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About the Book


Leigh-Anne Pinnock’s life changed overnight when she became part of the first-ever girl band to win The X Factor. The multi-platinum-selling supergroup Little Mix went on to become one of the biggest girl bands of all time. Launched into chart-topping global fame, Leigh-Anne was living her childhood dream of becoming a popstar. But behind the scenes, Leigh-Anne was struggling with her identity and felt completely lost.


In Believe, Leigh-Anne shares her journey from growing up in a mixed-race family in Britain to taking the pop world by storm. Honest and direct, she reveals the challenges and prejudices that stood in her path, and how she overcame them by embracing her own power and choosing to believe in herself.









Dedication


To my Grandma Norma and Nanny Doreen,
I hope I have made you both proud.









CHAPTER ONE


Awakening





‘You are a queen.
You are fierce.
You are powerful.’





‘Eight years we have waited for this moment!’ I yelled into the microphone and the crowd roared back at me. I could feel tears stinging hot at the corners of my eyes. I blinked hard to hold them back.


‘Eight years!’ I yelled again. The crowd screamed, thousands of voices swelling up into the night air. The most beautiful noise. I’m used to hearing big crowds. It is always an amazing feeling. But this was something else. This was next level. The sound worked its way into my chest and my heart banged against my ribs. Adrenaline fizzed through my veins. Next to me, my bandmates wrapped their arms around my shoulders and for a moment, we clung together in the middle of the stage, our blue-and-orange PVC costumes sticking to each other’s skin. The night was warm, and the air was clear. Above us, a black sky glowed white and orange in the light radiating from the stage.


The crowd was in a frenzy. They were desperate to see us. Even from backstage, we’d heard them screaming and chanting from the moment we’d arrived. I couldn’t wait to get out there. This is why we do what we do – to perform in front of our fans, to hear them singing our lyrics back to us, to see their joy radiating all around us – there is no feeling like it. As we got into our positions for our big entrance, I closed my eyes and let the adrenaline crash over me in waves. Silently, I repeated my mantras to myself – the words I always say before a performance – positive affirmations that help me unlock my other persona. Beyoncé has Sasha Fierce. I don’t have a name for mine, but she comes out the moment I step on stage.


You are a queen. You are fierce. You are powerful. You are a queen. You are fierce. You are powerful. I think these words over and over until they are all I can hear in my head. Then it’s time to go on stage. A kind of stillness comes over me in the seconds before I see the audience. The calm before the storm. I hear the music start up and my heart skips a beat.


It was the perfect time of year to visit Brazil. March 2020, just before the pandemic hit and the world shut down, we were blissfully ignorant of the chaos that was to come in the following weeks. It still felt like winter in the UK, but we stepped off the plane in São Paulo to balmy heat, blue skies, and nights that were warm enough to party on the beach. But we weren’t there for the weather, or for the parties. We were there for our fans. For years, our South American followers had been begging us to come to Brazil, and for one reason or another, it just had never happened. We knew our followers in that part of the world are passionate; we had received so many messages from them over the years – they were desperate for us to come. So when we got the invitation, I knew we had to make it happen, no matter what. Performing in Brazil was something that meant a lot to me. As soon as we started the rehearsal process, I began to feel excited. We knew this was going to be a special performance. And it didn’t disappoint.


From the moment we stepped out onto that stage and the lights hit us, it felt like fireworks were going off all around us. It was an explosion of noise, colour and pure joy. None of us could contain it. We could feel the love pulsing out towards us from the crowd as they sang our songs word for word, screamed non-stop, and danced like they were at a rave. The vibes were infectious, and it made us raise our game. We were hitting our routines with even more energy; we went for the high notes that sometimes scared us; our harmonies seemed to sound even smoother. That performance encapsulated everything we are about, who we are as a band, why we do what we do. It was the best performance we had ever done – we all knew it. I felt the emotion rise in me like a bubble in my chest, and it threatened to pop.


You might be wondering where these intense feelings were coming from. Surely I was used to this? I had been part of the band for years at this point. We had already sold millions of records, released multiple albums, toured all over the world, performed on the biggest stages and at the most astounding venues. We had fans who followed our every move, who dedicated so much time to us, who stood outside in the freezing cold for hours just to catch a glimpse of our faces. As a member of one of the biggest girl bands in the world, why was this performance hitting me in this way? Why was I on the brink of tears, suddenly overwhelmed? What was it about this trip that felt so different?


As soon as we touched down in Brazil, we felt like megastars. It was completely unreal. The only other time we had ever felt like that was when we visited Japan. Our fans had found out where we were staying and they’d crowded around outside the hotel, waiting for us. The noise was deafening when we arrived, and every time I looked out of the window I could see them there, hundreds of them, waving banners up towards us, screaming every time they saw a curtain twitch. It was wild. These fans were something special, and they made us feel amazing. It was like we had been catapulted into a different level of fame. But it wasn’t just this that was making me feel so tearful. It was something deeper.


‘I told myself I wasn’t going to cry!’ I yelled into the microphone. The girls clung to my arms, and we took a second to simply be in the moment, to appreciate it fully.


That’s when the crowd started to chant:


‘Leigh-Anne! Leigh-Anne! Leigh-Anne!’


My name. They were chanting my name.


I let the tears come. Finally. They fell from me in waves of relief. I couldn’t hold them back. I closed my eyes and let them roll down my cheeks. I knew I was ruining my stage makeup, but I didn’t care. They were happy tears, but they were also tears that had been building for an impossibly long time. Tears of recognition, of shared experience, of solidarity. The crowd got even louder. Their voices wrapped around me, and I felt held by them. I felt seen. For maybe the first time since joining the band, I felt loved. Really loved. It’s hard to admit that I hadn’t felt this level of love until that point. I didn’t want to believe it. But it was true. In that moment, though, hearing my name chanted in unison by thousands of fans, I knew I belonged on that stage. For the first time, I felt I had as much right to be there as the other girls. I had waited eight years for that feeling. Eight long years of feeling less-than, of feeling invisible, of questioning my worth and my purpose. And now here, at last, this incredible crowd was telling me that they saw me, that they appreciated me, that I was worthy of that stage, worthy of the spotlight. I felt euphoric. It was a feeling of pure happiness, but also something else, something like vindication. I finally realised that the disconnect I had been feeling over the last eight years was not all in my head. I hadn’t been making it up, and I wasn’t mad. This appreciation, this love that I was feeling on stage, this was what had been missing all along. Why had I never felt this before? Why was it such a shock to hear our fans chant my name? These were questions I would slowly answer over the following months and years, but this was the start of something new – a new phase in my career, and bigger than that – it was the beginning of a new stage in my life.


Earlier that day, before the stage and the lights and the crowds, we had gone down to see the fans who were camped outside our hotel. There was one interaction that will stay with me forever. As I moved down the line of fans, one guy caught my attention, and we started talking. He was Black.


‘You are an inspiration to so many Black Mixers,’ he said, referring to the Little Mix fandom.


That was it. I was gone. I started crying immediately. In the UK, and in most places we visited and performed across Europe, the majority of our audiences are white. I didn’t get to meet many Black fans, so to hear someone – a Black fan – call me an inspiration, to hear how much love they have for me . . . I was unprepared for it. Nobody had ever said this to me before.


His words felt like a turning point. Like a pinprick of light in the corner of my mind, helping me to finally see something that had always been there. At this time, I hadn’t yet spoken publicly about race. I hadn’t even come to terms with these issues in my own mind. I still had so much pent-up emotion, frustration and sadness that was all wrapped up in my experiences of race that I hadn’t even begun to unpick. Something had been building and building within me, without me even knowing exactly what it was, and this conversation released a pressure valve. Yes, I was crying because I felt loved and because every fan in Brazil made me feel incredibly special, but more than that, I was crying because this fan saw me; he saw my struggle. He took the time to make sure I knew I was valued. I can’t tell you how much I needed to hear that.


After the show we went out for drinks to celebrate, and I confided what I was feeling with Jade and two of the dancers I was close to – King and Claude. I tried to tell them what the show had meant to me, but I was in my feelings, and I kept being overwhelmed by all these emotions. I couldn’t stop crying, and I didn’t understand why. I couldn’t figure out why I had never felt like this before. After all the shows, all the tours, all the hundreds of performances I had done over the years, why had I never felt that level of love? Why had I never felt like the crowd had truly seen me in this way before? King and Claude immediately understood what I was talking about. They got it. They helped me talk it through and to figure out where this emotion was coming from. They told me this was just the start for me, that I would have my time, that I would figure out how to thrive. It was such a beautiful moment of reflection, and looking back, I know everything they said to me was right.


This trip to Brazil would be the beginning of something new. An awakening. From this moment, I began my journey towards figuring out where I fit, and how to turn that into something powerful. A weight had been pressing on my chest ever since they called out Little Mix as the winners of The X Factor back in 2011 – potentially even before that. I had to figure out why. Why was I regularly coming off stage and bursting into tears? Why did I feel like I had to dim my light and make myself smaller? Why was there always this disconnect, this sense of uncertainty that I couldn’t figure out?


It still makes me sad that it took so long to get to this point. But everybody has to start somewhere. To understand how I got to this moment, I have to look backwards. Back to the start. The journey I am on now began with a little girl. I think about her often – her dimples and frizzy hair, her painful shyness, and her quiet determination. I hold her dreams close to my heart, the dreams that I pushed so hard to achieve for her. Have I done enough? Have I done that little girl proud? Everything I do, every boundary I break, every conversation I start, I do it for her – the little girl who lives inside me – and all the little girls who watch me on stage, all the Mixers who have ever wondered where they belong. This is for all of you.









CHAPTER TWO


Family





‘Don’t mess with
a Pinnock!’





My family is a tough bunch. That’s how we have been raised. Our parents taught us to stand up for ourselves, to be strong and resilient, to go after what we want no matter what anyone says. Mum – Deborah – worked relentlessly to build her career as a teacher, and to provide us with a good life. Dad – John – worked just as hard establishing his own business. He was also a fighter. Literally. He was a champion boxer for a large part of my childhood. I took so many of my values and my work ethic from watching Mum and Dad when I was a child – they inform everything about my character. But we’ll get back to my parents. To really learn anything about me, we have to go back a bit further – back to my grandparents. I’ll start with Nanny Doreen. My angel. The woman who showed me what kindness was, who showed me that love was a limitless thing.


Losing Nanny Doreen was my first loss, my first experience of death and grief. At seven years old, I’m not sure exactly what I understood about what had happened, but I knew it was unbearably sad; I knew I would never see my beloved Nanny again. It makes me cry now whenever I think about losing her. Hearing my mum wail into the phone when she got the news, watching Dad’s heart shatter in front of my eyes at her funeral. She was only in my life for such a short amount of time, but she made the biggest impact on me and on everyone she met. She was a true angel. The kindest, most loving person I have ever known, and I am still heartbroken that I didn’t get more time with her. Whenever I meet people who are my age or older who still have their grandparents, I want to grab them by the shoulders and say to them: ‘Please cherish your grandparents! Go and see them – make the effort!’ I would give anything to still have my Nanny here with me today.


Nanny Doreen was Dad’s mum. She adored him. She was obsessed with him. They were closer than close. Nanny Doreen was truly a supermum. She had six children, and our dad was her youngest. Somehow, she still had enough love left in her for my sisters and me – she doted on us. I’d sing for Nanny too. She was always excited to hear me, and she would encourage me so much. My sisters and I would put on a talent show for her in her living room, and I sang ‘Viva Forever’ by the Spice Girls. Whenever I hear that song, I think of her. I like to think that I’m like her. At least, I hope I am. I hope I have taken on even a fraction of her kind nature, her gentleness, her ability to love so openly and so boundlessly. I try to emulate her as much as I can. I show it in my love of animals, in the love I feel for my parents, my sisters and their children, and now with my own babies. It’s my small way of keeping her with us and making sure the legacy she built with this family is passed on through the generations.


I think about Nanny’s bravery a lot. She was a white woman who married a Jamaican man in the 1960s and then had five mixed-race children. When they were all out together, people used to stare at them and would cross over and walk on the other side of the street. I can’t imagine what that must have felt like. Nanny’s husband, my Grandad Steve, came over to the UK as part of the Windrush generation, and when their relationship ended, he moved back home to Jamaica. He has never spoken about the hostility and racism he faced while he was in England. I imagine the memories are painful. I can understand that – the feeling of burying that kind of pain, not being able to find the words to properly explain it. Grandad Steve is my last remaining grandparent. We spent a lot of time with him growing up because we visited him in Jamaica every year, without fail. That bond is special. He not only ties me to my dad and to my family’s history, but he is also a crucial link to my Jamaican heritage. I cherish him for so many reasons.


On the other side of the family, my mum’s dad was from Barbados, which makes me part Bajan. We didn’t spend as much time with my Grandma Norma and Grandad Luther. Grandad Luther wasn’t pleasant to Grandma Norma, and everybody knew it. Obviously, Mum didn’t like that and as a result, we never really got on with him. When he passed away, we all started spending a lot more time with Grandma Norma. It was a bitter-sweet reality, and sad that it took something like that to enable us to be closer with her. But with Grandad Luther gone, I must admit that things were easier. We built a beautiful, meaningful relationship with Grandma Norma before she died.


One afternoon, Grandma Norma came round to our house because we were celebrating somebody’s birthday. I came into the kitchen to find her dancing, twirling around the room, her arms above her head, with the widest smile. She looked so happy. She passed away shortly after that day. I wish we had got closer to her sooner. I wish we’d had more special times like that together.


One thing I will say about Grandad Luther is that the man could cook. He made the most delicious coleslaw I have ever eaten in my life. It was serious. I have never had coleslaw that tasted as good as his. He made us all these traditional Bajan dishes that we loved. One of my favourites was his gungo pea stew served with rice. We did have fun at their house, too. We would go round on Boxing Day and fill our bellies with Grandad’s food. There would be music and singing, always singing.


✩


My mum worked in Tesco as a cashier when I was little. She grafted hard and got promoted to manager, which was a really big deal. She was such a driven person, and as soon as my sisters and I got a bit older, she knew she hoped to do more with her career. When I was at primary school, Mum decided to become a teacher, so she went to night school and got her qualifications. Obviously, I didn’t appreciate it at the time, but I can’t even comprehend how hard she must have been working to support her family, look after her three girls and study every evening. It’s exhausting thinking about it. She was incredibly dedicated, and I knew she would stop at nothing to make her dreams come true. After she qualified, she got a job at a local school and her new teacher’s salary meant we could move to a bigger house. That work ethic and exceptional drive to get what she desired stuck with me. I absorbed that tenaciousness, that determination. Mum passed all of those qualities down to her daughters and led by example. But I also struggled with how work took so much of her time. I missed her.


I was always jealous of the kids who had parents who were around to pick them up from school and drop them off in the morning. I used to get so upset that I didn’t have that – I craved that wave and that cuddle at the school gates more than anything. But my parents were constantly working, so I was always with a childminder. That only intensified when Mum started studying to become a teacher. She was always in a suit. That’s my image of her from those days, on her way out the door, or getting home, but always dressed for work.


My mum is the kind of woman who believes in tough love. She isn’t particularly soft as a person; she isn’t the type to fuss over you or spoil you. She can be emotional, she’ll cry at movies, and she’s passionate about the things she cares about, but you do have to work for her affection. She doesn’t dish it out for free. She’s tough, just like my sisters. She takes on other people’s burdens, shoulders whatever stresses she is going through in life and faces them head-on. No nonsense. If I come to her with a problem, her response will likely be: ‘Come on, Leigh-Anne, chin up. You can handle this.’ Sometimes, when something is rough and I genuinely do need that support from her, I will have to sit her down and say to her, ‘No, Mum. This really is too much.’ Her go-to reaction is that there is nothing we can’t handle. That’s just what she’s like. Mum didn’t have an easy life. She had my oldest sister, Sian, when she was young, so then her entire focus became about building a life for herself and her daughters that was better than what came before. She is out here breaking generational patterns, creating something safe and lasting for her babies. You need to be tough and single-minded to make that happen. She always puts us first. Her girls. She is utterly selfless and she would do anything for us. That has always been true for as long as I can remember.


Mum’s strength is genuinely awe-inspiring to me. Although I try to be like her, to take on some of these tough qualities, I’m softer than she is. I’m more emotional – I cry at everything; I show my affection enthusiastically and frequently. I’m more like my dad in that way. He’s soft, like me.


Sometimes Dad would be around to take me to school – but I didn’t love that either. He had this little red van for work, and I was mortified that he was dropping me off in a van. It was one of those inexplicable embarrassments you have as a kid. I couldn’t even begin to explain it now, but at the time there was nothing more shameful to me than climbing out of that red van at the school gates. I used to ask Dad to drive a bit further on, to park around the corner, so no one would see me. How bloody ungrateful of me. Kids can be so thoughtless. My dad had worked since he was sixteen; he’s had his own business for my entire life – and yet I thought his van wasn’t good enough.


I was always a daddy’s girl when I was little. I guess I still am now. Dad was a whirlwind of fun when we were growing up. Every weekend, every school holiday, he had some activity planned for my sisters and me. We loved being outside and my clearest memories with my dad are running around in the park, or at the beach. On special occasions, he would splash out and take us to funfairs, or to the zoo, but most of the time it was the simple things that kept us occupied. One of our dad’s favourite things to do was to take us out on our bikes to The Dales, this wide expanse of soft green hills that seemed to go on forever. I felt such freedom as we flew over each rise, my heart jumping to my throat for a second as we whizzed down the other side, kicking my legs and letting the pedals spin out. We would get home, breathless and muddy, and collapse together in a pile on the sofa. Dad genuinely loved spending time with us and making our lives as fun as possible. He also believed in us, no matter what we wanted to do. Whether it was music lessons, acting classes, singing, dancing – he encouraged us to follow whatever passion had captured our attention that month. He wanted us to live like he did – he always did what made him happy.


As a boxer, Dad was always training. I vividly remember him shadow-boxing all the time. Constantly punching the air and dancing around on the balls of his feet, his fists high, protecting his face, before jabbing out in front at a blistering pace. He had four professional fights – which he won – before he retired. Undefeated! Then he discovered acting. He loved being on stage, and he was good at it. He played Othello in a number of local productions. We would sit in the audience, marvelling at his ability to morph into a different person. I remember the intense pride I felt when the audience applauded, and Dad stepped forward to take a bow. At the same time, he was running his business – fixing car axels. As the business grew, Dad had less and less time for his acting, but I know he still loves it. I’m sure he will go back to it one day.


I’m so proud of my parents, and what they did for us as a family. They are the ones who made us feel safe, who showed us what was possible if we set our minds to it. My mum’s strength, determination and resilience, my dad’s creativity, passion and insistence on finding the fun in everything he does – I think I embody these elements of them. They are painted on my face, in my eyes and lips and skin tone, the features that blend the two of them into one. But they are also woven into my character, my mind, my soul. I owe so much of who I am today to their individual journeys, and what they achieved together.


✩


My parents broke up for the first time when I was young, but I know I was old enough to understand what was going on because I wrote a letter to Santa begging him to make them get back together. I found the letter a couple of years ago. It read:


‘Dear Santa. For Christmas I would really love my parents to get back together, please. P.S. and a Bop It Extreme.’


It’s funny because I didn’t really remember how I felt at the time they broke up, but that letter told me everything. I needed things to go back to how they were before. To have everyone under the same roof again. Mum and I moved out of the family home when she and Dad broke up. We didn’t go far. We moved to a flat in the same area, a short distance away. My sisters stayed with my dad. Sairah and I weren’t getting along at the time, so I didn’t mind not living with her, but I know I missed living with my dad. Kids are malleable though; we can get used to anything. And that became my new reality for a while.


Then when Grandma Norma, Mum’s mum, died, they got back together. Mum was broken after losing her mum, and Dad showed up for her. He was there for her in a way that she needed. I think that after losing his own mum – Nanny Doreen – years earlier, he knew the depth of that pain. He knew that she would need him. So they rekindled their flame. Mum and I moved back into our old home and we became a family again – all under the same roof. It felt like a miracle to me.


I rarely saw my parents be affectionate with each other. They argued a lot. But they had their moments. One year, my sister held a party at our house on New Year’s Eve. This was during the period Mum and Dad were back together, they had gone out somewhere and we were left to our own devices. Inevitably, the party got a bit out of hand. There were loads of kids in the house, loads of teenage boys, the music was too loud, people were drinking. Everything you imagine a group of teenagers would get up to in a parent-less house. At some point – it must have been a little while after midnight – Mum and Dad came home. I feel like the normal reaction in this situation for most parents would be to kick off, right? There would be shouting, the music would be cut off, all the kids would be kicked out. But not my parents. Instead, they started waltzing to the music, right there in the middle of the living room, in front of all of Sairah’s friends. Full-on ballroom dancing to the noughties’ hip-hop and R&B playlist we were blasting from one of our iPods.


At the time, we were mortified. Can you think of anything more embarrassing for a teenager than your parents acting all loved-up in front of your friends? But now, I look back at that moment with pride. It’s nice to remember that they were happy, that they had real affection for each other.


It didn’t last. A little while later – maybe a year or two – they ended their relationship again. They weren’t meant to be together like that. They didn’t work as a married couple. This time, no one moved out. They split up, but they stayed in the same house. I learned later that there were some financial issues keeping us all under the same roof – my mum wanted to sell and my dad didn’t. But as with so many family issues, I was shielded from what was really going on. That’s what happens when you’re the baby of the family. But despite all of this, the ups and downs, the moments of tension and uncertainty, we have always been and will always be a family unit. My parents didn’t work out romantically, but they were still a partnership, and there was still love and mutual respect there. Above all, they had their love for their girls and their love for this family. People would always ask them how they did it. How we all still managed to go on holiday together and spend Christmas Day together as a family – even though my dad has a new partner now. But the answer is simple – we’re always going to be Pinnocks.


Everyone in my family has a huge amount of pride around our name. We have this intense kind of patriotism for our tribe. Our Grandad Steve would say to us: ‘You’re a Pinnock. You’re a Pinnock! Don’t you forget that.’


My aunties and uncles always said it as well. It became this kind of mantra that we could all repeat to ourselves, and to each other, whenever we needed reminding of our inner strength. We Pinnocks are strong. We are resilient. We stick together. That’s how it’s always going to be. That resilience has carried me through some tough times. It’s helped me hold my head up in moments that should have crushed me. I don’t think I would have made it through the last few years if I hadn’t had a strong sense of who I am and where I come from. No matter what’s going on in my life, that knowledge will always ground me.


✩


My big sisters are my rocks. They always have been, and they always will be. Sian is my eldest sister. Technically, she’s my half-sister. We have the same mum and different dads, but she’s been in my life since I was a baby, so I see her as my whole sister – no need for any fractions. We have never even spoken about any kind of different label for our relationship – it wasn’t necessary. My dad brought Sian up as his own. Sian still sees her biological dad, but she calls our dad ‘Dad’, too.


The age gap between us – eight years – felt wide when I was little. Growing up, she was closer to Sairah than she was to me, simply because they were closer in age. But I used to look up to Sian so much. She looks just like our mum. She always seemed so grown-up and glamorous. She had amazing clothes and designer shoes. She moved down to London and was living with our grandma while I was still young. She has never been afraid to strike out on her own and do her own thing. She is a free spirit, and I have always admired that energy within her.


Sairah is the middle child, my second big sister. There’s only two years between us, which means we did almost everything together during our childhood. All my memories are infused with her presence. Everyone always says we look alike, and we were forever being asked if we were twins. We don’t really see it. We had a closeness that is hard to even describe. We played together all the time, and I looked up to that girl like you wouldn’t believe. I wanted to be her. At primary school, she and her friends dressed up as the Spice Girls for a ‘Stars In Their Eyes’ competition, Sairah was Mel B and she looked so good. The whole group looked spot-on. It felt like they were the Spice Girls. I watched Sairah in total awe. I looked at her up on that stage, in that leopard-print outfit, dancing around with her curls all wild, and thought, ‘Oh my gosh, you are such a queen.’ Obviously, they won the competition. I was bursting with pride.


But being that close in age meant we also clashed. A lot. We would fight like cat and dog. It got even worse as we got a bit older. I would take her ID so I could go clubbing when I was only around fifteen, and she would find out and be so livid that I had taken her passport. I stole her shoes and her clothes and wore them without telling her, or I would take ages to return them – classic little-sister behaviour. I was a nightmare. Sairah hated it, and she would be so horrible to me in return. She would call me ‘ugly’ all the time. She would say I was gross, or that she didn’t want to hang out with me. She could be mean to me when she wanted to be. Sian would stick up for me in those times. She was my ally against Sairah’s outbursts. There were definitely times when Sairah and I have had a love–hate relationship.


When I was in Year 8, I asked Sairah if I could borrow a coat. She was in her bedroom with her boyfriend at the time, and I banged on her locked door to ask. She shouted at me to go away. She said she was sleeping and that I should use one of the coats downstairs instead, but for some reason I was adamant I had to have the coat that was in her room. The door to Sairah’s room was a bit broken. One part of the frame was loose – a piece of the wood would sometimes come out and we would have to pop it back in. I can’t believe I thought this was a good idea, but I punched that loose piece of wood clean through, leaned through the gap, opened the door, strolled into Sairah’s room, and took the coat. Sairah was so angry that she picked up the piece of wood from the door frame and smacked me over the head with it. I think I tried to fight back for a moment but ended up running away. I was probably concussed! This was the kind of madness we used to do to each other when our parents weren’t around.


It’s funny how things change over time and, in many ways, our roles as sisters have reversed as we have got older, but back then I think these flashes of anger and hostility came from the feeling that I was living under her shadow. Sairah was so confident and knew how to fill a space. Unlike me, she didn’t shrink away from the spotlight – she chased it. She had a self-assurance that I could only dream of. She was just giving it all the time. So confident, so much swag. She was fiery as hell. And I was basically the complete opposite.


When I would sing for my family, Sairah would be my back-up dancer, but she would take the limelight with all these amazing moves while I was mumbling into the microphone, singing as quietly as I could. Sairah didn’t get shy or nervous. She didn’t seem to feel any of the fear that made me shrink whenever I was around too many people. I think part of me envied her for that. I felt as though I could never live up to her sparky personality. She was unafraid to take up space, to be loud, to be noticed. I wanted to be like her – but I didn’t know how.


As much as we fought, I knew she always had my back. She was so protective of me. Fiercely protective. If I ever got into any trouble with anyone, with other kids at school, or people in our area, it didn’t matter. Sairah would be there, backing me, always. One Christmas Eve I was out in a club with my friends. We were having fun. I was sticking up for one of my friends who was having an issue with another girl, but then the girl turned on me. She cornered me in the toilets of this club and started on me. She punched me, right in the face, so hard that I staggered backwards into one of the cubicles. But she wasn’t done. She came at me again. Now, I am not a fighter, but this girl was coming for me – hard – and I had to protect myself. Instinct kicked in, and I started to fight back. It was chaos. At one point, I had her in a headlock. We were flailing our arms at each other, landing punches, kicks, scratches, crashing around this bathroom, bashing into the sinks, bouncing off the cubicle doors. I have no idea how long this fight went on for. It felt like forever, but at some point, I got away – I’m pretty sure she came out of the scrap worse than I did – and as soon as I was outside, I called Sian first, and then told Sairah. I was shaking and my voice was trembling as I explained to Sairah what had happened. I’d barely got to the end of the sentence before she was putting her shoes on. Sian drove the two of them and Sairah’s boyfriend at the time down to this club. It didn’t matter that it was Christmas Eve – there was nothing that was going to stop them from coming to help me. I came outside as they arrived, and Sairah had stormed ahead of the others, practically running towards me. She was livid.


‘Who was it?!’ she yelled at me. I looked around and spotted the girl who had punched me. I pointed towards her.


‘It was her,’ I said quietly. I felt scared about what was about to happen, but at the same time, powerful now that my sisters were there. They made me feel invincible, untouchable. Sairah spun round and locked eyes on this girl with a laser-focus. She didn’t hesitate and walked straight over to her. She is always so fearless. She pushed the girl hard and shouted, ‘Don’t fucking mess with my sister!’ Then there’s me, practically hiding behind her. I found my voice and piped up with, ‘That’s what you get when you mess with the Pinnocks!’


Honestly, it was like we had descended into an episode of EastEnders. It was so ridiculous. But that girl never bothered me again, and what I remember most from that festive night out is the speed with which my sisters were at my side. No matter what silly, dangerous, or downright stupid situation I might have got myself into, I knew I could always count on them. And as soon as they were with me, no one could touch me. I still feel that way about them now.


Sairah is the one who looks after this family. She holds everything together. She is that person, the glue, and always has been. Everyone goes to her for everything. Even our eldest sister goes to her. We all depend on her. I truly don’t know how she manages it. She’s the middle child, and it must be a lot for her. I feel bad for her when I see how much she does for all of us. We take a lot from her, and I watch as her feelings and her needs get pushed to the side. She has this persona of always being so strong – as though she has to be everyone’s warrior – but then she forgets about her own feelings. She forgets that she needs things too. Sometimes I want her to think more about herself, to put herself first. But that’s not who she is.


These days, my sisters are the most brilliant, brave, inspirational mothers to their children. Sian has three beautiful kids that we adore, and Sairah has two little boys. Sian’s children and Sairah’s eldest are pretty close in age and seeing them grow together has been so special. Sairah’s second little boy was born three days after my babies, so it warms my heart to think that they will always have each other. They will grow up together. The next generation of Pinnocks. And I know we are going to raise them to be just as tough as we are.









CHAPTER THREE


Early
Childhood





‘Home is a
beautiful chaos.’





A home is so much more than bricks and mortar. That goes without saying, right? It isn’t about how many bedrooms you have, or the size of your garden, the amount of square footage, or the proximity of your neighbours. Whether you’re in a castle or a high-rise flat, the essence of a home is what happens within those walls, and how that space makes you feel. Home is a feeling, a warmth that spreads across your skin like a blanket, a light on in the kitchen and the smell of something delicious on the stove at the end of a long day. Home is comfort and familiarity, the knowledge that you will always be welcome, you will always belong.


I often have to grasp that feeling tightly in my hands and take it with me. Travelling the world for long stretches at a time isn’t always easy, but thankfully I have realised that ‘home’ is not a singular place. For me, home is knowing I have someone to always call, it is a sense of safety, knowing that I have somewhere to return to, people who will show up for me and champion me no matter what. That feeling, that certainty, comes with me – wherever I go. And no matter how much I love touring, meeting new fans and working and performing in the furthest corners of the globe, there will always be a part of me that longs for home, that’s counting down the days until I get to walk through that front door.


I’m a homebody at heart. My family’s little rituals and traditions are the glue that holds me together. Our Sundays are sacred. Even though my mum and dad aren’t together anymore, Sunday is such an important day in our family – for all of us. It is a day where we like to be under the same roof whenever it’s possible. We eat, we laugh, we bicker and debate, we play music, we argue. There’s always yelling, dogs barking, babies crying, kids screaming. My sister Sairah will be ranting about something, as usual. I’ll probably disagree with my dad about something. It’s a madhouse. On Sundays, our home is chaos. A beautiful chaos. But what matters is that we are all there.


My mum is at the heart of our home. A constant, reassuring presence. Dad is the sensitive one, the one who is quick to talk about his feelings or dish out hugs. Mum is more reserved. She holds back that outward affection. You have to work a bit harder for it. But that makes it even more special when you do see her softer side. A hug from your mum is different, isn’t it? Whenever I’ve been away for a long time and I come home, I head straight to her, wrap my arms around her, and I feel instantly supported, like she has taken some of the weight off my shoulders. A mummy hug is different to a friend hug, or even a boyfriend hug. A mummy hug has a way of righting everything that’s wrong with the world, even for just a moment. It’s like everything slows down, or stops, and you feel safe.


Home is a place where I get to watch my family grow and evolve. We have a big family. Even back in the day, before my sisters and I started having kids, there were cousins everywhere, aunties and uncles. Endless Pinnocks. My dad has three brothers, one of whom has passed away, but also two sisters, so you can imagine the noise when we all got together under one roof. My mum has two siblings, but I didn’t really know a lot of my extended Bajan family because we only went to Barbados a handful of times growing up – we weren’t as close to them. But on the Jamaican side of the family, we were tight. The house would be full of laughter, always so busy. There was nothing calm about it. The walls hummed with our energy, with our noisy ways of loving each other.


✩


The first home you live in will always occupy a special place in your heart. It is the place where you made your formative memories, where you had all your ‘firsts’, where you learned about what family means to you, the place you hopefully felt the safest. My first home was where I could learn to be myself. It was the place where I took my tentative first steps towards becoming the woman I am today. It was a safe space for me to experiment, to be silly, to be loud, to perform. And this meant the world to me because, for the first decade of my life, I found so much of the outside world overwhelming and scary. But our home was my haven.


What do I see when I try to picture the first house I lived in? It’s funny how there are certain moments that I remember so vividly – the colours, the smells, a song that we used to play all the time, the feel of the carpet between my bare toes – and yet the wider picture, the house itself, is fuzzy and blurred by time. That first house in High Wycombe, the first place I ever lived. What do I remember about it? I know it wasn’t big. I shared a room with Sairah; we had bunk beds. Our eldest sister, Sian, had her own room with a Tupac poster on the wall. The house was a terrace with neighbours connected on each side. There was a green out the front where all the kids in the neighbourhood would play together after school – we were always knocking for each other. Everyone knew everyone. Families would meet up in certain pubs; it was a small community in that sense. We had a garden out the back, but it was paved – there was no grass. Sairah once fell off the fence and cut her head open on the concrete. Our dog, Khalifa, was protective. He would stand at the fence for hours and bark at anyone who came past. If anyone put their hands through, he would go for them. I can remember the layout of the house, but the specifics are harder. I think there were dark-brown sofas in the living room. My overwhelming sense was that the decor was moody, in that way that homes in the nineties always seemed to be – dulled and a bit dark, like a sepia photo.


Our second house, I can recall more clearly. It was bigger. It had four bedrooms. This was the house we were able to move to after my mum got her new teacher’s salary. My sisters and I couldn’t believe it. All of a sudden, we had this massive garden, and all this space. It wasn’t a mansion or anything, and it wasn’t particularly fancy – but to us, it felt like we had stepped into a different world. My parents had worked so, so hard to be able to buy that house. It was a huge achievement for them. And the icing on the cake was that I had my own bedroom.


It was a tiny box room, and it didn’t even have a door – it only had one of those beaded curtains hanging in the frame – but it was pure heaven. I had my own space for the first time, and I loved it. I asked for it to be painted green and yellow (I have always been in love with green, it is my life colour – my engagement ring, my car, my nails, all green). My little bed was covered in stuffed toys. I had monkeys everywhere, I had an obsession and fascination with them. I knew all these strange facts – did you know lemurs can hypnotise other monkeys? My ultimate dream was to go to Borneo to visit the orangutans.


My tiny bedroom was my sanctuary. I would hole up in there for hours. I loved reading and my shelves were brimming with Jacqueline Wilson books. Lola Rose, Secrets, Tracy Beaker – all the classics. I felt incredibly grateful to have a space that was all my own, a space for me to grow and figure out who I was, what I wanted to be. I look back on my time in that house and it feels almost sacred. The words that come to my mind are ‘warmth’, ‘safety’, ‘support’. I felt so nurtured. Whatever I dreamed of doing, whatever I wanted to achieve, I was always given the space and the encouragement to go after it. I realise that not everyone has that, and it makes me feel so lucky for the home that we had. Looking back, I am so proud of what my parents achieved to get us into that space, to build that sense of safety for all of us.


✩


My childhood homes were loud, busy, chaotic. We came together, all of us – grandparents, aunties and uncles, nieces and nephews – all the time, for parties, Christmases, birthdays, random Sunday afternoons. There was always music, laughter, bickering, constant chatter. There were babies and pets, the TV would be on, or the speakers would be blasting. We are not a quiet bunch. Where did I fit among all this beautiful chaos? Where was my place amid all that noise, the shouted conversations, and the big personalities? I can see her now. Timid as anything, easily scared. Always the baby of the family. My older sisters protected me, and I let myself be wrapped in cotton wool, coddled safely in the warm bubble of our home. I’m definitely still the baby. I don’t think that ever changes – even now that I’m a grown woman with babies of my own.


I didn’t mind being babied. It suited me. I was excruciatingly shy. Yes, the same person who now gets on stage and performs to millions would shrink herself to nothing every time she was in a room full of people. One of my earliest memories is of hiding behind my dad’s legs, pressing my face into the denim of his jeans, whispering to myself over and over ‘I hate peoples’. And I did. I hated crowds, I hated meeting new people or having to say hello to strangers, I hated anyone looking at me. I longed to blend into the background, not be seen, become invisible. It felt safer. But, despite this longing to be invisible, I also had a drive to perform. It’s a contradiction, I know – it doesn’t make sense, but it’s just how I was. Painfully shy, yet desperate to sing. Somehow, both things were true. Being heard petrified me, but there was also a spark deep inside me that was desperate to be on stage – it often felt like these two sides of me were battling it out. My home environment let me explore this side of myself in a way that didn’t paralyse me with fear.


You could see it whenever I jumped on the karaoke machine in our living room – which was a lot. Any kind of family day would usually feature singing. Boxing Day is the occasion that always stands out the most for me. Those memories are so clear. I can almost smell the Bajan and Jamaican cooking smells wafting from the kitchen, the sweet, spicy aroma of allspice and scotch bonnet chillies, brown stew chicken, curry goat and rice and peas. Of course, there were toys and piles of colourful wrapping paper, twinkling lights and tinsel draped over every surface, but it was the singing I always looked forward to the most at that time of year.


We had an old karaoke machine that would always be wheeled out and hooked up to the TV, one of those ones with the big white lyrics scrolling across a blue screen. I remember Auntie Marlene murdering ‘Dancing Queen’ one year, and both my grandmas were obsessed with ABBA. I would take centre stage (i.e. the middle of the living room), swaying slightly as the backing track started up, gripping the microphone tightly in both hands. It was my first taste of performance. That spark inside me leapt up into my chest as the music swelled and I raised the microphone to my lips to sing the first note. But the shyness bubbled up too. I would sing with my eyes cast down at the carpet, my feet planted on the floor, my body moving just the tiniest bit. I always made sure that the music was loud enough to practically drown me out. My family would tell me to sing louder, to turn the music down, but I couldn’t do it.
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