barbaric. I was forbidden from any further theatrical ‘adventures’, threatened with everything from the juvenile courts to electric shock treatment and warned that any involvement with Mr Phillips or Nutter would be very severely punished. ‘If you don’t grow up and start behaving like a man,’ said my father, ‘you won’t be my son any more. Do you understand?’ I understood. He was ready to throw me out on the streets.

 



Everything after Cleopatra was a let-down. In retrospect I recognize that our production was groundbreaking: ‘underground’ theatre long before such a thing existed. But at the time I felt frustrated, even defeated. I started to keep a diary. These volumes capture the bleak depression that settled on me as the New Year began.

 



Friday 12. January: Compulsory football all afternoon. Drama group ‘suspended’, everyone blames me. Nutter ignores me, actually enjoys the game, scores twice. Suddenly he’s everyone’s friend.

 



Saturday 13 January: Nothing on at pictures, only stupid war films. Went to town hoping to see N. Saw Gill (the dreaded Octavia) and her friends hanging around outside the Golden Egg. They laughed at me but I ignored them. Got caught nicking H&E from Smiths. Manager took me into office, threatened police, let me go when I cried.

 



Sunday 21 January: Stayed in bed all day. Mum and Dad don’t care. So bored.

 



Wednesday 7 February: Talked to Nutter during lunch break. He’s finished with Gill, he says (she doesn’t know yet, ha ha). Told him I had some records for him, he was pleased. Went to Boots and nicked Little Richard LP, will give it to him soon (if he deserves it).

 



Monday 19 February: Half term at last. Went round to N’s house, his mother out. Gave him Little Richard LP, he said I was his best friend after all and he blames Phyllis for trying to turn us both queer. I said our friendship was clean and pure, reminded him of Sal Mineo. Smoked cigarettes. It rained all day.

 



Tuesday 5 March: Saw N after school walking down road with Gill’s friend Jane. Holding hands. How dare she?

 



Wednesday 6 March: Off school. Too sick to get out of bed. Made myself puke, Mum wanted to send for doctor, I said no doctor could help me.

 



Friday 12 April: At last! Drama group meets again for first time in months. Phyllis ‘under strict supervision’ from headmaster, he warns me – choice of plays not his, rehearsals to be monitored by prefects. Ph. says it’s like Nazi Germany, promises me lead role in all productions.

 



Thursday 18 April: Nutter refuses to join drama group. Says he’s ‘too busy’ to get involved, which means he’s too busy seeing Jane. How dare she hold him back?

 



Friday 26 April: First rehearsal for Journey’s End, R. C. Sherriff, stupid play about war, head’s choice of course. No women in it at all. Still, my part quite good, Phyllis says uniforms will look nice. Haven’t told Mum and Dad.

 



Saturday 4 May: Big rehearsal all morning for JE. Told Mum and Dad I was in special detention for breaking a window during a football game. Dad seemed quite pleased. Rehearsal went well. Phyllis took me for lunch at Golden Egg afterwards, told me I was the most talented young actor of my generation.

 



Thursday 16 May: Nutter hasn’t been at school all this week. Mrs Cole came in to see headmaster today. N’s in trouble for playing truant. Went to see him after school, he says he’s finished with Jane because she ‘wouldn’t’, although by the look of her I’d say she already has. It’s his birthday soon, don’t know what to get him.

 



Monday 3 June: One month exactly before first night of Journey’s End. Extra rehearsal tonight for my big speech at Phyllis’s house. Goes well,  he says I’m developing splendidly. Gives me a glass of sherry! Home late. Told Mum and Dad I’d been out with ‘the gang’ drinking coffee. Dad smelt alcohol on my breath, called me ‘a terror’ and laughed. Nutter’s birthday tomorrow.

 



Tuesday 4 June: N’s birthday (fifteen). Went round to his house after school and gave him bottle of whisky I’d ‘borrowed’ from Dad’s cupboard. N very pleased, gave me some. His mum gave him a guitar! He tried out Elvis poses in bedroom.

 



Monday 1 July: Final week of rehearsals. Costumes came today, they’re great. I have two, formal uniform with puttees, epaulettes, etc., and nightshirt for hospital scene. Phyllis practised tying bandages on me today.

 



Wednesday 3 July: First night!!! Headmaster came to dress rehearsal last night, no changes. Show went well. Nutter didn’t come. Phyllis very pleased, gave me a lift home afterwards, dropped me off at end of road. Long talk in car before I got out. Told Mum and Dad I’d been out with Gill (joke). They believed me. Asked Dad for advice on where to take girls on dates.

 



Friday 5 July: Last night of Journey’s End. Hospital scene very good tonight, saw girls crying in audience. Phyllis crying too afterwards, wanted to take me back to flat for ‘nightcap’. I said no. Head and cronies came backstage to compliment us. Nutter still didn’t come, too busy practising guitar he says, doesn’t want to see me ‘playing at soldiers’.

 



Friday 19 July: Last day of term. Phyllis embarrassing in class, hands out prizes to all best pupils (I get three of the five prizes). Nutter didn’t turn up again today. Wasn’t at home either. Left him a note.

 



Sunday 4 August: Nutter says YES! At last! Can’t wait!

 



What Nutter had finally agreed to, after weeks of pestering, was my long-cherished plan for a camping and cycling holiday. I’d secured my parents’ permission by telling them that Nutter and I were taking Gill and Jane with us ‘in separate tents, of course’ (they didn’t believe that bit and were convinced that we were going  away for a week of sexual intercourse). What finally persuaded Nutter to agree was my suggestion that he could cycle with his guitar slung over his back, that we could sit around the camp fire every night drinking and singing songs just like Woody Guthrie (Nutter’s latest hero).

One Saturday afternoon in early August we set off on our bikes, Nutter with his beloved guitar and several panniers stuffed full of booze, me with the tent packed on my back and the rest of the provisions, clothes, penknives and torches overflowing from my saddle bag. It had been my intention to cycle as far as Dorset and back, stopping off at the end of every day’s ride in a suitable site where we’d pitch the tent, strip wash, cook a meal and sit under the stars. In fact, we never got further than a field outside Aldershot which we shared with a couple of elderly horses. We stopped there on the first night and Nutter immediately started drinking, leaving me to struggle with the tent and prepare the food (which we ate straight from the tin). By nine o’clock, Nutter was incoherently drunk, strumming tunelessly before collapsing unconscious in the grass, half a bottle of whisky clutched in his hand with which he had been attempting to play slide guitar in between swigs.

I managed to drag him bodily inside the tent. As he lay there snoring, the tent became unbearably stuffy with the smell of alcohol and adolescent male bodies. I couldn’t sleep. Nutter, however, was as good as dead. My dream of long, intellectual conversations under canvas evaporated. I lay there with the torch trained on Nutter’s sleeping form, contemplating the troubled upbringing that had turned a talented teenager into a self-destructive, reckless alcoholic. Finally, with the torch balanced carefully on my rucksack, I undressed him and put him inside the sleeping bag.

The next morning I awoke to the sound of rain drumming down on the canvas. I was alone in the tent; Nutter was nowhere to be seen, and his clothes had gone with him. To my relief, his guitar still lay propped against the side of the tent – he couldn’t be far. I scrambled outside and lit the tiny primus stove, boiled a billy can  of water and brewed up the coffee, the smell of which brought the wanderer back to the hearth. He accepted the coffee, drank it in hunched silence with his back to me, silent except for the occasional grunt in response to my questions. Finally he turned round, looked me in the eye and said, ‘What actually happened last night?’ I was at a loss for an answer. What did he think happened last night? ‘I don’t remember going to bed,’ he said, and added, more pointedly, ‘and I don’t remember taking my clothes off.’ I just shrugged and told him I’d called it a day long before he’d finished drinking and playing his guitar, that I’d been fast asleep when he’d finally come to bed.

He was suspicious and grumpy for the rest of the day, refusing to carry on with our tour, preferring to wander the perimeters of the field with his guitar. By lunchtime I found him happily playing a tune to the two old horses, who were munching grass and eyeing him with a detached interest. He’d cheered up enough to share my spam sandwiches, but turned down my suggestion that we should search for a stream in which to bathe.

Nutter was never the same with me after that night. He grew sullen and wary, reading into my most innocent gesture some hidden meaning. At the time I was bewildered and hurt; with the benefit of hindsight I realize what he was afraid of. Nutter was more sexually precocious than me – I believe he’d had his first experience before he left the North, and had continued with his subsequent dates. It was Nutter, too, who had instructed me in the schoolboy art of self-abuse, and insisted on a full report as soon as I had achieved my first ‘wank’. Now, it seemed, he was one step ahead of me again. He suspected – and I can now see why – that I harboured homosexual longings for him. I can’t blame him. The intense erotic climate of Antony and Cleopatra, the long afternoons listening to Elvis and sharing cigarettes, and now the suspicion that I had undressed him as he lay sleeping – it all added up to a persuasive case against me.

If anybody was guilty of attempted seduction that summer, it was Nutter. After a wasted day in which he’d done nothing but  mooch around the field with his guitar and ever-present bottle, we finally went to bed for our second night under canvas. As I lay in my sleeping bag, Nutter undressed in front of me then stretched out naked, daring me to make the first move. Nothing happened, but from then on I knew that there was more to our relationship than simple friendship. The next morning he was even worse, and moodily announced that the holiday was ‘doing him in’ and he was returning home. I had no choice but to pack up and follow him. We didn’t see each other for the rest of the summer.

 



Rejected by my best friend, I faced the prospect of a new term without enthusiasm. I was vulnerable and lonely, isolated from my parents and full of strange new feelings. There was only one person who was willing to listen to me – the ever-present Mr Phillips. Perhaps he wasn’t the best influence on an impressionable young man, but he was my only refuge, and I ran to him. Of course, there was another play to rehearse, and another, and another. For the rest of my time at school, I was only truly alive when I was on stage. Emboldened by the success of Journey’s End and once again in the head’s good books, Phyllis embarked on ever more audacious productions. And I was always the hero: Doctor Faustus in Marlowe’s masterpiece, Nicky in Noël Coward’s The Vortex (‘Dear Noel was so interested to hear about your performance,’ Phyllis told me – he had been in correspondence with ‘the Master’ for many years).

My mother and father remained in complete ignorance of my stage career, a situation I was happy to encourage. They believed that I was past my ‘difficult’ stage and now busy dating girls at every available opportunity. True, I never brought any of these girls home (‘Don’t suppose they’re the type you’d want your mum to meet,’ said Dad) but that bothered nobody. At the age of sixteen, I was leading a double life – something that most of my contemporaries would not begin to do until their twenties.

Phyllis saved me from going completely off the rails. Had it not  been for the discipline of learning lines and rehearsals, I would have been out looking for trouble, like Nutter. But Phyllis was a tyrant, and instilled in me a belief in the necessity of hard work and diligence. Useful lessons to learn! And, as I would later find, rare enough in show business. So, night after night, I went up to Phyllis’s flat to be coached through my lines, and to learn – about art, about theatre, about films I had never heard of during my Saturday afternoon pilgrimages to the Odeon. Together we read texts that were forbidden in the school library: Oscar Wilde’s Ballad of Reading Gaol was the first I remember, followed by Shakespeare’s Sonnets, Lady Chatterley’s Lover and the novels of Genet, from which Phyllis had me read to improve my French. Finally he announced that I was ready to appear in his most ambitious production to date, the one that would bring us to the attention of the theatre world, a play by his hero Jean Cocteau. Phyllis was planning the first schools’ production of Orphée.


To understand this daring scheme, it’s important to realize that by the age of sixteen I was physically and mentally more mature than the piping child who had ‘boyed the greatness’ of Cleopatra. I was a young man, with (as Phyllis put it) a ballet dancer’s physique and the perfect skin that I was so fortunate to keep from childhood. The role of Orpheus, the man-god, the artist with whom Death herself falls in love, was simply waiting for me. But was I, a schoolboy amateur, ready for this greatest of modern roles? Phyllis conceived the production as a dance drama, ‘total theatre’, both physically and intellectually demanding. I naturally assumed that the star part was mine – but Phyllis, to my astonishment, insisted on an audition.

At first I was crushed. Was anyone else capable of playing the role? Had Phyllis nurtured another protégé? He made me do my homework, studying Cocteau’s graphic work in a rare copy of Le Livre Blanc with which he presented me, poring over stills of the film version of Orphée starring Jean Marais. I began to understand just how demanding the role would be.

The night of the audition arrived. I had been preparing for days, learning my speech off by heart, committing to memory the exact details of Cocteau’s drawings which I planned to recreate in tableaux vivants. I reported to Phyllis’s flat determined not to leave until I had secured the part. Phyllis poured two large whiskies and told me to prepare myself while he changed out of his school tweeds and into his pyjamas and dressing gown (all silk).

I’ve never had any problem with auditions. I’ve given some of my best performances for an audience of one, focusing all my energy on the producer who’s casting me. But I’ve never given myself so completely as I gave myself to Mr Phillips that evening – I’d never known before what it was to need a role as badly as I needed Orpheus. I strode into the spotlight and began my speech, strumming an imaginary lyre as I did so. My French accent was appalling – it was many years before I became fully bilingual – but what I lacked in technique I made up for in passion. By the end, as I pleaded for the return of Eurydice, Phyllis had tears in his eyes.

But I had only just begun. Now came the dance drama, a style for which I’ve always had a natural aptitude. Without music I began to move, pouring every nuance of my troubled sixteen-year-old self into a spontaneous display of rhythmic athleticism. Inspired by the Cocteau drawings with which I was so familiar – and reliving another private performance many years ago – I began to take off my clothes. First my blazer, then my school tie, my shirt, my shoes and socks, my grey flannel trousers and finally my pants. I had almost forgotten that there was anyone watching me as I went into the last, frenzied movements of my dance, finishing off prostrate on the floor.

I was roused from my artistic euphoria by a slight dig from a slippered toe against my ribs. Phyllis stood up, extended a hand and helped me to my feet. It was the only physical contact there had been between us. ‘Dear boy, you are my Orpheus,’ he said in a tremulous voice as I dressed. ‘Perhaps you had better leave.  I have . . . work to do.’ I ran home and confided to my diary:

 



Wednesday 5 February: Good night with P. Got Orpheus and present of £10. Best yet.

 



After this sensational start, rehearsals for Orphée were an austere business. It was a small cast, with few set pieces and little to distract from the central focus – me. I knew this would be my last school performance, and I wanted to give them something to remember. Night after night in my bedroom I rehearsed in whispers, creeping around the room, finally falling into bed exhausted but more often unable to sleep, sitting at the window smoking, thinking about Nutter. He had taken to full-time truancy since the summer holiday. I’d see him occasionally hanging around the town with one of his girls, smoking and flirting. Sometimes he’d acknowledge me, but more usually he’d just carry on with his business, knowing that I was watching him. During that last year at school, I almost began to hate him.
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