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One

Dream Team




It is possibly the greatest sporting show on earth, watched by an estimated one billion people from 232 countries. As a spectacle the Super Bowl is an unrivalled money-making machine, featuring advertisements lasting for just thirty seconds that cost up to $2.6 million. Yet in spite of the hype and hard sell, the Super Bowl still exudes the feeling of a gigantic family day out, where catchy beer commercials and the chessboard intricacies of gridiron coexist.

For the watching audience, the event has the routine and familiarity of an old friend come to visit. The commentators are as venerable as the entertainment; comforting, unsurprising, and reliable. Everyone knows what to expect—apart from the score. So the watching millions could be excused for being somewhat perplexed when a good-looking, blond English soccer player joined the likes of the rapper LL Cool J, TV homemaker Martha Stewart and former attorney general Janet Reno at a celebrity party hosted by NFL wide receiver Chad Johnson for a commercial during the 2007 Super Bowl.

As England’s soccer captain and one of the most talented players of his generation, David Beckham was known to the watching American audience, but not well known. As soccer in the USA remains the preserve of youngsters, women, and the growing Hispanic community, his fleeting appearance in the commercial was one way of introducing him to America’s sporting family, which he was soon set to join.

Like a favored if willful son leaving the family home, his decision in January 2007 to quit Spanish club Real Madrid and finish his soccer career playing for the Los Angeles Galaxy in California was greeted with collective disbelief and breast beating. Even British prime minister Tony Blair was moved to comment on his career move, praising the soccer superstar for his outstanding contribution to sport. “In a world where celebrity comes too easily, David deserves fame,” said Blair. “The phenomenal interest in his move to the United States is a reflection not just of his talent, but his understanding of the importance of sport as an industry.”

It showed how far the gas fitter’s son from the impoverished East End of London had come. That the great and good were ruminating about his career was an acknowledgment that the one-time Manchester United star, whose ability to make a ball swerve and dip inspired the title of the hit movie Bend It Like Beckham, is one of a rare breed. Like Michael Jordan, Tiger Woods, and Muhammad Ali, he is a man whose personality transcends his sport. Idolized by many in Britain, Europe, and the Far East, it is expected that the Beckham Effect will help transform America’s Major League Soccer, bringing awareness, enthusiasm, and acceptance.

However David Beckham is not a solo performer. His life changed the moment he first spotted Victoria Adams dancing in a pop video with her all-girl group, the Spice Girls. A generation of wannabes adopted their slogan of “Girl Power,” tapping into the exuberance and cheekiness of the five-strong combo where Victoria played the role of aloof, pouty Posh Spice to perfection. When they first met, she was enjoying worldwide acclaim, and rubbing shoulders with the likes of South African president Nelson Mandela and Prince Charles. Wealthy, too, Posh Spice had helped the band to an amazing eight number-one hits and record sales of more than 55 million worldwide.

On their own, David and Victoria would have enjoyed their brief time in the spotlight: she in a successful all-girl group, him as a sumptuous soccer player and handsome poster boy. Together they have become a unique double act: Posh and Becks, universally admired and criticized, but never ignored. Like any other commercial concern, fame is a business and the Beckhams, particularly Victoria, are skillful entrepreneurs. As celebrity watcher Sharon Crum argues, “It’s actually very easy to build celebrity, but talent is not enough. You have to create a team, like Team Madonna.”

Since their marriage in July 1999, Team Beckham’s every move has been slavishly chronicled by an eager media, with the couple transforming modern celebrity into pseudo-religious status. They have become ersatz royalty and an international marketing combo: brand Beckham. Such is their fame that when two professional Posh and Becks lookalikes went shopping in a Tokyo department store in 2003, their presence provoked near riots.

David and Victoria’s wedding, held in a castle in Ireland complete with his-and-hers thrones, a coat of arms, and fluttering initialed pennants, sealed the couple’s coronation as royalty for the common man. Souvenir mugs, tea towels, and plates were produced to commemorate the occasion—just like a royal wedding—while their first home in the Hertfordshire countryside, northeast of London, is known universally as Beckingham Palace. When their first son, Brooklyn, was born, the event was choreographed like a royal birth: The delighted father talking to waiting reporters, the daily bulletins about the health of mother and baby son, and the departure home in a convoy of blacked-out limousines and official police outriders. Again, when Victoria succumbed to viral meningitis in August 2000, official announcements about her recovering health led the TV news. Perhaps more important, when David broke a bone in his left foot shortly before the 2002 World Cup, Prime Minister Tony Blair earnestly told fellow politicians that the health of the injured England captain was the most important matter facing the nation at the time. Clergy led prayers and newspapers printed an exact facsimile of his foot so that well-wishers could lay their hands on the image and transfer healing energy.

Such is the Beckham appeal and ubiquity that historians, who like to define a period with the name of the reigning monarch, talk about calling the beginning of the third millennium the “new Victorian era.” “We may even begin to gauge our times by David Beckham’s haircuts or sendings off,” claims Professor Ellis Cashmore, a lecturer at the University of Staffordshire, who uses Beckham to illustrate the influence of sport on modern culture and society. “Nobody embodies the spirit of the times as well as David Beckham.”

In an age where participation in organized religion has declined and belief in the afterlife diminished, celebrity—the one chance we have of immortality—has become the new nirvana. As the American novelist Norman Mailer once noted, celebrities, be they from Britain or Hollywood, are the new gods. In Hollywood, where star-spotting is a business complete with maps and bus tours, the Beckhams will fit in perfectly. For the House of Beckham already has many devotees. Not only are they celebrated in waxworks in Madame Tussaud’s in London, but a twelve-inch-high statue of David has been placed at the foot of the main Buddha image in Bangkok’s Pariwas Temple. “Football has become a religion and has millions of followers,” explained the temple’s senior monk, Chan Theerapunyo.

On their amazing journey, David and Victoria Beckham have become all things to all men: role models for family life, gay icons, sex symbols, fashion leaders, and the king and queen of conspicuous consumption. David, for example, thought nothing of spending $80,000 on a romantic weekend in Paris to celebrate Victoria’s thirty-third birthday in April 2007, and David Beckham is seen as a stylist supreme. The man who has famously worn everything from a sarong to a white suit is a regular on the annual lists of the world’s most stylish men. “[Beckham is] still the biggest influence on Britain’s High Street,” says Dylan Jones, the editor of style magazine GQ.

Victoria has skillfully reinvented herself, transforming her image from opinionated pop tart to svelte fashionista, the creative force behind her own label that includes jeans, sunglasses, and handbags. Aware that as a mother of three in her thirties she is not going to remain on the front pages for ever, she has embarked on a new career path as a fashion stylist, working with her new A-list friends such as Hollywood actresses Katie Holmes and Jennifer Lopez. As commentator Ashley Rossiter notes, “Victoria has gone from pop star to successful musician, to mother to married woman. She never loses her edge. She’s made herself a fashion icon and is the current darling of the fashion designers.”

However, their status comes at a price. As icons and style arbiters they have been mocked and caricatured, copied and adored, simultaneously appearing on the “Most Annoying” as well as “Best Dressed” lists. As the novelist David Lodge has observed, “Being a celebrity changes your relationship with the world. From being a private person you become also a public property, the object of envy as well as admiration, fair game for criticism, interrogation, ridicule, and spite.”

Even though Victoria became used to facing an audience of screaming fans and David the taunts and jeers of opposing soccer supporters, at times the almost visceral reaction to their real-life soap opera was still surprising. A video of David sleeping, shot by the artist Sam Taylor-Wood, was so well-received that it inspired comparisons with work by the seventeenth-century religious painter Caravaggio when it went on display at London’s National Portrait Gallery. During a book signing in a London department store in 2006, Victoria was touched and taken aback by the fact that numerous fans—mainly women—burst into tears in her presence.

Sadly, this worship is not always so benign. As numerous stars have discovered, celebrity attracts the loners, the weirdos, the faceless; unknown individuals who want to hurt them and destroy their lives. Over the years the Beckhams have faced apparent kidnap attempts and death threats that have made them suspicious of everyone. Crass, thoughtless behavior becomes the norm. Even the former Spice Girl was shocked when one of the detectives investigating a spate of death threats against her and her family asked the singer for advice on how his guitar-playing son could break into the music business. At the time she was naturally more worried about being the victim of a mad stalker.

Accompanied by bodyguards and surrounded by high-tech security, the Beckhams have spent a small fortune ensuring safety for themselves and their three boys. Over time they have learned to trust no one, not only for safety’s sake, but because they know that an offhand comment is likely to end up as front-page news. They feel they can only confide in each other or their immediate family. Experience has taught them that everyone, from beauticians and hairdressers to bodyguards and nannies, is vulnerable to the checkbook wielded by tabloid newspapers. Even David’s father Ted earned the wrath of his famous son when he produced an affectionate tribute book about his boy without his permission.

The couple’s decision to actively court publicity inevitably means that every aspect of their private life, even their trash, is pored over. But the Beckhams did have a choice. A couple who could have followed a similar celebrity trajectory, chart-topping pop singer Louise Nurding, voted Sexiest Woman of the Decade by FHM magazine, and her husband, former England player Jamie Redknapp, deliberately decided to distinguish between their public and private life. As Louise has said, “It’s hard enough being married and making it work, so we just don’t need the added pressure of every move we make being written about. I didn’t marry him for a photo opportunity. I married him because I wanted to spend my life with him.”

The daily spotlight on the Beckhams is unremitting. It is not just the daily soap opera of their lives that is chronicled by magazines and tabloid newspapers either, because every day they exit their front door they are followed by a phalanx of paparazzi. When Mel C., who grew used to publicity when she was with the Spice Girls, joined Victoria for a day out in Madrid, even she was shocked by the media circus. “It’s like people living in your head,” she noted perceptively.

While the couple have invited media intrusion into their lives, at times they find the attentions of the paparazzi too much, and have been known to become verbally and physically aggressive toward some irritating photographers. Victoria’s body tightens and fists clench in tense anticipation, while David has had several physical altercations. On one occasion the police were called following a rowdy incident at a motorway service station.

David has freely admitted that he has a little black book containing the names of those upon whom he will one day take his revenge. As psychologist Dr. Glenn Wilson observes, “They haven’t grown into fame gracefully and have discovered that it is a two-edged sword. They have fed the media intrusion while never really getting used to the idea that they are substitute royalty.”

In fairness, though, David is increasingly philosophical about his fame and the intrusion that comes as part of the territory. “I would like to have a more normal life, but I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he says. “I just wanted to be a footballer and the fame came with it. I’m not complaining, because I enjoy a lot of it.” Certainly, when he joins the LA Galaxy in July 2007, he will have to keep smiling despite whatever tricks are played by the paparazzi. He knows that he is going to be on show 24/7, not just as a celebrity, but also as an ambassador for the sport.

These sporadically sour media encounters do not gel easily with their presenting image as down-home folk who happen to be international superstars. They portray themselves as a couple deeply and playfully in love. David is a devoted father who enjoys spending time having soccer kickabouts with his boys, while Victoria is the acme of normality, citing “toast” as her favorite food and loving nothing more than spending the day in comfy clothes, and watching reality TV with her husband in the evening.

While she went blonde in 2007 to give her that “sun-kissed LA skater girl” look for when she moves to California, and has been photographed dining at the fashionable Ivy restaurant in Beverly Hills with her friend Katie Holmes, Victoria predicts that life in Hollywood will not be all partying and high jinks.

“Am I going to start going to nightclubs with Britney Spears every night? Possibly not,” she says. Indeed she gives the impression of being rather starstruck herself after her encounters with A-listers such as Penelope Cruz, Demi Moore, and Tom Hanks at the parties she attended in between house-hunting.

What intrigues the media—and the public—is the sense that not far beneath the surface image of domestic bliss and marital harmony lie demons of doubt, insecurity, and unhappiness, especially with Victoria. People find her fascinating not because she is talented, but because she is tormented; her self-inflicted torture revealed in stories about her obsession with publicity, her shockingly skinny figure, and her seemingly surgically enhanced cup size.

Bullied at school and with few childhood friends, Victoria has spent a lifetime wanting the world to look at her. She has succeeded by virtue of relentless ambition, shrewd choices, and a healthy dollop of luck. “I’m the girl next door who got lucky,” she says, a statement that is self-deprecating, honest, and yet contains the seeds of her insecurity. Her identity as an individual seems to be defined by her celebrity, her life measured out in newspaper and magazine column inches. Those who have been around her note that her mood is largely defined by the way the public perceives her, via the distorting prism of the press. Every day she flicks through the tabloids in search of any photographs or references to herself, her husband, or her boys. There is always one subject of overwhelming interest: Victoria Caroline Beckham.

Her dreams of celebrity hide deeper yearnings. As consultant psychiatrist Dr. Paul Flowers observes, “There is a sense that she is powerfully propelled and has a relentless desire to be loved and cared for. In her mind, carrying this tremendous sense of neediness and unfulfillment, she thought that fame was accompanied by satisfaction and contentment. This is precisely not what it brings.” It remains to be seen how Victoria, who has found validation in her new career as a fashion stylist, copes in the land of the eternal dream and cruel illusion.

LA is a place where size zero is the norm, and thus is somewhere Victoria should feel at home, as a vegetarian who has been known to survive the flight from London to LA on a cup of ginger tea and a handful of raw vegetables. Her wraith-like physique has prompted several TV documentaries to examine size zero women in an effort to understand Victoria’s troubled psyche. Journalist Kate Spicer, who endured the brutal dietary regime necessary to reach this shape, came to the following conclusion: “I feel a peculiar sense of power and control, an air of aloof removal from other women. The pursuit of thinness is a way of losing yourself in one problem and ignoring all the other issues in your life.”

It hardly helps her equanimity that her husband is beautiful—and lusted after by both men and women. So while she complains publicly that she has “no bum at all” and that she looks really “awful naked” because of the loose skin on her stomach, David was happy to pose pouting and half-naked for a fashion exhibition held at London’s National Portrait Gallery in early 2007. At one point he even asked celebrity photographer Steven Klein if he should wear black nail varnish. Klein, who has worked with the likes of actor Brad Pitt, acknowledged David’s positive attitude to his looks: “Like Brad, he’s completely at ease with his masculinity, his femininity, his sexuality. With being looked at. Men work on their bodies. They want to be looked at.”

David enjoys being a gay icon as much as he is happy to be voted the world’s sexiest dad by lingerie chain Victoria’s Secret. He presents a blank canvas on which others can paint their fantasies; a star cast in the old-fashioned mould: silent, stylish, and talented. As Professor Ellis Cashmore argues, “He doesn’t do or say anything to undermine people’s notions of him. He is a kind of an everyman. There is something there for everyone.”

He seems relaxed with his own stardom, a sublimely skillful soccer player who has largely accepted the fame that came with his talent. Matter-of-fact and self-effacing with a strong streak of exhibitionism, with David what you see is not necessarily what you get. “Nobody knows me apart from the people I want in my life,” he says. While Victoria acknowledges that he is more talented, better looking, and more stylish than her, it seems that his calm appearance is something of an illusion as well. He recently admitted that he suffers from ataxophobia (fear of disorder) to the point where he feels compelled to throw out drink cans in the refrigerator if there is an uneven number. The condition causes panic attacks, and symptoms include shortness of breath, sweating, nausea, and an overall feeling of dread.

Perhaps his condition, which can be treated by hypnosis or drugs, explains why he badly wants a fourth child, preferably a girl, to even things up at home. Certainly this domestic ambition has helped calm gossip about the couple’s eight-year marriage, which has been dogged by rumors of his infidelity, especially during his time in Madrid when he was linked to a series of single women, notably his Spanish interpreter Rebecca Loos.

The couple stay together not only because of their complex emotional dynamic, but because they are a brand, a unique combination that has companies such as Motorola, Gillette, Adidas, and others beating a lucrative path to their door. It has helped propel David into the ranks of the highest-earning sportsmen in the world, as the soccer star is currently estimated to be worth $250 million by the Sunday Times Rich List, though his deal with LA Galaxy may well double that in five years.

It is no coincidence that this ground-breaking deal was brokered by his agent Simon Fuller, whose background is in entertainment—he is the brains behind TV phenomenon American Idol—and not sport. He recognized, even before David and Victoria themselves, that as a couple they were about much more than sport and music; rather they were about lifestyle as entertainment. As Andy Milligan, media consultant and author of Brand It Like Beckham, observes, “The move to the United States is the missing piece in the global brand jigsaw. Hollywood is the lifestyle and entertainment capital of the world, and David and Victoria are very much a lifestyle brand.”

Indeed it is a move that has ensured that the Beckhams are probably the most famous British export since The Beatles. It has been an incredible journey for two young people who believed in the power of their childhood dreams and were determined to make them come true.








Two

Dreams of Wealth and Fame




She was a young girl dreaming of fame and foot-lights, but in her wildest imaginings Victoria Caroline Adams could not have anticipated the extent to which her childhood fantasies would be realized, or where teenage ambition, dedication, and hard work would take her.

“I always dreamed of being rich and famous,” Victoria has said. Certainly a love of music and dancing is in her blood. Her father, Anthony Adams, a working-class North Londoner, enjoyed a short-lived career as a pop singer in the sixties with a band called The Sonics. The band covered Beatles’ songs and had a stab at writing their own, but when their manager died The Sonics split up.

For Tony Adams fame was to be elusive, but not so fortune. When not performing with the band he worked as a sales representative from his home in Edmonton, North London, and with the help of his wife, Jackie, he began to build up a lucrative business. Jacqueline Doreen Cannon was working as an insurance clerk when she and Tony first met, although she had also trained as a hairdresser. She, too, lived in North London, in a modest terraced house in West Green near to White Hart Lane, the Tottenham Hotspur soccer ground. The couple married in the local parish church in West Green on July 25 1970, a month after Ted Heath became British prime minister following a surprise victory for the Conservatives in the General Election.

Four years afterwards, Victoria Caroline Adams was born on April 17, 1974, followed by a sister, Louise, in 1977 and a brother, Christian, in 1979.

In the 1980s Tony and Jackie started up Glade-realm, an electrical wholesale business, selling goods locally and exporting them to the Middle East. Tony devoted long hours to the business, which paid off handsomely—the family soon moved to the Old School House, a large, wood-beamed house in Goff’s Oak, a leafy commuter village just north of the M25 in Hertfordshire. Although it is less than twenty miles from London, Goff’s Oak is a rural area with unspoiled woods, commons, and secluded lanes—in many respects a world away from the surroundings in which Tony and Jackie grew up. The family was also able to enjoy foreign holidays to such places as Spain and the Canary Islands.

While Victoria was disappointed whenever her father was late home, according to her mother she has inherited his ambition and work ethic—as well as his love of performing. As soon as she could walk Tony would dance with her around the living room, and it wasn’t long before the little girl was dancing and singing her way through the house. Her favorite record as a child was Stevie Wonder’s “Sir Duke,” which Tony sentimentally requested DJ Ed Stewart to play on the radio as Victoria and David drove to the airport on the way to their wedding.

At the local elementary school in Goff’s Oak, Victoria showed early promise as a stage performer, on one occasion taking the lead role in a performance of The Pied Piper. Former teacher Sue Bailey recalls, “Victoria was always such a pleasant child, very pretty, not at all loud or pushy. She worked hard and came from a lovely family. She was always in school productions, very keen on drama.”

When she was eight she persuaded her parents to enroll her at the Jason Theater School for after-school classes. School principal Joy Spriggs recalls the fact that Victoria stood out from her fellow pupils, winning numerous dance medals. “The very first time I saw Victoria dance I knew she was special,” she once said. “Victoria ate, slept, and drank dancing.” On one occasion Victoria, dressed in yellow top hat and tails, tap danced to “If My Friends Could See Me Now,” the song that Shirley MacLaine made famous in the hit musical Sweet Charity.

Victoria would show off her routines to her classmates and badgered teachers so that she could always be the star of any school show. The smell of greasepaint and the thrill of performing on stage were a constant delight to her. She would watch such musicals as the 1978 film Grease starring John Travolta and Olivia Newton-John over and over, learning the words to the songs and playing out the roles. She also loved the early 1980s band The Kids From Fame, spawned from the television series of the same name, which followed the lives of talented young people from the New York High School of Performing Arts.

One of her sister Louise’s childhood memories is of her and Victoria dancing to the song “Making Your Mind Up” by the 1981 Eurovision Song Contest winners Bucks Fizz. At the end of their Eurovision routine, the two boys famously tore off the girls’ long skirts to reveal shorter ones underneath, and Jackie Adams made her daughters similar skirts so that they could mimic the routine. However, Victoria’s passion for song and dance did not entirely impress her sister. “She used to get all the fancy outfits and I’d get all the boring ones or have to be the man. I wasn’t happy about that,” reflects Louise.

Louise was not the only one to be a touch envious. While Victoria had been a happy pupil at elementary school, her teenage school years at local high school St. Mary’s in Cheshunt were marred by bullying. Although as a younger child Victoria had met with praise for her theatrical efforts, her ambitions now provoked teasing and ridicule.

As far as her fellow pupils were concerned, she was a show-off. The fact that she worked hard and preferred to go to after-school dance classes rather than hanging out with the in-crowd led to her being dubbed “Goody Two Shoes.” More seriously, she began to be threatened and abused, and often ended up in the school restroom crying her eyes out and counting the minutes before she could go home. She suffered sleepless nights and used to plead with her teachers to escort her to the school gates at home time. “Victoria had a bad time at senior school,” says Louise. “People didn’t like her because she didn’t go out every night and hang around street corners. Instead she used to go to a lot of singing and dancing lessons.” Victoria herself admits, “I always used to cry when holidays ended. I hated school and never wanted to go back.”

At an age when fitting in with rather than standing out from the crowd is important, neither did it help Victoria that her parents’ lifestyle was showily opulent. Aside from having the largest house in Goff’s Oak, and the only one with a swimming pool, Tony Adams also drove a gold Rolls-Royce. Although Goff’s Oak and Cheshunt could be described as generally affluent areas, such displays of wealth did not go down well at the local high school. Victoria would plead with her father to take her there in his delivery van instead, but she had already been marked out as different and for having airs above her station—ironically, the same things that would lead Spice Girls manager Simon Fuller to christen her Posh Spice, the name that would gain her the fame and fortune she craved.

It was, without doubt, the unhappiest period of Victoria’s life—a time of intense loneliness that stripped the extroverted youngster of her confidence and left a deeply troubled teenager in its place. A later boyfriend, Stuart Bilton, recalls that Victoria was “a quiet person, not majorly outgoing,” and says that “she made enemies at school because her dad was rich.”

Tony and Jackie were very protective parents, but this may have exacerbated Victoria’s problems. As Louise has said, “When we were younger we weren’t allowed to go out on our bikes. We weren’t allowed to play on the street with the other kids. We could do anything we wanted, as long as we didn’t leave the house or the garden.” Cut off from other children in the neighborhood, the siblings had become each other’s best friends, although not without the inevitable bickering and rivalry that such close proximity effects. The Adams were, essentially, inter-dependent—a close-knit family with few friends in the outside world. At home Victoria was loved and safe, but as she was discovering, the outside world was a tougher place and one for which she was not prepared.

Much later, when she was away from home at theater school or on tour with the Spice Girls, she would suffer from intense bouts of homesickness, crying and calling her mother from all parts of the globe. “I miss seeing the windows all steamy when my mum has burnt the dinner and there’s a chair wedging the door open so that the fire alarm doesn’t go off,” she said. For Victoria, home represented her deep yearning for security and safety. In the years when most young people crave independence, Victoria repeatedly longed for or flew back to the family nest. Indeed, after Victoria and David bought their own properties, the couple, along with baby Brooklyn, still spent a good deal of their time at the Old School House—the only place where Victoria felt truly comfortable.

However, it must be said that Victoria’s brother and sister went through school with few problems. It cannot have helped Victoria’s self-esteem to see how popular Louise was with her fellow classmates, and that, while she was reduced to moping about the house, Louise had a healthy social life. So could much of the blame for her unhappiness lie with Victoria herself? Certainly it is easy to see how her self-absorption and obsession with her looks would have come across, even by teenage standards, as mere vanity.

Though she was attractive, Victoria had become very insecure about and concerned by her looks. She would spend whole weekends in her bedroom experimenting with make-up, and used to get up for school two hours early so that she could achieve a look she felt brave enough to face the world with. She would also get her mother to write notes to excuse her from physical education because she didn’t want to mess up her carefully styled hair.

Matters were made worse by the fact that Victoria was plagued by teenage acne—an embarrassing problem for any teenager, but devastating to a girl planning a career in which looks and image are important. Victoria was, of course, teased about her skin, too. She recalls four girls known as “the Mafia” who made her life hell, calling her “Acne Face” or “Sticky Vicky Victoria.” Neither did it help that Jackie had enrolled all three children with a modeling agency, and while Louise was chosen for numerous TV and magazine jobs, Victoria was overlooked. “I used to work more than her [Victoria] but then I got bored of going to castings,” recalls Louise.

In spite of her troubles, deep down Victoria was still determined that one day she was going to be somebody, and although her self-confidence was severely dented, her fierce ambition remained unquenched. At sixteen, as soon as she could, she left St. Mary’s with few qualifications, but with her heart set on going to stage school. She knew it was not going to be easy, but she was delighted when she gained a place at the Laine Arts Theater School in Epsom, Surrey. It meant living away from the comfort and consolation of home in rented accommodations, but it was a new chance for Victoria.

It was around this time that she fell headlong in love with Mark Wood, a security consultant who lived near her parents. In her unhappy schooldays Victoria appears to have had little to do with the opposite sex, aside from the occasional crush on such teen idols as Matt Goss from the British band Bros. Thus, believing herself to have met the love of her life, she agreed to get engaged before she left for the theater school, even though she was only seventeen. In the event it was a short-lived infatuation that ended acrimoniously, Mark complaining afterward that Victoria “only loved herself.”

Putting bullies and broken hearts behind her, Victoria embarked on her theater course with enthusiasm. Unfortunately, while she was hard-working and keen, the theatrical promise she had shown as a child failed to shine through at Laine Arts, and as a consequence Victoria was not picked for auditions. Nor did many of her teachers have much faith in her abilities, frequently telling her that she did not have that special something to make it in the world of entertainment. One of her teachers recalls, “Victoria was a very nice girl. She never gave us any problem. She worked very hard”—hardly glowing praise for an aspiring star.

Even though being a starring success meant the world to Victoria, strangely she was not discouraged by such comments, and seemed to be acquiring a thicker skin. Toughing it out was something Victoria had learned she must do. In spite of the less than encouraging reports she received at Laine Arts, she persevered and graduated, aged nineteen, only to join the ranks of a huge community of performing hopefuls, turning up for auditions to find herself a new face amongst a thousand others. However, there was to be no starving in any garret for this struggling artist. Although she was forced to sign on the dole, she had the security that her parents were behind her chosen career and, perhaps more important, that they were also willing to help her financially. They were in no hurry for her to fly the family nest and were also happy to indulge their daughter’s preference for designer clothes and accessories.

Victoria had her first real break when she answered an advert she had seen in the showbiz magazine The Stage. Smart, keen, and pretty, she turned out to be just the girl a band called Persuasion was looking for. The other members overlooked the fact that she had no real singing experience and for the next few months she toured the country with the group.

Her love life was also looking up—thanks to her sister, who introduced Victoria to her boyfriend’s best friend Stuart Bilton, a local boy who worked as a florist and part-time model. Once again Victoria jumped in feet first and, according to Stuart, “drove him mad to go out.” A determined Victoria got her man, however, and they were together for three years. While they went out frequently, Stuart remembers that what she enjoyed best was relaxing at home, watching sentimental movies on television.

Although Victoria enjoyed her time with Persuasion, it was not turning out to be the career she had dreamed of. Unbeknown to the other band members she returned to scouring The Stage for more attractive propositions. At an audition in the winter of 1994 for a part in the movie Tank Girl, she shared a bag of popcorn in the foyer of the Trocadero cinema in London’s West End with another wannabe, ginger-haired Geri Halliwell.

The result was another rejection, another blow to the ego—and another week waiting for the arrival of The Stage to see if opportunity would finally knock on their doors. A few weeks later, each noticed independently an ad in The Stage for an all-girl band. Those who were “streetwise, ambitious, determined and outgoing” were asked to apply. Victoria needed no second invitation. She and 400 other hopefuls were each permitted a 30-second audition, her song and dance routine seeing her through to the short-list. The girls were selected by the father and son team Chris and Bob Herbert who, backed by financier Chic Murphy, had the idea of creating an all-girl group to match the success of boy bands such as Take That, East 17, and New Kids on the Block. It was a purely commercial pop exercise, dreamed up by enterprising businessmen. Girl Power was the last thing on their minds.

After a second audition in April 1994, Victoria, Geri, Mel Brown, Melanie Chisholm, and student Michelle Stephenson were chosen for the group. They had to give up all other work, holidays, and auditions to concentrate on turning themselves into a group, provisionally called Touch. For a time they shared rooms at a bed and breakfast in Surrey. Victoria, who arrived with two huge suitcases filled with clothes, roomed with Geri. Glamorous it was not. The girls rehearsed in Trinity Studios in Woking, Surrey, a rundown dance hall run by a music charity.

Their first musical efforts were as woeful as the surroundings. Pianist Ian Lee recalls: “They sounded absolutely awful. Geri had problems singing in tune and none of them could move together. After a few days you could see something gelling, but it was not an overnight miracle.” In fact it took two years of hard work before they became “an overnight success.” “They worked like slaves to get things right,” he recalls. While it helped that Victoria, Mel C., and Mel B. had dance training, the girls were regularly working from early morning until late into the evening, endlessly practicing their routines and their singing. Occasionally they would put on an impromptu show for visiting council dignitaries. “They loved the opportunity to show off,” said Lee. “They were a laugh and we all got on really well.”

The girls later moved to a three-bedroomed semi-detached house in Maidenhead, Berkshire, with Victoria now sharing with Michelle, who was never as committed as the others. She eventually left to be replaced by blonde Emma Bunton, then just eighteen. As the youngest in the group, she was, like her new roommate, often homesick; Victoria ferried her regularly to her mother’s home in North London. “I like going out with Victoria because she goes to posh places,” said Emma. “When you catch her on a funny day, you won’t stop laughing. She’s got a really dry sense of humor.”

She needed it. Communal life in the house in Maidenhead was something of a shock after leafy Goff’s Oak; the morning rush for the bathroom, the chores, and, of course, the line to use the house phone. Mealtimes were as haphazard as their different, rather faddy diets. Geri, who has admitted suffering from the eating disorder anorexia nervosa, had ongoing problems, while the other girls had their own quirks. Mel C. loved mashed potatoes and tomato ketchup, Emma dieted on baby food, and Victoria existed on a diet of cheese and crackers with the occasional bagel with honey. Only Mel B. made herself proper meals.

Of course there were rows and personality clashes, but when the girls looked back on those days they remembered only the good times. As Victoria has said: “We know each other so well, and we’ve all seen each other happy, sad, crying, whatever, that we’re totally comfortable with each other.” While the girls got on well, Victoria’s personality got rather submerged in the group dynamics. Victoria was a little intimidated by the experience of Geri, the oldest girl in the group, and Mel B.’s raucous, argumentative nature, and she was creatively overshadowed by Mel Chisholm who was acknowledged as the best singer in the band. Certainly Geri and Melanie Brown were the accepted leaders of the group, fighting like cat and dog over everything from choreography to singing style. “Geri would stand there with her arms by her sides and her fists clenched as Mel would have a go at her for singing out of tune,” recalls Ian Lee. “Mel Chisholm would always act the peacemaker and the other girls would just watch in stunned silence.”

Victoria had other talents, as Geri recalls in her autobiography: “I had a wild imagination and chaotic creativity, but I didn’t have the skills or training to channel them properly. Mel C. had a great voice, but was camera-shy and introverted; she hated even talking on the telephone. Mel B had amazing energy, but was a loose cannon who never quite knew what she was aiming at or why it was important to her. Victoria perhaps wasn’t the most creative, but she had something far more valuable and important to the group—a sensible and normal outlook on life. She could keep our feet on the ground when our ambitions outstripped our abilities.”

It was Victoria who paid closest attention to the contracts that their musical mentors asked them to sign in February 1995, when they considered their act was good enough to launch on to an unsuspecting world. After consulting with her businessman father, Victoria convinced the others that the percentage their then managers wanted to take was too high. One evening, while the girls were sitting chatting in their house in Maidenhead, Victoria put forward the suggestion that they should leave Bob and Chris. It was an idea seized on by the others, particularly Geri. The girls were no longer raw recruits, but a well-trained, professional outfit who knew they had something special to offer. They were well rehearsed, their strengths were amplified, and their weaknesses downplayed. In short they had what it takes. As Ian Lee remarked: “You could see they were going to make it.”

It was not going to be easy. After a major bust-up with the Herberts in April 1995, the girls were left homeless, hawking their talents around Tin Pan Alley. They traveled to Sheffield to team up with songwriter Eliot Kennedy, who had penned hits for Take That, while in London two other songwriters, Matt Rowe and Richard Stannard, helped them write the song that was to make their name, “Wannabe.”

They realized that they needed a manager who was as ambitious as they were. They found him in the shape of Simon Fuller, who already had Annie Lennox and disco diva Cathy Dennis on his books. At their first meeting the girls, then still on the dole, talked about their hopes and dreams. They wanted movies, merchandising, TV specials, the lot. “We want to be as famous as Persil Automatic [washing powder],” quipped Victoria. For his part, Fuller told the girls that they would make it big, with or without him, but if they followed his guidance he would take them in the direction they wanted to go.

They took him at his word and agreed to allow him to act for them. First Fuller had to sort out the mess the girls had left behind, settling their contractual dispute with the Herberts and then setting about finding a record deal for the band. While some have seen this story as a triumph of artist over management, others, more cynically and perhaps realistically, describe the changeover as treating the girls rather like professional footballers, selling them from one management to another for a sum neither side would disclose.

No matter, over the next few months and years, Victoria quietly learned at the feet of the master, her business brain soaking up the way their new smooth-talking Svengali operated. She realized almost instinctively that success in showbiz was not just about talent but, more important, hard work, enterprise, and control. The control of image mattered most; planning, placement, public relations, and promotion were all vital ingredients.

Understandably she lost her famous self-control when the girls celebrated signing their first recording contract with Virgin Records in July 1995. At a champagne reception on the rooftop of Virgin headquarters, they signed a rumored $4 million deal. On the way home Victoria, high on drink and the exhilaration of the day, threw her knickers out of the taxi. That same effervescent spirit—and acute sense of publicity—was on show a few months later when the girls performed “Wannabe” around the bronze statue of Red Rum at Kempton racecourse, much to the annoyance of race officials. It was their ebullient high spirits and comradeship, later defined as Girl Power, that impressed those who were working with them on their first single and album. Producer Matt Rowe recalls, “Everything was there, right from the beginning, the attitude, the philosophy, the Girl Power thing. They had all the ideas for the songs, and we’d sort of piece them together like a jigsaw puzzle.”

The puzzle started fitting together in early 1996, when a video of their first single was shown on cable TV and proved such a success that it was repeated seventy times in a week. After the video came the release of the single in Japan to test the commercial waters. The bean-counters need not have worried; “Wannabe” sold more than any of The Beatles’ records. In July 1996, “Wannabe” was released in Britain. Two weeks later, it went to number one, where it remained for nearly two months, selling 1.25 million copies in Britain alone. It was eventually knocked from the top slot by teen idol Peter Andre, Victoria’s mother’s favorite singer. During the endless rounds of interviews and TV appearances, the girls hardly had time to consider how they had come so far so fast. “When I was little I always thought: ‘I want to be famous,’” said a rather perplexed Victoria at the time. “But you could never dream of what’s happened to us. It’s a bit out of the ordinary.”

Indeed their boundless energy and joie de vivre seemed to capture a national mood. The girls were loud, proud, and sometimes lewd, and didn’t seem to be afraid of anybody. As Mel B. noted, “The whole concept of Girl Power is about being aware of yourself, of not taking any crap from anyone and getting what you want. Not in a horrible way, but in a nice way.” Politicians and prelates all used lines from the song’s lyrics to make a point, whether it was about the economy or the health of the nation. Behind the aggressive can-do, sexually charged energy and attitude radiated by the group were five down-to-earth suburban girls who loved their mothers and believed in traditional values: marital fidelity, the superiority of friendship with other girls to transitory male boyfriends, and individual endeavor. When they proclaimed former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher the original Spice Girl, they were speaking more accurately than they knew. “They obviously have very clear political views,” said Conservative Central Office. “They are a go-ahead group and we are a go-ahead party.”

In many respects, of all the Spice Girls Victoria Beckham represented the creed of Girl Power. She was an archetypal suburban girl from the Home Counties; politically conservative, culturally disinterested, and focused, almost obsessively, on home and family values. At the same time, while she was always dismissed as the least talented Spice Girl, in the longer run she proved herself to be more disciplined, more cunning, more astute, and ultimately more successful than the others. In a group defined by ambition itself, she has showed herself to be the most relentlessly ambitious.

After the success of “Wannabe,” the Spice Girls soon proved that they were not simply one-hit wonders. The hits simply came rolling out. In October 1996 their follow-up single “Say You’ll Be There” took the charts by storm, while their much-anticipated album trounced all competition in the Christmas charts. As Mel B. remarked at the time: “It’s all happening so fast. One day we were no one, the next we were beating George Michael to number one.” They were dubbed “Oasis in a Wonderbra” by Smash Hits magazine.

The pace was astonishing. Just five months after the world had first heard of them, they followed in the footsteps of royalty and Hollywood celebrity to switch on the Christmas lights in London’s Oxford Street.

There was no let-up. Even though they had taken Britain by storm, they still had to conquer America. With three number ones under their collective belt, the Spice Girls arrived in New York in January 1997 ready to do battle. The relentless schedule was beginning to tell. Victoria went down with flu, but struggled through a host of personal appearances, interviews, and photo shoots. Their hard work paid off; they stormed to the top slot in the all-important Billboard charts in February. Before they could draw breath they returned to Britain to perform the opening set for the Brit Awards at London’s Earls Court. The year before they had come as nobodies, now they were feted as pop royalty, nominated in five different categories. “Things just seem to get better and better,” observed Victoria at the time.

Their performance was a triumph, Geri’s micro Union Jack dress stealing the show, especially when she revealed rather more of herself than was intended in front of an estimated 30 million TV audience. “Everyone’s seen them before so I don’t give a damn,” she said later.

Still, there was no let-up. In March 1997 they sent themselves up for charity, their video of the hit single “Who Do You Think You Are?” being mimicked by celebrity lookalikes, including the portly British comedienne Dawn French, who played Victoria. When she was trying to get into character, Dawn asked the Spice Girl why she never smiled. “Because I get dimples,” came the reply. “They make me look thirteen.”

That same month Victoria emphatically broke her golden rule when she was introduced to a dashing young England soccer star who would change her life forever.
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