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THE HOUSE THAT BUILT ME


Edited and with an introductory chapter by


JACKIE MCGREGOR


In loving memory of Chris and Jack McGregor


Does where you have lived help shape who you become?


A book that will tug at the heart strings and make you smile…


In this unique anthology of memories, famous faces from the worlds of television, music, film and books reveal insightful, sometimes surprising and often funny stories about places from their pasts. Touching on childhood, love, loss and happiness, the deeply personal memories have never been shared before.


With original contributions from: Fearne Cotton, Nigel Havers, Cherie Blair, Jo Brand, Deborah Moggach, Sir Tony Robinson, Bill Oddie, Lembit Opik, Rowan Coleman, Fenella Fielding, Lorraine Kelly and many more…




This book is dedicated with love to:


Steven and Ben,


and to the miraculous Mr JC




Each corner houses memories


Of lives that have passed through.


From the poem ‘Waterloo’
by Jackie McGregor




Message of Support


It’s heartening to learn that you are doing all you can to help raise awareness about Alzheimer’s disease.


Warmest wishes for every success with your book.


HRH The Duchess of Cambridge.
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Grief Encounter


by Jackie McGregor


I live in a house filled with spectres, so it should have come as no surprise when a ghost hunter arrived at my door. I surveyed him with suspicion. I could tell that in his head an entire silent conversation was unfolding. He knew why he was there, his story was stored in his every cell, he was a memory card of his own history; he appeared to be waiting on my recognising him, though to me, he was simply a stranger. I waited in the doorway, feeling uneasy. Whatever he wanted I could tell he was hesitant about revealing the reason for his approach.


‘I’ve come back!’ he uttered, choking with emotion on the words.


‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand,’ I replied, deciding the man was a bit barmy.


‘I used to live here,’ he said and sighed with immense sadness.


‘I’m sorry, you must be mistaken. I’ve lived here my entire life, nearly fifty years!’ I replied possessively.


‘I moved to New Zealand twenty-five years ago,’ he blurted out, ‘but I lived here in this house from 1944 to 1964. There used to be a big tree here.’ He pointed to the exact spot where indeed there had once stood a beautiful pink cherry-blossom tree.


‘It came down in a storm when I was small,’ I said. ‘Its roots pulled up most of the concrete path when it fell. I was glad it was blown down – its branches used to make spooky shapes outside my window. They looked like a witch’s gnarled hands, clawed over; it felt like they were coming to get me’.


I was startled by myself sharing this childhood secret with a stranger, but evidently he wasn’t a stranger to the house. No one else would have remembered that tree; it had disappeared over forty years before.


‘There used to be a scullery at the back of the house and a wash house with a corrugated roof. I used to love listening to the rain hammering on it. There was a little sunroom at the side of the house, which led out to a rockery. Is it still there? My mother used to let me plant flowers there,’ he smiled, and I could see that in his mind’s eye he was back in his childhood again.


‘No, the rockery has gone. The scullery, sunroom and wash house aren’t there anymore either.’ I got an odd feeling in my stomach as I realised he truly had been the previous occupier of the house.


‘And the apple trees? My mother used to wrap apples in paper and put them in the attic until they were ready, then make jam with them.’


We both watched his hands as he mimicked his mother’s apple-swaddling actions. I could see from his face he was feeling incredibly emotional. He was lost in his own world of remembrance. It was as though he was giving himself a guided tour of his past, reliving his life at the house. He didn’t really need me there, his conversation was mostly with himself, it wasn’t a two-way communication as he continued revisiting his yesterdays.


‘Are the Bramley apple trees still there?’ he asked, looking past me into the hall as if he was trying to catch a glimpse of someone or something familiar.


‘No,’ I replied, shaking my head. Did he really think that nothing would have changed in almost fifty years?


‘My father cut all of the trees down many years ago, though my grandmother was a great fan of the Bramleys. She used to make jam with them, too,’ and I felt a pang of grief. I hadn’t spoken of my late grandmother to anyone in such a long time. I realised it had been twenty-five years since I’d seen her kindly face and watched her gather the apples in a wicker basket. I was a little annoyed that this stranger was evoking emotions I had kept tightly contained for what now seemed like an eternity.


I began to feel possessive of the house as I listened to the man. It was evident he was desperate to come inside for a look around, but I wasn’t going to allow it. It felt a little as if my spouse’s former lover had come back to try and rekindle their relationship. I wasn’t going to invite this man inside to invade my privacy, my home, my world.


‘My mother died. I’m back for her funeral. She passed away just two weeks short of her hundredth birthday’, he confided in me. And even though this man was probably in his seventies, he suddenly looked like a lost, little, boy.


‘I’m very sorry to hear that.’ I said. My condolences were heartfelt because I too had not long lost a parent and inside me lurked a vulnerable, little girl desperately yearning to see her daddy’s face once more.


‘I lost my father three months ago,’ I told him, ‘though really I lost him before that. He had Alzheimer’s, you see. Physically he was there, but mentally I don’t know where he was. In the later stages the disease robbed him of his power of speech. I hadn’t heard his voice for such a long time.’ My own voice came out in a half sob.


He ignored my emotion and the information I had just imparted to him. He wasn’t interested in my grief; why should he be? He had come here on a ghost hunt for his mother and his childhood. Why would he be interested in me and my heart that was as fragmented with loss as his own? We stood in memory-laden silence at the door of the home he still in some way regarded as his, two adult orphans united in grief.


‘I used to take the tram at the top of the street to school.’ He went on reminiscing to himself as he stretched his hand out towards the direction of the main road.


I wondered how, when he had been living on the other side of the world in New Zealand, his thoughts had turned to this house nestled in the side of the Cavehill mountain in Belfast. He would have been remembering this home with a different cast of characters, while my family and I had taken over the starring roles of the production that had played on in this house’s stage, long after the cast of characters in his life story had taken their last curtain call. The house may have played a part in his life history for twenty years but it had been the theatre for my entire life’s production to date. My occupancy had been more than double the years of his inhabitancy. I wondered, did the house recognise him? I experienced that familiar feeling of someone else being present, as though an invisible force was watching us.


Sometimes I feel as though this house has a heartbeat and a spirit of its own. I spend long periods of quiet here while I write, in solitude, but rather than feeling alone, it’s as though a very good friend is sitting there in comfortable silence with me, reading over my shoulder, scrutinising my words. This home contains the invisible footprints where my adored family once walked. The mirrors here have reflected back the image of every face I have ever loved. My beloved, late parents have left a whisper of their souls behind in the rooms. Within these walls I became a daughter, a grandchild, a sister, an aunt, a niece, a woman, a writer, a wife, a mother, an orphan; this place is so much more than just bricks and mortar. This is the house that built me.




R. J. Ellory


R. J. Ellory is a writer, born in Birmingham, England. He has written fourteen critically acclaimed novels to date.


We knew there were ghosts, of course. There was never any doubt in our minds. Ever since our mother died, my brother and I slept in her room and we wondered if she was there too.


It was an old house; built in 1832, it had a plaque on the garden wall giving the date and the name of the architect. In the cellar there was a walled-up door behind the stairs, and we imagined that a passageway travelled all the way beneath Old Yardley to the village church. We wondered if people had been bricked up inside, never to be found again. They were haunting the old house too, no doubt about it. Sometimes, lying there in the cool half-light of nascent dawn, we could hear them whispering in the walls.


But it was not the ghosts that troubled me. My concern was in the bathroom. That room was long and narrow, and halfway along it was the airing cupboard. The toilet and the sink were at the far end, and you had to pass the airing cupboard to reach them. The door to the airing cupboard did not close. The catch was broken, and it swung ajar and stayed open just two or three inches. Something lived in there. You could not see it, you could not hear it, but down beneath the boiler it lurked and listened.


Seven years old. I would wake in the middle of the night and lie there desperate to use the toilet. I’d drunk too much R. White’s lemonade, as was always the case, and I needed to pee. I lay there knowing that I would never get back to sleep until I went to the bathroom. And so I rose slowly, cautiously, the night chill and quiet. Not a sound in the house but the creaking and whispering of old wood, the settling of the building as temperatures changed. Out of my room and onto the landing, the carpet softening my barefoot steps, and I crept, crept, crept along towards the bathroom. Down three steps, my feet pressed against the edges to stop them creaking, and then I finally reach the bathroom door.


I pushed it open as slowly as I could. I could see the toilet at the far end. I had to make it all the way down there without awakening the boiler beast. He slumbered, but he slumbered with one lid open, his ears attuned to the slightest sound … especially the sound of small children as they tried so very hard not to make a sound.


All the way to the sink, the toilet itself, up on the balls of my feet, knowing where to step, where not to step, knowing that a single wrong move would be my undoing.


Holding my breath, aiming for the sides of the toilet bowl, willing the water to make not even the slightest whisper. And then I am done … and the moment of truth arrives. I have to reach up and pull the chain. The chain itself will creak, the lever clanking against the metal cistern, and the toilet will flush. That sound will wake the beast. There is no chance of the beast ever sleeping through such a racket. And so that is the challenge … pulling the chain as smartly and swiftly as I can, and then turning and running as if the very Devil himself was snapping at my heels, the hounds of Hell behind him, their red jaws slavering, the white teeth bared, their eyes fierce and yellow and terrifying.


Every night I ran the gauntlet of the boiler beast, and every time I outran him I knew he grew meaner and faster and more determined to catch me. The simple fact that I am alive to write this today means that I was always a mite quicker than the beast.


But that house still stands, and the beast is still hungry, and I wonder what other little child tiptoes along the same landing – oblivious to ghosts and spectres, oblivious to paranormal presences and poltergeists – but all too aware of the boiler beast and the speed with which a little boy can be devoured if that little boy is not oh, so fleet of foot.




Kacey Ainsworth


Kacey Ainsworth is an actress. She has appeared in many TV productions including The Bill and A Touch of Frost, but is best known for playing the long-suffering Little Mo in Eastenders.


It’s summer 1973 and our family is on the move outwards and upwards! We depart London and move up the social ladder.


Our tiny, inner-city, old, cold, bog-in-the-garden end of terrace is replaced by a brand new 1970s detached (by about five inches) three-bedroomed house. Our new home was on an equally new 1970s estate which bore an uncanny resemblance to the residences of Stepford.


The house was bang on trend with an open-plan lounge/diner and pine-effect wood panelling everywhere. We also had an olive green and white Formica kitchen and an avocado suite in the bathroom.


As the removal men lugged boxes to and fro, my mother was tripping over her flared trousers and getting her bubble perm in a twist trying to direct the traffic. My sister and I were told to sit on the roll of new bathroom carpet and not to move. Being of a curious nature, I inspected the Swiss-roll end of the new carpet and, to my utter delight, found it was purple and hairy just like the fur on a Sesame Street character! The thrill of having a purple, polyester, furry carpet in the bathroom made me feel like we had arrived; it was also the start of a decade of static electric shocks for anyone using the lavatory!
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Kacey Ainsworth as a child







Felicity Kendal CBE


Felicity Kendal is an actress who has appeared in numerous stage and screen productions. She is best known for her role as Barbara Good in the much-loved classic television series The Good Life. Felicity was born in Olton, Solihull, and brought up in India. She was made a Commander of the Order of the British Empire in 1995.


I grew up in India. My parents never owned a home; we lived in hotels, guesthouses and hostels. Our family were never in the same place for longer than a few weeks. One week our home would be in a fabulous hotel, the next we’d be living in the poorest of hostels or a tea planter’s house in the hills. It was a magical childhood, full of adventure and change. My father always considered owning a house to be a burden; he never did own any property. Even in old age, he preferred to travel the world and be as free of possessions as possible.


The whole of India was my childhood home and I can't remember ever feeling anything but safe, secure and happy.




Gemma Jones


Gemma Jones is actress on both stage and screen. Her film appearances include Sense and Sensibility, Bridget Jones’s Diary and Woody Allen’s You Will Meet a Tall Dark Stranger. She won the 2015 BAFTA TV Award for Best Supporting Actress for her role in the BBC TV film Marvellous. Gemma was born in Marylebone, London.


We lived in a tall, thin, upside-down house in a London square. The kitchen was at the top of our home and we grandly called it ‘the nursery’. There was a coal-burning stove in the kitchen and my brother’s cot was kept there.


I remember my mother returning home with my new baby brother. I recall very clearly walking into the room to welcome him home and seeing my mother sitting with the baby in her arms. What I don’t remember, however, is apparently saying:


‘Go away, I can’t see you. You are not there!’ to my new baby sibling.


Our house was number 22; it had lavender-coloured wisteria creeping around the first-floor balconies and a cherry tree in the front garden. The house survived the bombings of the Second World War. I was told that I spent many hours in the basement during this time, where my carry cot was put under a table for safety.


We had a happy childhood in that house until rising rents moved us downmarket when I was in my teens.


I occasionally walk past our old home now and I’m overcome with nostalgia. I recall the pea-soup fogs when we could barely see the houses opposite, and the horse-drawn milk cart trundling by. But my most enduring memory of all is hearing my father playing the piano as I came home from school during those childhood days.




Carey Mulligan


Carey Mulligan is an actress. She was born in London, England, and grew up in Germany and England. Carey has starred in many productions both in the theatre and on screen, including the movies The Great Gatsby and Suffragette, and the play Skylight. She is an Ambassador for the Alzheimer’s Society.


My childhood home was a hotel. My father was a hotel manager and we used to live in the apartment on the hotel’s top floor.


I remember every year there would be an enormous Christmas tree in the lobby. I was mesmerised by this tree, which glittered with lights and groaned with colourful decorations; it looked amazing! I felt like it was our tree and that all the hotel guests were guests at our family Christmas.


When it came to having fun, the hotel’s laundry was our playground. We would ride the laundry trolleys as the maids cleared the rooms, and then we’d scavenge for left-behind trinkets after the guests checked out.


Living in a hotel seemed normal to me. When we finally moved into a real house when I was eight years old, I couldn’t understand why we didn’t need a key card to open the doors!




Verity Rushworth


Verity Rushworth is an actress best known for her role as Donna Windsor in Emmerdale. She has played roles both on television and in theatre, including recently starring as Holly Golightly in the musical stage version of Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Verity was born in Bradford, England.


Tottering around my bedroom in Mum’s high heels, pushing dolly in her pram playing ‘let’s go shopping’, has to be one of my fondest childhood memories of home. I would strategically place items on the chest of drawers to ponder over what to buy for hours on end: a comb, a Snoopy dog, anything. I remember being so eager to be a grown-up. After earning a much-needed five-minute break from playing shopping, I would run straight over to Mum and Dad’s bed to watch myself jump up and down in front of the mirrored wardrobes. Looking back, it was rather a hectic schedule!


Being an only child, I would mostly play make-believe. I played a teacher, a doctor and a café owner; I took it very seriously indeed. However, please don’t be fooled by the apparent sweet-natured little girl you may be imagining. A ‘good as gold’ child I most certainly was not. The mischievous side would catch me out eventually.


One Christmas Eve while raiding auntie Irene’s make-up bag, an explosion of white face powder occurred. It went everywhere. The dressing table, the carpet and I were all covered in powder. When asked if I’d used the make-up, despite looking like a ghostly clown I responded ‘No’ with wide eyes and an air of confidence: an actress was born.


As I was growing up, we moved house a lot, so home for me was wherever Mum, Dad, Tiddles the cat and Nana were. Sleepovers at Nana’s house were the best, mainly due to the fact she had real butter. Toast with real butter was such a treat; I can still taste it now. The sleeping arrangements were slightly unconventional, with me sleeping under a sunbed Nana had purchased, which hung from the ceiling above the spare bed, but I never questioned them. The most magical part of staying at Nana’s was getting lost in her wardrobe of sequinned dresses. Since Nana worked as a jazz singer in the pubs and clubs, she had an extremely snazzy wardrobe; I was in my element trying on her gear.


Night time at Nana’s involved putting PJs on, watching Laurel and Hardy, and usually the comforting sound of her whistling a happy tune of some sort. On occasion there may have been a cheeky McDonald’s Happy Meal we’d have as our little secret treat.


Nana never saw me on stage professionally due to suffering from early onset Alzheimer’s, but she did witness a particularly passionate Pocahontas, which I’m very grateful for. I like to think she watches me now, happy in the knowledge that she definitely played her part in influencing the profession I chose.


As I write this, I have a huge smile on my face reminiscing about all the fun memories I have of home.




Jo Brand


Jo Brand was born in Wandsworth, London. She is a comedian, writer and BAFTA award-winning actress. She is a frequent and well-loved face on our television screens, including appearances as guest host on Have I Got News for You? and as a judge on the ITV show Splash!


I am blessed to have happy memories of a family home in Benenden, a sleepy corner of Kent. We moved there when I was seven or eight, and it was pretty much the perfect rural village setting for three fairly boisterous siblings looking for innocent trouble!


Life revolved around the village green: the church was at the top, the school was to one side, the vicarage opposite and, yes, there was a Post Office! There was also a sweet shop and pub. Our moral, educational and teeth-rotting requirements were complete.


Our house had a massive garden leading down to some woods and a stream where my brothers fished and we all consistently soaked and muddied ourselves, as play became an actual and painful reconstruction of a Native American massacre. When we weren’t tormenting each other in the sultry, sunny days of the summer holidays, we’d tend to the needs of a small family of donkeys who continued to stare back mournfully, as we heaved and hurled bundles of grass for their delectation.


Our rural idyll didn’t last forever but with huge affection I look back on those days and reflect on the fortune of our freedom. It really was lovely…




Debbie McGee


Debbie McGee is a television, radio and stage performer who is best known as the former assistant to her late husband, Paul Daniels. She is a former ballet dancer and artistic director of her own ballet company. Debbie was born in Kingston upon Thames, Surrey.


My dad was an avid gardener and so had a big greenhouse. This was a source of great entertainment for my sister and I; we would make camps inside and it became our secret land. We would invite our friends into our camp, have picnics, and play during those lovely, long, lazy summer afternoons. There used to be a loose brick in the greenhouse, which my sister and I used to hide secret messages in. I often wonder if our little messages are still concealed in there now. I can’t help but smile when I think back on those lovely childhood days; they were such happy times!




Shane Richie


Shane Richie is an actor, comedian, singer and presenter. He is best known for his portrayal of the character Alfie Moon in Eastenders. He was born in Kensington, London.


I’ve lived a surreal life; the ups and downs have been like a game of snakes and ladders. I’ve always remembered the early days of highs and lows. I have vivid first memories of my childhood home in London. Those memories consist of me and my large family sitting around a big table sharing, and sometimes fighting with siblings for, Mum’s home cooking; it was simple but always substantial, delicious home cooking which we all loved.
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