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Introduction


Before we get started, we want to thank YOU – yes, you! – for picking up our book. We’re pinching ourselves that it’s finally here and the thought of people reading our story is completely insane.


Hopefully you won’t want to put it down again for a little while yet . . .


For those who know us well, we are forever grateful for all the amazing support you’ve shown us and our family on this crazy journey so far. We flippin’ love the fact that people come to us to laugh and to feel joy. Together with you, we have created something truly special and we are thrilled to have you as part of the LadBaby community.


You guys are the reason we do what we do. And for those of you who are new here, where on earth have you been?! Just joking. Welcome, all of you. We’re over the moon to have you with us, so buckle up!


This book is something we’ve wanted to write for a while. We’re a normal family with an extraordinary story and it’s one we’re really proud of. But it’s never felt like the right time to get it all down on paper before now.


When we were putting out our Christmas songs year after year, raising money for the Trussell Trust and public awareness of food banks, it was far too important to take time away from that project to tell you about us and our family.


It would have also been impossible to think of writing an autobiography when we didn’t feel like we were at the end of that journey.


Making the difficult decision last year not to go for any more Christmas number ones (our Guinness World Record-breaking fifth in a row in 2022 felt like a good time to stop), it was as if we’d completed that chapter and were now at the beginning of a new phase.


A good opportunity, if you like, to have a look back over what has been the craziest of rides and a chance to reflect on how on earth we got here in the first place.


Because we still can’t believe it ourselves!


Just a few years ago we were terrified new parents, winging it at life and struggling to make ends meet.


Today, we have thirteen million followers across all our channels, we’ve been part of five unbelievable charity Christmas number ones, published six best-selling children’s books, been crowned Celebrity Mum and Dad of the Year and launched a hit podcast. We’ve even eaten sausage rolls with Sir Elton John. Yep, that actually happened!


So you could say that we’ve crammed a rather large amount into a very short space of time.


But while lots of people know LadBaby and LadBaby Mum, not quite so many of you know Mark and Rox. You’ll have seen a few minutes of our life that we put online each week, but there’s a lot more to us besides that.


And so we’re going to tell you everything: from the days before LadBaby was even a thought in our minds, to the madness of these life-changing last few years. The good, the bad and the downright bonkers.


We know that people watch our channels for light relief, and we always make sure our platforms are fun places to hang out, but we want to be completely open in this book. We both think that’s important.


And the truth is, it hasn’t always been easy behind the scenes and there have been some incredibly tough times which have knocked us for six. As we started to experience a bit of success, we quickly learned that there’s a darker side to everyone knowing who you are, and it’s something we’ve had to learn to navigate. We’re still learning.


We’ve had so many false and, frankly, hurtful stories come out about us in the press and online and we want to be honest about some of the harsh realities of internet fame.


You’ll be hearing the whole truth right here, directly from us, for the first time.


There were hardships to overcome even before all this started. Both of us are dyslexic and school was a real battle for many reasons. Plenty of people thought we’d never amount to anything.


Because of all that we’ve been through to get here, we hope there’s something for everyone in our story. If you’re going through a rough time; if you’ve ever been told you can’t do something or that you’re not cool or smart enough; if you feel like you don’t fit in and you’re not meant to be here; if you want to change something but you’re scared about making that leap, then we’d like to think our book is for you.


All the above has applied to us several times over, but we try to live by the mantra: don’t get mad, get motivated.


At no point ‘should’ any of this have worked for us. But it did. We went out there, tried something (while also having a lot of fun!) and somehow we pulled it off. And if that message of believing in yourself and never giving up can help someone else – if we can offer even a tiny bit of hope – then we’d consider that a win.


But you know what? Most of all, we want our book to give you a really good laugh. Finding the humour and making each other smile is how we’ve come through some of the most difficult times in our lives. We feel so lucky that we each married our best friend, and whether there’s been heartache or happiness, we’ve always had laughter.


We can’t wait to share all of that with you.


We’ve written the whole book together, so you’ll be hearing from both of us throughout – first one and then the other. So, settle down, grab a sausage roll (what else?) and a cuppa. Shall we get started?


Yes, mate!









Prologue


Friday 21 December 2018


Mark


There was no way we were going to do it. Not a chance.


Ariana Grande was an MTV Music Award-winning, multi-million-record-selling international megastar whose fourth album had just gone double platinum. We were a couple of knackered parents from Hemel Hempstead with a novelty song about sausage rolls.


And yet, what had started off as a crazy idea to raise some money for a charity we cared about had spiralled, and we’d somehow found ourselves at the centre of a chart battle for the Christmas number one.


Rox


Mark had been vlogging as LadBaby for a good couple of years by this point and we’d built up a big and very loyal following. But even though releasing a Christmas single seemed to catch people’s imaginations, any chat about topping the charts was ridiculous.


Mark


We’d also been told confidentially two days before that it was pretty much impossible. In terms of sales, ‘We Built This City’ (our parody of the 1985 classic by Starship, where we’d changed the lyrics from ‘we built this city on rock and roll’ to ‘we built this city on sausage rolls’) was a good twenty thousand behind Ariana, who had been at number one with ‘Thank U, Next’ for the previous six weeks. We were never going to close that gap in forty-eight hours! It was mission impossible.


But it did look like we’d be safely coming into the top ten – possibly even top five. And we were buzzing with that.


Rox


Every step of the way we’d been told to ‘manage’ our expectations. There had been a lot of what I would call snobbery from people in the music business. No one said it outright, but there was a heavy implication that this industry was exclusive and people like us weren’t welcome.


We’d even been written off in a big article by the BBC music reporter Mark Savage, which was headlined: ‘Sorry, but LadBaby won’t be Christmas number one.’ How rude!


Mark


Weirdly, I think that article galvanised a lot of our fans and followers.


Rox


They were like: ‘How dare you?! They’re raising money for charity!’ Seemingly accidentally on his part, Mark Savage ignited a fire in the British public and that piece ended up helping us because everyone wanted to support the underdog.


Mark


On the day of the Official UK Top 40, we travelled into central London to do a series of interviews ahead of the countdown that evening. We had to pre-record two different reactions – one for if we got the top spot and another for if we didn’t. The plan was to get all of that in the bag and then rush back to Hemel where we were going to go live on our channels as the host Scott Mills counted down on Radio 1.


But disaster struck. There was a climate change protest outside the BBC studios and security locked down the whole building. With us in it.


Rox


We were held there for hours. We had the children with us as well – Phoenix was two and Kobe just six months old – so I was panicking that I was going to run out of nappies, milk and snacks if they kept us much longer.


Mark


The police were there, security was going mad and we were just waiting and waiting in BBC reception as the clock ticked on. We were supposed to be popping into the record label for a little celebration before heading home, but by the time we were finally released – three hours after locking down – we had no choice but to hotfoot it back to Hemel as quickly as possible so we could catch the countdown. We burst through the front door, turned on the radio and went live with our followers.


Rox


When you look at that footage now, you can see how grainy it is because it was literally Mark holding the camera in selfie mode while we bounced around our living room. It was not slick in the slightest and the audio is all over the place, but it was raw and absolutely real.


Mark


We could see the thousands of people joining us on the stream, the counter kept climbing up and it felt like we had the nation behind us.


Rox


The Front Room Massive!


Mark


By this time, I was just happy that we’d done an amazing thing. We’d raised money for the Trussell Trust and that was worth celebrating no matter where we placed. Earlier that day we’d even been thanked by one of the bosses at the Official Charts Company for ‘bringing the excitement back to the Christmas countdown’, which was incredible to hear.


When we were growing up, the Christmas number one had been a huge deal, a real moment in the calendar each year. East 17, Mr Blobby, the Spice Girls, Bob the Builder.


Rox


Icons, all of them. Especially Bob.


Mark


But it had lost a bit of its sparkle – The X Factor had it sewn up for so many years, which had made it all quite predictable. Clean Bandit had nabbed it in 2016 and Ed Sheeran in 2017, but neither of those were ‘Christmas’ songs.


Rox


Our daft track and the charity element behind it were a hark back to old traditions and I think people liked that.


Mark


But as far as we were concerned, we hadn’t got number one.


Rox


We were like: ‘Sod it. Let’s just open a bottle of fizz anyway’, as the numbers logging on to be with us via the stream continued ticking up. Forty thousand, forty-five, fifty. It would end up being the biggest live we’ve ever done.


Mark


We were getting messages from people saying they were in the kitchen with their family, rooting for us. Everyone just wanted us to do well, and that made me really emotional. I’ve got goosebumps now just thinking about it.


Rox


We were welling up before Scott Mills even got to the top ten. With each song – Jess Glynne, then Wham!, then Mark Ronson – there was no sign of little old us. He reached the top five and I was on pins.


Mark


It was Halsey at number five and Mariah Carey at four, and as ‘All I Want For Christmas is You’ faded out, I felt sick with nerves. Who was going to be number three?


Rox


Well, let me tell you. It was only Ariana bloody Grande! She’d fallen two places from last week’s number one.


Mark


Which meant it was between us and Ava Max’s ‘Sweet but Psycho’. It was either one or two.


Rox


Scott Mills really built it up. It felt like it took for ever.


‘So,’ he said, ‘this week, you have streamed, downloaded, viewed or bought either Ava Max or LadBaby to the Christmas number-one spot . . . Let’s do it’.


My heart was beating out of my chest.


Mark


Then the voiceover declared: ‘This is the UK’s official Christmas number two . . .’, and we heard the opening line of ‘Sweet but Psycho’.


Rox


It actually took me a couple of seconds to figure out that this meant we’d done it. We were the Christmas number one! And then I screamed very loudly because that is my default reaction when I can’t comprehend what the hell is happening.


Mark


I burst into tears. I couldn’t get any words out; I was rendered speechless. Rox flung herself at me and we held each other, both of us sobbing. At some point I managed to say thank you. Thank you so much to every single person who was with us and who had helped us pull off this unbelievable feat.


Rox


The two of us setting out to get the Christmas number one was as crazy as saying we were going to aim for an Olympic gold in the hundred metres. Like, that was never going to happen in a million years. But then it did! I can’t put into words how surreal it felt.


Mark


When we came off the live, we stood there in silence in a complete state of shock.


Rox


We had about a minute of that before it all kicked off. The phones started pinging. And the doorbell went – all the neighbours piled round to celebrate. ‘You’ve done it! You’ve done it!’ People were turning up on our doorstep with champagne.


Mark


The local radio station came round with a big bunch of flowers, wanting a quick interview. It became a madhouse for the next few hours.


Rox


I was hyperactively joyous all night. I don’t think it sank in until a few days later.


Mark


We did have a laugh thinking about poor Ariana Grande, who had been the hot favourite. We imagined one of her beleaguered management team breaking the news to her that she’d been knocked off the UK Christmas number-one spot by some family in Hertfordshire singing about sausage rolls.


Rox


She must have been so confused, bless her. We pictured her googling ‘sausage roll’!


But wow. What had we just done? This sort of thing didn’t happen to people like us. Mark was still working full-time as a graphic designer and doing LadBaby with me on the side.


Mark


I’d done the promo for the single while juggling my nine-to-five, carrying out interviews on the phone to MTV or Channel 4 News while standing on the fire escape of my office building. I’d had to beg my manager for a couple of hours off one afternoon to do a live chat on E4 Music. I’d raced there and then raced back to work again. Mental.


Rox


People used to see LadBaby as a joke. They’d say to Mark, ‘How’s your little video-making with the missus going?’, and could be quite disparaging and undermining. Achieving something like this proved everyone wrong.


Mark


I’m not one of these people who believes in manifesting . . .


Rox


. . . neither of us are manifestators!


Mark


I just don’t think that’s how you make s**t happen. But I am a big advocate for self-belief and working hard to turn dreams into a reality.


Rox


At the time we were swept along, and I don’t think we truly understood how momentous it was until a bit further down the line. There was no time to process it.


Mark


It was such an overwhelming time that it was hard to take it all in. We had built an incredible audience online of families and parents, but somehow this song and the charity it represented had reached the mainstream.


Rox


People outside of our online followers now knew about LadBaby, the Trussell Trust and ‘the sausage roll family’.


Mark


We’d never contemplated that happening and what it meant, and I don’t think we were ready for it. It had been a silly idea. Let’s get a sausage roll song in the Christmas chart, make everyone laugh and raise a bit of money for a charity we really care about. It was that simple, that’s all it was ever supposed to be.


It will always be one of the proudest moments of my life and the start of a new journey we never saw coming.









1


Young at Heart


Rox


I was always adventurous as a kid. Colourful, happy, playful and carefree, I’d say. I’d hang upside down from trees, go tearing through the streets on my bike and joke with the neighbours by playing knock down ginger with my younger sister.


I suppose you could say I had some boldness about me. I was independent and liked to stick up for myself.


Mark


Some things never change, right?


Rox


I guess not! But as childhoods go, mine was pretty good. Almost hippy-ish, really. My mum and dad were open, positive and super relaxed with how they raised me and my sister.


Mark


Rox’s parents are both great. Her dad has always got a barbecue going and his guitar to hand with a song all ready to belt out. He’s like Sting crossed with David Brent.


Rox


Ohhh Mark, he’ll kill you for that! He’s just an easy-going bloke and obsessively musical, my dad. He had a suitcase of little percussion instruments and the house was always full of music. It’s probably why I have this weird ability where I know every word of every song ever written.


There was always a crazy mix of music going off because my parents would play everything from Queen to Abba to house music to Frank Zappa.


In fact, my earliest memory is watching Live Aid on the telly on that boiling hot day in the summer of 1985. I was only sixteen months old, but I can see myself standing on the sofa wearing a yellow romper as my mum and dad whooped along to Freddie Mercury in his all-white get-up. That’s literally my first memory of life.


Mark


Rox is actually named after ‘Roxanne’ by the Police.


Rox


Well, there’s a bit of debate about that. I think when my dad realised that the song was about a prostitute, he changed the story and told me that it was after some Hollywood actress instead. But I reckon it’s the song.


Mark


It’s definitely the song! Your dad’s a huge Sting fan. Tell them your middle name, Rox.


Rox


My middle name is Zee.


Mark


After . . . ?


Rox


After ZZ Top, of course. Who else?


Mark


How brilliant is that?!


Rox


That’s my mum and dad for you. Oh, and we also had a Labrador called Bootsy after the American guitarist, producer and singer Bootsy Collins. Bless his heart, Bootsy was such an amazing dog and we used to call him our brother.


Anyway, I was born Roxanne Zee Messenger and I came into the world, no doubt making a right old noise, on 2 March 1984 at London’s King’s College Hospital. Mum and Dad lived in a tiny flat in south London at the time, but about a year after I was born, we moved down to Kent so we could have more space and a garden.


I grew up in the lovely village of Farningham in a two-up, two-down on a crescent with a green. My sister came along soon after we moved there and the two of us shared a bedroom with bunk beds until Mum and Dad put a little extension on the house and we got our own rooms, around the time I was finishing primary school.


My little sis is two years younger than me – the same gap as our boys Phoenix and Kobe – and, believe it or not, she was always the cheekier one. She would be the naughtiest and get us into trouble.


Mark


Which is hilarious because it’s a total role reversal now. Like, the complete opposite.


Rox


God yeah, these days she’s well serious, super intelligent and running companies – she sees me up to all sorts on the internet and she’s just like: ‘Oh, Rox! What have you done now?!’


But when we were kids she’d do really mischievous things like shoving toast into the VHS video recorder (admittedly after being dared to do so by me), which would destroy it. I think my poor dad must have got through about twenty video recorders over the years thanks to the pair of us.


I remember I used to lower her down the stairs by her legs so she could watch telly from the stairwell when we were supposed to be in bed. Mum and Dad would be in the living room with EastEnders or Corrie on the box, blissfully none the wiser.


We also invented this great game where I’d put her in a cardboard box, sit her on a neighbour’s doorstep, ring the bell and then I’d run off. Haha! I mean, we weren’t terrorising the neighbourhood or anything, but everyone knew who the Messenger sisters were.


She was always academic, while I was much more creative, but we were very close. And still are. We both loved Take That and the Spice Girls, and plastered the walls of our bedrooms with posters. I also, randomly, had one of Michael Owen.


Mark


Michael Owen? I bet you didn’t even know who he played for!


Rox


Course I didn’t. I wouldn’t have a clue.


But god, I loved Take That. I was mad about them. I was part of the Take That fan club, I had a little Filofax with prints of all their autographs and I’d record the songs on to blank C60s from the Radio 1 Top 40 countdown on a Sunday afternoon. You know when you’d press the record button at the start of the track? And then the trick would be to stop the tape recording before the DJ started speaking again. I had all my cassettes carefully labelled and I’d play them endlessly.


Mark


Who was your favourite member of Take That?


Rox


That changed on a daily basis, but it was usually Mark Owen.


Mark


Not Gary?


Rox


No! It was never Gary Barlow. Sorry, Gary.


Mark


How about Robbie?


Rox


Hmm. For quite a long time I was very angry at Robbie because he had the audacity to leave the band in 1995 and, to be quite frank, he ruined Take That. I’ve just about forgiven him nearly thirty years on. I never saw them live as a kid and so when we were invited in 2023 by Radio 2 to come and watch them perform at an ‘intimate’ gig, that was the stuff bucket lists are made of. I bawled my eyes out all the way through ‘Never Forget’. What a moment.


Mark


I have such funny memories of that day. Everyone else was sitting watching the boys’ performance very politely while Rox was on her feet, jumping around and belting out every song.


Rox


We were sitting next to Anton Du Beke (I know, our life is very random) and he was like: ‘Go on, girl!’ I think that song really hit me, though, with everything that’s happened to us over the last few years and the lyrics about not forgetting where you’ve come from.


Mark


Which neither of us ever will.


Rox


Although I loved Take That, my biggest crush was probably the Spice Girls. Me and my sister would do the whole choreography for ‘Spice Up Your Life’ out in the garden on a Friday night for Mum and Dad, who’d be sat there dutifully clapping along. For the big finale, we’d stand on the back of some plastic chairs and then jump off into a flip and handstand.


Mark


Could you recreate that now?


Rox


Haha! Not without ending up in A&E.


Mark


Mel B actually followed us on Instagram at one point.


Rox


She did! I loved Mel B because she was so feisty. What a woman! And I had a bit of a Posh obsession because she was so quiet and mysterious. And Geri, of course, in that Union Jack dress at the Brit Awards in 1997. Legend.


Mark


It’s always very surreal when someone you’ve loved and admired for years starts following us.


Rox


Like when Missy Elliott reshared one of our videos. All right, fair dos, she was laughing at me for my dancing, but I loved it.


Mark


Stormzy was pictured celebrating his number-one single and album in January 2020 with a cup of tea from one of my ‘Yes Maaaate’ merch mugs. That was bizarre. And we’re still in touch with Ed Sheeran after the 2021 Christmas number one we had with him and Elton John.


Rox


Casual!


Mark


It’s lovely, but we don’t really get starstruck any more.


Rox


You do become a bit desensitised when you realise they’re just normal people. Although when I met Ronan Keating to record the 2020 Christmas single, that was pretty hardcore because I had all the Boyzone posters and it was unbelievable to think that I was in a studio singing with someone I’d idolised as a kid. Someone I used to watch on Live & Kicking and Top of the Pops and read about in Blush, Shout and Smash Hits magazines. Remember them, girls? All the classics.


Mark


Actually, I did get a bit starstruck with Scott Mills when I met him. I spent my uni years driving between Nottingham where I lived and Loughborough where I studied, and I’d listen to Chris Moyles in the mornings on the way there and Scott in the afternoons on the way back. I was so excited to go into Radio 1 for the first time in 2018, but he didn’t seem that interested in this novelty act about sausage rolls because we’re obviously not musicians. Although he wasn’t rude, he appeared to me a bit dismissive, which I was a bit gutted about at the time. However, I’ve met him loads of times since then and he’s been lovely.


Rox


We’ve got sidetracked, Mark. I fear this will happen a lot over the course of this book . . .


Mark


Sorry! Back to you, Roxanne.


Rox


Where were we? Oh, yes. So me and my sister spent a lot of time as kids just playing outdoors – it was that sort of childhood where we’d go out on our bikes for entire days, with the only instruction from Mum being to come back for dinner.


No lie, we’d play pass the stick for hours. All this involved was getting a stick and riding around in circles in opposite directions passing it to each other. What a cheap day out! Every now and again, we’d mix it up a bit by putting the stick in the front wheel of the other one’s bike which would mean we’d both fall off. Like, genuinely, that’s what entertained us and we’d have permanent tans all summer from being outside all day.


Mark


Kids these days have no idea, do they? When Phoenix and Kobe’s iPads die in the car, they don’t know what to do with themselves even for ten minutes! When I say this, I’m totally aware that I’m turning into my parents (we all do eventually), but in our day, we had to make our own fun. On long car journeys, we’d watch the raindrops drizzle down the window and have a race for which one would make it to the bottom first. That was what passed for entertainment in the eighties and nineties!


Rox


I’m so grateful Mum and Dad gave us the freedom as kids to explore and have those adventures. They were always such amazing parents when I was little. My mum worked for a charity for years and never failed to find a way to fit it around the school run. She was so breezy about everything and, I think, very brave and forward-thinking as a woman at that time.


My dad, too. He worked for BT as an engineer and he put the hours in for us as a family. He grafted so hard.


Mark


I can’t imagine your dad as a BT engineer! Although I can see him as a grafter. I’ve always seen him as a strong figure in your family.


Rox


But at the same time, he’s so laid-back that he’s horizontal! An old hippy at heart – he still goes to Ibiza every year on his holidays.


We were never well off, but neither were we ever poor. We just kind of muddled along in the middle and whatever worries my mum and dad had, they always protected me and my sister from them. I don’t remember any negativity growing up.


Both sets of grandparents were around a lot and were key to making the whole family tick. They were the foundations. My dad’s mum and dad, Joan and Bill, lived in a lovely house in Lewisham, south London, and they doted on me and my sister – we were their babies. We’d go there for weekends and I’d bloody love it. And oh my god, they were so cockney!


Mark


I was lucky enough to meet both of them before they died and, no word of a lie, going to their house was like walking on to the set of EastEnders.


Rox


‘’ello babe! You want some boiled bacon?!’


Mark


EastEnders meets Oliver Twist meets Only Fools and Horses. It was mental. I remember the first time I met them, the first thing Bill said was: ‘Bloody ’ell ’e’s tall, inny?’ It was comedy. I didn’t know people like that existed in real life. They spoke in actual cockney rhyming slang a lot of the time and it meant I only ever caught every third word of any conversation.


Rox


If you’ve ever seen the character Brick Top – the pig farmer – from the Guy Ritchie movie Snatch, well that was literally my grandad. He was a proper salt of the earth Londoner; he worked at a bakery and would bring the crusty bread home.


They were always smoking, him and my nan. I rarely saw them without a cigarette. And they’d come down to ours every Sunday and we’d go out for a curry – never a roast, mind. We weren’t really a Sunday roast kind of family. It was always a Sunday curry, don’t ask me why! There was probably some two-for-one meal deal on and that would be what swung it.


Nan and Grandad would take me and my sister to the caravan in Dymchurch on the Kent coast. We’d head off in my nan’s orange Ford, the same one she kept for decades purely because it became tax exempt once it was twenty-five years old.


Mark


Rox’s dad does that now – keeps all his cars because once they’re more than twenty-five years old they’re regarded as ‘classic’. They’re not ‘classic’, they’re just old as s**t!


Rox


I loved those holidays at the caravan. Nan and grandad taught us how to play pontoon and chase the ace and, because I struggled with my maths (I was later diagnosed with dyslexia, which we’ll talk about later in the book), they used to teach me how to add up with the playing cards. Grandad would bring a big jar of one- and two-pence coins and we’d play for money. My sister was constantly cheating!


My nan and grandad were the loveliest people and just everything to me. It breaks my heart they’re no longer here.


Mark


I loved Rox’s grandad to bits. But he was a scary individual. Very stern, although never with Rox and her sister.


Rox


He was just old school, but he was soft as anything with his grandkids. He couldn’t function without the women in his life. But after he got Alzheimer’s, it went downhill very quickly.


Mark


As the Alzheimer’s took hold, he used to repeat his stories and what was so wonderful was that he’d get to the end of one that he really loved telling, roar with laughter and then that would reset him. And he’d tell it all over again. So we’d have these loops where he’d be telling me his favourite story about five times in a row, but he would get so much joy from it, that I’d be sitting there laughing along and enjoying these moments with him. We’d go round and round again.


Rox


After he fell and broke his hip in 2013, he deteriorated rapidly. He’d be there in the room with us, but he was gone. For someone who had been so full of life and such a character . . . to then be so void and not present, it was devastating.


Very occasionally we’d get glimpses of the old Bill. In that December, I went to visit him in the old people’s home and it was like I had my grandad back. I walked in and he was like: ‘’ello, babe! How are you? It’s so lovely to see you!’ After all these months of emptiness, he had this clarity and we were able to have an hour-long conversation, which felt amazing to me. I imagined it was like when someone dies and you just want them to come back even if it’s just for an hour.


And then as I gave him a kiss and said goodbye, I saw him fade away again.


A couple of days later – and this is such a random thing – I was on the Northern line going home, feeling quite sad about my grandad because we knew he probably didn’t have long left, and Santa Claus was sitting opposite me.


I say Santa Claus because this bloke honestly looked like the real deal. He caught my eye and said, ‘It’s gonna be all right, you know?’


At this point I was questioning whether I was hallucinating because, let’s be real, having Santa offering you life advice on the Underground is not a normal thing to happen.


But it gave me a funny feeling, like a sign that something was about to change, and I got off the Tube, rang Mark and said, ‘I think my grandad’s going to go.’


And I was right – he’d passed away. That lovely conversation we’d had turned out to be the last time I ever saw him. My nan lasted a couple more years and then she went, too. I miss them both so much.


Mark


Before she died, Rox’s nan got to meet Phoenix, who was born in 2016, and that meant the world to us.


Rox


And then my mum’s mum and dad, Dot and Alf, lived on the Isle of Arran in Scotland. My nan was actually the mayor of Southwark at one point! No jokes. But they retired up to Scotland and me and my sister would be packed off to spend the summer holidays there with our nanny and grandad.


Mark


Wow, your clever old mum was on to something there, wasn’t she? Sending you girls off for the entire summer.


Rox


We would absolutely live our best life up there. They lived in a cottage with a stream and next to what me and my sister thought was a full-on mountain, but was probably just a small hill. We’d go to the Glenashdale Falls and, again, we were always outside. As I said, those early years were all pretty perfect.


Mark


My childhood was quite different to Rox’s. Very different, actually. We didn’t have the hustle and bustle or the support of an extended family – there was only me, my mum, dad and my younger sister.


We had my dad’s mum, but she was quite cold towards me – there was never a strong relationship, so she wasn’t in my life much.


And similarly on my mum’s side, it was all very fractured. She’d been brought up on the Aspley estate in Nottingham with two brothers and a foster sister, and although her parents were around, they weren’t ever a huge part of my day to day. I just didn’t really know my nana and grandad.


They were both heavy drinkers, and when my mum started her own family, I don’t think she wanted them to be part of our lives.


Rox


When I first met Mark, I felt quite sad for him that he’d never had a large extended family growing up.


Mark


Well, you don’t miss what you’ve never had. Having a big family wasn’t ever something I craved because I didn’t know any different.


There were no strong ties outside of Mum, Dad, me and my sister, and that, I suppose, made us a tight-knit team. It was us against the world. Not in a fighting sense, but in terms of love.


We knew we only had each other.


I was born on 12 April 1987 at the City Hospital in Nottingham and for the first few years of my life, we lived in a two-up, two-down middle terrace in West Bridgford, not dissimilar to Rox’s family home.


My bedroom overlooked the fields and I still vividly remember the pale blue Mickey Mouse wallpaper and throwing bread out the window at night to the foxes below. Such a strange memory, but one that’s stuck with me.


My sister was born in October 1990, when I was three-and-a-half, and I remember my mum going into labour because I was sent to stay at my nan’s, which had never happened before and I don’t think it ever did again, but at that moment, there was nowhere else for me to go. I can picture my nan and grandad smoking while I played on the living room floor with a toy Formula 1 car they’d told me my new sister had bought for me as a present.


That toy car made me think my sister was amazing before I’d even met her. She’d just been born and was already buying me gifts! I mean, what a great tactic.


Rox


Years later, we’d use that same tactic with the boys. When he was born, Kobe ‘bought’ Phoenix one of those toy car stacking ramps. He’s long outgrown it, but we still have it because Mark is too sentimental to get rid of anything. Ever.


Mark


When my sister was about a year old, we did a house swap with a bloke across the street. We literally moved across the road because his house was slightly bigger and he was on his own and didn’t need as much space.


Every single wall in the new place was painted black, there was no banister going up the stairs, the garden was overgrown and I remember Mum and Dad throwing themselves into tackling the house. They still live there today, so they’ve been there for over thirty years now.


Rox


My dad is still in our house in Farningham as well. I love that.


Mark


What can I tell you about Mum and Dad? They’re working class, resilient, determined and very proud people. My mum has always kept a pristine house and, certainly on the face of it, has never let anything get the better of her. She’s strong and gritty and she loves her family fiercely.


My dad is just as strong, although he’s never been anything like as emotional as my mum. More than anything else, he’s utterly dedicated to football and his beloved Nottingham Forest.


Rox


He’s such a football fan, Mark’s dad.


Mark


He really is. And with a relentless willingness to work. My dad worked every hour he possibly could, doing a job that he hated because he wanted to support us as a family. From leaving school he worked at a bakery factory in Nottingham, which is where he met my mum. Dad was in the bread department and she was based over in cakes and patisserie.


Rox


So, Mark is from a bakery background and I’m from a musical background and years later we would do a song about sausage rolls. I mean . . .


Mark


It was clearly meant to be! Our life is full of those funny twists of fate, as you’ll see in this book.


The only time I ever really saw my dad worried was when he was made redundant after twenty-six years of working at the bread factory. It closed down in the late nineties and he lost his job – he’d only just got his gold watch for twenty-five years’ service. I remember coming downstairs and seeing him looking troubled.


It was a huge shock, and I thought we were going to lose everything. For a while it was touch and go, and it looked like we might even have to move to another town for Dad to find work.


Rox


My dad got made redundant during the nineties, too. He ended up taking a job at a music college in London, which meant a cut in wages. Mum and Dad shielded us girls from the fallout at the time, but having chatted with both of them recently about that period, I understand now how difficult it was. My grandparents would help out with buying school coats and shoes and I do remember that but didn’t grasp the significance of it when I was young.


Mark


Thankfully my dad got another job, at Hovis in Nottingham, so we didn’t have to move and he stayed there for twenty-two years, I think. Half a century doing two jobs. I think that shows his work ethic and loyalty.


Mum stayed at home with us until my sister went to school. After that, she became – I can’t write ‘dinner lady’ because she’ll go mad – a school cook. We were a traditional working-class household.


Rox


I think Mark’s parents got quite a shock when he brought me home for the first time. I was a fairly modern, loud, ambitious career woman and I’m pretty sure not the type of girl they thought he’d settle down with. I reckon I was a lot for his family to take in.


Mark


Er, you could say that! When I brought Rox back to Nottingham to meet my parents in 2011, she suggested the four of us go out for a meal together. My mum and dad said they’d meet us in Wetherspoons because they didn’t really know many restaurants. We weren’t ever a sociable, outgoing family like Rox’s. We never had takeaways and ‘eating out’ was something you did for somebody’s birthday and that would only ever be a trip to the carvery.


So this was a whole new world for Mum and Dad. They’re both quite introverted and obviously Rox is very loud and annoying, haha!


Rox


You’re welcome, darling! They probably imagined you with a nice Nottingham girl who was a bit more chill.


Mark


I’d say they were quite taken aback. But you grew on them, I think.


Rox


I just take a bit of getting used to!


Mark


Me and my sister were very aware that we didn’t have the money for luxuries. If you wanted something, you saved up for it. Mum and Dad wanted to live in a decent area so they could get us into a good school and we’d have somewhere nice to grow up. But it meant they stretched themselves to the limit.


Mum would take on jobs she could do from home to make ends meet. She used to spend hours hand painting batches of toy metal soldiers to sell for what, looking back now, must have been only a tiny profit. She’d bake and sell cakes to friends and neighbours, anything to put a bit of extra cash in our pockets.


They’d put a little bit aside each week for our one holiday a year to the caravan in Skegness. Those times are some of my happiest memories, just the four of us.


Rox


I was so shocked when Mark said he didn’t get on a plane until he was sixteen.


Mark


But again, I never felt that I was going without. It taught me that if there’s a lot of love in a house – which there was – then that goes a long way. Cheesy, but true.


Because my dad was out working so much, it was Mum who did most of the bringing up of me and my sister. She was the constant. I think having my mum’s influence is maybe why I’m much more in touch with my emotions than my dad ever was. Dad loved us, but he was never someone who would necessarily say it all the time. That’s simply how it was – it’s how he is as a person. He was like my best mate.


Rox


You tell Phoenix and Kobe you love them all the time, don’t you?


Mark


Every day. They’re getting to the stage now where they’re a bit like: ‘All right, Dad . . .’, but I want to do things a bit differently with my own children. I want them to feel they can come to me about anything.


I’ll ask them about their day and we’ll talk about the three best things that happened and the three worst things, too. It was too much of a cringe to ask my dad about anything I had on my mind.


Rox


Because of the name ‘LadBaby’, there’s this perception of Mark that I think might not be accurate. He’s not a typical ‘lad’ at all. Mark has always been an equal partner in the parenting and running the house. He’ll do the washing, the ironing, the bath-time and bedtime routines.


Mark


Where I did bond with my dad was over Nottingham Forest. That football club is the love of his life, and my entire existence as a kid became devoted to it, too. Football was everything when we had nothing, and every Saturday was centred around the Forest game.


Rox


Still is, babe. And don’t I know it . . .


Mark


Because we couldn’t afford to go to the matches, my dad used to steward at the City Ground so he could see the game without having to pay. Health and safety wasn’t what it is now, and so he’d take me with him and I’d sit on the steps of the Trent End, watching the match. My mum gave me a little cushion to bring along which made those concrete steps a bit more comfy!


Match days were the best. Me and Dad would go for a kickaround in the park beforehand and then get to the ground two hours before kick-off so he could start his shift. I’d sit there happy as Larry because this was about me and him. This was our thing.


At the end of the game, we had to wait for the ground to empty before we left ourselves. Dad would go and hang up his yellow steward’s jacket and then queue for a little brown envelope which contained his twenty quid pay.


Then on our way out, we’d stop off at the food stand and he’d buy a job lot of the leftover chicken balti Pukka Pies, which they were selling off cheap. I hated chicken balti – there were never any of the nice steak pies left! – but it didn’t really matter. We’d walk home eating pies that had probably been sitting out for way longer than was healthy and I don’t think I ever felt more content as a kid.


Rox


There’s another one of our twists of fate in those pies, isn’t there?


Mark


Fast forward to 2023 and I’d find myself creating a limited edition LadBaby Christmas dinner-flavoured Pukka Pie to raise money for the Trussell Trust. Just madness.


But for me, spending that time with my dad was so much more important than the pies or even the football itself. I actually get emotional thinking about it now. We’d experience the joy and excitement and the crushing disappointments of football together. Normally, the disappointments, being Forest fans. That was where the love was.


And I’ll always thank my dad for that because it’s still a part of my life today. Over recent years I’ve had the privilege of watching games in the Forest hospitality areas, and it’s a very different experience to sitting on the concrete steps of the Trent End, I promise you!


Rox


Bless him, Mark tries his hardest to get the boys into football, but he’s not had much luck so far.


Mark


Oh, my kids don’t give a s**t! I even gave them Forest-related middle names – Phoenix Forest and Kobe Notts . . .


Rox


Ahem, we’ll talk about that later.


Mark


. . . but they’re just not interested. They generally come with me once or twice a season and I have to bribe them with sweets to do that! Phoenix can usually get to half-time before he gets bored and asks for my phone. Kobe won’t even be bribed with sweets most of the time.


Rox


I think you’re very conscious not to force it, aren’t you?


Mark


I’d love for us to be able to recreate the sort of memories I have, but I don’t want to put any pressure on them.


Rox


What if they decided to support Derby County?


Mark


Then I’d never speak to them again! Joking of course. But we’re lucky that both boys have loads of interests, love playing sports and they enjoy going to school.


That means a lot to me personally – another reason football became such a passion was because it provided escapism from the hell of school. School was a place I despised. It was a place where I struggled to keep up, never fitted in and where I was bullied for years.
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