


Acknowledgements

Thank you to the following for being a part of my life and the journey so far and thank you to all my friends who contributed to this book. I found your words moving and humbling from A to Z. Here they are:

   Diana Bailey, Ray Beavis, Jeff Beck, Vicki Tischler-Blue, Mike Chapman, Charles Dance, Pat Doonan, Andy Dowding, Colin Fry, Robbie Gladwell, Ronnie Hallin, Tom Hanks, Bob Harris, Noddy Holder, Ron Howard, Bill Kenwright, Andrew Lloyd Webber, Gary Marshal, Paul McCartney, Dave Neal, Tim Rice, Shirlie Roden, Farren Short, Henry Winkler, Reg Webb and Gudrun Wolter.

   Thanks to Bill Ellis for all your help above and beyond the call of duty.

   Thanks to Kevin Howlett, real radio magic.

   Thanks to Cynthia Lennon who pointed me in the right direction. Thanks to Lynn and Skip and all the fans around the world, without you this book would have no reason to exist.

   And most of all: my husband Rainer Haas (finally I met my match!); the Quatros from Italy and the Sanisleys from Budapest who started it all; my mom, I still need you desperately; my dad, who taught me never to give more than 150% on stage; sister Arlene (‘the devil made us do it’); Patti, (‘you had a dream’); Nancy, (‘my growing-up buddy, have you counted your fingers lately?’) and brother Mickey, (you can still make me cry when you play the piano.

   My two children, Laura (yes honey, I will ‘walk through the fire with you’) and Richard Tuckey, bitten by the same bug as me . . . don’t ever give up!

   Len Tuckey (for the good times).

   Granddaughter Amy, attached at the hip.

   Bill, Grandma and Granddad Tuckey. I miss you.

   And special thanks to Chris and Mickie Most, Chris for writing the foreword and Mickie, who made it possible for me to live my dream.



Suzi Quatro





Chapter 1

The Early Years

Hi, little Susie here. I live in Grosse Pointe Woods, a very nice suburb of Detroit, alongside Eyties, Krauts, Polaks and Hunkies, second to last of five children born to Art Quatro (Italian) and Ilona Sanisley (Hungarian), known as Helen. Meet Arlene, born 24 November 1941, Mickey, the only boy, 12 June 1943, Patti, 10 March 1947, me, and baby Nancy, 29 August 1953. The first-born, half-sister Carol, Dad created ‘out of wedlock’ (shame on you!) just before seducing Mum by goosing her in the ass at the local Saturday night dance. Didn’t mention his kid until she was hooked. Mom had unusual beauty – high Hungarian cheekbones, hazel eyes, perfect soft pale skin, rosy red cheeks and large white teeth (the last two of which I inherited), and a large ass – hence the goosing! They danced, then he drove her home and serenaded her on his little ukulele while gushing with love for his family. Little did she know what a stinker he was. The virginity that Mom saved until the age of twenty-five was soon to bite the dust. In her words, ‘Garlic and paprika – boy, oh boy, what a mix!

   Fast forward a few years. It’s 1953, and I was three years old when new baby sister Nancy came home from hospital, delivered by caesarean. Both mother and child nearly died. We were all strict Catholics so the doctors were obliged to ask, ‘Mr Quatro, there’s a problem. Who should we save – mother or child?’ To which he replied, ‘Godammit – save them both!’ This is my earliest memory.

   I was watching from the porch as Mom slowly climbed out of the family station wagon, cradling the new addition. She put Nancy into her crib for a nap – then jealousy reared its head. Creeping quietly into the bedroom, I took my sister’s tiny, perfect little hand into my mouth and bit her fingers.

   I hid in the bathroom, giggling, as I heard the commotion. ‘What on earth is the matter with this baby? Why is she crying so hard?’

   Four years later, lying in bed, guilt came rushing in. ‘I’m sorry, Nancy,’ I shouted across the passage. ‘God, I am so sorry.’

   ‘What are you talking about?’ Nancy shouted back.

   ‘Well,’ I sobbed, ‘when you were a little baby I bit your fingers.’ I really was crying hard – that gulping kind when you can’t get any air into your lungs. ‘Please forgive me!’

   And, on the subject of fingers, this was not an isolated incident. In kindergarten there was a bully named Billy, and one day when he was throwing his weight around I finally snapped. With all the strength a six-year-old could muster I slammed a door on his fingers and nearly severed them! Maybe I should apologise to Billy too. But you know what? I don’t think I will! We Quatros are made of tough stuff.

   My grandfather, Michael Quattrocchi, emigrated to New York from Italy at the tender age of nine, never to see his parents again. When he arrived, the authorities took one look at his name – unspellable, unpronounceable – and told him he was now Mike Quatro. So no, to all those people who ask – it may sound like a stage name but it isn’t. He eventually married a fifteen-year-old fellow Italian, Laura Boscolli, and after being an itinerant miner for some time ended up in Detroit where the car industry was starting to boom.

   Grandpa Quatro was the person I loved most in the whole world. He always had time for this affection-starved little girl from a big family, and there are many snapshots of me either sitting on his lap or standing by hanging on to his hand. In one treasured picture Grandpa is watching his favourite TV show on the black-and-white set in their living room, me perched on a chair in front, and to this day I can hear his voice: ‘Susanna, shhhhht! Bonanza!’ It was one of the only times I was ever quiet.

   No matter which state or city you lived in in those days, nationalities stayed within their ethnic neighbourhoods. So Grandpa never got to grips with the English language and was very hard to understand. We all complained, but he strenuously denied there was any problem. ‘Whadda you say to me? Idona unddastanda. I no atalka lika dat.’ So cute! He was both a man’s man and a ladies’ man, a wonderful cook, and good-looking enough to have been a movie star. Tall, with wavy hair and dimples in his cheeks – my ideal man. The funny thing is that Rainer, my husband, bears an uncanny resemblance to him, and to make matters worse Rainer was born on 3 March, the same day as my dad (make something of that if you will!).

   When Grandpa was ninety-seven, lying in a hospital bed with nothing wrong except old age, I spoke to him from England and will never forget his words to me. ‘Susanna, I donna want you to worry. Everything she gonna be okay. Ets’a my time. The quality ova my life, shesa over. I go now . . .’ And he did. Michael Quattrocchi lived like a man, and died like a man. I love you, Grandpa!

   Laura, Grandma Quatro, was way before her time – liberated, outspoken and tough as nails. She was tiny, just about five foot tall, and very pretty even in her old age. A strong disciplinarian, she spanked us many a time with her dreaded wooden spoon. She had only just turned sixteen when my dad was born, and really they were more like brother and sister. Grandma was always over at our house, which caused jealousy and resentment in my mother who always felt she took second place and wasn’t good enough in her mother-in-law’s eyes. But there was one incident for which Mom never forgave her.

   Dad, a typical Italian, always had trouble keeping his trousers zipped up. After getting one girl pregnant (Grandpa insisted his son marry her so the child would not be a bastard, although the couple never spent a single night together and an annulment quickly followed) he went on to seduce and marry Mom, producing two children in quick succession. But it didn’t stop there. Dad held down two jobs, General Motors in the daytime and playing music at night. It was at one of these gigs that he decided to dally with someone who can only be described as a groupie. She showed up one day at my grandparents’ house, where Mom and Dad were still living, and she was pregnant and angry – not a good combination.

   Mom shared this story with me on her final visit to England before she died in 1991. ‘There I was, Arlene and Mickey holding my hands, as I answered the door to this pregnant young woman who said, “Your husband is the father of my child.” I nearly died, Susan – very nearly died.’

   ‘Wow, Mom! Why didn’t you leave him?’

   ‘Because . . . where would I go? I had no training for work, I had two children, and most importantly I loved your father.’

   When Dad returned from his day job, the shit hit the fan. Mom recalled, ‘He told me that if I left him he would become a tramp and travel on the trains.’ Then Grandma stepped in big time and gave Dad the telling off of his life, reminding him that he had a family and this was where his loyalty must lie. Mom always felt it was Grandma’s influence and not his love for her that kept them together, and consequently disliked Laura for evermore.

   Dad wrote a song about this time of his life, called ‘Slipping Out of My Arms’.



Slipping Out of My Arms



I’ve had a sweet dream broken, so now my heart I’ll open

And tell you why I feel so blue, it’s because I’m losing you



Not long ago we were in love

Just like a pair of turtle doves,

But now you’re slipping, slipping out of my arms.



We used to have our share of fun, now I’m afraid that it’s all done

Because you’re slipping, slipping out of my arms.



I know you used to love me just as much as I loved you,

And our love was beautiful to see.

Suddenly you changed and now I don’t know what to do

Because I know your love was never meant for me.



I dreamed of going on through life, with you beside me as my wife.

Instead you’re slipping, slipping out of my arms.



(Art Quatro)



Many times we talked of this, my mother and me. She always said, ‘You can forgive, but you can never forget.’

   Compared with Dad’s family, Mom’s struggled. They lived on the poor side of town, and we used to make weekend trips with food and other essentials. I often commented on the ‘smell’ where they lived. Mom said it was the factories, but I know now it was poverty.

   Mom’s father, Jonos (Grandpa John Sanisley), I never knew – he died from lung cancer before I was born. He was a brilliant linguist, speaking five languages fluently. Mom always said he was not a happy man: a drinker, and physically abusive, he had never recovered from the death of his son Johnny, who was shot in the back by a crazy neighbour who thought he was stealing her chickens.

   Marushka (Grandma Mary Sanisley) had met and married Jonos in Budapest, where she had daughter Isabella before emigrating to the States. When Mom was born they were living in Indiana. Grandma spoke very little English – she and Mum communicated in Hungarian – and because of a stroke, which had caused one of her eyes to go up into her head, she scared the shit out of me as a child. Whenever I heard, ‘Sushi, Sushi, come give Grandma kiss’, I used to run away.

   Grandma died when I was six years old, and on the day of the funeral, I came down the stairs, collapsed and was put to bed with a very high fever. I guess I wasn’t supposed to go to her burial. My mother’s description of her end is quite beautiful. ‘She was very ill, just hanging on. I finally arrived at the hospital, going immediately to her bed. She said in Hungarian, “Ilona, you made it. I waited for you.” Then she passed away. On the way home I turned on the radio, and on came “Catch a falling star and put it in your pocket, never let it fade away”. Maroushka watches me from heaven to this day. I can feel it.’



The neighbourhood I grew up in was great: doors were never locked, within a four-block radius everyone knew everyone, else (and we were all big families with lots of kids), so we were in and out of each other’s houses all day long. My best friend, Linda, lived two doors away. The Theuerkorns were a German–Italian family, with one boy and four girls just like the Quatros, and of similar ages too. Linda and I met when we were five, and remain friends to this day – she made a wonderful surprise appearance on my This Is Your Life in 1999. Back when we were kids, if I wasn’t sleeping over at Linda’s she was sleeping at my house. God, we were so close! I remember kneeling down in front of the crucifix in Mom’s bedroom praying that Linda would be allowed to spend the night. How sick is that? Praying should be for more important things. But I guess when you’re that young sleepovers are essential.

   One day when we were six we were really bored, and then I had an idea. ‘Hey, Linda, why don’t we get that huge bag of potato chips, spread them on the floor and slide across the kitchen like a big skating rink?’ So we did. Those chips were great – whoosh, like magic from one end of the room to the other – until mid-slide Mrs Theuerkorn came in. ‘What do you kids think you’re doing? Susie Kay, I think you’d better go home right now,’ she yelled as she roughly bundled me into my snowsuit. On another dull afternoon we were sitting in Linda’s bedroom when I decided, for some unknown reason, to twist the hands off the alarm clock. On that occasion Noreen, Linda’s scary older sister, came in and grabbed the clock, screaming, ‘Go home, Susie Kay. Go break your own goddam clocks!’

   In my defence can I just say that I was a highly energetic child, just this side of hyper. Our family doctor once said, ‘Mrs Quatro, please don’t ever give this child vitamins!’ Shy but talkative, always anxious to please, raised to be a ‘good’ Catholic girl. When I’m good, I’m very very good. When I’m bad, I’m better!

   I attended Catholic school for first grade only, the reason being Sister Inez (nasty little Sister Inez – sorry, God!). She had it in for me from day one and finally, in desperation, called Mum in to discuss my ‘energy levels’. While she was explaining how nervous I made her I was running around in circles and somehow got my hands tangled up in her rosary beads. Saint and sinner tumbled to the floor in a heap. ‘See what I mean,’ she screamed. Mom immediately enrolled me in the regular school across the street – Amen, praise the Lord.

   And, while I’m on the subject of prayers and all things holy, it’s confession time. I always had this thing about being liked. (Excuse me, little Susie from Detroit, even though you are telling the first part of this story I, Suzi Quatro, may cut in every now and again just in case there’s something important you leave out. Is that okay? Okay, that’s fine.) So I decided that after school I would buy all my friends some ice cream. Problem was, where to get the money from. Idea! Sneaking into church after school, I went to the side of the altar where you can light a candle for your loved ones and – oh, my God, did I really do this? (Yes, you did, and may your soul burn in hell. . . . Hey, just kidding – after all, you were only seven.)

   But Catholics major in guilt. Next week, kneeling in the confessional box – ‘In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost . . . bless me, Father, for I have sinned’ – ‘Yes, my child, and what is it you’ve done?’ whispered Father Barton. ‘Well, you know those collection boxes next to the altar—’ That’s as far as I got. The light inside the box went off as the priest jumped out of his seat. Robes swishing, rosary clicking, he was coming to get me. Holy shit! I legged it out of there as fast as I could.



Five kids means attention is divided five ways, and to do this equally is impossible, even with the best of intentions. I felt like the little orphan in the family, the one that just didn’t fit in, the horse nobody bet on, the voice no one heard. Consequently I grew up feeling insecure. At night I had regular nightmares, and Mom said she could hear me pacing the floor for hours. In my dreams ‘entities’ would take my hand and lead me down a long tunnel. Curious to a fault, I would follow. But once I nearly couldn’t get back. As I struggled to wake up I swear I saw two arms rising back to the ceiling – two arms that had been holding me down. I finally broke though the barrier, and woke screaming and crying.

   Once, Mom and Dad went for a rare evening out and were late getting back. Time went on and my mind wandered into ‘what if’ land, as only a six-year-old imagination can do. What if they don’t come back? What if they’ve had a car accident? What if I really am an orphan now? They did, of course, return that evening, but this did nothing whatsoever to allay my feeling of being alone.

   In 1958 we had the first big wedding in the Quatro family. I was eight, and at seventeen my eldest sister Arlene was going to marry her eighteen-year-old sweetheart Leo. (By the time she was twenty-five I was an aunt three times over – Leo, Davey and actress Sherilynn Fenn of Twin Peaks fame.) So this first family wedding was a big deal – book the Grosse Pointe Yacht club, order the dress, the cake, the invitations, and afterwards frame the picture for the wall. Perhaps we should just pause there for a moment. Arlene’s actually been married seven times (‘Well, at least I always searched for the truth,’ she says). By the time she was on number four Dad got so tired of framing and reframing the wedding photo that he simply cut out husband number three’s head and pasted on the latest one.

   Anyway, when her first wedding was being planned, everyone in the family seemed to have a part to play: Mom as the mother of the bride, Dad as the father of the bride, brother Mickey as an usher, sister Patti as a bridesmaid, and youngest sister Nancy, beautiful, perfect little Nancy, as a flower girl. But what about me? One evening I caught Mom and Dad discussing the forthcoming event, and I believe it was destiny that I overheard this conversation.

   ‘What are we going to do about Susie?’ asked Dad.

   ‘Well, Art, I guess at the very least we better get her a new dress.’

   And on the day there I was, in my new blue dress, holding the train of my sister’s wedding gown as she walked out of the church, trying hard to look like I was at least part of the festivities. Later on, at the reception, I climbed into one of the ushers’ laps and ‘pretended’ to fall asleep – I guess I needed to feel close to someone. I overheard my dad remark, ‘Jesus, Helen, look at Susie – there’s no need for that kind of behaviour!’

   (Well, in hindsight from where I am now in my life, I see it as a positive thing. Whether they did or didn’t ignore you, you perceived it that way. So you became me because of this. In a way the family gave you your career and the absolute need to be heard and succeed against all odds. And that ain’t a bad thing – you should really say thank you!)



It was Dad’s two jobs that enabled us to live in Grosse Pointe. Yeah, sure, we always had a nice car, food in our stomachs and clean clothes – but what we didn’t have was all the latest fashions. Clothing five kids was expensive, and Mom was both frugal and practical. I remember feeling embarrassed that my clothes were ‘copies’ of the real thing. I even had a kilt that didn’t open up at the side but was stitched together. And I got Patti’s hand-me-downs – problem was, she’s six feet tall and I’m five foot two. Somehow or other, I always felt not good enough.

   Marylou Ball and her sister Nan were among my best friends and their dad had a better-paid job at Ford, which meant they got the best of everything. They were even given a brand-new Ford Mustang each when they turned sixteen. Jealous? Bet your sweet ass I was, but at least Marylou and I got to cruise the neighburhood in style.

   During my early school years I wanted so badly to be in the popular crowd, but didn’t feel I was good enough. So I offered to share my candy with the ‘in’ crowd, in exchange for membership. They took the candy – then they turned me down. So when I think of my schooldays it’s with mixed feelings. Aptitude-wise I was in the top twenty-five per cent and always hung around with the smart kids, but grade-wise I was average except for the subjects I loved – music, sport and English. I also found my forte on the typewriter. I’m like lightning on a keyboard, and I even take shorthand. Even today I can key faster than my computer can process it – I always have to wait for it to catch up.

   It’s funny how you never remember yourself like your friends do. Not long ago I was in Miami walking along a beach with Marylou when she said, ‘It’s no wonder you made it – you were always so “focused”.’

   ‘I don’t remember it that way, Lou Lou. . . . Hey, do you remember those granny dresses your parents bought us in New York? Yours was blue, mine was red. I wish I could find that picture – we looked so cute.’

   ‘Yeah, I wish I could find that picture too – I’ve looked everywhere.’ Long pause. ‘Who was it that had on the wrong shoes?’

   Of course, she knew perfectly well that it was me, because neither Marylou nor her sister Nan would be caught dead in the ‘wrong’ anything! Now, these kind of fashion faux pas can push you either way – fashion-mad or I don’t give a damn. Since I am a blue jeans and T-shirt girl my direction is obvious, although it must be said they have to be good jeans and T-shirts and fit me skin-tight – don’t forget I was rear of the year in 1982. (Wouldn’t it be great to win that again, the wrong side of 50! Remember what your sisters said – that you won ‘asshole’ of the year?)

   Pyjama parties were all the rage when I was growing up, and it was at one of these that I reckon I learned a valuable lesson. We had done the slow song crying over boys thing (I didn’t join in because I thought it was really stupid) and the scary stories, and had had some popcorn and been raided by the boys, when I had a great idea. ‘Why don’t we play a game? All we have to do is say something truthful to the person next to us.’ I thought it would be interesting. Wrong. What it turned into was insult after insult as each girl in turn unburdened herself. As much as I am a lover of truth it seems that diplomacy is a much safer bet. (Don’t pretend you learned that one, Susie – to this day your mouth gets your ass in trouble.) Fair enough!

   One night in 1962 I had my making out, necking, whatever you want to call it, debut. It was nearly Christmas and I had been invited for a sleepover at my friend Carol’s house. I was absolutely amazed at all the gifts, not only under the tree but piled up in several rooms. Carol told me they were allowed to open one present each day for the ten days leading up to the 25th. Well, they were very rich – huge house, lots of cars, live-in home help – in fact typical Grosse Pointe on the street where the ‘mansions’ were.

   Anyway, we did the usual – ate pizza, had popcorn with a movie – until it was time for bed, but I wasn’t sleepy. Somehow I ended up in the basement where Carol’s older brother Gregg was listening to some music, and I guess the timing must have been right. First we danced a little, and then he put on Gene Pitney’s ‘Half Heaven Half Heartache’ and we began kissing – that’s it, just kissing. After all, I was only twelve years old. This went on for four hours while Gene Pitney sang the same song over and over again. Isn’t it amazing how long you can smooch when you’re that young? I met up with Gregg again in 2001 in Florida, and now possess a snapshot of us doing just that – kissing! Back in 1962 I wore his silver identity bracelet for about six months, and then that particular ‘romance’ bit the dust.



Dad’s routine – up at 5.30 a.m., off to the plant, back at 5 p.m., quick dinner, short nap, gig at 8p.m., home at 1a.m. – meant we hardly ever saw him. How the hell he found time to get my mother pregnant a total of eight times (she miscarried three) I don’t know. Mom used to warn us never to marry a musican – so what did I do? I became one. Always figured Dad got it right and Mom got the short end of the stick.

   Her life was cooking, cleaning and raising five kids, while fostering a total of nine orphans over the years. She did all this unselfishly, with unconditional love. But I would love to have seen her truly smile just once. The lasting memory I carry with me of my mom is that she was unfullfilled. Had she had the chance she could have done so much more with her life, and my sisters are in agreement (Mmmm, I’m beginning to see the picture now. Starting to understand you, little Susie. Why don’t you put in that poem you wrote for your mom – I think it’s important.)



A Mother



A mother’s face, one more cradle to rock

A mother’s place, cold heart to unlock

Day after day, no pleasure in sight,

Is there no way to ease her plight?



A lonely smile sweeps her broom

Dust of emptiness fills the room

Pictures of children share the wall

Night after night shadows fall

On barren seeds within her womb



A mother’s face so soft to touch

Was it my disgrace I needed so much



(S. Quatro, 1988)



(You know, if I remember correctly she didn’t like that poem at all. Didn’t she actually throw it away?) I presented it to her, framed with a picture of her holding me as a baby – I thought it was beautiful. But the next time I visited them I noticed one of my press pictures hanging there instead. ‘It seemed such a waste of a pretty frame, Mom Susan,’ said. (Interesting analogy, don’t you think? What a waste of a pretty frame.) After her death in 1991, I found the poem perfectly preserved in a plastic cover in her bedroom drawer. Mom, I never meant to hurt you. It wasn’t that you didn’t give me enough. It’s as the last line says – I needed too much!

   While I was researching this book an amazing thing happened. One morning I was thinking about Mom’s religious beliefs, which were strong throughout her life. I grabbed a large folder full of various items from my past – there must have been over a hundred pieces of paper and paraphernalia. As I was rifling through them an envelope fell out on to the floor, address side up: to Susan Kay Quatro, Atlantic Hotel, Cromwell Road . . . it was from my mother. Inside were several holy cards (she always sent these with the appropriate prayer on the back, depending on what kind of problems I was having), some stage reviews of my brother’s concerts and a letter dated to me dated 15 September 1972. I just know I didn’t find this by accident. So here’s an open letter to Mom.



    To Helen (Ilona Ottila) Sanisley

    ‘Pearly Gates’

    Angels corner

    Heaven

Dear Mom,

   You were so religious – a strict Catholic right till the end. Thank you for your unconditional love, your unconditional support, the valuable lessons you taught me and our shared belief in all things holy. I so loved attending mass with you in the States, in England, throughout our life together. If there is any justice you are an angel in heaven, because you were surely one on earth. I pray that I am living my life through your example. I am your daughter through and through. God bless you, Mom. Rest in peace. If I had one wish it would be to spend just one more day with you. I love you.

            Your daughter Susan Kay Quatro

            xxxxxxooooooxxxxxx



PS: I’m gonna start going to church again, as soon as this book is finished. That’s a promise!



So Dad was a party animal and Mom a homemaker. And me? Well, I got Dad’s zest for life and Mom’s heart – I think like a man but with the emotions of a woman. In my quest to understand what made me tick, and why I couldn’t just coast along like everyone else, I was either talking ten to the dozen or comatose, ridiculously happy or suicidal, and with a never-ending need to communicate. I would jump from topic to topic expecting everyone to follow me . . . Everything I did had a sense of urgency. So I must thank Dad for giving me my first astrology book when I was about ten years old. Flicking immediately to my own birth sign, Gemini, I began to read – and Eureka! So that’s the reason I am like I am.

   Now Dad was a bullshit artist of the highest degree. Once, back in 1970, Mom, Dad, Patti, Nancy and I boarded the double-decker El Capitane train for the ride three days and two nights to Las Vegas. We were planning to see Wayne Newton, an absolute legend in Vegas, live at Caesar’s Palace – but it was sold out. So what did my dad do? He marched up to the front of the queue and explained to the casino manager, ‘I am a big director from General Motors and I might bring my entire company to your hotel on our next annual outing.’ Snap your fingers, say abracadabra and ‘Right this way, Mr Quatro. We have the best seats in the house for you and your family.’ As we walked past the waiting stars and customers, with our noses in the air, I overheard someone remark, ‘Who the hell is that?’ Classic!

   I too have always had more than my fair share of bravado. At ten years old, on our annual Easter break driving down to Florida, I remember writing to the huge American television comic Red Skelton: ‘Dear Mr Skelton, I am very funny and would love to appear on your television show. I would appreciate it if you could give me a job. Please write back right away. Love, Susie Quatro, 1101 Torrey Road, Grosse Pointe Woods, Michigan.’ He didn’t reply.

   Life in the Quatro household was very ‘showbiz’ – every family get-together, from birthdays and Easter to Thanksgiving and Christmas, was an excuse to put on some kind of performance. My particular party pieces were ‘Hit the Road, Jack’, with six-foot-tall sister Patti (I, of course, sang the male part) and ‘Five Foot Two’ with baby sister Nancy. (God, all these height references – do you think I have a Napoleon complex?) One particularly memorable rendition took place early one morning in 1959. Nancy and I noticed an ambulance pulling up across the street. Dad ran out to see if he could help and came back saying that Mr Mohe had just died of a heart attack. Light bulb over my head . . . ‘Hey, Nancy, why don’t we go over and sing Mrs Mohe a song, she could probably use some cheering up.’ Yep, I know, but it seemed like a good idea at the time! Donning full finery, we pranced across the street ready to do our good deed for the day. Ding dong . . . break into song. ‘Five foot two, eyes of blue, you know what those eyes . . .’ Bang, the door slammed shut. Were we punished? You bet your ass – for a week!

   Mom and Dad had their arguments, as all parents do. But Dad, being Dad, couldn’t resist the opportunity to turn every event, good or bad, into a ‘show’. So mid-argument, on the excuse of needing the toilet, he would sneak out to the kitchen and instruct us kids to ‘get some Kleenex and the violin and wait for my cue’. Then, as Mom’s crying and complaining reached its peak, Dad would motion us to begin crying into our hankies and playing the fiddle in a mock funeral dirge. I can’t remember if Mom laughed. (Don’t think she did!)

   ‘You kids are talented and beautiful – every single one of you.’ Oh, yes, Dad, your sacred loins could produce no less. (Thank God he doesn’t live in England, or it would be quite crowded up here in the Ego Room.) Anyway, the talented part I believed, but the beautiful bit not really – it’s one of my insecurities. I was cute, short and chubby (Dad used to call me his ‘little fat sausage’). And now, as an adult, I realize that of course I am cute, short and . . . slim! Hooray!

   In the Quatro house there were two pianos, one in the front room and one in the basement, two accordions, one with a French scale which is pitched slighter higher than a regular one and gives it its sound, a violin, a banjo, a ukulele, and . . . a bass.

   We were all encouraged to play as many instruments as possible and given whatever lessons we asked for – on the condition that we practised daily. One bad report would result in the lessons being cancelled, which happened to me only once.

   It’s fair to say that we Quatros are a very musically talented family. Let’s start with Dad. Art Quatro was a child prodigy on the violin and went on to teach himself keyboards of every kind, plus accordion and bass. And although he had to have a day job due to his huge family, he started up a booking agency and became the most popular bandleader in the area, playing for weddings, high society parties, dances – you name it. When we went out locally as a family everyone recognized him, and I was always proud of this. (You were more than proud, Susie. You wanted to be a part of it, didn’t you? Don’t forget the Oakland Hills Country Club, his regular Sunday gig. You were paid twenty-five cents to sit in front of his jazz trio and play ‘Mack the Knife’ on your bongo drums. Mom never knew.) So, over to Mom. She sang, as did her relatives in Hungary, particularly in the church. Arlene played harp when she was young (I think her halo slipped a bit, though!), also piano, and she too sings.

   And now to my big brother Mickey, Michael Arlen Quatro, who deserves his own chapter and has sold many albums in his own right, the biggest being Collaboration with the Gods. He’s just this side of genius, just a little crazy (these two traits often go hand in hand) and, oh, so gifted. I speak from my heart when I say he’s the best piano player I’ve ever heard. It’s unbelievable what he can do. It would take two normal pianists to play all the notes he manages with two hands – they move across the keys like lightning. I grew up listening to him playing Rachmaninov, Bach, Beethoven and his absolute masterpiece, the theme from Dr Zhivago – you would swear there was an entire orchestra playing. He can always reduce me to tears, because his playing is truly touched by God.

   Mickey played gigs with my dad from a very young age, dressed in his mini-adult suit and wowing the audiences. The adulation continued into his teenage years as he appeared nationwide on TV. In the seventies he started up a booking agency and put on many successful festivals, still playing a little piano on this side. Then, after witnessing the rock star phenomenon first hand (sex and drugs and rock and roll), he decided he would be one – which he is not. He is a classical pianist . . . a classical pianist . . . a classical pianist. God, the amount of times I tried to cram that into his brain! But after my success as a rock and roll musician/singer he was determined to do the same.

   My brother married young, had two kids, then found himself a mistress and eventually divorced. His second wife, Lyn, was the love of his life. In the early seventies she shot herself in the head after an argument with him and died, after which he started to experiment with crack cocaine. The funny thing is he was a non-smoker and a non-drinker, but, typical of his character, he jumped in at the deep end and began frequently freebasing. My parents, especially Mom, went through hell – Dad was somehow able to switch off his emotions. Mom was always Mickey’s great protector, loving him unconditionally and forgiving him everything. Her constant refrain throughout her life was ‘Take care of your brother. He has a heart of gold but he’s my lost little lamb. So never stop loving him.’ We all sometimes wonder if Mickey’s addiction played a part in triggering the cancer that took Mum’s life.

   In 2000 I threw a big New Year’s Eve party at my home in Essex and flew him over as my guest. Imagine my son and his friends – eighteen-year-old heavy metal merchants – standing there, listening to Mickey play . . . and crying. He gets everyone that way and should have been a huge star. Mickey and I are both Geminis and have many similar traits, good and bad. The difference is that mine work for me but Mickey’s definitely work against him.

   Other things were not shared, though I didn’t realize it for some time. For years I celebrated my birthday on 12 June, and it wasn’t until I needed my birth certificate for school that Mom noticed the mistake. ‘Goodness, Susie! Mickey was born on 12 June and your birthday is 3 June.’ Mom had so many kids she was bound to get things confused sometimes. Hey, God, assuming I arrive at the golden gates after my older brother, he’d better be there in prime position, sitting at a white Steinway and playing ‘Smile’ (Mom’s favourite song) to welcome me. Here is a poem my mother sent me during Mickey’s darkest drug days. She wanted me to turn it into a song, but I couldn’t do it because no melody seemed appropriate.



Blinded by the White



Cocaine the devil’s game

Hits the brain, drives you insane,

Blinded by the white.



Takes you up to heaven, and throws you down to hell.

Cocaine you’re under its spell.

Blinded by the white.



A life of pain, your time and money spent.

On cocaine trips you went.

Blinded by the white



God gave you a good body, not to be a zombie.

But to be somebody.

Blinded by the white



Curb your appetite before it’s too late.

Get help fast, don’t wait.

Till you are blinded by the white.



(Helen Quatro)



This poem was written in 1978, the same year that I received a frantic phone call from my father while in California. He said that if I wanted to see my brother alive again, I’d better come to Detroit immediately. Both my parents hoped that where they had failed to get through, I would succeed. ‘He respects your success, Susie, and he just might hear you,’ Dad explained. ‘You are our last hope.’ I flew back that very evening. At Mickey’s house I slowly walked up the path to the front door, wanting to see – but also not wanting to see – inside. There were no carpets, no furniture, no curtains – just a few lightbulbs and one swinging chair hanging from the ceiling. Then I saw my brother, thin and white. He smiled an empty wide smile, trying desperately to convey to me that all was normal. Then he proceeded to tell me that his career was going wonderfully and he was selling lots of albums – just one minute away from huge success. But his darting eyes told a different story.

   I listened as long as I could, till I could stand no more. ‘Mickey, what are you doing to yourself? Look at this place – look how you’re living. I have a question. Is the high you get from crack cocaine worth the low that follows?’

   ‘Yes,’ he replied.

   I looked at him long and hard, my heart breaking. ‘Mickey, if you don’t stop what you’re doing, you will die.’ I gave him a hug, told him ‘I love you’, kissed his cheek and said goodbye. My parents and I drove back home in silence. I flew back to California the next morning not knowing if I had done any good or if I would see my brother again.

   And as for the musical talents of the rest of the family? Patti, has a strong voice, plays good guitar and piano, can score music and had a stint in California-based all-girl band Fanny. When all three sisters joined me for a TV special in England back in 1998, recorded live for ITV at the Minerva Theatre in Chichester, and the comment was made that ‘She goes for it, Suzi – just like you.’ Patti was the ‘good’ one of the family, a top-level student who never caused any trouble and was the apple of Dad’s eye. Both Pisceans, they had a special understanding of each other.

   As for me, I play piano, bass, guitar and percussion, for all of which I can read and write. I can sing and dance too, and did so at every opportunity. While everyone else did just one song at our family get-togethers, I would do three – a ‘ham’ from the start! And finally Nancy, the prettiest in the family without a doubt, plays violin and piano. Her voice was operatically trained and Mom used to call her ‘my little nightingale’.

   In 1958 there was a nationwide search for young musicians to form a junior band who would become a regular feature on the Lawrence Welk Show, a very popular TV variety programme which was filmed in California. My brother got the job of pianist and went to live with my dad’s sister Aunty Dee in La Canada, a suburb of LA. After the first transmission, featuring Mike Quatro doing a solo spot, we made the front page of the Grosse Pointe newspaper. I went into school that day feeling so proud. A huge, scary, imposing woman called Dr Fenton taught music, and during class she suddenly reeled on me, saying, ‘So, Miss Quatro . . . since your brother is so famous, and your family is so musical, you must be able to tell us what a quartet is.’

   Well, of course I knew the answer, but could I get it out? ‘Um . . . um . . . three?’

   These things come back to haunt us. Years later I was on holiday in Miami when I took a phone call from record producer Mickie Most.

   ‘Suzi, I’m in the middle of mixing your tracks and want to add a string quartet, but I didn’t want to spend your money without asking you.’

   ‘Great,’ I said. ‘Go ahead, do it. What a good idea. How many strings is that?’

   Long pause. ‘Four,’ said a bemused Most.

   It was at the age of five that something unforgettable happened in my musical world. I even know the exact date: 6 January 1957. Arlene and I were watching the Ed Sullivan Show, a Sunday night must for the majority of American families. ‘Ladies and gentleman, here he is . . . Elvis Presley.’ Pandemonium broke out and Elvis went into ‘Don’t Be Cruel’. This moment is forever burned into my psyche – Arlene was screaming, I was mesmerized, and when Elvis went ‘Mmmmm’ I felt my first sexual thrill, although I didn’t know what it was at the time. I was hooked. Then in stormed our dad, who looked at us, looked at the screen and switched it off, saying, ‘That’s disgusting.’ And in that moment Suzi Quatro was born. It never occurred to me that Elvis was a man – I just knew I was going to be like him. A little while later my dad came home from work and threw a disc on the hallway table. ‘Okay, dammit – so the kid can sing!’ It was a copy of ‘Love Me Tender’. Before my mother died in 1991, she gave me a copy of a poem I had written a little while after seeing the ‘king’ for the first time.



Hey Rock and Roll Star



It didn’t take much to make you believe again

Now that the depression is over

You’re all shook up,



And the people are cheering

And the people want you

And the people love you

No, it didn’t take much

To make you believe again.



(Susie Quatro, 1957)



After falling in love with Elvis I decided, at seven years old, that I wanted to be a beatnik, and began wearing a beret on my head, with a fake cigarette dangling from my mouth, beating on imaginary drums and reciting poetry. I begged my dad for a set of real bongos so I could perfect my act. Two weeks before Christmas I began my annual search around the house for presents and discovered, at the back of my dad’s closet, a beautiful set of drums. Honest to a fault, when he came home from work I piped up, ‘Hey, Dad, I found my Christmas present!’

   ‘Susie, do you mean those bongos in my closet? Do you know how much they cost? Do you really think I would give a two hundred-dollar set of drums to a little girl like you!’

   I was devastated . . . then, on Christmas Day, they were mine! I have slides of me sitting in front of the tree with the rest of the family, hands poised in bongo-playing action and happy as can be.

   After I fell in love with Elvis music in general became my passion. Luckily, because I had older siblings I was able to listen to all those fantastic sounds from the fifties and sixties. I have vivid memories of Arlene, with a blonde DA (duck’s ass) haircut, button-down shirt, bobby socks, loafers, and bermuda shorts, doing line dances to the latest hits in the basement with her girlfriends. Do-wop was fading into the beginning of rock and roll and it was so exciting. It’s still my favourite era today, and it’s the music I feature on the regular radio show I’ve done since 1999, Rockin’ with Suzi Q on Rockin’ Radio 2.

   When Arlene married and moved on, Patti’s record collection grabbed my interest – Neil Sedaka, Jimmy Gilmer and the Fireballs, the Jive Five and many more. But I didn’t have my own record player, and Patti kept her records locked up in a box. Thank God I found the key and was able to satisfy my lust for music. These records were all the more important because they were somebody else’s. I felt it was forbidden, and we all know how exciting that can be. I still remember getting my first transistor radio. I took it to bed, plugged in the earphone and stuck it under my pillow as the Beach Boys’ ‘Surfin’ Safari’ thrilled my ears.

   So as the fifties turned into the sixties there I was going to school, fretting about my figure, squeezing blackheads, wondering if a certain boy liked me, listening to music, going to school dances, studying, playing in the orchestra, hanging out with my friends – waiting for my life to begin. I resided in Nowheresville, USA, and had no idea where my life was heading.

   Mom once asked me, ‘Susie, where are you always running to?’

   ‘I don’t know, Mom. To my future?’ I was so anxious to get there.





Chapter 10

Babification

In 1980, Len and I moved into a beautiful Elizabethan manor house in Essex which we had seen advertised in Country Life. On our first visit we drove up a tiny farm track and then suddenly this huge, absolutely beautiful half-timbered vision came into view. Moated on three sides, with a pond, a huge orchard, three and a half acres of land, a long, poplar tree-lined driveway and a beautiful walled garden – the whole thing was just too fantastic for words I still get the same thrill of excitement every time I drive up the driveway even now, twenty-seven years later. I’ve never lived as long in any other place. On that first day we were let in by the owner and straightaway I experienced a sense of déjà vu. I knew this place, every nook and cranny of it. I could have led the owner around. This was my house – I felt it in every bone of my body. I would have my children here, and be buried here too or at least have my ashes scattered in the grounds. My greatest wish is that my children and grandchildren will continue to live here. I have left it to my family in my will. I believe in reincarnation and I’m convinced I lived here in an earlier life – it’s just too damn familiar. And of course it’s haunted without a doubt. So many things of a paranormal nature have happened – to Len, my kids, my grandchild, various friends and family, even my present husband, Rainer. You are never alone here, but instead of finding it spooky I find it comforting. After all, these feelings, souls, entities or whatever you want to call them have every right to be here – even more than me, in a way.

   Let’s start at the beginning. The then owner, Mr Seeley, had been living there for over twelve years and shared with us his extensive knowledge of the house’s history. Some of the odd happenings were to do with children, and since I was moving in that direction myself I paid attention. On his first night there his family and the bulk of their furniture and possessions had not yet arrived, so he had to spend the night alone on a couch. He woke in the middle of the night from a horrifying nightmare so real that it had haunted him ever since. There were evil demons floating above the pond outside the kitchen door, chanting over and over, ‘Beware! The devil dances on her grave. Beware! The devil dances on her grave.’ In the local pub he got talking to an old man who had lived in the area for ages and knew all the local gossip. Apparently some twins had once lived here, and one of the children drowned in the pond. Mr Seeley took his dream as a warning which he passed on to us, and I took it seriously. When I had my first baby, Laura, I immediately fenced in the pond, and in due course told all my children that the devil lived there and they shouldn’t go near it. While on the subject of Laura, my nanny Michelle, Len and myself all had a surprising coincidental experience. The kitchen used to contain a staircase, now closed off and plastered over, which led up to the first floor. Whenever any of us were in the kitchen holding Laura she would turn to this corner and smile, twisting her head this way and that as if talking to someone. I think the nanny who was in change of the little girl who drowned hanged herself from the banister rail. The spooky stories go on and on  . . .

   Both my first and second husband are snorers, big time. The first time things got too unbearable in this particular house I ordered Len into the bedroom next to ours, which has since been named the Ghost Room. Indeed, this is where much of the supernatural activity takes place. But after being banished on a couple of occasions Len reappeared, insisting, ‘I am not sleeping in that room – no way. There’s something in there. You’ll just have to put up with my snoring.’ Some twenty years later Rainer too announced he would not be sleeping in that room any more: ‘I don’t like the atmosphere.’

   While pregnant with Laura in 1982, I had my turn. It was around 3a.m. Len was snoring as usual, and at eight months gone I was heavy and very uncomfortable. So I stumbled into the Ghost Room, desperately in need of some sleep. After a few minutes I felt something, turned on the light, but saw nothing. This sequence of events kept repeating itself for about an hour, until finally I could take no more. I got up and shouted very angrily, ‘Look, whoever you are, I’m pregnant, I’m tired and I need some sleep. So fuck off! Do your worst, I’m sleeping here tonight.’ After that I slept like a log. I have a mental picture of all the ghosts hanging out wherever they hang out, saying, ‘Did you hear what she said? What a nerve!’

   The bedroom in question has a very high, beamed ceiling with a view over the pond and is situated in the oldest part of the house. It is always a few degrees lower in temperature than any other room. Through the years, Richard (I named him Richard for no particular reason – but read on) bothered many of my friends who slept there while they were visiting us. Shirlie Roden got touched up the bum and awoke with a vision of a man with a beard on top of her. Diana Bailey was stroked all through the night, awaking to a not so nice man staring at her. Corky, a tour manager from Japan, complained that she didn’t get a wink of sleep.

   It was also the venue, in the 1990s, for a channelling experiment in which one of my guitarists, Robbie Gladwell, turned into a previous resident of the house, with a different voice entirely and walking with a limp. This was witnessed by pianist Reg Webb, who is blind and definitely more in touch with these feelings than the rest of us. I myself was sitting in a chair as Robbie channelled – until I felt someone try to climb into my body. I jumped up and screamed, ‘oh, no, you don’t!’ That is not a trick I want to perform – I’ll leave that to Whoopi Goldberg!

   My mother, who visited me several times at this house, said she always saw an old man sitting at the dining table. My daughter Laura, who is more than a little psychic, has been frequently visited in her dreams by a soldier (the house was taken over by the army during World War II). I too have had dreams, the most memorable being of a little blonde-haired girl called Belinda, playing in the coat cupboard by the front door.

   Now while I didn’t mind these ‘spirits’ being present, I did start to get a little pissed off at them bothering my house guests. So I decided to investigate by gathering every scrap of information I could on the house. I had a feeling that all this activity was happening for a reason, and that I was supposed to do something about it. Digging into things, I discovered that a man named Richard DeFoe had bought the house from James De La Hyde who had built it. I was intrigued to find the name Richard coming up. Then I went to the local church to speak to the vicar, though I feared he might think I was a little crazy. But no. He told me his church was haunted too, and took me inside because, he said, he wanted to show me something. We walked down the nave towards the altar until we came to a burial slab on which I read: ‘Here Lies Richard DeFoe, the last surviving member of his family. The line ends here.’

   So all he wanted was to be remembered. No problem. I went back home, entered the room and spoke out loud. ‘Okay, Richard, you’re not forgotten. We remember you. You spirit lives on. Now go to the light and leave us in peace.’

   Although the activity lessened, it didn’t stop. So in 1995 I had the house feng shuied. The guy who was doing it found a special area where the activity gathered – and just behind it, on my office wall, was a postcard-sized reproduction of an oil painting of Richard which I had come across in the course of my researches. My feng shui adviser got very agitated, ordering me to take the picture outside that very evening and burn it as well as uttering a prayer which would, he hoped, release the spirit’s energy. When I did so the picture folded in on itself as it burned, until it looked like a praying figure. Finally it drifted away on the wind, up into the sky.

   The activity diminished further, but still hasn’t totally disappeared. Recently, Laura was woken by her bed shaking. My granddaughter Amy reported the same thing happening in her room. She actually prefers to sleep in the Ghost Room, now renamed the Princess Room. Her latest dream was a repeat of mine in which she saw a little blonde-haired girl playing, who said, ‘Don’t worry, Amy. This is a big house, but there are a lot of people watching over you and protecting you.’ Far too much for a five-year-old to invent, and on top of that her experience goes hand-in-hand with the rest of the family’s sightings.

   There’s one effect that I demonstrate to every new visitor to the house, especially sensitive people. Under the bedroom in question is our sitting room, with a very heavy pair of wooden doors which are always left open. The reason is that when you close them the atmosphere completely changes: you feel as if you are in a time warp and have been transported back to the olden days. Even the sceptics feel it. This is the only room in the house where I can compose songs. I’ve tried it everywhere else, to no avail. It is where the creative energy in the house sits – as I do, at my white piano, hands over the keys, pen and paper at the ready, one ear bent to the ceiling, ready to take down dictation from the powers that be as I craft my tunes.

   I was very happy in our new house, and we had furnished it beautifully with antique chests, four-poster beds and Chinese carpets. But since moving in I had sensed a shift in our relationship. I don’t know if it was because we were in the middle of nowhere, or that Len just needed some space from everything ‘Suzi’. Whatever the case, he took up a new hobby: shooting. (I’d like to admit here and now that I/you/we are exhausting to be around. Everyone says so. We are just this side of hyper with our insatiable need to communicate. Sometimes a partner just needs to get away from it all. Hell, I even exhaust myself!) He didn’t just take it up, he became obsessive about it. We spent hardly any time together any more. I actually kept a diary this year, and on most pages it says something like ‘Len out shooting’, ‘Len out at the pub’. I was alone again. And if you’re left alone you eventually learn how to ‘be’ alone.

   I remember many times sitting on the window seat late at night in the front room, gazing out of the window into the walled garden, waiting for hubby to return again. I started to withdraw my emotions, which is my way. When things really hurt, I just shut off. I did it when I left Detroit, I did it when I left Mickie, and I was doing it now. The consequences would eventually be disastrous, for I was the glue that held our relationship together. We were slowly coming unstuck.


By 1981 Dreamland had opened up an office in the UK. The Greatest Hits album was out on Rak Records and still being promoted, and Rock Hard (title of both the album and the single) on Dreamland was released around the world. We made three proper videos, the previous films being nothing more than clips for territories that we would find it difficult to visit and promote live on TV. The videos we recorded were ‘Rock Hard’, ‘Lipstick’ and ‘Glad All Over’. Dreamland had hired Gary Farrow, now a big mover and shaker in the industry, to run their UK office, and he did a great job booking me on Michael Parkinson’s and Russell Harty shows to promote the new album. I was also pleased to be asked to be a guest on Mickie Most’s This Is Your Life. I’ve watched it many times and his hug is genuine – there was always a real affection between us. But I wouldn’t see Mickie socially till the end of the year.

   On the personal front, having decided long ago that I wanted babies at the age of thirty, I had been trying to get pregnant since 1979. But it didn’t happen. After many tests, it was discovered that I had low fertility and a tilted womb, considerably reducing my chances of conceiving. Also, my lifestyle didn’t help. So in 1981 I was taking a course of fertility drugs to help me along. One month after starting them I was pregnant; my gynaecologist couldn’t believe they had worked so quickly. I was ecstatic, having been secretly fearing that I would never have children. I told absolutely everyone the good news – and yes, I do know now that you are supposed to wait till after the three-month danger point.

   It was in these early stages of pregnancy that my theatrical agent, Denis Selinger, secured me a role in Minder, a TV series which co-starred two excellent actors, George Cole and Dennis Waterman. This was my second acting job. I played Nancy, an American hippy living in a squat, and the episode was called ‘Dead Men Do Tell Tales’. My band performed ‘Lipstick’ and ‘Lonely Is the Hardest’, and I was lucky enough to kiss Dennis Waterman – although I’m not sure whether he has such happy memories of this occasion. In our first scene together I was massaging half-naked Terry (Dennis) and a smooch was required. Terry leaned over and gave me a really long, passionate kiss. I was really into it when the director yelled, ‘Cut!’ which startled me, and I’m afraid I laughed, spitting right into Dennis’s face. In another scene I had to smoke
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