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			Epigraph

			‘… If you are black, if you are white, if you are gay, if you are straight, if you are transgender – whoever you are, whoever you want to be – I support you. I love every single one of you.’

			Harry Styles, Ericsson Globe, Stockholm,

			18 March 2018

		

		
			First Impressions

			It wasn’t the eye-catching cover of Vogue that did it for me. It wasn’t the envy-making cavorting with beautiful people on an idyllic, sun-kissed Malibu beach for the video of ‘Watermelon Sugar’; it wasn’t two number one albums or his role in Dunkirk.

			No, what triggered a fascination with Harry Styles and made me want to write a book about him were just a few words from the actor and director Olivia Wilde, who described him as ‘very modern’, and observed, ‘I hope that this brand of confidence as a male that Harry has – truly devoid of any traces of toxic masculinity – is indicative of his generation and therefore the future of the world.’

			Wow, that’s quite an endorsement of a man who just ten years earlier had done his best to impress Simon Cowell with a version of Stevie Wonder’s sentimental chestnut ‘Isn’t She Lovely’. Did he deserve such praise from Olivia, I wonder?

			Like fifteen million others I had watched the entire seventh series of The X Factor in the days when it was compulsory Saturday night viewing. You literally weren’t part of the Sunday conversation if you hadn’t seen Matt, Rebecca, Cher and the boys from One Direction battle it out every week to stay in the competition.

			The five members of One Direction had sparkle and youthful exuberance, but I had no idea they were going to rule the pop world in such a short space of time. The stars aligned for them: the world was ready for a new boy band; they had a brilliant team looking after them day to day and they had the unswerving support of the corporate board room where careers were made or broken.

			The boys were only together for five intense, mad years – becoming multi-millionaires – before going on indefinite hiatus in December 2015. With a few exceptions, five years seems to be the average life span of a boy or girl band – especially one put together by a third party. That was true of Take That and the Spice Girls, for example.

			Zayn Malik had left One Direction before the official hiatus, which was a nice way of describing a full stop. Harry, though, was already looking different from the others. He had longer rock-star hair and an eye for the fashionable and flamboyant.

			But nice hair and the ability to look good in a Gucci suit did not make him modern. My task in this book is to see if the description of Harry Styles as a modern man is justified. Is Olivia right or is referencing toxic masculinity just a neat soundbite? You don’t just arrive ready-made as a beacon of the present and future, so who are the friends, the role models and the influencers that have helped Harry on his journey? And what does it actually mean to be ‘modern’ anyway?

			These are the questions I hope to answer in a serious look at a superstar: Harry Styles: The Making of a Modern Man. See you on the other side …

		

		
			PART ONE

			FINDING DIRECTION

		

		
			1

			Dressing Up

			Harry Styles was nearly born in the back of a car. His dad, Des, confessed that he and his heavily pregnant wife, Anne, only just made it to the Alexandra Hospital in Redditch before their son was on his way. It was a twenty-mile dash up the A46 in Worcestershire from their home in Evesham. There wasn’t even time to ‘call the midwife’. Instead, Harry Edward Styles said hello to the world at 2am on 1 February 1994.

			There’s a memorial statue in Redditch that honours a very famous name in world music. But it’s not Harry. Instead, pride of place in the town centre belongs to John Bonham, the legendary drummer with Led Zeppelin.

			The local papers and media always refer to Harry as Redditch-born whenever the more-recent superstar does anything noteworthy, but in reality he has no connection with the town half an hour south of Birmingham other than noting it as his place of birth on the official paperwork.

			A month after his second birthday, the Styles family moved. Des and Anne sold the three-bedroom semi-detached house in St Philips Drive, Evesham, an estate close to the main road, and relocated a hundred miles north to rural Cheshire. They were a family of four: Harry had an elder sister, Gemma, who was three when he was born.

			They settled into a spacious four-bedroom house in Chestnut Drive, Holmes Chapel, a large village that enjoyed a rural atmosphere despite being close to the motorway, and an easy twenty-mile commute into Manchester. The town of Crewe was even closer – just eight miles south.

			If there is going to be a statue of Harry Styles in the future then it should be in Holmes Chapel, probably in the main square near St Luke’s Church, or there’s plenty of room outside his local secondary school in Selkirk Drive. Harry once said that nothing much happened in Holmes Chapel. That may be true, but it’s not a sleepy village and these days it is a bustling place, more like a small town than the gentle setting for an Agatha Christie whodunit or an episode of Midsomer Murders.

			The proximity to Manchester was ideal for Harry’s dad, who was a committed supporter of Manchester United, and these were the best of times for the club enjoying the glory years of Alex Ferguson and a first team that included Eric Cantona, Roy Keane, Paul Scholes and David Beckham. There was always plenty of football memorabilia dotted around the Styles’ house. At the time, Des, who was ten years older than his then 28-year-old wife, worked in financial services as an operational manager for HFC bank, primarily responsible for arranging loans and credit.

			Anne had her hands full with two young children. They could scarcely have been more different. Harry’s elder sister was the quiet, studious one, an A-grade student throughout school who found the academic side of things much easier than standing up in front of the class, and could only look on a little jealously as her cheeky and precociously charismatic kid brother sailed through life.

			Harry did secure an A once, for his very first English essay, and he was proud of his achievement – but perhaps the top mark lived long in his memory because it was all downhill from there and he never matched it. He was always the boy getting told off by the teacher for chatting away to his friends at the back of the class.

			His first pre-school nursery was called, sweetly, Happy Days, and it was just two minutes’ walk from their detached house in Chestnut Drive, a smart new-build with a large garden for their dog, Max, to patrol. He was a cross between a border collie and a lurcher, who could sometimes look a bit fierce but wasn’t, and he loved the children to bits. Gemma had chosen him from a litter because he was the outsider – the only puppy who was not pure black.

			Ironically Harry’s very first word was not dog but ‘cat’. Anne had driven the children to visit their grandparents, Brian and Mary Selley, in Hampshire. As they were walking up the path to the front door, the family feline appeared. Little Harry pointed and declared ‘cat’, which made everyone’s day.

			When he was old enough, Harry joined his sister round the corner at the Hermitage Primary School. As was usual on these occasions, Mum came too to make sure her five-year-old was going to be alright. She sat in the class for an hour or so before slipping away. Harry may have been a bit of a ‘mummy’s boy’, as Anne has always affectionately said, but she didn’t leave a child weeping and wailing for his mother. He settled down to enjoy the day until she was back to walk him and Gemma home.

			From a young age Harry was one of the boys and one of the girls. He never seemed limited by gender stereotyping or, as he memorably put it, ‘I wasn’t one of those boys who thought girls were smelly.’ Just to prove it he gave one little girl, Phoebe, a teddy bear as a present when they were six.

			Right from the start, Harry was an enthusiastic performer in the school plays, confident enough, it seemed, to get up on stage and sing, whatever embarrassing costume he had to wear. For the Christmas musical in December 2000, he played the title role of Barney, a church mouse; he sported a pair of Gemma’s grey tights, a headband with oversized ears sticking out the top and a long string tail. Looking back on his starring role aged six, he observed, ‘I like to think I was a good mouse.’

			Often, enthusiastic mums can light the fire for their children – perhaps taking them to dance classes or booking piano lessons before they could barely walk. Anne loved playing dressing-up games with her children, painstakingly making elaborate papier-mâché outfits, including one that featured Harry as the World Cup. He also had a 101 Dalmatians outfit, which was a particular favourite and the one he wore all the time around the house. Anne explained, ‘I was always a big fan of doing fancy dress when my children were small … which Gemma hated but Harry always embraced.’

			Harry would carry his love of dressing up into adulthood, and in his now-famous Vogue interview in 2020 he acknowledged, ‘There’s so much joy to be had in playing with clothes. I’ve never thought too much about what it means – it just becomes this extended part of creating something.’

			In the primary school favourite, Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, he played Buzz Lightyear, who obviously did not feature in the original musical. In his school’s adaptation, the children hid from the scary Child Catcher in a toy store where Buzz and Woody from Toy Story were living.

			Harry also played the Pharaoh in a production of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. The character’s big number is ‘Song of the King’ and he delivered it as if Elvis Presley had been transported back to biblical times. The first pop song that Harry learned all the words to was ‘Girl of My Best Friend’, a number that ‘the King’ originally recorded for his 1960 UK number 1 album Elvis is Back. The track was one of his dad’s favourites.

			None of the family was especially musical, but Des at least loved a wide variety of past and present records and his son grew up hugely influenced by not just Elvis but also The Beatles and Coldplay – not forgetting a smattering of Fleetwood Mac and the peerless ‘Shine on You Crazy Diamond’ by Pink Floyd, the epic tribute to the band’s original lead singer, Syd Barrett.

			Harry was able to practise his inner rock star with the help of a karaoke machine his grandpa Brian had bought him for Christmas. Harry remained particularly close to Brian over the years, describing the man who picked him up and told him to be brave when he fell over and scraped his knee as ‘the coolest guy ever’.

			The admiration was mutual: recalling his grandson as a small boy, Brian observed that he always had a smile on his face.

			The famous smile left Harry completely, however, one dreadful evening when he was seven and his parents sat him and Gemma down in the lounge and told them gently that they were splitting up. Everyone was in tears. Des later recalled, movingly, ‘It was the worst day of my life. Harry wasn’t a cry baby or generally emotional but he cried then.’

			Although Des and Anne had agreed to separate, he didn’t move out immediately, which perhaps made the situation a little easier for their children. There was even a memorable family summer holiday to Cyprus when Harry, according to both his father and his sister, became the mascot of the teenage girls at the resort hotel. While Gemma was a bit of a loner, Harry was the centre of attention around the pool, entertaining everyone with his now-trademark cheeky grin and boisterous nature.

			To Des’s astonishment, when it came for them to leave on the shuttle bus to the airport, a crowd of young women gathered to wave goodbye to his young son. ‘Bye, Harry, we love you,’ they shouted as the bus sped away. ‘He’s very charming,’ said Des, simply.

			Eventually, and inevitably, Des moved out of the family home and the divorce was finalised. He still saw the children every couple of weeks, doing his best to make sure everything was alright with both of them, supporting them financially and, when he could, with any emotional problems.

			Des was not a million miles away, moving to the outskirts of Manchester. ‘I’m not an estranged dad,’ he said, and he wasn’t, as would prove to be very much the case in the future. He was always close enough to take his son to football or buy him a club jersey or two for the bedroom wall.

			Anne, meanwhile, met someone, a man who really would become estranged from them in the future – in his case, a future stepfather. John Cox was the good-looking landlord of the Red Lion pub in Pickmere, a village twenty minutes’ drive past the town of Northwich.

			Anne was a vivaciously attractive woman of thirty-three when they met, although they didn’t start going out until they had known each other for a year. They were soon making plans for a life together, setting a wedding date for April 2003, not long after Harry’s ninth birthday.

			They chose a swish local venue, the Mere Golf Club – now the Mere Golf Resort and Spa but still known in this part of rural Cheshire as ‘The Mere’. For the big day, Harry looked immaculate in a dress suit complete with a black bow tie, an early indication of a young man who was born to wear a suit well. After the wedding, Harry and Gemma were dropped off at Des’s to allow the newlyweds to jet off to Mauritius for their honeymoon.

			Before the celebration, the happy couple had already joined forces to take over the Antrobus Arms, a large country pub on the main A558 Warrington Road. The premises formerly run by Lancashire brewers Greenall Whitley needed a lot of work, so they set about the refurbishment and decorating to turn it into a sparkling new local for the village of Antrobus. It was a large building, so it made economic sense for the new landlord and landlady to live upstairs with Harry and Gemma.

			John and Anne didn’t want to lose the feel of a traditional Cheshire pub, making sure the Antrobus Arms retained a tap room and a back room where charities and societies could hold evening events. Half a mile away was the Antrobus post office, run by two regulars at the pub, Trevor and Sandra Collins. They became firm friends of Anne in particular. They also had a son, Reg, who was nearer Gemma’s age but was Harry’s best buddy when the family moved into the pub.

			Harry stayed at the Hermitage Primary School in Holmes Chapel but during the holidays he was pleased to have a good friend nearby. They went on long bike rides together, exploring the country lanes but always making sure they popped in for a cornet on the way home at the Ice Cream Farm in Great Budworth, two miles away.

			The parlour, run by June Wilkinson and her family, is one of the hidden gems of this part of rural Cheshire, but once discovered it becomes a habit that’s hard to break, as was the case with Harry when he discovered their christmas pudding flavour one chilly December afternoon.

			Even more important than ice cream, Harry started having informal guitar lessons when he was ten from a pub regular who had once been in a rock band. Harry has never shouted about his early musical training but it gave him a start that would be valuable when he picked up a guitar as a career musician and songwriter.

			Harry seemed to settle in well to life at the pub, although he was notorious in the household for being untidy. He sang in public for the first time – apart from performing in school plays – when he joined John at The Elms, another pub in Pickmere. When John got up to sing, Harry insisted he join him and the pair gave a rousing rendition of ‘New York, New York’, the Frank Sinatra favourite.

			For the moment, though, Harry was more interested in sport than crooning. He enjoyed badminton, taking it up because his dad played. He was also keen on football, playing for a boys’ team on a Sunday, although he was never going to be signed up by a United scout.

			John Cox completely disappeared out of Harry’s life when he and Anne split up in 2006. He is no longer part of the Harry Styles story and hasn’t seen him since Anne moved back to Holmes Chapel. He has been erased from the family history. Neither Harry, his mother nor his sister have ever mentioned him, although Anne continued to be known as Anne Cox right up to the heady days of The X Factor.

			John was eventually tracked down by the investigative journalist Sharon Feinstein. He was still living in Cheshire but was no longer in the pub business. He spoke warmly of Harry and hoped that one day they might meet up for a drink.

			In the small world of this part of Cheshire, the Antrobus Arms was sold to Trevor and Sandra Collins, who would keep up the tradition of a thriving country pub for the next twelve years One of the regulars was a local businessman called Robin Twist, a sociable and popular chap who would be a significant figure in Harry’s life in the years to come.

			Anne, meanwhile, bought a modest three-bedroom terraced house in London Road, Holmes Chapel, within walking distance of the local comprehensive school. Harry would soon be a teenager.

		

		
			2

			White Eskimo Days

			Harry’s football career was not going well. He was playing for the Holmes Chapel Hurricanes FC, a junior team set up in 2000 by local businessman Chris Rogers so that his son and his friends could enjoy a game on weekends. According to Chris, Harry wasn’t the most physical of players, although he did score a few goals.

			The lowest point of his footballing days, however, was when he had to stand in for the regular goalkeeper. The Hurricanes lost the game 8–0. He wasn’t asked to play in that position again. The plus side of his weekly ordeal was that the mums and sisters on the touchline were always charmed by Harry, who was quick with a little quip to cheer up everyone.

			He may not have impressed with his soccer skills but at least he was having fun with his mates away from school. One in particular, Will Sweeny, would be a significant friend. Will was the closest thing to a celebrity at Holmes Chapel Comprehensive School because his mum, Yvette Fielding, was a familiar face on television.

			Yvette had been the presenter of Blue Peter when she was just eighteen and subsequently appeared in a host of TV programmes, including as the presenter of the cult show Most Haunted, which also featured her second husband, Karl Beattie. They lived on a farm not far from Holmes Chapel. Harry was a regular visitor after school, scoffing pizza and chips in the kitchen with her son.

			Will and Harry often went on double dates together away from school. Harry’s social life as a young teenager was going well, although he was in danger of drifting a little when he first started secondary school. He had always assumed he would end up as some sort of entertainer when he grew up, but that ambition seemed to fade for a year or two. He still played badminton and spent time in the school gym, especially enjoying the dancing classes under the enthusiastic guidance of Miss Brocklehurst – Miss Brock to the students – but that was not a career.

			Living locally was a bonus. He didn’t have to stand around outside the school gates every afternoon to be assigned a seat on the bus home. This daily bussing ritual was presided over by the headmaster, Denis Oliver. He was a familiar sight, clipboard in hand and always wearing a well-used high-vis jacket. Away from his gaze, Harry and his friends would slip away across the field to the river behind the school to hang out before it was time to go home.

			Harry’s gang of girlfriends, who were fun, loyal and not especially serious, included Lydia Cole, Ellis Calcutt and, most importantly, Emilie Jefferies. Harry was just twelve when he first started dating Emilie but they were too young to get carried away with romance. She has remained one of his close friends from the ‘old days’ and she looked stunning in her ball gown on Harry’s arm at their leavers’ prom at the end of Year 11.

			Harry has always said his first serious girlfriend was another very pretty girl at school, Abi Crawshaw, who was a key member of the school hockey team. She would go on to become head girl in the sixth form after Harry had left.

			The fascinating aspect of Harry’s early friendships with the opposite sex throughout his school days is that none of the girls have come forward to sell lurid tales to the tabloids. Lydia once said, ‘We all love Harry to bits,’ but that was all. The nearest Harry has got to revealing something juicy was to point out the place where he had his first snog. It was up against a tree down by the river. ‘It was quite steamy,’ was all he would say.

			His dad Des recalled that he never had to sit Harry down for an excruciating ‘birds and bees’ conversation about sex. They would chat about things from time to time as if it were a natural part of growing up – no embarrassment.

			One girl, Felicity Skinner, who wasn’t from Holmes Chapel, was more forthcoming about Harry, but not in a salacious way. She said, ‘He was really sweet. He was a really good boyfriend, very romantic. He was good-looking and obviously I found him very attractive.’

			Felicity, who was introduced to Harry by a mutual friend in Holmes Chapel, lived in Solihull, south of Birmingham, so it was never a case of popping over to each other’s houses after school. It was a long-distance teen romance that was played out mainly on the phone, although Fliss, as he called her, observed, ‘It was puppy love and we were definitely each other’s first love.’

			Will Sweeny recalled how early on in the relationship Harry announced, ‘Let’s go and find her.’ So they headed off to Birmingham without knowing her exact address. They knew she lived in Solihull, and that was all. ‘It was pouring with rain and it took hours to find her,’ Will said.

			When he was with Fliss, Harry would finish work in the bakery and, instead of meeting up with his friends in Holmes Chapel, would spend his wages on a train fare south to see her. Will pointed out that she was his first very serious girlfriend: ‘He really cared about her, but they were both young and it didn’t work out.’

			Will confirmed that Harry was not the sort of guy to play around and was not a womaniser at school. He was thoughtful where girls were concerned, and a very good listener. ‘His girlfriends were long term. He was dead caring,’ he said. Another close friend at school, Nick Clough, thought Harry had a precociously romantic streak where girls were concerned, a hearts and flowers boy, who preferred a candlelit dinner at his house to a can of cider by the river.

			Sometimes Harry would cook a meal for his mum or run her a hot bath. She was dating Robin Twist and that was going well. They had become a settled couple, although still living in separate houses. Anne was very careful not to take her teenage children for granted and to make sure they didn’t come home from school to find Robin with his feet up watching Countdown on TV.

			Harry thought Robin was a ‘really cool guy’, so he was always happy to see him, sometimes texting him to come over without asking Anne first. The home in Holmes Chapel was a happy one, a tribute to his mum, who when asked about her parenting skills remarked drily, ‘I make it up as I go along – like everyone else.’

			On Saturdays, Harry was up before the sun, leaving the rest of the household to snooze away while he ambled down for his shift at W. Mandeville, the bakery in the centre of the village. The shop had been a fixture in Holmes Chapel since 1900, when it was founded by the great-grandfather of the present owner, Simon Wakefield. The building in Macclesfield Road even has a vintage sign on the side declaring that it is a ‘Maker of HOVIS’.

			There was always plenty to do before the shop opened every morning – packing orders, making sure all the shelves were correctly stocked and clearing up if any of the loaves or cakes had spilled onto the floor. Harry worked there for two and a half years, always greeting the customers with a winning smile as he stood behind the till. ‘He’s our boy!’ said one, remembering him fondly.

			At least Harry never went hungry at work. There was always some treat to try. Simon had already been baking for at least two hours before his Saturday staff arrived. His brunch pasties were especially popular as he seemed to be able to cram in a filling of bacon, sausage, scrambled egg and cheese.

			Harry wasn’t the only pupil from Holmes Chapel Comprehensive earning some extra cash at the bakery – there were usually three others working there too, including his close friend Nick Clough. They were teenage partners in crime, not that there was much to get up to in the village. The height of rebellion was a Chinese takeaway on a Friday night from Fortune City, which was conveniently situated two doors down from Harry’s house. Harry favoured sweet and sour or crispy beef in Cantonese sauce. Then the pair of them would meet up with friends. They were too young to go to the pub so they would gather by the river and drink beer.

			Nick would usually stay over at Harry’s so that they could stagger bleary eyed into work together the following morning. Not many people had heard the teenage Harry sing but one memorable afternoon Nick was serving a customer when they heard Harry singing away while he was sweeping up out the back. They couldn’t miss it because he hadn’t realised there was anyone in the shop and was singing very loudly, as if he was in the shower at home.

			‘Who’s singing?’ asked the customer. Nick went to fetch Harry: ‘I brought him out and the customer said, “Have you ever thought about singing professionally? If you ever consider it, give me a call.”’

			Nick knew Harry could sing because most evenings he would stroll round to the house in London Road with his guitar and practise his chords. Harry was shy about his musical ability so he usually limited himself to bashing a tambourine or singing along. By this time Harry’s teenager bedroom had morphed into something out of a sitcom – cans of Lynx deodorant, clothes tossed casually onto the floor and an old Manchester United shirt pinned to the wall. His mum was fighting a losing battle shouting at him to ‘TIDY UP HIS ROOM!’

			Harry hadn’t taken singing seriously despite both his mum and dad complimenting him when he sang in the car. Fate, however, was about to play a part when Will Sweeny decided to form a school band. He would be the drummer and he enlisted Nick to play bass and another friend, Haydn Morris, to play lead guitar. Now, they just needed a singer.

			At first Harry wasn’t keen. He fancied playing bass guitar, but that position was already taken. Nick recalled, ‘Harry didn’t think he could sing and was worried people would laugh.’ The boys wouldn’t take no for an answer so Harry had to get over his misgivings. Nick added, ‘There was a born performer in there – he just had to find it. But when his confidence grew, he was amazing.’

			The new band wanted to enter the school’s Battle of the Bands competition in the summer of 2009 when Harry was fifteen. They needed a name, so Will came up with Cheese and Crackers, in honour of the legendary American band Red Hot Chili Peppers. The others gave that idea a fast thumbs down. At the time, the four of them were waiting outside a music room at school and, for reasons lost in the fog of time, the name White Eskimo popped into Will’s head.

			White Eskimo only had two weeks to rehearse before the big night. At least they would look the part. They all thought they were rockers or, more precisely, devotees of emo. The term standing mostly for ‘emotional hardcore’ embraced a punk culture that was as much about fashion as it was about music. Emo swept through the teenagers of Holmes Chapel and you couldn’t pass a street corner without noticing the glint of a studded belt and a pair of tight skinny jeans, topped off with a belt made from shoelaces.

			They all thought they were very cool, naturally. For once Harry was influenced by his elder sister, Gemma, although he probably loved the fashion more than the music that blared from her attic bedroom. He even let her cut his hair. She told the magazine Another Man, ‘I had no idea what I was doing.’ She did get the floppy fringe right, though, and Harry seemed pleased.

			If he wasn’t going to Solihull when work finished at the bakery on Saturday at 3.30 or 4pm, Harry and Nick would dash to the station a few hundred yards away to catch a train into Manchester Piccadilly. It usually took no more than three-quarters of an hour, which gave them plenty of time to hit the shops and spend their wages on a new pair of chequered trainers.

			One of the fashion statements associated with the emo culture was a piercing. Nick suggested that they had their ears pierced one afternoon when they were in Manchester. Harry wasn’t keen, concerned that his mum might not approve. He didn’t even have a discreet tattoo until he was eighteen.

			For the big evening at Holmes Chapel, Harry looked the part, choosing to wear a plain white shirt and black tie – more Robert Palmer than My Chemical Romance. They were very accomplished for an inexperienced school band, performing just two songs: ‘Summer of ’69’ by Bryan Adams and the evergreen ‘Are You Gonna Be My Girl’ by Jet, which was much rockier. The audience was very enthusiastic, with a host of schoolgirls gathering at the front. White Eskimo won, pocketing £100 in cash and getting the chance to perform at the local arts festival, Goosfest, based in the nearby village of Goostry.

			In those very early days, Harry was already a natural frontman, even if he sang in a slightly strained manner with his neck strangling the sound, suggesting he could benefit from some vocal coaching. Harry is modest about his time with White Eskimo but they were popular locally, playing an eclectic mix of songs. At a White Eskimo concert you might hear The Beatles classic ‘A Hard Day’s Night’, ‘Valerie’ by the Zutons – later made famous by Amy Whitehouse and Mark Ronson – ‘First Date’ by American rock band Blink-182 and Paolo Nutini’s ‘Jenny Don’t Be Hasty’; and one they wrote themselves, ‘Gone in a Week’.

			The most they made from a gig was for the wedding party of the mother of one the girls from school. They had to learn a couple of extra Bob Marley songs that were the bride’s favourites, but they were paid a handsome £400 for the occasion.

			At school, GCSEs were looming and Harry was looking to the future, planning what he would study in the sixth form. Although he might not match the academic prowess of Gemma, he would have little trouble passing his exams and looking to continue with career-orientated subjects including law, business and sociology.

			His mum, however, had other ideas for her son.
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			Lovely News

			Harry asked Simon Wakefield for the day off. He wasn’t just working Saturdays now, he was swinging by the bakery after school during the week to spend an hour or two helping to clear and clean to earn some extra cash. His GCSEs were imminent and, if they went well, he intended to go on to college for further studies. He wasn’t sure exactly what career he wanted to pursue but there was talk of becoming a physiotherapist somewhere down the line. It was a career Abi was keen on, so they had talked about the possibility and Harry thought it seemed promising if the rock-star plan didn’t bear fruit.

			Simon readily agreed when Harry told him he was going for an audition for The X Factor. Harry had been feeling a bit unsettled since Gemma had left home to go to Sheffield Hallam University, where she was studying Science Education with a qualified teacher status. She was just as academically brilliant as she had always been. She observed, ‘It was only after I had left home that I realised he would actually miss me.’

			He couldn’t ask the school’s permission to miss classes for a TV audition, so he took the traditional solution – he skived off. Will Sweeny went with him on the day to offer moral support.

			White Eskimo were still very much a band but perhaps it was time for Harry to strike out on his own. He’s never properly explained why he decided to go it alone, but a casual look at the show’s history (this would be the seventh series) revealed that groups had never won and, apart from JLS, hadn’t done particularly well afterwards. Bands playing instruments were definitely nowhere to be seen.

			In the finest traditions of mums, Anne encouraged him to fill out the application form. In the end, she did it for him and sent it off. He was given a date at the end of April 2010, along with literally thousands of others, to roll up to Old Trafford to meet the advance production staff. These were the unheralded judges who would decide who was going to go through to the next stage. It was never just a case of being able to sing well; contestants had to be good TV, so being quirky, amusing or possessing a twinkle were qualities as important as hitting the right notes.

			The audition was bedlam, with more than 6,000 hopefuls jamming the car park, all wanting to be chosen. They had come from right across the north of England to queue up for literally hours, just hoping to be noticed. Will and Harry hung around for four or five hours. Like everyone else, Harry had to wait to hear if he had won through to the first televised audition stage when he would have to sing in front of the judges. It was good news.

			Simon Cowell and co. were not there at this first stage but host Dermot O’Leary was on duty to give the crowd a rousing pep talk. The Manchester Evening News also sent along a reporter and photographer. They didn’t see Harry but they did spot Emma Chawner, who seemed to enter every year, as well as a young woman from Liverpool who had failed to make the televised stages four years earlier. However, this time, Rebecca Ferguson, a twenty-three-year-old mother-of-two, sang ‘River Deep Mountain High’ and sailed through.

			When Harry heard that he would be at the first televised audition in Manchester, he was sent a list of possible songs and told that he needed to choose and prepare two for the big day. He went for the Stevie Wonder standard ‘Isn’t She Lovely’ with the back-up of ‘Hey, Soul Sister’, which had been a hit the previous year for the American rock band Train. Nobody knew it then but the latter was much more in keeping with the artist that Harry Styles would become.

			For the moment, ‘Isn’t She Lovely’ was the front runner. The classic was older than Harry. Stevie Wonder had written it for his Songs in the Key of Life, one of the great albums of the seventies. The lyrics refer to the birth of his daughter, Aisha, and might be regarded as either sweet or cheesy depending on one’s taste. The song was quite a daring choice for a sixteen-year-old boy, because the performance could easily become corny if Harry overdid the
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