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Introduction


Helloo . . .


I’m me . . .


A work in progress.


And I really believe this to be true: I am learning every day. I learn from every situation. Every person I meet. Every place I go.


Sometimes I am unwilling at the time to see it . . . Maybe the lesson hurt or embarrassed me, and it’s only with hindsight I can feel how much it taught me. At other times I am desperate to learn. I may be stuck in some emotional rut or a parenting quandary or a self-esteem collapse and turn to friends, psychologists, hypnotists, 12-step fellowships, councillors – ANYONE – to please teach me something – ANYTHING – to take me away from how I am feeling!




Most often I learn that I have to sit with those feelings and the lesson comes after.


Anyhoo . . . you get the gist. I make the mistakes so you don’t have to!


Writing this book was easy, like an outpouring. I didn’t write it as a way of making myself feel good, but as a way to help other people feel good. Lots of people have helped me learn along the way, and I think good news or great tips should be shared!


This book is for everyone, including my own children and future grandchildren, so that they know where the lessons I talk about come from. I wish my granny had written a book like this for me, because she’s taught me so many lessons in life that she learned from some wonderful people, but I will never know who they were or what the story was behind them. With my granny being so elderly now, I think about all the things she hasn’t told me, and how sad I feel about that.


So in this book I get to tell you some of the life lessons I’ve learned and also tell you a little bit about me . . .


BIIIIIIIIG HUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUGS


oxoxoxoxoxo Me
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Lessons from Childhood


Look after the people you love and keep them close


My childhood’s quite complicated, so just bear with.


My mum met my dad when they were both really young, in their early twenties, on a boat going from France to England. My dad had been on a business trip and they sat in the corridor all night talking and that was it. It was mad, passionate young love.


My mum, Flo, (her name was Florence but no one called her that) moved to London to be with Andrew, my dad, and got a job in Knightsbridge, at Yves Saint Laurent. She was from Paris and extraordinarily glamorous, with great style, and stick thin. She confessed to me later that she had been anorexic. That was the late sixties/early seventies, and everybody was unhealthily thin. Her and my dad made a pretty amazing couple. My dad was super-duper handsome, and still is in my book, but, sadly for their marriage, my mum was incapable of monogamy until much later in life when she met her fourth and final husband, Henry, in her fifties.


Mum was a total wild child. She’d already had a little girl when she was a teenager herself: that was Caroline, my big sister. Mum was sixteen when she gave birth but fifteen when she got pregnant, so when she met my dad she’d lived a wild and crazy life already.


There was something really intoxicating about my mother. Everybody felt it, even my granny Pippy, Dad’s mum, who always had a soft spot for my mum despite the fact she treated Dad really badly and absolutely destroyed him emotionally. My mum was eclectic, naughty, impish, funny, irreverent and captivating. For example, a very early memory I have of her, I guess I was about five, is of her driving across a cricket pitch in a Rolls-Royce. I am in the back playing with the windows. Mum’s at the wheel. And she’s drunk. The game is in full swing and the cricketers are up in arms until they realise that there’s this very, very beautiful, smoking-hot French chick in the Rolls-Royce. They go from shouting to asking, ‘Who is that . . .?’ I’ve got no idea why we were driving across a cricket pitch, but it’s a vivid memory.


My earliest memory is also of my mum. When I was three, nearly four, my mum and a man I didn’t know took me to my granny Pippy’s house.


‘I’m going skiing, Nanou,’ she said, in English but with a strong French accent. My mum always called me Nanou, short for Anoushka, because that is what she had wanted to call me. We were in the boot room of Pippy’s house, the light was quite dim, and there was another man there who wasn’t my dad. I remember the musty smell of the little room and the fact that it didn’t seem weird that she was going.


‘I’ll be back in two weeks,’ she said. I remember being dropped off in that little room, no loitering, no long goodbye, the kind of thing you do when you don’t want your toddler to cry on the first day at school. You don’t let them cling on to your leg for ever, you do a cut and run. I don’t remember kissing. I don’t remember tears. I just remember her going. The next thing I know my granny was shepherding me into the kitchen, there was the smell of cooking, and that was that. She was gone.


The next thing I remember is wondering when my mum was coming back. I was sure somebody had said she was coming back, but she still hadn’t. I had no concept of time and even now I don’t know how long it took for me to start worrying that I had overstayed my welcome. I didn’t want to upset Pippy by asking when Mum was coming back, but I felt bad about still being there.


She didn’t come back in two weeks. I never lived with her again.


At the time, no one explained anything to me. I had no idea I would be living permanently with my granny, it just happened. It was much later that I learned my mum had left my dad for another man, and that there was a court case to decide where I would live after my parents divorced. My dad won, which in those days was pretty unheard of. He was living in London, though, and couldn’t have me because his job didn’t pay him enough to get a nanny, but he felt very strongly that I should stay in England and not go to live with my mum’s parents in Paris. Mum had a pretty bad track record to be honest. She had a problem with drink and drugs and had already left her first daughter with her parents in Paris. So that, and the fact I’d been brought up in the UK and didn’t speak French, made the court feel it was right for me to stay with my paternal grandparents, Pippy and Mickey. In retrospect, my sister had a tough time growing up around our mum in Paris, so the court made the right decision. Being here in the UK was far and away the safest and most stable place for me to be. I wish I had been told at the time that my mum was not coming back, but that Pippy and my dad had fought to keep me in the UK and that they desperately wanted me.


My mum was so young when she left me at Pippy’s house that day, not even twenty-six. It must have been very painful to leave, at least that’s how I perceive it now. In my teenage years, when everything was difficult, on the days I thought that the world was conspiring against me, I felt like my mum dumped me. I was angry.


Since I’ve had children myself, I’ve understood that sometimes you do things that you think are right at the time, but twenty years down the line your kids tell you it really messed them up! So I’m a lot softer on my mum now than I was when I was younger. I don’t think she found it easy leaving me. She didn’t just say, ‘Well, you have her.’ She fought for me in court and, after she lost the case, she probably thought she was doing the best thing for me, leaving with no fuss. I was very young, perhaps she hoped I wouldn’t remember it, but of course you’re going to remember that your own mother hasn’t come back, and for a long time that was all I wanted. I wanted her to come back.


Luckily, my granny Pippy is a tour de force. She’s an amazing woman and she took me in and nurtured me. She didn’t make a fuss about my mum not being there; in fact, she almost never spoke about it. In those days if something bad happened, most people believed that it would just sort of go away if they didn’t talk about it. Pippy’s still like that now. In her generation, nobody talked about feelings. ‘Buck up and just get on with it’ was her mantra.


‘When is Mummy coming back?’ I would ask.


‘Well, she’s not coming back for a bit, so let’s just get on. Why don’t you help me do the washing-up?’ Pippy would say. I remember it was something I could never quite get a straight answer to, and children are brilliant at being sidetracked so I’d get sidetracked the whole time.


It’s not that she wasn’t affectionate – I got lots of love and cuddles and was constantly told that I was loved, and she was always cooking me amazing food. Pippy told me that a psychic had once predicted that she would have four children. She only had three, my dad, my Uncle Simon and my Auntie Sheena, so she called me her ‘number four’, which I loved.


We lived in a beautiful Victorian house in Surrey, with a barn and some stables. I had a vegetable patch, a flower garden, there was a pond and a swimming pool, and my grandpa taught me to swim at three years old and later to dive. My great-granny, Mickey’s mother, also lived there, in a granny flat; my Uncle Simon used to come down all the time with his wife, Niamh, and their daughter, Alice; and my Auntie Sheena was still living there too. Sheena was Pippy’s youngest child. She was about twenty when I arrived, and she helped my grandparents to look after me. I loved her. She was so exciting and glamorous, with beautiful, long black hair and a crazy, Bohemian lifestyle. A lot of really groovy rock ’n’ roll people were always wafting around Sheena. I think I remember playing bongos with T. Rex. My dad came every weekend too, and quite soon he met and married Gaby, my stepmum.


So it was a big, busy, chaotic house, everybody was always coming and going, and at the heart of it was Pippy.


Pippy would always be the one who had the lunch party or the dinner party to celebrate a birthday or the birth of a child or a wake after a funeral, and all the family would always be at Pippy’s. It was like that TV programme Brothers and Sisters with Sally Field – that was my granny. She kept us all together and made us see each other all the time and that’s why we’re such a close family. It’s perhaps the most important lesson I learned from Pippy:


Look after the people you love and keep them close.




Pippy was the matriarch and she kept the family close. When there was all this chaos happening in the other half of my life, the French half, it was a wonderful relief to come back to less flamboyance, a lot less money, less grandeur, because the thing that really mattered for Pippy was the family. I got real comfort, roots and warmth from having the family around me. It made me feel safe. So having all the family around me now creates the same feeling. And I know it creates the same for my kids. They feel really grounded when all the family’s there. They love it.


Now I’ve lost my mum and my big sister, and my little sister lives in Australia, but I’m very, very, very close to my three cousins, Auntie Sheena’s children, and that means a great deal to me. My granny Pippy lives near us and so my kids have their great-granny in their lives just as I did. My sister also lived with us until she died. If you don’t have a family yourself, which lots of people don’t, you can create a family out of the very best friends you have. People who have known you a very long time are extremely precious.


Never cry wolf


My dad and stepmum, Gaby, used to visit me at Pippy’s every weekend. My dad met Gaby quite soon after my mum left, and I can hardly remember a time without her. Their visits became my greatest treat. I would get into bed with them every morning when they were there: first with dad, then with Gaby, because the guest bedroom had twin beds. So old-fashioned. I just loved having them there.


As I got a bit older, Gaby became a sort of style guru for me. I got to an age when I didn’t want to wear hand-me-downs from an older girl Pippy knew, and Pippy didn’t really understand that I wanted to develop my own style. Gaby did, and I began to realise that she was this beautiful, young, hip, trendy woman who knew what Top Shop was. It was really exciting! I remember being in the bath and making her sit on the loo (with the seat down, obvs) and asking her millions of questions about the facts of life and about periods and everything, and she was brilliant because she was very matter-of-fact, way ahead of her time in terms of teaching me all that vital stuff without being embarrassed. I had no fear that she might ridicule me or laugh at me.


I used to enjoy my dad and Gaby’s visits so much that I began to dread Sunday nights on Sunday morning. My dad would have their bag packed and ready by the door on Sunday morning, and I’d feel sad all day. (I’ve never quite rid myself of a dislike of ‘Sunday bags’. There was a dreadful period of six years when my sister Caroline stayed in London after Matthew and I moved to the country. It was the worst six years of our married life. She used to visit us at weekends and on Sunday mornings she’d brush her teeth, pack up her stuff in her red bag, and put it by the door. I’d end up hiding it, because I couldn’t bear walking past the front door the whole of Sunday, knowing that she was going. I hated it. I still hate goodbyes on a Sunday.) As evening approached I would start getting a tummy ache or a headache, some pain somewhere that needed a little bit of extra attention from Gaby and Daddy. This would happen every Sunday.


Then, one Sunday, they’d taken me to see my granny-in-law, Gaby’s mum, and I’d come back home and was a bit down. Pippy knew I was always a bit down on Sunday evenings so she’d made my favourite meal that night which, back in those days, was boiled ham and parsley sauce. She always homemade everything and it was always so good, but that evening I genuinely had a sore tummy.


‘Pippy, I don’t feel very well.’


‘Now, come on, I know what you’re doing. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes. Just eat the food. Come on, I’ve made this specially. It’s your favourite meal.’


‘No, Pippy, I really, really am feeling ill.’


‘Don’t start this. Come on. I know what you’re doing. You do this every Sunday so just eat the food.’


I force-fed myself as much as I could, feeling really ill, and then I went to bed. I was crying because my tummy hurt so much.


‘Look, we’ve really got to go,’ said Dad, and I could tell that he and Gaby felt bad because, by this point, I was sobbing from the pain.


‘Come on, seriously, you’ve got to stop it. Pull yourself together,’ Pippy said.


I remember thinking so clearly, ‘None of them believe me because I do this every weekend. What am I going to do because I really am in agony?’ And I started chewing the corner of my duvet. I remember Pippy had to re-sew all the corners of my pillows and my duvet because I chewed the corners off that night. I was in so much pain.


‘I’m calling the doctor. I’m going to call him right now!’ Pippy eventually said, trying to shock me out of it. ‘Are you really, honestly in pain? If you are honestly, honestly in pain, I’ll call him.’


‘Yes!’ I cried.


‘I’m going to call the doctor then,’ she said, but more as a threat, to make sure I was really telling the truth.


‘Call the doctor, please!’


‘Okay. I’m calling the doctor now. I’m on the phone to the doctor. Calling the doctor.’


‘Yes, phone him!’


So finally she really did call him, and the doctor came after what felt like for ever, by which point I was howling and had thrown up all the boiled ham and parsley sauce. Dad had stayed, as he could see it was pretty bad.


‘We need to get her to the hospital. It’s appendicitis,’ the doctor said.


Dad drove us. Pippy was in tears the whole way. I was rushed into emergency surgery and had my appendix taken out.


‘That was kind of my fault,’ I remember thinking, as soon as I woke up after the op.


So don’t cry wolf, ever. You never know when you’ll need to cry for real. But it was worth having my appendix out because I got my dad for an extra night. Yay! Result!




Funnily enough, I have done just what Pippy did with my own kids. The other day, Chester was saying, ‘I don’t feel very well.’


‘You’ll be fine when you get to school,’ I replied. It was a Monday morning so I thought he was just reluctant to go. To be honest, he has cried wolf a few times himself.


‘Mummy, I’m really not feeling well . . .’ he said as we drove to school.


‘You’re absolutely fine. In you go.’


An hour later I got a phone call.


‘Mrs Robertson? Chester’s just thrown up everywhere.’


‘Oh no, I’m so sorry!’


And when I went to pick him up, Chester said, ‘Ha! Told you!’ and it took me right back to the day I had my appendix out.


Will I regret this?


In 2012, I was asked to run the Olympic torch on the day before it went into the Olympic Park. Obviously, this was a massive honour. I was so excited about the Olympics being held in the UK; it was probably never going to happen again in my lifetime. But when my sister Caroline got sick it was a no-brainer: she and I would watch the torch going into the stadium on the TV together. Five days after that, she died. Do I regret not running the torch? No, not one tiny bit.


Sometimes decisions like that are harder. This might be a difficult lesson for some people to swallow but it’s one that has served me well. No one taught me it; I learned it through my endlessly difficult relationship with my mother.


I believe that my mother loved me and thought I was hilarious, a bit mad and quite funny, and I really loved her and thought she was incredibly glamorous and beautiful, but our relationship really confused me. I never knew where I stood with her, and as any child of an alcoholic will tell you, you adapt yourself constantly to their moods to keep the peace. So I became expert at reading situations and adapting myself (I’ve used that a lot in my work), but it was hard.


It wasn’t that long after she left me at Pippy’s that I went out to France to visit my mum for a week or so. From the age of four, I would visit her during the long school holidays, for a week or two, two or three times a year. I would fly as an unaccompanied minor with my passport round my little neck.


I was always terrified there would be no one there to pick me up. It happened a few times that I was forgotten at the airport and – high-class problem – I also used to get forgotten daily at ski school. I remember perfectly the ski instructor’s sigh of anger when he realised that he’d have to take me back to his house again. I’d be there several hours before Mum remembered me. This all meant I couldn’t trust her even from an early age and that never got better.


There were other really sad times when my mum cancelled my visits at the last minute.


‘I’m going to take you to Spain,’ she said once. My bag was packed and by the door the day before I was due to fly out. She phoned that evening and spoke to Pippy.


‘Actually, I haven’t got any childcare. She can’t come.’ My mum explained that she might want to go out clubbing and she wouldn’t know what to do with me. I was probably eleven then.


Those early visits set a precedent for the rest of my life. I would leave the safe, dependable routines of Pippy’s house, and enter the chaos that was my mum’s life. My mum was always a bit all over the place, emotionally and geographically, depending on who she was with at the time, and so I was a bit all over the place too.


Throughout my teenage years, I was confused by my mum. In part I hero-worshipped her for being so cool and free, but I was also angry and hurt. I thought she didn’t care that I’d stayed in England, but I think she probably cared a lot, and the heartache of losing a child can’t have helped her drink and drugs problem.


I don’t want to diss my mum. She was an amazingly vibrant woman, incredibly exciting and fun, but you never quite knew what was going to happen with her, which is hard if you’re her kid. I remember once, when I was in my teens, meeting my mum in a bar. She was wearing an electric-blue fur coat, a pair of shoes and nothing else. She kept flashing people and thought it was really funny, but obviously, for me as her daughter, it was excruciatingly embarrassing.


She was extremely sexual, and would flirt with men and talk about sex non-stop, to the point where I’d be like, ‘Oh, please . . . Enough already.’ People generally thought that was thrilling and intoxicating, but I was always very embarrassed.


When I was in Paris, there were no rules and no boundaries. I had no curfew. I could stay out all night. I could do whatever I wanted and wear what I wanted. At one level, I thought that was fantastic and that she was the dream mother. As I’ve got older, I’ve realised that was pretty destructive. I ended up in situations with her where I pretended I was really cool but I felt deeply uncomfortable, even frightened.


‘Nanou, do you want to come shopping with me?’ she asked one time, when I was thirteen.


‘Yes, I’ll come,’ I said, half excited and half terrified. Whenever I went out with my mum, something always happened. She drove really fast and never let me wear seatbelts because she considered seatbelts an insult to her driving. One-way streets were a challenge, or an opportunity to her, and she would park absolutely anywhere. Her grandfather had been the prefect of police for the whole of France, so any trouble she got into she’d just wiggle her way out of by saying her grandfather was Célestin Hennion and she’d always get away with it. A guy pinched her bum once and she got him arrested. We were in a café and she was drunk. She went outside, found a policeman, mentioned her grandfather’s name, and the guy was arrested for pinching her bum! So when my mum asked me if I wanted to go somewhere with her, I’d say yes and be quite excited, but I’d also think, ‘Oh my God, where are we going? What will go wrong?’


Anyway, on this particular shopping trip we went by bus to the Rue Saint-Denis, which is a red-light district that’s cool and trendy now, a bit like Soho, but back then it was really seedy.


‘We will go to a sex shop,’ she said. I couldn’t believe how cool that made me, going to sex shops at thirteen.


‘Come in?’ she said when we got there.


‘No, no, it’s fine, I’ll wait out here,’ I said, suddenly terribly self-conscious. She went in to buy a sex toy. Nothing wrong with that, I’m all for experimenting with sex, but I wouldn’t take my thirteen-year-old daughter with me.


There I was, between a rock and a hard place. I didn’t want to go in, but the Rue Saint-Denis was just as bad. I was barely a teenager, wearing really high heels (I seem to remember they were white stilettos), a white rah-rah skirt and a white vest. It was the eighties, and I thought I was Debbie Harry, with my hair all spiky. I was already smoking. She let me smoke at thirteen. So I stayed outside and had a cigarette. A thirteen-year-old dressed like Lolita, smoking a cigarette outside a sex shop. Guys were staring at me, people were muttering. I just wanted to cry. What I thought would be really cool turned into an absolute nightmare. I wanted the earth to swallow me up. I wanted to disappear.


It’s not that I didn’t love my mum. I really loved my mum. There was something exciting and magical about her, but when I look back there was also something a bit sad. She cut a very tragic figure and I never really knew how to behave around her.


Anyway, my mum came out triumphant with a bag of stuff, and we got on the bus to go home. She was always, throughout my teens, a little bit out of it on some kind of a pill or drink, whatever the time of day. She had few inhibitions anyway, but when she was a bit out of it she had none.


‘Come on, let’s put the batteries in!’ she said, pulling out the vibrator. I was mortified. I couldn’t look up. I couldn’t laugh. I didn’t know what to do or where to look with all those passengers on the bus staring at us. I think my mum was used to being with my big sister, who was nineteen or twenty at this point, and she thought she could do the same things with me that she did with Caroline, but I was dying. I’d been brought up in the Surrey countryside by my granny and my granddad. I went to church every Sunday. I was square and very straight inside, however much I pretended to be grown up and cool. With my granny there was order and routine, rules and standards, safety and nurturing. With my mother there were never any rules at all. So I lived this weird life, where I’d go from church-going, choir-singing, goody two-shoes in England, to cigarette-smoking Lolita in Paris.


I think if you really understand that aspect of me, then you understand me, because I am both of those people.


There is a part of me that still wants to be really naughty, to dress inappropriately, and do something that will horrify people. That really excites me. But at the same time I will not cross the road outside the cinema without going to the pedestrian crossing in case a car drives down there for the first time in ten years. Half of me is the result of Pippy’s influence – compliant, good girl, abides by the rules – and the other half of me is my French mother’s side – ‘Whoo-hoo! Let’s go mad!’ I’m a bit like Maria in The Sound of Music: a sort of compliant nun with a really naughty side. I like it. It’s enriching, and I wouldn’t want to be all one or all the other. When my kids really need me to pull some serious mummy shit out the bag, I can totally do that. When they want me to go to a gig or act like a numpty, I can totally do that too. Anybody who’s read an interview that I’ve done will know that I often drop myself right in it because my naughty, wanting-to-shock side will come out and I’ll say something that turns into ‘Pantgate’ or ‘Menopausegate’. I’m always a gnat’s nose (that’s really small) away from flashing my boobs on the red carpet. Everybody thinks I’m joking when I say that. I’m not. One day I would love to do it. When I’m sixty-five . . . Amazing. When Britney Spears shaved her head and everybody was going, ‘Oh my God, she’s completely lost it,’ I so got it. I understand where it came from.


I’m really lucky that my wild child is kept in check (most of the time) by my compliant child, whereas my mum just had 100 per cent wild child and it was devastating for her. Later on in her life I hear she was a good stepmum, which I’m really pleased about, but to me and Caroline and to our family in France and to all of her boyfriends and previous husbands she was devastating in so many ways.


My mum moved around a lot, depending on who she was dating or married to, but her parents lived in the 8th arrondissement in Paris, which is right by the Champs-Élysées, and I would always stay with them when I was in Paris during school holidays. Their apartment was absolutely how you might imagine a posh French apartment to be, although it was very cheap as the rent was controlled and they’d been there for forty years. It had three bedrooms, a dining room, a living room, a TV/snug and a very tiny kitchen. My grandparents were called Olga and Pierre Hennion and they lived with their Portuguese maid, Maria, who was basically like a mother to my sister and, when I was there, to me too. My grandparents had their own bedrooms, and so whenever my mum split with a boyfriend she would come back and share Caroline’s bedroom. She acted more like a sister than a mum, and it was Maria who told us to tidy up, not to come in too late, who vetted boyfriends . . . Caroline and I felt safe with Maria around.


My French grandparents were loving people but quite elderly and strict, probably a bit beyond wanting to bring up any more children. I think part of my mother’s problem was that she needed somebody to invest time and effort into her, but I’m not sure her parents knew how to do that, so she went careering off the rails and nobody knew how to bring her back.


My mother would walk into a room, often a bit drunk, and I would look at her and think, ‘Right, how am I going to play this? Should I be the sweet little daughter who’s so happy to see her mother, cover her in kisses and sit on her lap, or should I be very, very quiet because she’s annoyed and she’s going to throw a tantrum, or should I play the cheeky chappie to coax her out of her bad mood?’ She was so unpredictable that even when I did amazing things, she wasn’t always pleased. When I passed my O Levels I called mum to tell her, but she was drunk. She said, ‘Do you think I’m proud? Do you think I care? You’re showing off. You’re not the only one who’s clever in this family.’ She was having a bad day and she didn’t mean it, I know that now, but at the time it broke my heart. She was probably jealous of the opportunities I had because, by that age, she’d already had a baby.


As time went on I adapted myself more and more to make her happy, but I was losing more and more of myself. When I got clean, I tried to help her. I’d known for a long time that my mum was an alcoholic. After a particularly bad holiday with her, I wrote to her saying that I knew she had a drink problem because I had one too, and gave her the telephone numbers for a 12-step fellowship programme in South Africa, as she was about to move there. ‘Please get clean. I can’t see you like this any more, it’s too painful.’ She called me, very angry, shouting at me, and after we hung up I didn’t speak to her for a few years. After she moved to South Africa she did actually get sober and we got back in touch.


Before I married Matthew, I contacted her. I was very excited about inviting her to our wedding. I wanted it to be an enormous building-of-bridges. She came to England, Matthew’s family came over from America, and we all went out and had a great time.


A few nights before the wedding, she and I went to an NA meeting together and I held her hand through the whole thing. I’d always longed for a mum to hold hands with. A mum to go shopping with. A mum who, if I went into her bedroom after a nightmare, would lift up the duvet and pat the bed and say, ‘Come and get into bed with me. Are you okay?’ A mum who would notice if I was sad. A mum would who wipe the snot from my nose when I had a cold and hold my ponytail when I was throwing up. A mum who would notice if I’d gone missing or if I needed something. Those were the things that I yearned for; so sitting at this meeting with my mum who was not drinking and was there for me, for the first time ever, made me cry. It was an intense, beautiful moment that I will cherish for ever, despite what happened afterwards.


Matthew and I got married, it was a wonderful day, and then we went on honeymoon to a very glamorous island; but we got a bit bored so we cut it short by a week and went to Paris where we met up with my mum again. We had dinner together, and Matthew noticed something. She was telling stories about my childhood, but she was telling them from her perspective, as if they were funny. When I had told them to Matthew, they were sad. Matthew and I talked later about how my mum had no idea of the impact her behaviour had on anyone.


A few months after our wedding, Matthew took me to a lovely little hotel in Scotland as a treat for my birthday. In the morning, he came into our room looking really worried. He’d been downstairs to get the papers and he handed one to me. On the cover it said ‘MUMMY, I NEED A MEETING.’ My mum had sold a story about the time we’d gone to a meeting together. I’d been in NA for a long time, and my anonymity had never been blown, nobody had ever said anything, but there, in spectacular fashion, my own mother had blown my anonymity, and her own, on the front page of the Daily Mirror. It’s the worst thing she could have done to me. You should never blow a person’s anonymity because it can lead to relapse and relapse can lead to death.


She had even sold pictures of our honeymoon in Paris. I was very particular about not selling our wedding or our honeymoon – not that I judge anybody who does that, I’m always rather pleased when people do because I get to see lovely dresses in Hello! or OK!, but I just didn’t want extra pressure on the day.


‘Oh, I didn’t think you’d mind,’ she said when I called her. She really didn’t see how it could have upset me. She had recently offered to fly my sister from England to South Africa and I’d wondered at the time how she could afford it. Once the article came out, I knew. It was the worst betrayal and she just didn’t get it. I think she felt that she was celebrating me, but the article intimated that I was on the verge of relapsing before the wedding, that I’d gone to this meeting because I was in a bit of trouble. Actually, what the papers didn’t put was that I was going to two or three meetings a week because I loved them and I was the happiest I’d ever been. I don’t think I’ve been so hurt by anything in my whole life or so disappointed. I felt like I had been hit by a freight train. My sister, who hadn’t once been mentioned by my mum in the article, as if she didn’t exist, cancelled her trip to South Africa and never spoke to my mother again.


I kept trying to build bridges, I never stopped hoping something would change, but there were always disappointments. I gave her money every month to pay all her medical bills, she was poorly but clean, and she sent me an amazing four-page letter that I hoped would be the start of a new closeness. Matthew warned me not to hope and, sure enough, not long after she just asked for more and more money.


When she was really poorly, towards the end, I got a message from her about a journalist harassing her. She was asking me to get him off her back but when I contacted him, he told me that my mother’s first question to him had been about how much she would be paid if she did an interview. I tried to talk to her but she’d gone AWOL, and when a big article came out in the Daily Mail I was surprised that it was not attacking me but her, because she had promised an interview, only given half of it, then disappeared. The journalist got the hump and wrote about what a flake she was and that he wasn’t surprised I wouldn’t see her. That didn’t make me happy, it made me really sad, because I didn’t want anybody to come out badly.


Then she got sicker and I kept wondering whether I should go over. At the time, I was trying to come to terms with why I was constantly striving to get my mother to be a mother when she clearly wasn’t capable of doing that. I was still crying with this ache I had in my heart for somebody to mother me . . . not anybody, I wanted my mother to mother me. My granny’s amazing, my stepmum is amazing, but I just wanted my mother to want to mother me and I didn’t know how to come to terms with the fact that I could not make that happen.


A lot of people were telling me to go out and see her. I asked myself over and over, how will I feel if she dies? Will I be full of regret that I didn’t take the children over to meet her? Will I feel okay with myself? Will I feel I’ve done right by her?




I know that I really tried to build bridges with my mother but it didn’t work. My decision not to see her was to safeguard my own mental well-being. If I had felt there was any way that my children could safely meet their grandmother without her selling the story or photographs of them to the papers, I would have made it happen. But I just couldn’t trust her.


That was a really big lesson for me. Whenever I’m in a situation I always think to myself, ‘How am I going to feel at the end of this? Am I going to have any lasting regrets?’ Even though a lot of people were telling me I would regret not seeing my mother again before she died, I knew in my heart I wouldn’t and . . . I haven’t. For some people that is quite shocking because the mother–child bond is sacrosanct, it’s the most precious thing in the whole world. I agree; but to my mind a parent’s job is to safeguard their child, to nurture them and look after them. That’s why I wanted to be a parent. Being a parent is to put your children above you and to put yourself out for them. My mother couldn’t do that. That isn’t how my mother–daughter relationship panned out, and all the chaos, the rejection and the selfishness damaged Caroline and me, and so we were estranged from our mum. But I’m okay with that and I am still okay with that now that mum’s gone.


The experience of not visiting my mum before she died taught me a very crucial lesson.


If I make a decision that shocks others but is necessary for me, that’s OK.




Jealousy


I used to be very jealous because I was super possessive of the people I loved. I was frightened somebody would take them away because I had such a fear of abandonment.


I can remember the first time I felt really jealous. I suppose I was about eight or nine and I had a friend over and my dad was down for the weekend and he started playing with her. She was really fun and they were laughing and I felt sick. I really, really hated her at that moment. She was a good friend but I still had these dark thoughts: ‘Don’t play with my dad, I never see him. I can’t bear the fact that you are having a good time with him because I want to have a good time with him and you’re taking him away from me.’ I don’t think I had another friend over at the weekend for a long time after that. I wanted to have my dad to myself.


This fear stayed with me later in life. I didn’t like it if girls were coming on to my boyfriends. I’ve never had uncontrollable jealousy but I do remember, before I met Matthew, I was with various boyfriends (although Matthew likes to think he’s the only one) who were naughty boys and I didn’t feel completely secure with them; I think jealousy comes from insecurity. When you feel very secure and happy in yourself you don’t really get jealous because there’s nothing to be frightened of. Jealousy is an emotional reaction to an emotional situation and it’s not the same as envy. Envy is when you are jealous of somebody’s situation, the money or the opportunities that they have. Jealousy, for me anyway, was more to do with a fear of abandonment.


The way that I dealt with it when I was younger was to repeat a mantra in my head. ‘The more jealous I get, the more I’m perpetuating the situation that will make me jealous. So if I get jealous with a boyfriend and say something stupid and jealous to him, he gets annoyed with me which makes the other girl who’s not possessive with him seem much more interesting and funny so they’ll probably talk more which makes me more jealous.’ I know that’s a long mantra! But it highlighted the futility of jealousy and how it just pushes the people you love further AWAY!


So, if you are feeling jealous, don’t tell anyone, because it’s really toxic and the only person it makes look bad is you. And if you are with somebody that you can’t trust, dump them. If somebody you’re with says, ‘Oh God, you’re so needy,’ take note. You’re only needy when your emotional needs are not being met. Dump them too!


Doing bad things does not mean you are a bad person


Generally I have been a very good girl, but sometimes good girls have to do something really naughty to break out. Which means I’ve done some really bad things, but that doesn’t make me a bad person. I think, at times, I was possessed by a naughty imp, like the time I pushed Catherine Smith in the pool. Her surname wasn’t actually Smith, but I don’t want to blow her privacy.


Catherine was at my school and Pippy had invited her round to play. It was winter and we still lived in my granny and grandpa’s big house with the pool and the old metal climbing frame beside it. We went outside to play but it was one of those play-dates when you get a bit bored, and you’re not quite sure how to entertain yourselves.


Catherine was in her winter uniform and leaned right over the deep end of the pool, asking how deep it was. Then she crouched down, put her hand in the water and said, ‘Ooh, it’s cold.’ I honest to God don’t know what happened to me because without even thinking, with one solitary index finger, I gave her the gentlest little push. She just plopped in with a little roly-poly plop!


OMG, it was immediate horror! What had I done?! She was flailing around in the freezing water, and I grabbed her hands and pulled her out. I could see that she was winding up to a proper tantrum, which would have been my reaction too.


‘Catherine, I’m so sorry! Please, please will you run round the garden? Please can you just run round the garden and get dry? Please don’t tell my granny,’ I kept saying.


Pippy came out and I’ll never forget the look on her face. She was incredulous, horrified, like I was the spawn of Satan. Now that I’m a parent, I know she would have been wondering how the hell she was going to tell the girl’s mother.




‘What on earth possessed you?’ she said. I’d never seen her like that. She was shaking and red.


‘You, go upstairs to your bedroom and shut the door. You get bread and milk for dinner. Go . . . NOW!’ she whispered, furiously.


I don’t know why I did it but I think I scared the bejesus out of Catherine. There’s a strong chance she has forgotten about it but there’s also a strong chance that it’s ruined her entire life and every time she sees me on telly she wants to kill me. But what I’m trying to say to any parents out there is this: I was not a bad person, but I did do something that was really bad. Don’t write a child off because they do one bad thing or make one heinous mistake (or, in my case, several).


Keep avenues of communication open


I’m a big believer in not carrying secrets and problems alone, but sharing them and lightening the load. I also think I should be as straightforward and honest with my kids as possible. No one told me that my mum was gone for good and I was going to be living with Pippy from then on. I don’t blame anyone for that, it was how things were done, but maybe it would have helped me accept the situation rather than leaving me wondering what was happening. I felt like I couldn’t ask about it.


Open communication is something that’s really important to me. No problem is unsolvable and we can sort anything out together as a family. If any of my kids are having a hard time, and all of them have at some point, we all rally because it’s a team effort and I want that child to know they are not alone.


Whatever my child told me, even if it was the most shocking thing that I had ever heard, I would do everything in my power not to show them that I was horrified. I would just say, ‘Oh, right. Well, okay. How do you feel about that? What do you think? What do you want to do? How can I help you with that?’ rather than going, ‘Oh my God! I’m gonna phone their parents right now!’ If I react like that, they’re never going to tell me anything again because they don’t want the drama. They just need help. I haven’t experienced this yet, but I’m sure I will.


I’m a big believer in anything that creates the feeling that we’re all in it together. I know as a recovering addict that isolation is dangerous. There’s a great saying, ‘An addict alone is in bad company.’ You get stuck in your own thoughts and go to dark places. Seeking comfort with other people, knowing that you’re not alone, is really important.


Pippy taught me a lot about this when I was eleven. She could tell that I really, really didn’t want to go to school on Mondays but didn’t want to talk about why. I was having a problem with one of my classes and didn’t know how to share my eleven-year-old worries. One day Pippy left a book open with a pen, right next to where I was doing my homework. So I wrote down the problem I was just too embarrassed and anxious to talk about and closed the book. Pippy didn’t do the big drama. She just went to my school and sorted it. I didn’t want to worry my granny by telling her what was upsetting me, but her leaving the book open for me solved the problem (clever Pippy).


Matthew and I have very open communication with our kids but writing about that memory reminds me that I must put a book in their rooms so that they can write in it if ever they want to tell me something and they’re too embarrassed to ask, the idea being ‘Ask me anything, tell me anything. If you’ve written it in the book, I’ll reply in the book.’


‘I love you’


There’s one book I vividly remember from when I was a kid. It’s Paul Gallico’s The Day the Guinea-Pig Talked. It’s about a guinea pig and the little girl who owns him, and by magic they are given one minute to talk to each other. They are so overwhelmed by how much they want to say in that sixty seconds that they are speechless. I remember being so tense that they’ll miss the opportunity to talk to each other, but just before time runs out they both say, ‘I love you.’


I remember crying and crying at the ending. I suppose it was something to do with wanting to love or be loved in the way the little girl and the guinea pig loved each other. The little girl and the guinea pig had been thinking of all the things they wanted to say to each other, but actually there was only one thing that they needed to let each other know. They remembered to say it right at the very end of the time that they had: ‘I love you’.


It was a bit similar with Matthew’s dad, who we called Pops. He had four sons he took care of and provided for brilliantly, and Matthew loved talking to his dad, but Pops was never really verbally demonstrative in that way. He never said ‘I love you’ to his boys. I think he felt he didn’t need to . . . that they knew.


At the very end of his life, when Matthew’s dad knew he was going to die, he said ‘I love you’ for the first time to his sons. I thought it was so beautiful that Pops experienced an outpouring of love and wanted to actually say that to his boys. It reminded me of the Paul Gallico book: that you have all this time to think about what you’re going to say, and such complicated feelings and emotions, but ultimately all that matters is love. At the end of his life, all Pops really wanted to do was just love everybody. I think that it’s an overwhelming feeling, isn’t it? If someone said to me, ‘You’ve not got long left,’ I’d just want to let everybody know how much they mean to me. I guess that’s the thing that resonated with me with that book: when it comes down to it, all you want to do is let the people you care about know that you love them. That’s all that matters.




The healing power of music


Pippy taught me the importance of music and its healing properties and perhaps that’s why I’ve been obsessed with music all my life. Music has helped me through some of the darkest times of my life and also carried me through some of the happiest. It is the only mood-altering drug I’m allowed, so I feast on it regularly.


There was always music playing in our house and there was a piano that I was encouraged to play. I remember when Pippy was really sad she wouldn’t just cry, she would sing and cry. If there’d been an argument over lunch, when she was doing the washing-up afterwards she would belt out something like ‘Don’t Cry for Me Argentina’ while crying. I always thought there was some sort of magical pathos in that. I would look at her in her rubber gloves at the sink, singing and crying. It was amazing.


I remember, when I was about fourteen, splitting up with a boy I’d kissed. I was convinced he was my boyfriend but I don’t think he thought that at all. Suddenly he was with someone else and I was gutted. I remember listening to ‘It’s Over’ by ELO again and again, singing and crying, just how Pippy taught me. The lyrics spoke to me. They were exactly how I was feeling. There’s a magic that only really happens when you’re getting into music in a big way, probably around thirteen, when lyrics become the soundtrack to your life until you’re maybe twenty-two, twenty-three, when life’s burdens start weighing you down and you never get the opportunity or the time to sit down and really engross yourself in lyrics again.


Music provokes feelings in a way that nothing else can. It can take me straight to a moment. So when Prince died, I put on his music and just cried, because he was the soundtrack to my twenties. His album Sign o’ the Times is one of the most unbelievably brilliantly crafted pieces of music I think I’ve ever heard. Prince just didn’t write conventionally. Not verse, chorus, verse, chorus, middle 8, key change, chorus, end. No . . . he told stories, mostly of pent-up sexual tension. His songs always end in what feels like an earth-shattering musical orgasm with a post-coital cigarette. David Bowie I played every time I got stoned. His music, like Prince’s, you can never tire of because you hear something different every time you play it. Enigma makes me sob.


Today, for example, I’m not feeling very well. I’ve got a cold and a cough and I’m pretty pissed off about it. I was in the car earlier and I put on a song by a thrash metal band called Helmet. They did a collaboration with House of Pain. It’s a great track and I listen to it when I’m fed up and I sing along at the top of my voice and let it all out. Or I might listen to Sepultura, a Brazilian thrash metal band, or Metallica. Oh my God, I love Metallica. I have a track for literally every single mood. I listen to glam rock, I love Calvin Harris, I love David Lee Roth, I love Rihanna, I love Beyoncé, Katy Perry, house music, country, I love old school, new school. The best songs of all are the ones that remind me of the children. Holly, Justin Bieber; Tilly, ‘Stronger’ by Clean Bandit, and Chester’s is ‘G6’ by Far East Movement.




I remember my birthday the year the hurricane hit the UK. It was the night of the 15 October 1987, and my birthday is the 16th. I got up in the morning, put on my Walkman (remember those?!) and left the house. It was still really windy, no buses were running, and I walked from Hammersmith to Chelsea to get to work. As I was walking I was looking at everybody standing outside their houses with trees that had smashed through their roofs or crushed their cars and, bizarrely, I was listening to ‘September’ by Earth, Wind & Fire. It was really surreal, listening to such uplifting music with all the crazy carnage everywhere.


You’ve heard of a man cave? My man cave, or she shed, would be a mini nightclub where I could crack out my amazing vinyl and play incredibly loud music without disturbing anybody else.


The Ultimate Playlist in My She Shed


‘Stronger’ by Clean Bandit


‘I Found Lovin’’ by Fatback Band


‘Feel So Real’ by Steve Arrington


‘Icarus’ by Madeon


‘Real Joy’ by Fono


‘Cool’ by Alesso


‘212’ by Azealia Banks


‘Biz Is Goin’ Off’ by Biz Markie


‘Three Little Words’ by Frankmusik


‘Too Good’ by Drake




We can learn from each generation


For most of my childhood my great-grandmother, Mickey’s mother, lived with us and, of course, I was living with my granny and my auntie. It was Pippy who really showed me how much older people have to offer; in the McCall family, the elderly are revered. We learn so much from each generation of our family and there is a wonderful sense of security in keeping generations together. We had a sort of Mediterranean thing going on. In Italy, Spain and France, elders are respected.




OEBPS/images/logo.gif
S

ORION
SPRING












OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
e to Sty
©

I've made






