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Introduction


 


The Loose Women Winter Survival Guide


 


 


It’s that time of year again, the clocks go back, the nights draw in, you’ve ditched the bikini diet and it’s blooming freezing! 


Winter can be bleak but fear not, we’re here to help get you through it! 


Here Come the Girls! is packed with everything you need to survive till Spring. 


 


Our first book went down so well, and thanks to you folks out there it went to Number One in the charts, and since it was so much fun to put together last time, we thought we’d be silly not to do it again. We wanted to do it a bit differently this time though, so we’ve based the book on lots of dilemmas we’ve found ourselves in, or friends of ours have gone through, and we’ll do our best to advise, given our admittedly shambolic life experiences so far! It’s packed will all-new content – we’ve spent hours discussing all our favourite topics and they’re all right here. We know you’ll love the results!


We’ve got toe-curling confessions of disgracing ourselves at the office Christmas party after one too many; we’ll share our secrets for winter dressing and how to look hot when then weather definitely is not; our tips for coping with bonkers family members at Christmas; broken New Year resolutions and a stocking full of saucy confessions. 


There’s nothing like a good chuckle to warm you up so we’ve crammed in as many wickedly funny stories and anecdotes as we could manage. 


We wouldn’t forget of course two of the subjects closest to our hearts – love and sex – and this book is brimming with tales of hearts-a-flutter and heartbreak. Carol and Jane will open up for the first time about their new relationships – Carol with her hunky toy boy and Jane rediscovering a long lost love. And Denise is still on about one day becoming Mrs Enrique Iglesias! 


So curl up on the sofa, pour yourself a mug of hot chocolate (or a hot toddy if you prefer!) and set aside some ‘me time’ to be reminded of all the things that really matter in life.


 


About us…


 


As you probably know, we’re all very different, which explains why we offer such a wide range of diverse opinions and points-of-view. Here’s a little bit of background about each of us.


 


Sherrie Hewson


Sherrie Hewson has had several disastrous Christmases; one year she even dropped the turkey just as she was getting it out of the oven! But did she panic? Did she heck! She simply picked it up, wiped it down and popped it back on the baking tray without telling anyone! 


        Sherrie has been an actress for forty years and is best known for her roles in Coronation Street, Emmerdale and Crossroads. She won the prestigious Olivier Award for Best Newcomer at the age of fifteen and her varied television career took off in the 1970s, when she appeared in Home to Roost, In Loving Memory, Love for Lydia and Russ Abbot’s Madhouse. She has acted alongside many of the greats, including John Thaw, Jeremy Irons, Thora Hird, Harrison Ford and Richard Chamberlain. But there’s more to Sherrie than acting and last year she published her first crime novel, The Tannery, after winning the BBC show Murder Most Famous. 


        A true original, much-loved for her quirky outlook and self-deprecating sense of humour, Sherrie’s a self-confessed eccentric with a surprising take on practically everything. For instance, did you know that snakes are her favourite creatures in the world? Whenever she’s near a snake she wants to wrap it around her! Sherrie separated from her husband of twenty-five years in 2004, but today she couldn’t be happier, because her daughter Keeley and grandson Oliver are the loves of her life and make her complete.


 


Denise Welch


Denise Welch’s worst ever Christmas was the year she went down with flu, swerved off the motorway with a smashed windscreen, waited hours in the cold for breakdown recovery, handed over her entire wage packet to the mechanic, cried through Christmas dinner in Brighton, drove back to Bury St Edmunds without brakes, fainted on stage and ended up in hospital with pleurisy! She’s not a big fan of the festive season, but describes last year’s Christmas on a beach with her family as ‘blooming ace!’ 


        Denise is currently in the BBC drama Waterloo Road. Despite being nominated several times for Best Actress awards, playing flirtatious French teacher Steph Haydock, Denise is filming her final scenes following a decision to leave the drama and concentrate on Loose Women. Her first TV break came in 1986 with Spender and she went on to appear in Byker Grove, A Kind of Living and Soldier Soldier. She became a household name when she joined Coronation Street playing vampish barmaid Natalie Horrocks, who soon began an affair with Sally Webster’s husband Kevin. 


        Endearingly honest, upfront and funny, Denise is never afraid to reveal her most personal experiences; she happily opens up about everything from saucy frolics in the snow to chaos in her cupboards. Married to fellow actor Tim Healy for twenty-one years, she has two sons, Matthew and Louis.


 


Andrea Mclean


Often teased by the other Loose Women for being purer than Snow White, Andrea McLean definitely has a naughty side. One year at the office Christmas party she tipsily poured a whole bottle of beer over a female colleague’s head in the middle of the dance floor! 


        One of the show’s two main anchors, Andrea keeps the ladies in check with warmth and charm, calming ruffled feathers during heated debates and adding quips to the more lighthearted conversations. Andrea has been a regular on the show since 2007 and loves every minute of it, especially when it’s live. A trained journalist, she is best known for presenting the weather on GMTV, but after eleven years of getting up before dawn, she hung up her barometer and left the early-morning breakfast show to concentrate on Loose Women and enjoy the benefits of a full night’s sleep. 


        In 2006 she took part in ITV1’s Dancing on Ice and went on to co-present Dancing on Ice Extra with fellow ex-contestant Andi Peters after being eliminated in week three. She has also co-hosted Loose Lips on Living TV and presented Our House for UKTV Style. She still works as a journalist and has written for the Daily Record in Scotland, TV Times, Woman’s Weekly, Bella and Woman, among other publications.


        Andrea was born in Scotland and raised in Trinidad and Tobago, which explains her distinctive Scots/Caribbean accent. After her partner Steve proposed to her in a hotel room in his underpants in early 2009, they married in August. Andrea lives in Surrey with Steve and her two children Finlay and Amy.


 


Carol McGiffin


Carol McGiffin has had the same New Year’s Resolutions for the last twenty years, but she doesn’t bother thinking about them anymore because she never follows through! But, hey, maybe she will finally write that book and learn French in 2010. Stranger things have happened, after all . . . like getting engaged to a gorgeous younger man after seven years of celibacy! Who’d have thought it?


        Unstintingly honest, and achingly funny with it, Carol says and does what no one else dares. She first learned to voice her opinions fearlessly when she co-hosted a Saturday morning show with a certain Chris Evans, who went from being her lodger to her colleague and then her husband (and after that ex-husband!). Other radio highlights include an award-winning evening show with Moz Dee and a breakfast show with Paul Ross. Carol also loves writing and crams as much scribbling as she can into her busy life. She has written for the Sunday Mirror, Daily Mirror, Daily Mail, Guardian, Daily Express and London Evening Standard, as well as Hello, Woman, Woman’s Own and Best, among others.


        Carol used to love being single, not least because it gave her the opportunity to snatch snogs on Loose Women with the likes of Russell Brand, Danny Dyer, Gary Rhodes and Dougie McFly. But since her fiancé Mark Cassidy came into her life (and proposed not once, but twice – the second time in front of the Eiffel Tower) she describes herself as ‘a proper one-man woman’. Expect wedding bells next year!


 


Jane McDonald


When Jane McDonald’s fiancé Ed Rothe proposed in a restaurant last Christmas Eve, she burst into tears and so did he, much to the consternation of the other diners, who thought he’d just dumped her! Not surprisingly, Jane loves Christmas and New Year, especially when she’s throwing one of her legendary parties.


        This charismatic diva combines glamorous star quality with a forthright sense of humour and girl-next-door modesty. Who could fail to be charmed by her sparkling wit and down-to-earth frankness? Jane cut her teeth as a cabaret singer in the industrial north and her big break came when she was featured on the BBC fly-on-the-wall documentary The Cruise. Fourteen million people watched her tie the knot with Henrik Brixen on the show in 1998 and she went on to present BBC’s National Lottery and ITV’s Star for a Night. She joined Loose Women in 2004 ‘feeling very fragile and insecure’ shortly after a very public divorce. Looking back, she says it was one of the best decisions of her life. 


        Singing remains Jane’s first love, although she’s finally considering living a more settled life so that she can spend more time with her other first love, Ed. Until now she’s never been happier than when touring with her band and singers, and her popularity is such that her eighth album, Jane, reached number seven in the UK album charts. So is she really serious about slowing things down? Watch this space! 


 


Coleen Nolan


Coleen Nolan is always the first up on Christmas Day, running around the house yelling, ‘He’s been! He’s been!’ Needless to say, her two teenage boys aren’t too impressed with this behaviour, but she’s the first to say that Christmas turns her back into a child. She loves it even more since she married Ray Fensome, even though he moans about Christmas shopping. She’s not quite so fond of New Year’s Eve though, you’ll find out why.


        Coleen is a member of The Nolan Sisters, who chalked up two Royal Performances, achieved huge record sales in Britain, sold more than nine million records in Japan (that’s more than The Beatles, she’ll have you know!) and recently reformed and are touring to packed audiences. As well as being a regular Loose Women panellist since 2000, she also writes columns for Woman and the Daily Mirror and wrote a bestselling autobiography, Upfront & Personal. This year she took part in Dancing on Ice; apparently her partner Stuart touched her in places she didn’t even know she had!


        Naturally warm and open, Coleen has a perfect sense of comic timing and can always be relied on to end a debate with what’s known in the business as ‘a funny’. Never short on strong opinions, she can be fearlessly controversial too, but her wit and charm seem to keep her out of trouble, (although she’s been known to grab a headline or two!). An adoring mum and wife, she lives with Ray, their daughter Ciara and her two sons from her first marriage to Shane Richie - Shane Jnr and Jake.


 


Lynda Bellingham


Lynda Bellingham used to hate New Year’s Eve, the false sense of happiness and all those strangers at parties trying to stick their tongues down other people’s throats. But since she’s been with Michael Pattemore, A.K.A. ‘Mr Spain’, whom she married on her sixtieth birthday, New Year’s Eve has become a really happy time for Lynda. She also revels in the run-up to Christmas and still does stockings for her two sons Michael (21) and Robbie (26).


        Until she joined Loose Women in 2007, bringing her special blend of no-nonsense views and witty one-liners to the show, Lynda was probably best known as the mum in the OXO gravy adverts. Although she looks back on the ads with great affection, she’s very glad that her career has moved on! Her first break came in the early 1970s with a role in the first daytime soap, General Hospital, and she went on to star in All Creatures Great and Small and Faith in the Future; she also appeared in At Home with the Braithwaites and Bonkers. 


        On stage, she earned critical acclaim in Vincent River in London’s West End in 2007 and starred as Chris Harper in the stage version of Calendar Girls in 2008, which toured the UK in 2008/9 before moving to the West End in April. It was a tough run, but she made it through, because you have to be ‘dead or dying to be allowed off a performance’. A true pro and a champion of the over 50s, she will doubtless be gracing stage and screen for many years to come.


 


Lesley Garrett


Lesley Garrett’s worst Christmas turned into her best Christmas after she arrived in Yorkshire to see her family to find that she’d left all the presents in London. Her saintly husband Peter Christian saved the day by driving back to London to pick them all up, proving himself to be even more loveable than ever. Lesley also has very fond memories of New Year, after her son Jeremy was born on New Year’s Day.


        Britain’s most popular soprano, Lesley has thirteen solo CDs to her name. After studying at the Royal Academy of Music, she won a prestigious Kathleen Ferrier Award in 1979 and went on to join English National Opera in 1984, where she won acclaim for a variety of comic and serious roles. Over the years she has performed throughout Europe and Asia, in the USA, Australia, Russia, Brazil and sung with Bryan Ferry, the Eurythmics, Mick Hucknall, Katherine Jenkins and Sarah Brightman, among many others. Her TV appearances include hosting the BBC series Lesley Garrett . . . Tonight, which continued as The Lesley Garrett Show. Lesley was appointed CBE in 2002. From autumn 2008 to summer 2009, she performed the role of Nettie in Carousel in London’s West End. 


        Fun, bubbly and frank, Lesley is a poster girl for feeling – and looking – fabulous at fifty and beyond. A welcome addition to the Loose Women panel, she brings glamour, vitality and good old Yorkshire common sense to the show, whether she’s discussing her phobia about colds or recalling being sick in the bins at Heathrow airport! Lesley lives in north London with her husband Peter and two children, Jeremy and Chloe.


 


Lisa Maxwell


New girl Lisa Maxwell goes to town at Christmas; she has a tree in the living room, another in the dining room and she decorates the trees outside her house as well! Christmas is an excuse to overindulge – and she does!


        After seven years playing Detective Inspector Samantha Nixon on the ITV1 drama The Bill, Lisa handed in her badge on 20 March 2009, appearing as a new presenter on Loose Women six days later. Smart and funny, she is refreshingly honest about her experiences and adds a mischievous warmth to the panel, where she offers forthright views about everything from infidelity to finding an ex-boyfriend in a compromising position with a tea towel. 


        Lisa grew up with her mother and grandparents in the Elephant and Castle, London. She won a scholarship to the Italia Conti Academy and played her first role on TV in a schools programme A Place Like Home and had her West End debut at the age of 14 as an orphan in the original cast of Annie. To say she has had a varied career is something of an understatement – from being the voice of a muppet in Dark Crystal, a presenter of kids shows Splash and No Limit’s, starring in Grease on the West End, coming last in the Eurovision Song Contest with her group Unity, to doing impressions alongside the likes of Les Dennis, Russ Abbott and Jasper Carrott. This led to her own series in 1991, BBC1’s The Lisa Maxwell Show which took her to Michael Aspel’s ‘big red book’ and a contract with Paramount Studios in Hollywood. Now she has more time on her hands, Lisa is looking forward to continuing her work as an Ambassador at her chosen charity, Centrepoint. She lives in London with her fiancé, Paul Jessup, and their daughter Beau.










Chapter 1


Christmas


 


(How to cope)


 


Ah, Christmas time, mistletoe and wine . . . Or is Nightmare at Christmas a better description of what goes on in your home? 


Christmas can be an incredibly stressful time. Well, we certainly think so. What with hyperactive kids demanding ever-bigger presents; bonkers relatives you see on that one day every year; queuing for four hours at the supermarket because you forgot the Christmas pud; cooking enough to feed 5,000 then feeling guilty when you scoff the leftovers and later being furious with your husband when he gives you an iron . . . again! 


But however much you may dread it, Christmas can still be a magical time. 


Seeing the kids’ faces light up on Christmas morning makes it all worthwhile. Even the bigger kids can get surprisingly animated over an iPod or a pair of trainers. 


And when finally, at the end of the day, you can put your feet up and dose happily in front of the Queen’s speech with a glass of something lovely in your hand, and some chocolates on your lap, well, if you’re anything like us, you’ll already be feeling a tiny bit sad it’s coming to an end and might even be looking forward to doing it all again next year!


 


Christmas is coming, do you cover your house in tinsel or hide in the garden shed?


Lynda: I like hosting Christmas. It causes me grief and stress, but I love it. I want people to feel the excitement that I always had at Christmas: that tingling excitement and the prettiness of it all and the lights on the tree.


I just love Christmas decorations. Every year, I try to be good and use the same ones again, but every year I get led astray by some new light or table decoration. 


Getting everything ready is more fun than the actual event, obviously, because everybody messes it up! For me, Christmas Eve is probably the most joyous of all. I play carols on the CD and get the candles going. All the anti­cipation is lovely. I try and make sure that everything is ready so that Michael and I can go to midnight mass. After mince pies in the church afterwards, we get back at about half past one. Then I take a last look at the tree and it feels like the world is waiting . . .


Coleen: Ah, that sounds so lovely! I love the anticipation of Christmas too. We used to go to midnight mass when we were younger. It was so exciting to be up at midnight, although I used to fall asleep in the church, because it was so boring! I soon grew out of that excitement. These days I’m just so desperate for the kids to go to bed so that Santa can come.


Lynda: Oh I know. I didn’t think I’d go on doing it, but I still do stockings for the boys. Over the year, I fill up hidden carrier bags with presents for stockings and then I wrap them up on Christmas Eve, when everyone’s out at the pub. I can no longer stay up, so I get up early and put them out instead. It’s understood in our house that you somehow get to bed by six o’clock in the morning, because I’ll be up at seven putting the stockings on the beds. If you’re still out and up, you’re not going to get your stocking! So they somehow manage to stagger in.


Denise: I hate Christmas, I really hate it. Bah, humbug! I feel awful saying it, because I have children but they’ve never been aware of it. It’s not Christmas Day I hate, anyway; it’s the run-up to Christmas that I can’t bear. You know, on the thirtieth of August I go downstairs into the basement of my local department store and the barbecue section is there, but then you go on the first of September and there are tinny little Christmas tunes playing! I’m in shorts still waiting for the summer to come and they’ve got the Christmas trees up! 


You buy a wedding present for someone in September, and the shop assistant says, ‘Started early?’ 


No!!! I have a life and I haven’t started early! It’s a blimmin’ wedding present! 


Carol: That’s what I don’t like about Christmas here: it’s become too commercial. In this country, a) it doesn’t feel like Christmas as it’s never cold enough, and b) people just go mad. People are such consumers now and children are so spoilt. I can’t bear to go shopping and see people buying so much stuff or hearing about my friends’ kids getting the latest five-hundred-pound computer, or a TV or games-playing machine. 


Denise: I hate the fact that, from November onwards, people are stockpiling at the supermarkets for what is in theory a Sunday dinner with an added sausage wrapped in bacon. It’s a Sunday dinner! Sometimes it’s for a few more people, but often it’s just for the usual number! I get really hyper about it; I get a rash with Christmas anxiety, as you can probably tell! 


I just want to go into the supermarket before Christmas and shout: ‘WE ARE NOT AT WAR! THERE IS NO WAR! YOU DO NOT HAVE TO BUY EIGHTEEN LOAVES OF BREAD, TWENTY BAGS OF SUGAR AND ALL THOSE CAKES!’ I mean, maybe Auntie Florrie might have a slice of cake if she pops round, but that’s it.


I remember my cousin telling me that she’d gone to the supermarket at five a.m. on Christmas Eve morning and couldn’t park. I just wanted to go and slay all the customers in that car park! Look, the shops are open on Christmas Eve; the shops are open from seven a.m. on Boxing Day; and on Christmas Day, if you forget your Paxo, the local Spar will also be open. People don’t seem to have realised this. In their heads they’re still living in an age when the shops used to be shut for the week in between Christmas and New Year. So that does my head in. 


Coleen: The build-up to Christmas is a bit ridiculous. It starts something like three months before Christmas. Then Christmas Day is over so quickly and you think, I’ve been planning this for months and now it’s over! Still, I get a fuzzy feeling when I hear carols playing in the shops. 


Denise: Not me! City centres like London and Manchester are busy anyway, but from October onwards you can’t park and that also does my head in. Maybe if I had the luxury of not working, I wouldn’t mind so much, and if I didn’t get invited to so many dos, perhaps I’d look forward to the Christmas season more. I’m very lucky that I do get invited out so much. But when people say to me in July, ‘What are you wearing for the Christmas Eve do?’ I just want to kill them! They’ve got it planned and organised, and I won’t know what I’m wearing until the day.


Carol: I’d rather go somewhere they don’t have all of that. I mean, Christmas does happen in Thailand and they celebrate it big time. But it is literally a celebration, an event, a festival that everybody takes part in. People don’t stay in their houses stuffing their faces like greedy gluttons like they do here: everybody’s out celebrating and it’s a proper party atmosphere.


Why would you want to sit there and eat so much that you end up wanting to be horizontal, not being able to breathe?  I just don’t see the sense in that. I’d rather be on the beach with a Tiger beer and a couple of chicken satays.


Jane: Well, I love it. Christmas is a big occasion in our house and we all dress up. I usually wear red and of course there have got to be sequins, because this is Jane McDonald we’re talking about, darling! We’re not bothered about watching the Queen’s speech or anything else on television. We’ve got a big enough house for the younger members to go off and watch TV, if they want to, but we’re much more likely to chat and tell jokes. We’ve got a piano in the lounge and we all sit down and have a singsong. It’s very traditional in that way. It always turns into a big party, because I have all my crew over, and my management nip over as well. I’m very lucky to be surrounded by lovely people. 


My sister-in-law is a brilliant cook; my sister’s so good, she could have her own restaurant; and my mother is brilliant as well. Me? Well, I’m really good with the drinks! I’m the talker as well, so I’m the one who’s networking out front, while they cook behind the scenes.


Lesley: That sounds like fun, Jane! Christmas has become a movable feast in the Garrett household and we usually tour at Christmas. We like to have it at home in London first and then a charabanc will head north. We’ll go to Peter’s family in Lincolnshire and then we’ll have several days at my cottage in Yorkshire, visiting my sisters’ homes, and my mum and my dad’s homes. That means we’ll have several more Christmases. 


It’s a major feat of organisation, which I take upon myself. I create an instant Christmas in Yorkshire by bringing a tree from home in the back of the car, along with all my Christmas cards, which are on ribbons, so that I can hang them up on the picture rails. We usually have Christmas dinner at the cottage as soon as we arrive. I bring the food from London and do a Marks and Spencer Christmas lunch, which is all pre-­packaged. I just stick it in the oven and the microwave and then everyone turns up to eat it. 


Andrea: So is there lots of music in your household at Christmas?


Lesley: Yes! I often do a BBC television series called Christmas Voices, so there are always lots of rehearsals for the series going on in the house. The kids have masses of music at school, so we go to their carol services. We also go to midnight mass in London on Christmas Eve, which I absolutely love.


Sherrie: Do you drown out the rest of the congregation when you sing?


Lesley: Usually I’m so tired by the time I get there that I’m a tiny whisper at the back! Anyway, the kids get terribly ­embarrassed if they can hear me above anybody else, so I get kicked and poked if I’m singing too loudly. If I’m at their carol services and they can hear me, I get dagger looks from them! It is the uncoolest thing in the world to have a loud mother. 


Andrea: And do you gather round the piano on Christmas Day?


Lesley: Yes, we do, and when we get up to Yorkshire, we quite often go to the pub for a singsong. It’s a lot of fun and my dad especially likes it. We also get together at my sister’s and have a wonderful singsong there: one nephew drums; my brother-in-law is a very good guitarist; another brother-­in-law plays the banjo and squeezebox; my niece is a fabulous flautist; my daughter will play saxophone or pipes; my son drums as well; and my sisters are fabulous doo-woppers; I, of course, am lead vocals! Everybody will bring an instrument and play it and sing. And Peter’s indispensable at these occasions because he pours the drinks, which are absolutely vital for oiling the Christmas voice. 


Sherrie: What’s your Christmas tipple then, Lesley?


Lesley: Well, it’s the only time of year that I drink sherry – and I drink it most of the days through Christmas! I like old-fashioned drinks as well, festive drinks that I would never drink at any other time of year, like snowballs, with advocaat, lime juice, lemonade and a cherry. This year I’m challenging my husband to devise a Christmas cocktail, because last year the kids bought him a cocktail shaker and glasses. I’m imagining something garnished with a sprig of holly or mistletoe. 


Andrea: Very festive! Like you, Lesley, I’ve always loved Christmas. I love it, love it, love it! The brilliant thing about it now is that Steve cooks – because I am a terrible cook, or at least very average, but he loves it. He loves all the preparation and spends ages looking through cookbooks and watching Jamie Oliver. Last year he was obsessed with doing really good roast potatoes, so he did trial runs for ages building up to the big day, which was great, because I like roast potatoes and we got to eat lots of them. 


Coleen: Yes, Ray’s done the cooking for the last couple of years and I’ve been his assistant. He really loves cooking and I really don’t, so it works out well that way!


Denise: In our family, if we’re home for Christmas, we all go to my sister Debbie’s house in Northumberland. There are usually about fourteen of us and Tim and Peter, Debbie’s husband, do the dinner, because they’re better at it, and they enjoy it. But that means that Debbie and I have to do THE SHOP in THE SUPERMARKET. Kill me now! It’s a huge thing.


Andrea: It does sound like there are rather a lot of you! Steve and I make quite a good team. He’s really good at the ­practical side and I’m very good at set dressing. So I make sure that everything looks nice and he cooks the core meal. The dining table’s in the kitchen, the tree’s in the kitchen and the playroom is just off the kitchen, so the hub of it all is the kitchen.


There’s a long-held tradition in our family that you have to play The Carpenters’ Christmas album at Christmas. One Christmas I couldn’t find it and I got really grumpy, because I couldn’t put up the tree unless The Carpenters were playing. Another tradition is to buy someone a very special Christmas bauble. When I was going through a hard time about five years ago, I had a party to thank all the people who’d looked after me through it. I called it an ‘angels’ party’, because I felt they’d really taken care of me like angels. 


So I bought them all a Christmas tree bauble with an angel on it and wrote a little poem on it: ‘Every year at Christmas time/When you decorate your tree/Hang this little angel up/And know that you are one to me.’ I often get texts round about Christmas time saying, ‘Just hanging your angel up. Hope you’re still good.’ It’s nice to know that they’ll have this little thing to hang up forever, in the knowledge that they really meant something to me. 


Coleen: That’s a nice story! I love Christmas too, and that’s down to my mum and dad. They always made it magical when we were little, even though they didn’t have much money. I love the Father Christmas aspect of it, the Christmas tree, Christmas carols and the presents under the tree: I just love everything about it. 


Andrea: Does Ray love it as much as you do?


Coleen: Yes, once the shopping’s done! One of our best Christmases together, especially for Ray, was probably our first Christmas. He comes from quite small family – it’s just him, his brother, his mum and dad – and he couldn’t get over our first Christmas together, because all the family came to my house in Blackpool. He couldn’t believe the presents under the tree, because we still buy for each other, each other’s partners and all the kids as well, so the presents stretch from the tree halfway across the lounge! When everyone arrived in the morning, he was so emotional, because it was like the kind of Christmas you see in a movie. ‘What’s up with you?’ I said.


        ‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ he said. ‘It’s just ­fantastic! I know now why you love Christmas so much.’


Lesley: Like you Coleen, I absolutely love Christmas and I make a huge deal out of it. We have several trees and it takes us a week to trim the house. The kids join in; one of their favourite things to do is to wind Christmas lights around the banister rails from the top of the house to the bottom, so there are three floors of lights with tinsel. That’s the magic pathway they follow downstairs to where their presents are on Christmas morning.


I always make a trail of sparkly bits and arrows and bits of debris, like mince pies for Santa, and spilt sherry, and carrots for Rudolph. I’ve done that since they were little. They still get wild with excitement as they follow the trail, even though they’re teenagers now. I always hear them thundering downstairs on Christmas morning.


Lisa: How lovely! Me, I’m like a big kid at Christmas. I ­decorate virtually every room in the house. I have a tree in the dining room, a tree in the living room and trees with lights outside the front of my house. I absolutely go to town. I love it. Everything looks prettier with fairy lights on and it’s an excuse to shop, isn’t it? ‘We need some more napkins; we need another tablecloth; we need another wreath. We need. We need. We need.’ It’s an excuse for me to completely overindulge and I do, I’m ashamed to say. 


Since everybody comes to us on Christmas Day, I think we need to do it properly. I want to make sure that all my friends and family get that Christmas feeling. Doing it properly, for me, is to have a tree when you’re sitting at the dining table, reminding you that it’s Christmas, and another one in the sitting room, so that wherever you go, you know it’s Christmas. 


Coleen: I’m like you, Lisa. I turn into a child at Christmas. I still look out of the window every single Christmas Eve before I go to bed to see if I can see Santa. I’m always the first one up on Christmas Day and I run around the house yelling, ‘He’s been! He’s been!’ My boys now who are sixteen and twenty say, ‘Mu-um!!!!’ And I always have to play Christmas carols when I’m decorating the tree.


My mum used to cook for about twenty-four every Christmas dinner so she’d be in the kitchen doing all the food and my dad would always have Christmas music on, normally Sinatra’s Christmas album, so we’d always have Sinatra ­playing and we’d sing and play games.


We were a family of TV addicts and we had the telly on twenty-four/seven as kids, but Christmas Day was the one day the telly was never on. Ever. This was partly because the TV had to be moved to fit us all in the room around three trestle tables. I loved the fact that for one day of the year the TV wasn’t on. Instead we talked and sang Christmas carols. We spent hours over Christmas dinner and playing with our presents. 


It’s funny because most people can’t understand why I don’t want to watch telly on Christmas Day. I’ve had to give in to my husband and kids, because they love all the Christmas programmes, like the Christmas Dr Who. 


‘Let’s sit down and play games,’ I say. But apart from Ciara, who’s too young to get a vote, I’ve got one teenager, one twenty-year-old and a husband who thinks he’s a teenager, so I’m outvoted. In fact, I love Christmassy films: Miracle on 34th Street; It’s a Wonderful Life; The Santa Clause; The Polar Express; and programmes like Noel’s Christmas Presents, where he gives out the most amazing things. Lots of people say it’s not Christmas unless you put the Queen’s speech on, but I don’t watch the Queen’s speech and I never have. I always try and dress up a bit on Christmas Day.


Andrea: And I always wear red. That’s another family tradition. 


Lesley: And our most important family tradition is wearing the family pyjamas, which are covered in reindeer. I bought two sets each years ago and we still wear them all day on Christmas Day and Boxing Day. If visitors come, they just have to see us in our pyjamas! It’s what we do. The kids just love it.


Coleen: I’m in my pyjamas for most of Christmas, I must admit! That’s because Ray will stay up until four or five in the morning on Christmas Eve to make sure that everything Santa has bought is built and ready for when Ciara comes down. Sometimes I’ll say to him, ‘Let’s go to bed. We can do that in the morning while she’s playing with something else.’


        ‘No, I want it all done,’ he says.


        Last Christmas it was half past four before we went to bed, because he insisted on building the bike and the doll’s house. He wants Christmas to be absolutely magical for Ciara, so he always writes a letter from Santa and puts it up the chimney for her to find in the morning. Every Christmas, I sit there and think, God, this is what real dads do!


So by the time my kids have opened their presents, it’s about three o’clock and I think, Oh, I’d better get dressed now. But I usually buy a little Christmas outfit, a new dress or something. I can’t imagine just wearing my trackies on such an important day of the year. 


Much as I love Christmas, though, there’s a part of me that also finds it very melancholy, for some reason, and I always did. I love it, but there is a sadness to it as well. Some of those Christmas carols make me sad. My mum died two Christmases ago and the year afterwards was very sad. You really miss the people who aren’t there.


You’ve dropped the turkey on the floor! What do you do?


Sherrie: In the earlier, happier days of my marriage, there were always around twelve people for Christmas day lunch and I always cooked an enormous turkey; my husband didn’t do anything, needless to say. One day I was getting the turkey out of the oven and my arms just seemed to bend the wrong way under the weight of it. I saw the whole thing topple off onto the floor; it felt like it was happening in slow motion. 


It was all over the kitchen floor and I just sat looking at it for a while. Then I thought, Well, nobody saw that and there’s no way after all I’ve done that I’m not going to serve that turkey. So I picked it up, wiped it down and put it back in the baking tray, just slightly crusty. I was the only one who didn’t eat turkey that day. Terrible!


Lesley: Didn’t they suspect anything? I’m quite good at improvising in these situations. For instance, if an omelette goes wrong, I turn it into savoury scrambled egg; if I drop the turkey, I just rinse it under the tap and whack it back in on high for fifteen minutes to make sure I’ve killed all the germs. ‘Now this turkey is sadly misshapen, because it was a deformed turkey,’ I say. ‘Nobody else wanted it, but I decided that we would have it because we are all-inclusive in this family.’ The kids completely buy it.


Jane: I’d do the same and pretend it never happened. What the eye doesn’t see… Anyway, it’s like Marco Pierre White’s Hell’s Kitchen in our house at Christmas!


Coleen: I haven’t dropped the turkey, but I once cooked it with the giblets still wrapped up inside!


Jane: Yuk!


There’s a particular relative you don’t like very much. But neither does anyone else, and if you don’t invite them over, they will be on their own for Christmas. What do you do? 


Carol: I probably would invite them. I wouldn’t say, ‘Come over to Thailand!’ I wouldn’t invite them on my holiday. But if they were just up the road and on their own, I’d invite them along.


Andrea: My relatives live in Scotland and luckily I like them all. But if someone lived quite close and I knew that they’d be alone, I couldn’t not invite them. I’d feel bad, even if they were totally odious. I think maybe I’d try to invite a neighbour, or somebody they’d get on with, and put them together in the corner. Then they would have a lovely time without noticing that everyone else was having a lovely time with­out them.


Lynda: I’ve done it to a degree with certain people in the past, so I probably would, because a little kindness goes a long way. As you say, Andrea: you can lose them in the general Christmas melee; they can be absorbed. My mum, God rest her soul, was absolutely brilliant about having stray uncles for Christmas. There was a funny old uncle who nobody wanted. Dad couldn’t stand him. But Mum invited him and we all rallied round.


Jane: Good for your mum! I’ve got a soft spot for anything connected with family, so we have everybody who’s on their own at Christmas over to ours and we just always have, because it’s a bit of an open house.


You can’t pick your family, but you can pick your friends, so I tend to change the rules as far as family is concerned. Saying that, I get on really well with all my relatives. I’m quite lucky. 


My auntie comes, because she’s on her own; she’s always staying over. The great thing is that I really like older people. They can help you out so much, because they’re so wise and they’ve got so much experience. ‘Oh yes, that happened to me once!’ they’ll say. 


You just think, ‘Blimey, it’s not just me that’s been through this, then.’ They’ve all done it, several times probably! I suppose that’s why I like living with my mum.


Sherrie: I haven’t got any relatives now who people don’t like. Most of my relatives get on. On the periphery there are people who I don’t have to deal with. That’s a different thing, but if somebody was on their own, I’d ask them over, unless they were a nasty old bugger, in which case I’d say, ‘I’m sorry, but you’re a nasty old bugger, so you deserve to be on your own!’ There’s no need to be rude or difficult, no matter what age you are.


If they are on their own and getting older . . . well, we’re all going that way, aren’t we? I always think, That’s going to be me sitting there one day. I hope to God nobody ever says, ‘Don’t invite Sherrie! She’s a pain. She never stops moaning.’ 


Hopefully, I’ll be sozzled in the corner when I’m eighty, or standing on a table, telling stories.


Jane: I’m sure you will be, Sherrie, if you want to!


Your mother-in-law has spent the last two hours lecturing you on why your mince pies aren’t as good as hers. Can you ever get on with your mother-in-law or is it a doomed relationship?


Andrea: I definitely think relationships with mothers-in-law can work, but that does probably depend on the mother-son ­relationship. If a mother has a very healthy love for her son and she’ll happily let him go, then she can have a good friendship with her daughter-in-law and it can be a lovely bond. But if she’s hanging on and still trying to control her son, then it can be disastrous!


Lynda: Yes, I think it’s only doomed if neither person stands down. The mother, as the elder, should be able to compromise and keep it on a certain level; she should be able to avoid engaging in any conflict. It can happen at Christmas, because alcohol’s usually involved and all the rest of it, but I’m very lucky with my in-laws now: they’re absolutely charming and my stepdaughter and my stepson are lovely. 


At Christmas, I would always grit my teeth and make it work, because I believe in Christmas, so everybody’s going to bloody well do it right, for the kids and for the family. If you don’t see each other for the rest of the year, it’s just good to remind some people of their sense of family. It can give them something to think about and they might need it one day. So I would insist that we did it.
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