



[image: cover]











Spinning Plates


 


 


Sophie Ellis-Bextor


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: CORONET_LOGO1]


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Coronet


An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Sophie Ellis-Bextor  2021


 


The right of Sophie Ellis-Bextor to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 9781529363791


Hardback ISBN 9781529363784


Trade Paperback ISBN 9781529383072


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










[image: clip0001]










Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


 


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.










Captain von Trapp: Do you mean to tell me that my children have been roaming about Salzburg dressed up in nothing but some old drapes?


Maria: Mmm-hmmm. And having a marvellous time! 


 


The Sound of Music (1965)
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Introduction – ‘Hello Hello’ 
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Not my real nose or eyebrows, but they are my real teeth.


 


 


So hello, blank page. I’ve wanted to write to you for a while now. It’s funny, I found a message I’d written to someone the other day about starting my book. It said, ‘I’ll start next week when the kids are back at school,’ only that was a month ago and since then loads of other stuff got in the way and stopped me starting. Just now, I thought I’d start but first I had to tidy the Playmobil and reply to some emails and sort the washing and put shoes back in the cupboard and tidy the bathroom after bath time and put some kids to bed and any other of the normal stuff – I know it’s normal – that sometimes gets in the way of me and work.


Anyway, this isn’t a complaint book. It’s about how my priorities have shifted and how I’ve changed. I started a podcast earlier in the year called Spinning Plates about the feeling a lot of us have when you’re in your thirties and forties and beyond and still trying to push on and build a future but you’re also dealing with a lot in the here and now. What’s changed for me in the last twenty years? Primarily, it’s the five small humans that Richard and I have introduced into the world, but also it’s the things I care more about now and the things I care less about now . . . if we were to list the way my priorities have shifted over the years into a chart rundown it would go something like this:


 


In at number one – thinking about the kids!


Down thirty places – being cool


Up five – being kind


Down ten – any kind of toxic relationship


Down fifty – time for myself


And it’s a non-mover for finding my own jokes funny


 


Anyhoo, I do spin plates, but over the years I’ve let a few joyfully smash and hopefully I’ve learnt a bit too – but there is still so much to learn. This book is a place for me to think about all of the above and I’ll impart any wisdom as I go. If you don’t find any, I do apologise, but hopefully I’ll entertain you while we’re together.


I feel I should add I’ve been a little bit tricked into inadvertently writing an autobiography with this book. I was never going to write one at all. When I was a teenager and already believed I was destined to become famous (cringy to write but also true – I used to doodle my autograph over all my friends’ schoolbooks, determined to find the best way to do it), I was sure I’d never write an autobiography. I thought Madonna had the right idea – have them written about me, but never by me.


Well, I’m not Madonna and I’m not that famous, so here it is.


I suppose broadly speaking this book is ‘stuff that has happened to me and what it taught me’, but it’s also a little historical document for myself, to remind older me what younger me had going on. It’s such a busy life but a happy one overall. I hope I do pass on a little wisdom but if I don’t then that’s OK, too. It’s nice to be able to put it all out there in any case. Thanks for lending me your eyes and giving me your time. Are you ready? You’re about to get to know me a whole lot better . . .
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Tour life with baby in tow . . . from the Song Diaries orchestral tour with a four-month-old Mickey. It was all very wholesome.
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ME: Early Years – ‘If You Can’t Do It When You’re Young’
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Mama Ellis and Papa Bextor with a pretty fresh SEB.


 


 


I have never been a fan of autobiographies that start way, way back in  the past. I get a bit bored. Maybe you do too? I’ll try to keep it brief – I was born on 10 April 1979 in the outskirts of West London to a twenty-five-year-old dad, Robin Bextor, and twenty-three-year-old Janet Ellis. Quite sweetly, on the same day in the same hospital another baby girl was born, Maria. She’s one of my best friends but we didn’t meet until we were eleven. Anyway, back to my folks. They had met at my dad’s eighteenth birthday party when my ma was only sixteen. She kept diaries of her teenage years written in tiny, near-illegible but still very beautiful handwriting in tiny page-a-day diaries. The smallest you can buy. They live on the bookshelf on the landing next to my old bedroom at my mum’s, so I could find for you, pretty easily, the page entry where my mum first met my dad at his party. ‘I got off with the party host himself,’ she wrote. ‘He looks a bit like a lion,’ and there she’s made a tiny drawing of a man’s face with a lion’s mane and a bit of a lion’s nose, so we knew what she meant. My dad did have hair like that back then. Hey, it was 1972.


They married when my mum was just twenty-one. I have a photo of them from their wedding day in my sitting room now. They look very young. My mum is wearing the dress that I would dress up in years later, but after she’d dyed it purple and sewn on sequins for a role she had in a play. See, sequins were around me from the start. It was after they’d split up, but I don’t think my dad loved that she’d done that.


My mum was a Central School of Speech and Drama actor and my dad a journalist and TV director. My surname – a little cumbersome and often misspelt and mispronounced – is the meeting of their names. I’m pretty sure I’m the only Ellis-Bextor out there, but I’ll happily be introduced to another if you know one. I used to joke that I’d know I’d made it when my name wasn’t ever misspelt (it’s most commonly Bexter or Baxter) but that day is still to come and I doubt it ever will. I don’t mind . . . I’ve always quite liked the fact it’s an unlikely surname for a pop star. I didn’t give it to any of my kids so they can be spared the bother of spelling such a long name and all that, but I didn’t change my name when I got married. Partly because I’m not really into that, but also because I don’t mind having a different surname and it helped me still feel like ‘me’ in amongst being someone’s wife and someone’s mother.


My mum went back to work pretty much straight after having me. She acted in Dr Who when I was about seven months old, The Sweeney, theatre plays and then by the time I was one, she had a regular job presenting a children’s TV show called Jigsaw, which she did all the way up to 1983. Not everyone who grew up in the eighties like me remembers Jigsaw but for me it was quite formative. It was a sort of game show with puzzles to solve and my tiny two- and three-year-old brain couldn’t make sense of much of it. There was a lot of vaguely freaky fun like a talking jigsaw piece, a character called Nosy Bonk who was played by a man with a strangely shaped white mask, a pterodactyl and a huge giant, although the only part of him you’d see on screen was an enormous foot.


Mirroring the wonky psychedelia of my mum’s day job, at home I was being introduced to lots of music and music videos. My dad is a passionate music fan and he wanted to spark something similar in me. Ideally, I would have been a tiny Pink Floyd fan (they were my first gigs, aged nine and again aged eleven, and both with Papa Bextor as my date. Now that’s very cool, I know, but at the time I was a bit . . . sorry to admit . . . bored). My dad used to play me stuff from his vinyl collection constantly . . . the Beatles, the Who, the Doors then later the B-52s, Pet Shop Boys, Air and Julie Cruise.


When I was small I was more hypnotised by music videos though, so my dad made a VHS compilation for me which I used to watch on repeat. ‘Bedsitter’ by Soft Cell, ‘Hey Mickey’ by Toni Basil, ‘Stand and Deliver’ by Adam and the Ants and ‘Fish Heads’ by Barnes and Barnes. The latter song was probably a novelty record of sorts – it was literally a song about being friends with the head of a dead fish – but that was way over my toddler head. I just thought the song was catchy and sad and weird, which I quite liked. The Soft Cell one had a similar sadness but was electro synth fun, too. It slinked along and made me want to dance but it was ‘Stand and Deliver’ and ‘Hey Mickey’ which both made me jump around the most. I loved Adam Ant dressed as the highwayman. So confident and camp and flamboyant. He performed with real intensity and slightly mad eyes. The most dazzling of them all was Toni Basil. In the video she had bright blue eyeshadow and red lips, wore a majorette costume and danced like no one was watching – even though she was a trained choreographer so the quirky jerky dancing in the video was incredibly poised and rhythmic. I thought she looked incredible.


Music laced its way through all my early memories and provided a soundtrack to my parent’s divorce and their subsequent new relationships with my step-parents. Their marriage fell apart when I was four. My mum was a new Blue Peter presenter by then. She joined the show in 1983 and stayed until 1987 so it was throughout my early childhood. I think when I was four my dad also started directing That’s Life, a big Saturday night panel show with Esther Rantzen as its host. It dealt with consumer affairs and funny stories sent in by the viewers, like the time the show went to film a viewer’s dog because it could say something that sounded like ‘sausages’.


I don’t really have any memories of my parents happy together, which maybe sounds quite sad, but actually it meant I was never one of those kids hoping for their folks to get back together. I could see pretty clearly that they shouldn’t be a couple anymore. I think they got together so young and, as my mum says, you can’t have a passionate marriage without a passionate divorce, so I think that my existence, the last four years of their eleven years together, really saw them in the slow breakdown of things.


I have a few snapshots in my head of the time when I had a mum and dad under the same roof – the time when our cat had four kittens under my parents’ bed – the childminder, Margaret, whose house my mum and dad used to drop me off at (she had a son called Stephen who was a little bit older than me. He had a used ice-cream tub filled with erasers shaped like different things. I thought that little collection of funny rubbers was so exciting and when my parents split I used to think I would have liked a big brother called Stephen with stuff like that I could play with). I remember having barbecues in the garden with my mum and dad at the little brick barbecue my dad had built, and I remember climbing into their bed halfway through most nights, usually after I’d wet my bed. Then I’d get in their bed and wet that, too. Looking back it probably chimed with feeling a bit worried as their relationship fell apart. I don’t know loads about what happened and who did what, but I know that it all came to a head when my dad and I flew to meet my mum on a Blue Peter work trip in Kenya.


My mum had already been there for four weeks when we arrived. My dad and I were there for the final two weeks of her trip and then we were all going to fly home together. As soon as we got there, the mood was not great between them. We were staying in a beautiful wooden house set within an incredible garden. We had a local man staying with us who looked after the house and cooked us supper. He was quite a serious man who never smiled at me and I found that unnerving. One night he showed us the live lobster he was cooking for our supper. I didn’t know how to feel about this. The lobster was moving around and opening and closing its claws as the guy held it firmly by the body. It scared me to think it was about to die but I was also fascinated to see this circle of life so close up.


When we weren’t being shown live animals before mealtimes, I would play in the garden. I vividly remember one day picking beautiful bright petals to make a dress for my toy, a little doll called a flower fairy, while I could hear my parents arguing inside the house.


One of my strangest memories of the stay was a day trip we went on with the film crew. We travelled to a village where one of the women in the community had been killed by a hippo when she was washing clothes in the river. As dusk fell, we were taken by boat to see where the local men had taken their guns and shot any hippos they could find. As the guide shone his torch across the dark brown water, he occasionally lit up the bodies of the hippos, floating on their sides, and one time I saw one floating on its back with a bloody stump where its fourth leg used to be.


By the time my dad and I had been there for ten days, tensions were so strained that my mum flew home. My dad and I stayed on and went on a safari. We travelled there by train and wild giraffes galloped alongside the track. My dad told me, ‘Remember this moment . . . take a photo with your mind so you can always remember the giraffes running.’ It worked.


Back home, things disintegrated pretty quickly and by the time I was five, my parents’ divorce was official. They lived five minutes’ walk from each other. My mum and I were in a little flat on the same road as my school and my dad was in the house that he had bought with my mum, where he stayed until I was twenty.


Their homes were either side of a railway line which had a little bridge over it. I used to imagine the railway bridge was the halfway point between them and picture myself sitting there, equidistant from the two most important people in my life. I found it hard to go from house to house. Originally they had split their time with me 50/50 but after a bit of to-ing and fro-ing it changed to my being with my mum most of the time and my dad every other weekend. Every memory I have of anything related to custody invokes feelings of guilt and stress. I didn’t mind when it was out of my hands, but the school holidays were split equally and when there was an odd number of nights in that holiday, arguments ensued about who would have me for that extra night. I know it is the mark of loving parents that they wanted me with them, but I felt incredible pressure not to upset them by showing any preference. When my stepmum, Polly, became part of the picture, she wanted to help my dad see more of me but I just found the conversations about spending time with one parent over another upsetting and confrontational. I didn’t want either parent sad or unhappy, so I would hide how I felt and say what I thought they wanted to hear. I am not playing any small violins here – I know I am lucky to have had a lot of love around me – but I didn’t find the bit of my childhood when I was still an only child particularly happy. Or rather, it was quite serious and grown-up a lot of the time.


I kept most of the sad on the inside. I used to regard crying in public as having lost some kind of challenge. I think broadly this came out of guilt . . . I didn’t want whichever parent I was with to see that I had mixed emotions about where I was. I also think it came about because my parents didn’t actually seem sad that they had split. I suppose there was a period of mourning for each, but by and large it just felt like a ‘happening’. There was no alternative version of my life where they stayed together. The only person bringing ‘sad’ to the party was me, so I tried to hide it.


I used to wish I had a sibling so that another human was experiencing what I was experiencing – another barometer of how I show feel about it all – but it was just me. I remember even sad films were something I would try not to cry at. When I was taken to see ET at the age of four, I made it all the way through the movie before sobbing my eyes out when my mum took me to the loo after it had finished. I had tried so hard not to crumble, but who can resist that sweet little departing alien?


Throughout my early childhood and teenage years I was frustrated when my friends would cry at things. I didn’t want them to. Maybe I felt a bit jealous of their emotional freedom and the attention that would follow it, but in any case I would resist any urge to cry in front of people. When I left my little primary school to go to secondary, all my friends were going to the local state comp (where I wanted to go) and I was one of only a handful heading elsewhere. They were all beside themselves with teary grief, while I was saying, ‘Why are you all crying?! I’m the one who’s not going to see any of you anymore!’ Now I cry pretty easily at anything and my kids see me cry, but I still carry the association a little that I don’t want to be someone who cries openly and freely in front of strangers and I think small me might have still been a little horrified knowing I now let the tears roll way before the end credits when I watch ET with my kids.


Looking back, I think I might have been quite an anxious child. It came out in odd ways like chewing off all the feet of my Sindy dolls (I can still remember the way the rubber tasted! I liked doing it but after their hobbling, the dolls did not look their best) and I often found it hard to sleep. At my dad’s house my room was up the first flight of stairs but in a direct line from the front door. I was convinced someone was going to break in and head straight for my room. The adrenaline fizz of that fear would keep me up for what felt like hours, long after my dad and Polly had gone to bed and the house was quiet. I would potter around my room, playing with odds and knick-knacks until I fell asleep. But if the worry got really bad I might even take my pillow and lock myself in the bathroom for a while.


I had similar fears at my mum’s house. One fateful night, I must have been eleven or twelve, I had sat on the stairs after I was supposed to be in bed and watched the TV through the small crack in the door. My mum and John were watching Crimewatch and there was a horrific tale of a family killed in their own home. I became convinced something similar would happen to us. It was a lonely and specific adrenaline-fuelled fear that would inhabit me by night. I would wait to hear a window being smashed or the front door being forced in. As I grew, my nocturnal life continued and I learnt how to distract myself when I couldn’t sleep. By eleven, I had a little black and white telly in my bedroom at my mum’s. I’d watch Twin Peaks on it. My dad let me watch it with him – in fact, he introduced me to all kinds of wonderful cinema too, including my favourite films: Rosemary’s Baby, Don’t Look Now and Jaws. But Twin Peaks was formative. I loved the aesthetic, the atmosphere, the strangeness of the dialogue and the characters. Other programmes try to emulate it but they always lack the humour – Twin Peaks could be funny – and also the way David Lynch would sometimes include something really odd and you wouldn’t know if it was part of the main storyline or not. Sometimes it was just there for the hell of it. How brilliant.


The other thing I watched a lot (and remember, kids, this was when it was only five channels) was snooker. Turns out you can hone your ability to watch snooker on a black and white telly if that’s your best option at 1 a.m. on a school night.


My parents were creative and outward-looking but were still figuring it all out and probably sad that the life they thought they’d be living together wasn’t the one they were living anymore. My mum was only twenty-seven when she was single again. She’d been in a relationship since sixteen, was now in her mid-twenties with a great job and ready to start the next chapter. For my dad, he was working hard, and though sad it hadn’t worked out with my mum, he too had the confidence of doing a job he loved successfully. But I felt a bit lonely in the middle of it all. Very few of my parents’ friends had kids so I spent a lot of my time with them in adult company. The birth of my brother Jackson when I was eight, combined with my mum’s happiness in her new relationship with the man who would become my stepdad, John, probably sowed all the seeds for the flock of kids I’d have later on. Small babies represent wholesome, happy new beginnings for me and have done ever since that day.


It’s funny, but until recently I didn’t really consider that those three years I spent with my mum in the flat were me being raised by a single parent. I think it’s because it was just the two of us, so the dynamic felt comfortable. We have always been close and I think that time probably formed the bedrock of our relationship. I learnt about being resourceful and independent. I could see my mum’s excitement about the future she would now have and she was always loving and unsentimental about what had happened. I share my mum’s mindset of shaking off any inklings of regret about anything and always looking forward. We are both pragmatic in that way.


I think my parents both did a good job of keeping things pretty consistent in terms of where I’d come home to and the life I was leading. I stayed in my same school with the same friends all the way through until my dad and mum both remarried. They were always reliable and I never doubted that they loved me. Nor did it ever occur to me that their split was my fault, so credit to them for that, too. I always say that out of one unhappy marriage I got two happy ones, so I’m glad they found John and Polly. As a kid it felt logical they would find new partners, but as a grown-up I can see things don’t always go that way. I honestly feel I’ve been raised by four people, not two, and strange as it may sound I can see bits of all four of them reflected in me sometimes. Nature and nurture all at once.


Blue Peter was like the sibling I didn’t have. Between the ages of four and eight, it had a huge presence in my life. The show was broadcast live twice a week to an audience of millions and I would come in from school in time to tune in, too. There would be my mum interviewing Kenneth Williams or making a bathroom for a Sindy doll, jumping out of a plane or speaking to my grandpa who was working as a special effects designer – he helped build the Daleks for Dr Who. It was magical and surreal that she was talking to so many children all around the country but then coming home to me. Sometimes she’d bring home the thing she’d made, but not too often, so I wouldn’t say I was spoilt by it. I honestly think the main thing I learned wasn’t what to do with sticky-backed plastic but my mum’s incredible work ethic. She had to learn the script off by heart as there wasn’t any autocue back then. The script was delivered the day before and my mum would read it and memorise it. Impressive, right?


She was up for whatever challenges the show threw at her, too. I watched my mum wheezing with her inhaler halfway up Ayres Rock in Australia and training for solo freefall jumps. This resulted in my mum becoming the first British woman in history to do a ninety-second freefall jump with the RAF. This was after she’d broken her pelvis on another fall. In total she did nearly forty solo parachute jumps.


No wonder she got a tattoo during those years. One day she came home – I was about seven – and as it was nearly bedtime, she had a bath with me. On her back, on her left shoulder, was something covered with cling film. ‘What’s that?’ I asked. My mum grinned at me. ‘It’s a tattoo. A hummingbird.’ A little bird of freedom and a little nod to the need to rebel sometimes. I like that about my tattoo, too. I have heart with a ribbon on my arm. The ribbon says ‘family’. It tells people that maybe they don’t know everything about me – like my ma, on the surface I probably don’t seem the type to have a tattoo. I love it. It’s empowering doing something a bit selfish like that.


Blue Peter wasn’t only a source of inspiration, but also a source of economic growth. I used to sell Blue Peter badges in the playground. I fancied myself as a little bit of an entrepreneur and was always trying to find ways to get extra cash. I could rake in 50p per badge or £1 if I sold it with my mum’s autograph. This wasn’t the only bit of Del-Boy-style business I chased back then. I used to draw and paint and, whilst I liked it, I also saw an opportunity and would sell the paintings for £5. If my mum took me out for supper with her friends I would do little pencil drawings for £1. I could see that, if you’re a kid, people are more likely to buy it even if it’s a bit crap. They think that it’s the best you can do and feel a bit pressured to look like a nice person in front of their friends, so most of my mum’s friends bought something. In fact, the night my mum met John, I was with her. We’d gone for a Chinese in a big group and there was a Lazy Susan – a spinning platform in the middle of the table to get the food around easily. I used the Lazy Susan to spin my art around and whoever it landed on would be expected to cough up.


It didn’t stop there. When my mum and John became a couple, they lived at John’s flat in Edgware Road. I slept on the sofa while we stayed there for a short time before they bought their house together. John’s flat was accessed from the street through a big front door that led to a common staircase. His apartment had a window that overlooked the internal staircase. One day he came home from work to find me leaning out of the window with my recorder. I had placed a little Tupperware box next to the bottom of the stairs with ‘money for the recorder player’ written on it. I didn’t make a penny, but you had to admire my spirit. I wasn’t demotivated by the fact there were no people going in or out of the other flats, or that I couldn’t play the recorder.


During those early years, I spent a lot of time with my parents at their work. I had a love–hate relationship with TV studios. On the one hand I liked the atmosphere. It always felt quite exciting and live TV is still something I like much more than pre-recorded. It may be more nerve-racking, but at least it has a tight schedule. What I didn’t like was its self-importance. It was as if nothing else in the world was more important than the TV programme that was being made. Still, I watched along with all my peers when Blue Peter was on and I found it a reassuring part of my life.


It wasn’t until I was halfway through primary that I started to realise that not everybody’s parents worked in that sort of world. I was about five or six when I came to understand my mum was famous and that this wasn’t how it was for every family. What’s more, when my mother was out and about and being mobbed, it was by a crowd the same height as me. Other children were excited to see my mum and that made me feel a little jealous. I was also curious about the effect my mum could have on other people. I started experimenting with it. One time we were in a supermarket and I picked up some baked beans. In my loudest voice I asked, ‘Would you like some baked beans, Janet Ellis?’


I was a fairly shy child, not overly anxious but certainly not overly confident. But I worked out soon enough that if I wanted another kid to like me, dropping the fact my mum was on Blue Peter into the conversation sure sped the process up. I wasn’t too subtle. It was literally, ‘Hello my name’s Sophie and my mum’s on Blue Peter.’


Good thing is, that kind of brazen straight-talking really works on young kids and before you could say, ‘But I watch Magpie,’ I’d have a new chum. Or at least, for a minute or two I would. Then the novelty would wear off and I might have overplayed my hand so that the new friend would decide, ‘Hang on a minute, I don’t want to be friends.’ This got really bad in infant school where the imaginatively titled ‘Against Sophie Club’ was born (my mum jokes she still gets the monthly newsletter). Like I said, kids like straight-talking.


The club tried to drop stones on my head by putting them in a little tree in the playground and shaking it as I went past and then tried to flummox me with linguistical trickery like talking to each other with every word starting with a ‘b’ even if it didn’t really. ‘You’re just saying things with a “b”!’ I said angrily. ‘Bo. Bit’s bot brue,’ they replied.


So my years in single figures, when my mum was on Blue Peter, were laced with the excitement of the fact my mum was famous, which had a certain currency with folk, but also with loneliness and a tricky family. It’s funny because I didn’t realise until years later that Blue Peter spanned the gap in my childhood when my parents were single. By the time my mum left, she was pregnant with Jackson and happily settled with John.


But before that, there was a bit of dating. I used to watch with fascination as my mum got ready for dates. I can remember the smell of her make-up and the rustle of her gold lamé skirt with big velour polka dots. I thought she looked so glamorous and as I hardly met any of her suitors, there was a lot of mystery surrounding the dates. ‘Please can I meet whoever you’re going on a date with?’ I’d plead. ‘No,’ my mum replied, ‘you’ll only meet them if it’s serious.’


I am glad I didn’t get introduced to all the dates. I know I’m making it sound like my ma was seeing lots of people, but it was understandable. She was so young, she needed a bit of freedom. One guy I did meet was a ballet dancer who kept two spider monkeys in his conservatory. I can still remember the feel of their little feet on my arms as I fed them bananas. I’m glad I got to meet that guy. Good monkey memories.


*


Being a step-parent – just like any relationship between a child and an adult – is not a role that everyone finds easy. When John had started dating my mum I was not sure about him at all. He knew no other children apart from me and I found his adult way of talking to me and his dry northern humour quite disconcerting. I was seven when we met and we had our first Christmas together when my mum and John had been dating about three months. His present to me was a packet of balloons with ‘Happy Birthday Jane’ written on them. He thought this was completely hilarious. I didn’t get it. I wrote to my mum on a little bit of paper, ‘I dont like John’ (yep I forgot the apostrophe). She laughed then told me, ‘He’s a kind man. Give it time.’ Looking back, my mum was probably already pregnant with Jack by then (we Ellis girls don’t mess about). I’m glad she reacted in such a gentle way and also, she was right. After those early days, John and I found our way to be together. He never once said anything negative about my dad (a word to any step-parent – NEVER SLAG OFF THE OTHER PARENT. It doesn’t sway the kid’s view, it just upsets them), he was funny and calm and strong in a subtle and constant way. My mum and John never seemed to argue, or if they disagreed it was without any shouting or pettiness. Mainly, they laughed. And always wanted to be together. Happy to have a little plan or adventure and walk a lot.


My dad was dating too but as I wasn’t living with him I wasn’t as aware and only met one girlfriend before Polly. My stepmum Polly was on the scene from the time I was about six. She was interested in me and would chat to me about all my favourite things. I was a bit intimidated at first as Polly seemed to be good at everything. She could draw really well and could even do amazing cartwheels. I think it was hard for my dad as he wanted us to bond but it took a little time to find our feet. Being a stepmum is hard and so is being a stepdaughter, but we got there. By the time Mum and John were together, Dad and Polly were very serious, too. There was stability on both sides and that made a massive shift in the dynamic, crystallised most in my becoming a big sister when I was eight.


I was obsessed with my new baby brother. Obsessed. I would carry Jack on my hip all day, give him his bottle at night, stroke his head until he fell asleep. Jack was the new beginning and the happily ever after. He’s thirty-three now but I still feel more protective of him than any other sibling. It’s hardwired. When Jack started working with me, at first I wanted to step in and give him special treatment, but he gently pushed back. He’s properly brilliant at drumming, which helps. It’s lovely he’s been able to work with me so much.


When I was eleven, my mum and John moved to Hammersmith, to the house my mum is still in now. It’s always been a happy home. Like me, my mum is a maximalist and there’s colour and life everywhere . . . little knick-knacks, art on the walls, sometimes graffiti too. We have a wall where we – my brother, sister and I – have all written things. I was sixteen so I did meaningful stuff like an Emily Dickinson poem and the lyrics to Pulp’s ‘Disco 2000’. I was allowed to paint murals on my wall so I painted a woman on a horse, an angel with some pillars and a mermaid, all with a childlike naivety (a style I have maintained – my drawing has not improved since I was twelve. I still draw people standing face on with their feet pointing out). The mermaid remains on the wall to this day. She still looks pretty happy about life with her smiley face and her boobs which I painted like this: .)(. rather than the other way.


Soon after we moved in, my mum became pregnant again and I started my secondary school. In our old area I’d gone to the very sweet local state primary; now I was going to a private all-girls school in West London. I was like a fish out of water at first. I was introduced to a new type of girl – the posh kind – and it probably didn’t help that on my first walk round the school, the other new pupil on the tour was wearing a cloak. On the first day of term everyone I met seemed to have learnt several languages, went skiing, could ride horses and one girl even had a lift in her house. Our form teacher was a French woman with a fantastically thick accent. On reading the register, it turned out three girls in the class were called ‘Roubicca’. ‘Wow,’ I thought, ‘must be a posh-girl name.’ It turned out that’s just how ‘Rebecca’ sounded with her accent.


Though it didn’t happen overnight, by and by, I made friends. There was the obligatory queen cow in our year who made my life pretty miserable, but the scales were just about tipped in favour of girls I liked over girls I didn’t and I ended up meeting a group of girls who would become lifelong friends. Enter Becca and Helen, who were in my class when I started. The school has some posh archaic system of class names which made no sense to me then or now, come to think of it, and so I found myself in Upper Three H, slightly in awe of Helen and Becca. They were already good friends and I became a bit of a third wheel at first.


Becca was popular and effortlessly cool. Being a teenager suited her – she looked like an extra from Twin Peaks. We both watched the show and would compare notes on the previous night’s episode while we sat by the lockers eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Obviously they were actually peanut butter and jam, but Becca was raised by American parents (she had the glamour of two passports) and so this added to her cool and she could legitimately use Americanisms.


Joined at the hip to her was Helen. Helen would later be the person to convince me that Strictly was a good idea. She was an unusual girl – her childhood bedroom housed a shelf full of Wisden annuals. To the uninitiated, that’s books on cricket. She told me then, aged eleven, that she planned to be a cricket journalist when she grew up. She actually went on to work for Sky Sports, directing live cricket coverage. Isn’t it cool when people have such a clear idea of where they are headed in life from an early age?


I was much slower to fall into music. At eleven, I was pretty set on acting. I thought that I was good at it and signed up to any school play going. Sadly, in hindsight, I was pretty rubbish. I remember in that first year of school we did a play where the cast was on stage the whole time. I was playing Mrs O’Lafferty, a drunk. Whenever the action was focused on other characters, I would wave at my parents in the audience. I suppose that could have made me look drunk, but really I was just crap and unprofessional.


Also in that first classroom was Ruth, who later became a clubbing companion. We loved a lot of the same music and have had many adventures over the years. In those early years of friendship, Ruth was obsessed with Robert Downey, Jr. She pasted photocopied pictures of his face on her ceiling so a smiling Robert looked down on her while she slept. When she grew out of this infatuation, no matter how much white emulsion her dad painted over him, Robert could still be seen peering at her through the paint.


It’s hard to think of this time in my life without a soundtrack running in parallel to the memories. When, aged fifteen, Ruth joined me and my family on a road trip holiday to Cornwall, I’d made a cassette compilation for the car with songs like Dodgy’s ‘Staying Out for the Summer’ and ‘Cigarettes and Alcohol’ by Oasis. When I sat chatting with Becca and Helen during school lunchbreak, we’d sing songs from Annie Lennox’s album Diva as we gossiped. It’s all so fundamentally interlaced in my head that I can time-travel to my teenagehood whenever I hear the right tune. You’re so open to it all then and all discoveries are so visceral. It’s as if you hear the songs with all your senses, or at least that’s how it felt to me.


Later on, my close friendship with Maria took shape. Maria was in a different form to me so our paths didn’t cross too much initially but by Lower Fifth (there’s that antiquated class system again . . .), when we were fourteen, we had some classes together and we started hanging out. At six-foot-one, Maria was a gorgeous, funny girl and I liked her company immensely – still do. She could always make me laugh but she’s also very smart and philosophical about life. One of my earliest memories of our friendship is lying on our backs on the green near where I live now (I made the decision to move back to where I grew up about twelve years ago – fifteen-year-old me would have been appalled). It was close to midnight and as we gazed at the stars we talked about the infinity of death. I used to worry about dying all the time and I passed that worry onto Maria. I can still recall when it first hit me: the fact that one day I’d be dead and that was forever and the end of consciousness. I sat bolt upright in bed with the fear making a huge chasm in my stomach. I could see it in my head: death was like the darkest, blackest sea either side of the tiny bit of time above the surface of the water and alive; just long enough for one gulp of air before heading back into nothingness. It seemed to me the most terrifying thing I could imagine.


Then came the mad cow disease outbreak in the mid-nineties, which played into every aspect of this fear. The government had allowed cattle to eat meat and bonemeal made using remains of diseased cattle. This had resulted in some humans developing a terrible incurable disease which at one point seemed to be possibly dormant in anyone who had eaten any beef in the eighties. Very much ‘We’re all gonna die!’ territory. I remember travelling to school and all the newspaper headlines were shouting about the ticking time bomb of symptoms. My head was shouting, ‘Why isn’t everyone running around screaming?’ My history teacher, Mr Davies, when seeing how freaked out I was, told me, ‘Nothing is going to happen. You are not all going to get mad cow disease,’ and though Mr Davies was not a scientist, he seemed so sure and I found that reassuring. Whenever I started to panic I would tell myself, ‘Mr Davies says I’m not going to die,’ and feel calmer. In the end I think I grew out of the fear or at least I grew out of it dominating my thoughts.


Maria and I spent a lot of time speaking about thoughts big and small that floated through our teenage brains. I can still remember her saying, ‘The thing is, I’ve just realised that all those ages we imagine as a sort of abstract idea . . . our thirties, or being forty-two, or whatever . . . those ages are actually going to happen. One day that will be us!’ As I write now, Maria and I have just spent the last weekend in that same park with our little boys. We are now forty-two. Yes, those days do come.


*


By the end of the first term, my mum was six months pregnant with Martha. One night I was playing the piano while John sat watching TV (which, looking back, was pretty tolerant of him. I’m not the world’s best piano player). Suddenly, my mum came running in. ‘I think my waters have broken.’ I remember stopping playing the piano like someone on the ivories at a Wild West saloon.


That night, my thirty-week pregnant mum went to hospital. John was worried sick, manifesting in the fact he couldn’t eat all of his McDonald’s Happy Meal he’d bought for our unexpected supper. I was clearly in a calmer state as I finished his supper too. I wasn’t worried about the baby, I just wanted my mum to be OK. Martha was born ten weeks early the next day. I had left for my dad’s for the Christmas holidays that morning and didn’t meet Martha until she was two weeks old. Dad and I had gone on a trip to America – he was good at taking me away on adventures and this one was pretty cool. Just the two of us in Florida for ten days including a fun but surreal Christmas Day at the Universal Studios theme park. When I returned to the UK, I remember going into the neonatal unit at Queen Charlotte’s Hospital and being wary about looking at the incubators until I knew which one was Martha. I was worried that if I looked at the wrong baby first I might bond with them by accident.


Luckily, I bonded with the right one. Martha was the happiest of small people and I adored her from the get-go. As Martha is eleven years younger than me, we’ve never once had an argument. I think she’s wonderful and in my head she’s still sort of six. A very bright, tenacious, gorgeous and talented six, but six all the same. Sometimes people in your family just kind of crystallise in your emotional connection at a certain age and there’s not much you can do about that.


At that time – from eleven to probably fifteen – I was still chasing the acting dream. It’s not charming to say aloud, but I think somewhere in me I always thought I’d end up being in the public eye. I don’t mean I was obsessed with the idea (although I did design an outfit when I was eleven that I thought I’d wear to collect my Oscar – the little image I drew shows a dramatic black dress with the mannequin’s hand clutching the small golden man), and even now I have the idea of ‘fame’ itself held slightly at arm’s reach. Fame in itself isn’t particularly alluring and although it’s sometimes quite fun, I think I’m quite suspicious of it – maybe because I saw from a young age how it made people react differently once they realised my mother was famous. The thing about being famous is, it doesn’t mean much without context. Someone recognising you without being positively or negatively affected by the work you’ve done is only that – they know your face from somewhere. But I did sort of think it might be part of my life. I experimented with calling myself ‘Sophie Michell’ to see if that formed a more beautiful autograph, but when I started writing it ‘S. Michell’, my teacher said, ‘Who’s Smichell?’ with disdain in front of the whole class, so I dropped that. Thus I started writing my own name over and over until it had the right flow and flourish. Now it’s an unintelligible mess, but that’s not the point. It’s not very becoming to say, ‘I always thought I’d be famous,’ and that’s not exactly right, but I found it didn’t surprise me. Maybe you have to have a little of that feeling in your tummy to run towards it anyway?


*


I begged and pleaded with my mum to get me an acting agent. I was desperate to get started. Finally, at about fourteen, my mum capitulated. She took me and my angelic little brother Jackson – all blond ringlets and big blue eyes – to meet an agent. Yes, reader, we were both signed up. Jackson, then aged six, worked pretty much non-stop for the next few years. He was in films with Christian Slater, Stephen Fry, Tara Fitzgerald, Helen McCrory and Keira Knightley. His gorgeous face meant he was mainly in period dramas. Essentially, he wore little black suits and ran after famous actors calling ‘Papa! Mama!’ Except for the time he played it cool and was cast as a young Jarvis Cocker in their video for ‘A Little Soul’.


And me? I got two acting jobs. One was playing the part of Peter Howitt’s daughter in a police drama called Frontiers. The most cringy bit saw me lying on a sofa when my policeman dad arrived home late. Five-foot-eight fifteen-year-old me then had to thrust my hands into the air and call out, ‘Daddy, carry me up to bed!’ The other job was a very strange experience. It was a one-day shoot for a German police series. The actors in the scene were speaking German but my lines were in English. I was going to be dubbed out later. Good for morale. I played the part of a violinist being attacked on her way home from a concert. Whilst I was attacked, I had to hit the poor actor as hard as I could with my violin case and simultaneously remove one of his gloves to give to the police for evidence. To put the cherry on top of the whole ‘Eh?!’ nature of the thing, I was told to mime shouting ‘Help!’ as we were filming in a residential area and couldn’t make any actual noise as it was night-time.


I got my best experience of acting through the National Youth Theatre course I signed up to in the summer of 1994 when I was fifteen. It was a week-long course and I got to spend it all in a university hall of residence in North London. Being away from home like that blew my tiny mind. I probably learned some acting skills, but mainly it was the first time I ever got drunk. One can of Diamond White and I was away. I still remember how wonderful it felt. I was immediately a fan of the little tin of cider’s powers. As the world went a little soft round the edges, my main thought was, ‘Why on earth did I not do this sooner?’ I phoned home the next day. ‘Mum! I got drunk!’ ‘Did you?’ she laughed. ‘Well . . . be careful.’


Thank you, NYT. I never became an actress but I did take that new alcoholic experience forward into what would become my profession in the music industry. A lesson well learned.


Once I fell into the band (more of which later), the role music had played in my life up until then all made sense. I had been passionate about singers and bands since I was tiny. I loved learning the lyrics to songs and working out the stories within them. Even now it can surprise me when I hear a song I haven’t heard for a decade or two and the lyrics pop up in my head, fully formed. Imagine if school lessons were all put to music? That would have really helped. I can’t remember anything about my history of art A-level thesis but if ‘I’d Rather Jack’ by the Reynolds Girls comes on the radio, I’d be able to sing along. Pop stars like Boy George and Adam Ant were part of my earliest memories . . . watching the videos and trying to emulate the dances. Whilst I loved the routines, it was the determination in their eyes that fascinated me most. I love that look of conviction . . . it’s so hypnotic and powerful.


I suppose the alter-ego creations of those pop stars in the eighties and nineties were to me what drag culture represents to the teen generation now. We all have our insecurities, but the things that make us feel like outsiders can be celebrated when you can sing on stage with a call to arms. I can track each year of my childhood by what I was listening to. Singing was always something I enjoyed. I knew I could carry a tune but for some reason having it as my day job just never occurred until it was put right under my nose with my band theaudience. Up until then I had sung around the place, harmonising to songs I loved and would idly wonder about becoming a backing singer. I used to sign up to any school musical going and loved the music side of it so much. I must have been fairly confident in my ability as I put myself in for a school music competition when I was about fourteen. I sang an Annie Lennox song, ‘Precious’, accompanied by the aged piano teacher who sped up considerably as I sang. Out of three entrants, I didn’t win. Pride must have led me to tell people afterwards I came second, even though only first place was announced. I guess I’m a little competitive underneath it all.


I never had singing lessons and I don’t remember anyone ever talking too much about my voice. It wasn’t as if I took part in one of those musicals or that competition and someone said to me, ‘Oh my! Your voice!’ I think I just knew I could sing and that was that. I also tried my hand at a bit of piano and guitar but ultimately I am lazy and because it takes practice to get good, I decided they weren’t for me. It sounds ridiculous now but I remember thinking that somewhere out there was an instrument I was just going to be able to play. I suppose that’s what singing was to me . . . but then again, I haven’t tried every instrument. Quick! Someone hand me a hyperbass flute! (A weird massive rare flute I’ve never seen in real life but I might be able to play it amazingly.)


*


As I entered my teens I remember a kind of . . . disappointment about myself. I was getting tall and I felt ungainly and slightly like a sideshow attraction. I outgrew my mum, stepdad and stepmum before I was fifteen and I felt galumphing. I didn’t look cute like Jack and Martha. Photos of me between thirteen and seventeen are a rarity. I was awkward and spotty. I looked at myself in the mirror and tried to be as pragmatic as possible. My boobs weren’t as big as I’d hoped, my tummy was chubby, my face was awkward, I hated my jaw and I was taller than I wanted . . . but my thoughts were matter-of-fact. So I wasn’t going to be one of life’s beauties but maybe I could be funny and interesting instead? Boys my age were not interested in me at all. If I ever got close to a teenage boy his most likely comment would be that he’d grown up fancying my mum. I don’t recommend the feeling that I got from that.


The most meaningful relationship I had in my early teenage years was with the actor River Phoenix, after he sadly died way too young. I was fourteen when it happened. His death really got to me. I became a little obsessed. I thought he was so beautiful. I think the fact that he was, sadly, not of this world meant it was the perfect place for me to put all my teenage passions. To try out all those emotions. I would write letters to him and set fire to them outside my window in the hope the ashes would fly up to wherever he was. With that kind of crush, there’s no fear of rejection. When I said his name under my breath at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve of 1994, so it would be the first words of the new year, ghostly River might have been able to hear me. It was an unchallenging relationship with no chance that the reality of daylight would cast ugly shadows on my feelings and make me sad. It was already sad, of course, but with poetry, not heartbreak. The unrequited love between a dead man and me felt full of romantic poetry that suited my early teenage heart perfectly.


I felt out of step with my peers when it came to boys and social confidence. When my friends started going to parties, snogging and drinking, I just wasn’t ready. I turned up to one party aged about fourteen and when my friend opened the door with a beer in her hand I said, ‘You look stupid doing that.’


I had changed my tune by fifteen, but at thirteen and fourteen I just felt clunky and uncomfortably prim. I eventually had my first kiss at a party aged fifteen. I felt like the last one in the pack to cross this hurdle, though I doubt I was. Anyway, he dumped me the next day. There followed many experiences like that including one corker where the boy dumped me because I was too spotty. Oh, to be young again!


It was at fifteen that I got in the most trouble with my mum. I was passionate about music by this stage and was obsessed with bands and gigs. I wasn’t alone – in the nineties, teenage culture was centred around music. Our teen magazines and TV programmes were fixated on music, too. But even then – when every girl I knew was plastering the walls with boys in bands – I knew my love affair with music would last me a lifetime. In the meantime, my love affair with music would make me do something duplicitous. I had to lie to my ma to make sure I was at the Bluetones’ NME gig at the Astoria on a school night. I am not trying to be mean, but it pains me to write that the other band on the bill were also a draw, and that band was Menswear. I won’t make excuses for my poor judgement. I was very young.


My friend Alison was my date for the night. She, like me, was music-obsessed and equally willing to risk it all for this night out. Later on it was Alison’s boyfriend who owned the four-track used to record what would become my demo tape. It is Alison who I always think of when I look back to the early days of my song ‘Murder on the Dancefloor’. It was her favourite when I played her the demo. My friends are a good sounding board.


But – they can also lead me astray (actually no, I think it was pretty much my idea). We were both game and it would be worth it. On the day of the gig, Alison and I told our mums that we needed to stay at the other’s house. I wrote a note to my mum explaining that Alison was going through a tough time and needed a friend. I always over-elaborate when I lie, dammit. When the school bell rang, the ill-thought-out plan was set in motion. I went to Alison’s house where we got ready. The plan was to return to my house after the gig. We headed to Tottenham Court Road where we bought tickets from a tout. They were £25 each, which took pretty much all our money in one go. I don’t actually remember the gig, but somehow Alison and I found ourselves in the bar with Menswear afterwards. I remember standing by the bar and mean Chris Gentry (who was in the band) came over to play a trick on me. He started chatting to me and when the bartender came over, he asked me if I’d like a drink. ‘Ooh, yes please.’ I turned to the woman behind the bar, ‘Gin and tonic please,’ but when I turned back Chris had run away and was laughing with mates that he’d tricked me into buying myself a drink I couldn’t afford. Chris – that was crappy and humiliating.


With our little funds Alison and I somehow made it back to mine at 4 a.m. very drunk. I was tipping my bag out on the garden path searching for my keys when my mum, clad in dressing gown and angry face, opened the door with the immortal line, ‘Well, I hope it was worth it.’


As my mum lectured me in the kitchen, I was tipsy enough to alternate between a sad face for her and a triumphant, happy one for Alison. Unbeknownst to us we’d been rumbled early on when my mum had realised there was going to be filming going on in our kitchen the next day (Nerys Hughes always seemed to be filming in our kitchen during those years) and so my mum had wanted to warn me in case I came home for lunch. She’d called Alison’s house to tell me and together our mothers had worked it out. My mum was brilliant in her telling off. She didn’t shout, just went for the emotional conscience angle. ‘I’m going to always keep that letter you gave me where you told me you needed to be at Alison’s house, just so I have a reminder of how you can lie to me.’ Ouch. I have to admit, though, going to school the next day still drunk was flipping amazing. Probably the best school day I had.


Things had started to turn around with my confidence when I discovered music and a life outside of school. By the age of sixteen and seventeen, my schoolfriends and I were going out every Friday and Saturday night – mainly to indie clubs – and it gave me life.


Looking back, my parents were fairly relaxed about my gallivanting. Maybe it’s because they could see how determined I was and, given my later escapades heading to see my boyfriend, their instinct was right. I think if there had been a global pandemic in my teenage years, the subsequent lockdown would have been very welcomed by my dad. He couldn’t really stop me from going out but I know my choice of boyfriends was hard for him. The music side, though, the clubs and the gigs, I think that resonated with him. He was probably that teenager a bit, too. Festivals and live music made sense to him and he was always keen to know what I was listening to. It wasn’t hard to find out. One glance at my bedroom wall would have shown black and white photos of everyone from Madonna to Blur. I had music idols on my wall from a very early age. Even aged seven or eight, I had a Smash Hits poster of Michael Jackson by my bed. I used to kiss that poster goodnight before I went to sleep. Yep, I know. Then the Madonna crush was a very real, very dominant fixture for a long time. I thought she was incredible. I loved that not only did she have so many great pop songs, she was also exciting to follow. She called no one boss and I thought that was brilliant. Her image was cool, too. In tribute I wore a huge crucifix necklace until one day, when we went to visit my step-grandma, Grandma Betty, in Huddersfield, she asked me when it was I’d found God. I never wore it again.


But the adulation of female music artists continued and as I approached my teenage years I added to the tribe Björk, Belinda Carlisle, Annie Lennox, Shirley Manson, PJ Harvey . . . they all inspired me. I wasn’t so into manufactured pop when I was small (I must have been such an annoying little snob in the primary school playground when most kids were running around singing Stock-Aitken-Waterman-produced songs and I’d be standing there with my arms crossed claiming, ‘I prefer the original’), but I did love pop music. For nineties me, pop music and indie music were closely entwined. Songs like ‘Girls and Boys’ by Blur was as catchy and shiny and fabulous as any eighties pop song.
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