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  Prologue




  Sitting in the dressing room I studied my reflection.




  Not bad actually. A make-up artist had just done her very best to hide the dark circles under my eyes, carefully cultivated by years of running around after three kids. She’d also painted

  my lips a bright shade of peachy pink and appeared to have created the illusion that I actually had cheekbones. I was impressed!




  Now the resident Loose Women hairdresser Lee Din was doing a sterling job on the bird’s nest of hair I’d stepped off the train with at the crack of dawn this morning, crafting

  it into something halfway decent.




  ‘It’s good to have you back, Coleen,’ he smiled, catching my eye in the mirror.




  ‘It’s good to be back,’ I replied, trying to channel calm thoughts.




  Everything was riding on this moment. Just months earlier I’d felt down and miserable, convinced my TV career was all but over. At thirty-eight I was washed up, unemployable, tarred by the

  brush of a failed stint presenting on This Morning and very worried about the future.




  My partner, Ray, was working hard and I was taking every job I could get, but still we were struggling financially. The rainy day we’d saved for was here and now the piggy bank was running

  dry. I had a family to support and we needed the stability of a regular income. And I needed a chance to prove myself once more. So one night I lay in bed trying to think of all the positive things

  I could do instead of panicking. I had to think of a plan – an escape route to where I wanted to be. I suddenly remembered that I had a business card for a lady called Dianne Nelmes, a big

  boss on ITV daytime. I’d met her a couple of times and we’d got on well, so the next morning after I’d seen my sons Shane Jnr and Jake off to school and wiped porridge off my

  toddler Ciara’s chin, I rummaged through a drawer of junk. I sieved through hair bobbles, scrappy bits of paper and Ciara’s old dummies until eventually I located Dianne’s

  dog-eared card. Then, managing to fire up the family computer, I typed in Dianne’s email address and carefully constructed a light-hearted message.




  ‘Well, I’ve done the stay at home mum thing,’ I wrote. ‘But even the kids are begging me to go back to work, so if you hear of anything then please let me

  know.’




  I didn’t think she’d reply but she did, promptly, with some great news – that Loose Women, a series I’d worked on two years before, was coming back on air.

  ‘I’ll let them know you’d be interested in taking part,’ she promised.




  Now here I was, weeks later, gearing up for my moment, my one big chance to prove myself once more.




  ‘Ten minute call, Coleen,’ a runner said, popping her head round the door.




  Standing up, I thanked Lee, smoothed down my blouse with my hands and stepped out of the dressing room. Taking a deep breath, I walked down the long corridor of ITV’s South Bank studios,

  to reach the Loose Women set.




  There were people darting around everywhere, wearing headsets and jeans, and I could hear the warm-up man inside whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Next to me appeared my old friend and Loose

  Women anchor presenter Kaye Adams. We both rolled our eyes as we were forced to do a kind of ridiculous half hug and air kiss to avoid messing up our hair and make-up. Then coming up the

  corridor behind us were the other presenters, Carol McGiffin and Jenny Trent Hughes, who were both full of beans and ready to join us on the panel.




  ‘Two minutes!’ A producer dashed past indicating with his fingers.




  I smiled at Kaye but immediately felt my stomach churn with a mixture of apprehension and adrenalin. I still get nervous to this day!




  Then suddenly we were given the green light and I was walking out into the studio with the other girls. There was a sea of smiling faces as the audience cheered, and as I settled into my seat

  behind the desk I could feel the heat of the bright studio lights on my face. Excitement and exhilaration rushed through me like an electric current.




  I was back on the map . . .








  

     

  




  One




  I made my singing debut when I was two years old, at Christmas 1967 when we did a turn at the ABC theatre in Blackpool in front of about 2,000 old age pensioners.




  I can actually remember that very first time when I ventured out on the stage on my own. I had a long nightie on and was clutching my teddy. Everyone looked at me and said, ‘Ahh’

  – as you would to a little kid, wouldn’t you! Not realizing how cute I was, I thought, What are they saying ‘Ahh’ about? Then I sang ‘Santa Claus is Coming to

  Town’ to rapturous applause.




  My family were quite unique in the fact that we all sang together. For years before I came along, my older brothers and sisters had joined my parents in an act called the Singing Nolans. Work

  could be sporadic in Dublin, so in 1962, three years before my birth, the family crossed the Irish Sea, relocating to Blackpool in search of more regular work. There were many more clubs and hotels

  to perform at in England, so it turned out to be a canny move.




  Mum and Dad were both very talented singers. My mum, Maureen, trained as a soprano at the Royal Irish Academy and had many admirers as much for her bonny looks as for her wonderful operatic

  voice. She met my dad, Tommy, while they were both performing at Clery’s Ballroom in Dublin. They were both twenty. They married a year later and went on to form a two-piece act called Tommy

  and Maureen: The Sweethearts of Song.




  As a couple back then they were both extremely striking. Dad was a dapper, dark-haired man with fine features and a twinkle in his eye. Mum was petite and gorgeous and very Irish-looking, with

  dark hair and hazel eyes. Until she had me she was really slim, but I guess having eight kids takes its toll! Eventually she ballooned from a size 8 to a size 20. Yet she was always one of these

  women who knew how to dress, looking elegant no matter what size she was.




  As good fortune would have it, each Nolan child proved to have inherited my parents’ talent for singing (I’m not sure what would have happened if one of us had proved to be tone

  deaf. Perhaps we would have been put up for adoption!). So from day one there was music running through my blood and I was pretty much born into the group.




  When I arrived in the Nolan household as baby number eight they didn’t exactly roll out the red carpet. First, my parents were a tad disappointed – with five girls already

  they’d hoped for a boy. And second, there was no room at the inn – so my dad emptied out a drawer in the bedroom and that was my cot.




  ‘I hope you put me in the top drawer at least?’ I asked Mum years later.




  ‘No, the bottom drawer,’ she replied. Well, isn’t that the story of my life?




  I was born on 12 March 1965 at Glenroyd Maternity Hospital in Blackpool. All my siblings – Tommy, 17, Anne, 15, Denise, 13, Maureen, 11, Brian, 8, Linda, 6, and

  5-year-old Bernie – had started life in Dublin in Ireland, so I was the token English one.




  The money our family earned was modest, so I’m pretty sure my arrival – five years after my nearest sister Bernie and yet another hungry mouth to feed – was accidental. My mum

  always insisted I was planned but I didn’t believe a word of it! Seven kids and four years down the line another one comes along? I couldn’t possibly have been planned!




  Back then, before fame and fortune beckoned, there were ten of us crammed into our four-bedroom terraced house in Waterloo Road in Blackpool. Mum and Dad had a room each, as they slept

  separately, and all my elder sisters were in one room and my brothers were in another. My bed in the drawer set a precedent, as I never really had my own room. Instead I slept with everyone. I

  would make my mind up each night where I was going to sleep and who I would sleep with, so sometimes it would be with my mum, sometimes in between my brothers, but more often than not, up until we

  were teenagers, I slept cuddled up to my eldest sister, Anne, in the single bottom bunk in the main girls’ bedroom.




  As if ten of us packed in like sardines wasn’t enough, at one point we even had Nana, Dad’s mum, living there, which resulted in Mum giving up her bed in favour of the couch

  downstairs. In later years I often wondered why my father did not give up his room, as she was his mother. But then that’s an Irish woman thing, isn’t it? No sacrifice is ever too big

  in the name of hospitality.




  When I was born my eldest siblings, Tommy and Anne, being that much older, were on hand to look after me. All my sisters doted on me – I guess it was like having a real life doll –

  but Anne particularly was like a second mum to me. She always played with me and when I was older I can remember her spending hours plaiting my pigtails. If there was just one hair out of place

  she’d have to start again. Anne has always been very organized like that. She likes everything to be perfect. But although my sisters were great with me, I was still my mother’s baby.

  She used to prise me out of their arms, laughing, ‘Leave my baby alone!’




  I think I was quite fortunate to be by far the youngest, as I never really experienced sibling rivalry with the others and I don’t recall fighting with them. Linda and Bernie were really

  close in age, so they were thick as thieves but also used to fight like cat and dog. And the three eldest – Tommy, Anne and Denise – were always at each other’s throats too.

  Maureen was the little peacemaker, really placid and laid back, and didn’t really row.




  But I can remember Brian having a fight with Linda when he practically tried to strangle her, and another occasion when she just walked in and whacked a sweeping brush over his head! We still

  laugh about that now.




  The majority of these fights went on when Dad was out of the house. Mum would go mad at us for playing up, but a cross look or holler from her never had the same effect as from my dad. He was

  the main disciplinarian, and woe betide anyone who dared even snap in front of him!




  We lived in that house at Waterloo Road for the first nine years of my life and despite the cabin fever I have absolutely brilliant memories. With ten of us cooped up in there it was always

  noisy and full of life. It was your typical, small terraced home with a fairly uninspiring back yard. We didn’t have many home comforts either. There was no central heating for one thing.

  Instead the house was heated by coal fires, which were lit by my mum at 6 a.m. every morning. When it was time for us to get up for school we’d all run down to the front room and huddle in

  front of one of the fires to warm up. Initially there had been two rooms downstairs, but as the family grew bigger my parents had the wall between knocked down and made it into one big room, which

  contained two fires. Still, with all us kids there was a lot of jostling and elbowing in order to keep warm in front of those two!




  When I look back now at how basic we had it, it just amazes me how we got anything done. Mum had eight of us to look after and no washing machine or dryer. She just had a mangle to wring all the

  stuff out and one tiny little cooker. How did she do that, and more importantly why? My dryer broke recently and it felt like I’d lost my right arm!




  There may have been zillions of us but Mum and Dad never stopped us having friends round and the local kids loved our house because they were not the sort of parents who said, ‘Don’t

  do this, don’t do that.’ Mum never complained about us making a mess. There were always loads of girls in one room chatting and laughing, and I have lots of happy memories of tearing up

  and down the street playing tag, hide and seek or hopscotch. At the weekend I used to be out of that house from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. – I loved it.




  I still drive by our old home when I’m in Blackpool now and feel all nostalgic. I always want to go in. It looks great. It was crap-looking when we were there but now there’s a

  plasma telly on the wall. God, wouldn’t we have loved that when we were kids!




  Having said that, my parents were incredibly generous. Birthdays were your day and you’d be made to feel really special all day long. They’d throw a big party with all your friends

  and you’d always get a surprise birthday cake.




  Although at times we could be mischievous we never got into trouble. You just didn’t back then, because you were really frightened of policemen. And it wasn’t just the fear of the

  police either! If you got into trouble with the law and they took you home then you’d really get it. Without doubt we knew we’d get double from our dad and we were much more frightened

  of him! So we were respectful kids.




  There were still plenty of times I got a good smack off my dad or a good crack off my mum, though. In fact all I needed was a look off my dad and I’d feel the fear. If I had done something

  wrong I would instantly recognize the look that said, ‘You are on your last warning.’ I literally used to whimper if he looked at me, so on the whole I knew to be well behaved. He very

  rarely had to smack me, he would just look at me and I would wet my drawers.




  Dad wasn’t someone to be messed with. You always knew where the line was. Plus he liked a drink, which could see his temper increased tenfold. And at that point the best thing you could do

  was keep out of his way.




  As well as singing my dad worked in the daytime at the union printers and later Anne was his secretary for a while. While Dad worked Mum would get us ready for school, organize

  our singing and make our costumes. Yet she still found time to see lots of her friends and had a great social life. She loved her bingo.




  As soon as I was old enough to sing I joined my family doing turns at working men’s clubs and hotels all over the UK. Because I was so young – starting my career at the age of two

  – the songs were performed over and over to me by my mum and my sisters until I picked up the lyrics, and I learned them that way.




  On nights that we were performing, Dad would hurry home from work and we’d race home from school and there would be a flurry of activity, as we got ready to go out. A lot of our shows were

  in Blackpool. We’d go to a working men’s club and do four turns a night, then we’d all go home and then get up for school. Often we’d get only a few hours’ sleep and

  be late for school the following morning. My parents were always getting letters home complaining about our attendance, but they never seemed that bothered. I guess they assumed that singing would

  be our vocation so it didn’t really matter if we missed a class or two.




  When I was very small my mum’s youngest sister Aunty Theresa, who never had any children of her own and was very much a part of our family, would sometimes come along to look after me

  while my parents were singing, and if she wasn’t there one of the elder sisters would sit me on her knee until Mum came back.




  Locally we were dubbed Blackpool’s own Von Trapp family and we’d do medleys from The Sound of Music or Oliver! as well as solos. With her trained opera skills, Mum

  regularly brought tears to people’s eyes with her haunting rendition of ‘Ave Maria’. It was her favourite song and she’d even sing it around the house – it was like

  having an opera in the front room. When, years later, Alzheimer’s robbed Mum of her ability to sing, it always struck me as the cruellest blow. You could always tell how much she loved to

  sing.




  My father was like Frank Sinatra in his voice and his mannerisms. When Mum and Dad sang together it was magical. They used to do duets like, ‘My heart and I’, ‘My dearest,

  dear’ and ‘How wonderful to know’.




  From as early as I can remember I saw my sisters and brothers and family go out and perform. It was exciting and at times brilliant fun. In the summer holidays we did lots of cruises. We’d

  travel Europe, visiting countries like Greece and Italy. Because I was so little I always got a good reception.




  I remember one time there were all these Americans on a cruise ship and when I sang my solo, ‘Show me the way to go home’, where I donned a flat cap and strutted up and down the

  stage, they all started throwing money. I continued to sing but almost got lamped in the head by a coin several times. In the end my dad was forced to yell, ‘Please can you stop throwing

  money as you might hurt her!’




  Not that I was bothered, I was too busy crying, as I thought the dollars they were throwing at me were toy money. So Mum gave me sixpence to stifle my sobs and she kept seventy-five dollars. I

  had no idea about the value so clearly I was thrilled!




  People occasionally ask me how I feel about having had such an unconventional childhood, and whether it bothered me. But the truth is for me it was just the norm. I never knew any different. It

  is only now that I look back and feel a little bit sad for my childhood self, because in many ways I did miss out on a normal childhood. Sometimes I wish I’d thought, ‘When I grow up I

  want to be . . .’ but my future was always mapped out. I was always going to be a singer. Just like everyone else in my family.




  I had friends whose mothers and fathers were obsessed with not missing parents’ nights or who stood on the sidelines at freezing football games to faithfully cheer them on. Yet my parents

  never went to one single parents’ night or ever encouraged me to pursue another activity or talent. I guess they didn’t feel they needed to – they had decided that singing with my

  family was my destiny.




  As much as I have happy memories I have to admit there was a lot I hated as well. I always felt really miserable leaving my friends playing in the street if there was a gig to go to. Most days

  I’d be having a whale of a time with my best friend, Alan, who lived on Waterloo Road as well and was a year older than me. We were practically joined at the hip until I moved to London aged

  nine. So when I’d see Mum heading down the street with a determined look on her face I’d instantly get that sinking feeling in my tummy. I knew she and Dad were rounding us up ready to

  pile us into the minibus to go to Scotland or somewhere else equally afar. ‘I don’t want to go,’ I’d whine to myself, but I had no choice. That was just the way it was.




  When we were doing our gigs we didn’t really have a set running order – sometimes the kids would go on first, sometimes Mum and Dad would.




  These days you always hear about artists making ridiculous demands when they play somewhere – asking for dressing rooms to be painted white and furnished with matching virginal white

  couches, flowers and candles. I mean, Cher is even rumoured to request her own ‘wig room’, with a bodyguard to protect her beloved hairpieces, but there was none of that in our day. The

  places we played were definitely no frills and we’d cram into a dingy dressing room, all ten of us. We didn’t have any crew or a PA to keep us organized so we’d roll up at a

  working men’s club, pile into a room the size of a closet, and wait, bored, for our turn on stage.




  I can remember fights between my older siblings as they battled it out in a confined space not even big enough to swing a dead cat. Tommy and Anne would end up snapping at each other or Bernie

  and Linda would be squabbling over a drink or a book. Mum or Dad would whack whoever was nearest, there’d be some sniffing, sulking and dirty looks and that was that.




  The clubs back then were quite basic: just a big space with table and chairs piled either in rows or groups. The lighting was really bright, and they would generally have a little stage with a

  tiny dressing room at the back of it and a big bar that ran the length of the room. There would be a separate snooker room, and certainly in one club I remember, and to this day it’s still

  the same, only men were allowed and no women at the bar. Can you believe that in 2009 that rule still stands! Not that I would ever go in one now; I cannot bear them.




  The audiences were normally male and female, and particularly in places like the north of England, people gave us an amazing reception. They just loved us. It must have been quite a thing,

  seeing a mum and dad and eight kids, all of whom could sing, performing. I’d love to see that now. So generally we didn’t get any insults about our act, but sometimes while you were

  singing it was very noisy. People would be talking or shouting up to the bar.




  While you were performing you’d be lucky if you had a spotlight. It was normally just the club lights, so as you sang you could see absolutely everyone in the club. The smoke was

  horrendous, but no one gave it a second thought back then. My dad was an eighty-a-day smoker anyway, so we just grew up around smoke really. It was before all the health warnings, so everyone

  puffed away.




  Although there was lots of beer and spirits around I don’t remember any of my siblings ever having a sly swig of booze. I am sure they wouldn’t have dared, as their lives would not

  have been worth living if either Mum or Dad had caught them! But then again, they were kids, so maybe they did?




  The other performers would be typical club acts doing the circuit – a comedian or a real club turn singing ‘Amarillo’ or ‘Delilah’ and all those other bloody songs

  that I still can’t stand to hear nowadays.




  From the age of two to eight this was my life, two to three times a week at least. Sometimes us younger ones would get sent home early on our own. But I hated that as well, as within ten minutes

  Brian, Linda and Bernie would be fighting. Sometimes it would make me cry but generally I’d just put myself to bed and try to stay out of their way.




  To this day when people think of the Nolans they often view us through rose-tinted specs. A good, old-fashioned, all-singing, all-dancing, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-their-mouths clan who

  were the picture of wholesome family fun. People used to take the piss out of us for being so square! But like all families, things could be very different behind closed doors. Things were actually

  far from perfect.




  It’s really difficult for me to say anything bad about my parents. Mum and Dad, they loved us. They adored us. And equally we loved and idolized them. But, as hard as it is for me to

  admit, I still think they did a lot wrong. They never made bad decisions intentionally, but now I have kids of my own it’s made me look back at my own childhood. As a mother myself I’ve

  chosen to do things very differently. I think that’s the way it goes when you raise your own kids – you’re either exactly the same as your parents or the complete opposite.




  I’m not sure I could have exposed my children to the environments we experienced as kids. They may have been there with us in all those smoky, run-down clubs but there’s no mistaking

  that it was an adults’ world and not a place for small children.




  Unfortunately we were singing in places where people would often be drinking heavily and sometimes when we were performing awful fights would break out. Booze-fuelled adults would scream and

  shout, ready to knock the crap out of each other. It’s scary to see a fight like that as an adult, let alone when you’re tiny, and I can still recall the fear I experienced back then. I

  remember once Bernie was belting out ‘Where is Love?’ from Oliver! at a club and there was a horrible fight. I mean we’re talking chairs being flung around, glasses

  smashed, the works. She kept on singing though!




  It wasn’t nice being exposed to the big bad world of adults from such an early age and I can’t imagine putting any of my children through that. No way. I just know that I always felt

  very anxious and frightened whenever voices were raised. I grew up with a terrible phobia of shouting. If anyone shouts I turn into a three-year-old again. I can feel myself physically shrinking. I

  want to go into a corner. I grew up with fights and I hate it.




  I think that’s the reason I’m a bit ‘drink police’ now. I always get teased by Carol McGiffin, my Loose Women co-presenter, because I’m boring and

  don’t like to get drunk. But the truth is I can’t be around people who are heavy drinkers and those early memories have a lot to do with it. I’ve seen the ugly side of alcohol too

  many times; I’ve seen how it can distort and change people’s personalities and I don’t like it.




  And it wasn’t just strangers that it happened to either. It went on in my own family too. I saw it with my dad. I’m sorry to say that alcohol brought out a very ugly side to his

  character. It was sad really, as when my dad was sober he could be the nicest man in the world. He was very family-orientated, and although we had such a small crowded house he loved us being kids

  so we were always allowed to have fun and have our friends round.




  You could also talk to him for hours and he just had so much time for us all. Some adults don’t really know how to talk to children but he was so interested in everything we had to tell

  him and really encouraged our thirst for knowledge. ‘Dad, where do rainbows come from?’ I’d ask, and he’d take so much pleasure from painstakingly explaining. He subscribed

  to the Reader’s Digest and was always watching documentaries, so he knew a lot, but if he couldn’t answer a question off the top of his head he’d go and find out for me.

  Dad always helped with our homework too, and if I ever had a maths problem to solve or something I couldn’t spell, he’d be on hand to advise me.




  He also loved taking us out and showing us things; he’d point out buildings and architecture and tell us about the history of things. When he was sober he was a brilliant dad and in public

  he was viewed as this amazing man. He was handsome, charismatic, and he just had this talent, this amazing crooner voice. Not to mention the fact that he had eight angelic kids who could sing and a

  lovely wife to boot. Women adored him!




  It’s hard to shatter anyone’s illusions and talk about his faults – even my friends thought our life was perfect. In fact, in most people’s eyes the Nolans were this

  happy, close family. Don’t get me wrong, we were close, God we were close, but we had our problems too and they mainly revolved around our father and his drinking. You see, working the club

  circuit ultimately gave him the temptation to drink and more often than not he did – and it made him argumentative and selfish.




  If we were in Blackpool at a working men’s club we could go home while he’d stay behind and drink. But if we’d travelled afar, to Wales or Scotland, we’d have to wait for

  him to finish and for little children it was just exhausting. Sometimes Dad would be propping up the bar until 4 a.m. and I can remember at times being too tired to even stand, so curling up to

  sleep on the floor or across two chairs pushed together. Of course that sort of thing just wouldn’t happen now. These days you have licences in regard to children and they have to be off the

  premises by ten, but you just didn’t back then.




  ‘Tommy, we need to go, the kids are tired,’ Mum would moan.




  ‘Oh, shut up,’ he’d snap back. So we’d all sit there resigned to the fact we had to wait.




  When Dad had had his fill he’d often drive us home, which just beggars belief really. Because I was so young I never noticed the danger, but for Mum and the older kids it must have been

  terrifying. How we escaped any sort of accident I’ll never know. Dad’s best friend, a man called John Quinn, would come to some of the gigs and help with driving and when I was a bit

  older I can remember worrying that either of them could fall asleep at the wheel.




  Dad didn’t just drink at our appearances, he also liked to meet his friends down the pub and that was normally when trouble erupted for us. When he’d been sinking the pints he had

  the shortest fuse in the world and could become aggressive or violent in the blink of an eye. It was my poor mum who got the brunt of it. Whenever he was full of ale he’d want to row with her

  and he didn’t give a stuff about kicking off in front of the kids.




  I have an awful memory of being quite small and being tucked up in bed with Mum while Dad was down the pub. That evening I’d decided to sleep with her and was to witness my father at his

  worst. I don’t know if it was the noise of the door banging shut or his heavy steps on the stairs that disturbed me, but suddenly I was wide awake and fear was shooting through my body. Dad

  was blind drunk and in a murderous mood.




  I felt Mum’s body tense next to me and I knew she was awake too. We could hear Dad’s voice before he even entered the bedroom and it was clear that he was hell bent on goading

  her.




  ‘Maureen, you bitch,’ he spat. ‘I know you’re awake.’




  The aggression in his voice made me tremble but I stayed deadly still, praying that Mum would do the same. Suddenly the door flew open and he headed towards the bed.




  ‘You think you’re better than me,’ he hissed at Mum.




  The venom in his voice made my heart race and I squeezed my eyes tight shut. Pretend you’re asleep, I willed Mum silently in my head, but no such luck.




  ‘Oh, be quiet and go to bed,’ she snapped.




  We both knew what was coming next. As Dad flew at my mother I could hear my heart pounding in my chest, but I lay there too terrified to move, bracing myself in case I got caught up in the

  crossfire.




  ‘Don’t you tell me!’ he roared. Then I felt the bed shake and the sound of a sharp slap.




  I just knew that although he’d hit her Mum would be staring at him defiantly. If she just shuts up, he’ll get bored and go away, I’d think desperately. But that

  wasn’t Mum’s way. She never did. In fact I think she always spoke up to spite him, despite the beating that followed. There was no way she was just going to be the ‘little

  woman’, completely under his control.




  There were many other occasions like that and like a masochist Mum always answered back.




  It would always end with Dad just walking out of her room back to his and that would be it. I never saw him pass out. He was never a staggering drunk, he always seemed very controlled.




  And at those particular moments when my dad was like that I hated him. I hated that he could lash out and shout at Mum, and his behaviour scared me. But sadly it also became kind of a way of

  life for us. You do kind of get used to it. Most of the time we’d forget about it but every Saturday there was a sense of foreboding in our house as that was the night it usually occurred.

  Dad would normally go out to the local club in the afternoon because of the football and then come back drunk for his dinner. I hated that feeling of it almost being dinnertime, as I knew he could

  be home soon smelling of booze and itching for a fight.




  Occasionally he’d come home a very pleasant happy drunk and if he did come in and was in a good mood there was this feeling of utter relief that it was going to be all right tonight. But

  the waiting to see was very stressful – you never knew what kind of mood he’d be in when he walked through the door.




  When he was in a poisonous mood and lashed out at Mum, I’m thankful to say he never beat her up badly. It was never a hospital job. He just slapped her around sometimes – a slap to

  the face or a kick in the shin – but it was still awful. To see your mother being beaten by your father is something you never forget. It’s horrific.




  I never could understand how he’d treat her like that and she’d still get up and light the fires in the morning. I never could fathom how she could always start afresh, treating the

  morning after the night before as a brand new day, but she always did. And she’d still go out and buy food for him. He was such a fussy eater and we had no freezer, so every day she’d

  go and get something special for his dinner. He liked his plain food – meat, veg, potatoes and unsliced bread with real butter – that she’d always get for him. It was more than he

  deserved.




  Years later I can remember saying to her, ‘Why did you never leave? At times I prayed to God you would.’




  ‘I did once,’ she told me with sadness in her eyes. ‘I sat on Blackpool prom with all my cases packed but I couldn’t do it, because of you.’




  And that was the thing. In those days she couldn’t leave my father and take eight kids with her when she had nothing to her name but housekeeping cash.




  ‘With all you kids and no money where could I have gone?’ she explained. ‘There aren’t many people who could take in a woman and her eight children.’




  So Mum’s only option was to leave without us but she couldn’t do it. Not only would she have been desperately unhappy about leaving us but also her reputation would have been

  tarnished for ever. The Nolan mother who’d abandoned her kids and split up her family would be condemned all over town. In those days no one wanted to hear the abused wife’s tale of

  woe. Families stuck together for better or for worse. So she wiped her eyes, took a deep breath and headed home to unpack her belongings like nothing ever happened. That’s a mother’s

  love for you.




  It wasn’t just Mum who felt the back of Dad’s hand. We all did at one stage or another. I know it sounds awful but in those days your parents did give you a clip around the ear or a

  smack on the legs with a slipper and you expected it to hurt. Dad would use the flat palm of his hand across our backsides or legs and it killed, but many of my friends in those days got a belt

  from their mum and dad. However when Dad was drunk he could be incredibly cruel. One incident will always stick in my mind and it sums up Dad at his worst. As I’ve said, being the youngest of

  a brood of eight, I’d never really had my own bed, I’d just go from room to room, and on this particular night I was sharing with Bernie and Linda. I must have been about five or

  six.




  There were bunk beds in their room and that night I was on the top fast asleep. It was long past all our bedtimes but my sisters weren’t exactly settling down for the night. Instead they

  were messing around on the bottom bunk, like adolescent girls do, whispering, giggling and laughing. They must have been making loads of noise because suddenly the door creaked open and I woke to

  see a shadowy figure standing in the doorway. It was Dad and he didn’t look happy. I actually remember being fearful for them. They are so going to get it, I thought.




  ‘What’s going on?’ he snarled, his voice thick with alcohol. Not that he was going to wait for my sisters to answer. Instead he just came in, grabbed them and spanked both of

  them, causing the bunk bed to wobble and my sisters to cry out.




  Of course I did my usual trick of pretending to be asleep, wincing with every yelp from my sisters. Then Dad said something that made my stomach lurch.




  ‘You do realize that because of you two I’m going to have to smack her,’ he announced coldly.




  The next thing I knew, two strong hands had hauled me out of the top bunk and there were blows raining down on my backside. When he’d finished beating the crap out of me he turned on his

  heels and glared at the three of us.




  ‘Now I don’t want to hear another peep from you,’ he growled, before slamming the door shut. I can still recall the stinging on the back of my legs but that wasn’t the

  reason I was so distraught. It was the injustice of it all that hurt me the most. It was just so unfair.




  As I lay there, tears rolling down my cheeks, I kept thinking over and over, But why did he smack me? I didn’t do anything. They were messing around on the bottom and I was on the top

  asleep. But there was no logic to it and certainly no way we’d have ever answered back. So not daring to make any more noise we all huddled together trying to stifle our sobs. We were too

  scared to get up and go to the loo so we all wet the bed. We lay in it all night, putting our towelling robes on to try and keep us warm in the wet sheets.




  That was one of many reminders that life isn’t fair – particularly where alcohol is concerned. Dad would never have done that sober, but that night he was half cut and boy did we pay

  the price.




  If there’s one good thing that came out of those horrible memories, it’s that all these incidents have made me a better parent. When they were younger my sons, Shane Jnr and Jake,

  fought like cat and dog but I would never hit them. I’m never aggressive and I just won’t row in front of children either. No way. No matter how angry I feel I have to wait until they

  are out of earshot. It’s all because of those childhood memories. I remember that fear when it happened to me and I know that it does affect children.




  Even when he was sober Dad was fiercely strict. We were never allowed boys in our bedrooms even when we were very small, and he only got worse as my three eldest sisters grew up. Poor Anne,

  Denise and Maureen got the brunt of Dad’s overprotectiveness. He had a real problem with them dating boys and they didn’t get to leave home and be independent until they were well into

  their twenties. I think Anne may not even have left home until she got married to her husband, Brian, when she was about twenty-eight or twenty-nine, and Maureen and Denise were also in their

  twenties when they left. Even as adults they were still wearing knee-length socks and not a scrap of make-up. They were nicknamed the Three Wise Virgins by the locals at The Oxford, where they used

  to go drinking.




  While Dad did his best to thwart my sisters’ chances of talking to boys, Mum did her best to let them have fun. If Dad was going to the pub she’d secretly let them sneak out for a

  bit, as long as they were back and in bed before him. I can still recall the farcical sight of Mum, knowing Dad would be on his way back from the pub, standing in the doorway hissing at them to

  hurry up as they legged it down the street! When I tell my husband Ray that story now he always says to me, ‘You’d better not do that with Ciara!’ But Ray and my father are very

  different men. My dad was obsessive and possessive.




  Even if they were just outside talking to friends who happened to be male, just normal platonic friends, Mum would warn them to hurry up, knowing full well that Dad, a creature of habit, would

  be home any minute.




  ‘Come on, your dad is coming,’ she’d say, and the girls would often run in the back door just as he came in the front. Because it just wasn’t worth the hassle of him

  demanding, ‘Who was that?’ or declaring, ‘None of them are any good for you.’ We just knew not to have lads around.




  You’d assume that like many fathers Dad had struggled with seeing his daughters grow up and had concerns about them being taken advantage of by unscrupulous boys. But although that was

  clearly the case with five of us, I did learn to my utter horror many years later that he had altogether different, more sinister motives with Anne, his precious eldest daughter and the first to

  bloom. But back then, devastatingly, Anne was still suffering in silence and none of us knew.




  While Dad was convinced that no man would be good enough for his daughters, on top of that he did not want the family unit to be split up. Singing as a group was our bread and butter and he

  thought boyfriends might complicate or jeopardize that. On stage he was Mr Charming, at home he was Mr Controlling.




  We never really saw any of the money we earned from our shows. Dad didn’t split it but at the same time he and Mum had eight kids to bring up, bills to pay, and food to put on the table,

  so all the money went towards that. They certainly weren’t buying luxuries for themselves.




  Although living with Dad’s moods and drinking meant our family had a dark side, I don’t think any of my friends ever thought our family set-up at home was any different from theirs.

  Alan, my best friend, was the son of our next-door neighbours Mr and Mrs Fleck, who had five kids. Their eldest daughter, Linda, used to hang round with my elder sisters, and Suzanne, next in line,

  was my sister Linda’s best friend – they even share a birthday and are still close now. Alan also had a little brother, Mark, and a baby sister called Joanna. We called her ‘the

  little one’. Funnily enough Alan was the one boy my Dad seemed to accept and he was someone I spent every minute of the day with.




  The Flecks were fabulous, like a second family, we were always in and out of each other’s houses. As a Scottish family they liked their porridge and I can remember one day Mrs Fleck

  invited me to have some with her family. I was so excited, until I tasted the first spoonful and realized that Scottish people make it with salt. At which point I gagged and nearly spat it out. If

  I ever see her to this day she always laughs about giving me porridge with salt in it!




  Alan and Suzanne were always in our house and they saw and heard a lot. But I really doubt if anything that happened in our home would have struck them as out of the ordinary and we never talked

  about any of the fights.




  In those days people didn’t go on the telly to reveal all on the Jeremy Kyle Show. People rowed behind closed doors and that was that. You didn’t go gossiping about it. I

  would never have dreamt of saying to my friends or a teacher, ‘Dad hit Mum last night’ or ‘Dad came home drunk and whacked us.’




  In lots of ways we were just a normal family, like all the others on Waterloo Road.




  And our big family time, as for most people, was Christmas. We were always offered lots of work over the festive period, but Mum and Dad always declined, as being Catholics they felt Christmas

  was a time for family. We didn’t have much money but Christmas was every bit as important as birthdays to my parents.




  Mum and Dad never went to bed on Christmas Eve. Instead they’d wait until the last child had finally passed out and then they set to work! With eight kids and the excitement of Christmas

  you can imagine how late that was.




  Often they’d have a three-hour window between 2 a.m., when the last child went to sleep, and 5 a.m., when the first got up, to prepare everything, so they never got a wink. While we were

  sound asleep dreaming about Father Christmas they’d be up all night putting presents under the tree.




  Our Santa never wrapped presents. All the other presents from Mum and Dad or from one sibling to another would be wrapped, but Santa and the reindeers were too busy delivering goodies to all the

  kids in the world to bother with gift wrapping. Not that it mattered – in our family every child would receive one special present from Santa (unlike today when Father Christmas leaves 112

  presents for each child, individually wrapped) and you knew straight away which one was yours.




  You’d come down in the morning and the doll you’d dreamt of would be there sitting under the tree. It was so magical. When I was very young, about three, I got a Tippy Tumbles

  – a doll that did roly-polys – that I just adored. I’d begged Mum for one all year and there she was! My parents were incredibly thoughtful like that. It was always the present

  you’d wanted. Their generosity was selfless too. One Christmas we were so poor that Mum pawned both her wedding and engagement rings to buy presents. She could never afford to get them

  back.




  I used to love playing shop, and the Christmas of 1969, when I was four, Santa did me proud. I came down in the morning and there was a child-size wooden shop all set up in the front room. I

  literally jumped for joy. Apparently it took Mum and Dad all night to build and they rowed the whole night through over which way to do it. When they finally finished it there was one piece of wood

  left that neither of them could work out what to do with. Luckily the shop stayed intact! It took up half the lounge and my brothers and sisters had all bought me things to go in it. I had a till

  and real biscuits and groceries on the shelves.




  Every year Mum had to cook for so many people – sometimes twenty-four (you’d have the boys’ girlfriends, my Aunty Theresa, random friends and any other relatives) – and

  inevitably she’d forget one thing or another. So that year in the end, realizing what she’d forgotten, she had to buy extras for the Christmas dinner from me. I’d even nicked

  things out of the kitchen so she had to buy them back from me from the shop, which was driving her nuts because she was trying to cook dinner. I was an entrepreneur even then!




  Looking really stressed, she came into the room asking, ‘Where’s the beans?’




  ‘Sorry, they’re a penny!’ I piped up, grinning like a Cheshire cat.




  That Christmas was wonderful. I played in my shop all day but once the festivities were over it had to be taken down because there just wasn’t room. I only had my shop for one day, but

  blimey, did I get enjoyment in those hours.




  Despite the rule that we never worked Christmas, one year, when I was eight, my Dad stunned us all by agreeing that we would. He’d been offered a lot of money and we needed it. It caused a

  bloody uproar. Half the family didn’t want to go.




  ‘But Mum, what about the presents?’ Bernie whined, stamping her feet.




  ‘You can still have them,’ Mum told her. ‘But we need to sing too.’




  So that morning, Christmas Day 1973, after we’d seen what Santa had brought us and exchanged gifts, we reluctantly changed into our glitzy outfits and headed down the road to the plush

  Cliffs Hotel in Blackpool. It was a posher venue than we normally played, but our singing seemed to go down well and everyone appeared to be in a festive mood. It was the only Christmas we ever

  worked, but that day everything changed.




  

     

  




  Two




  While we were singing at the Cliffs Hotel that Christmas, Dad was approached by a smart-looking man. He had a breathtaking proposal for us. He was called Joe Lewis and ran a

  company called Hanover Grand, which owned restaurants and function rooms in London. He loved our act and wanted to offer us residency at his prestigious theatre restaurant, the London Rooms.




  Dad originally thought he was a chancer. ‘It’s just big talk,’ he scoffed, but then Joe made a firm offer and it was a very good one at that. He would pay a very decent wage

  for my five older sisters to perform seven nights a week at the restaurant, which was based in Drury Lane, Covent Garden – 240 miles from our home in Blackpool.




  Although my dad was sceptical, Mum and the girls were very excited. I suppose my brothers could have been offended that Joe hadn’t offered them a deal as well, but to be honest they

  weren’t that bothered. By now Tommy was twenty-four and engaged to a girl called Angela, and Brian was nineteen and also had a fiancée, Lorraine. Neither of them wanted to leave

  Blackpool.




  I wasn’t allowed to join my older sisters on stage, as I was too young. Mind you, Linda was fifteen and Bernie only fourteen, so I don’t know how they got away with performing

  – I think this was perhaps just before licensing came in. Being too young to join my sisters singing was brilliant as far as I was concerned. For the first time in my life I actually felt

  like I had the freedom to be a little girl.




  Mum and Dad weren’t performing either, which was fine with them, as they were older by that stage, so the group was renamed the Nolan Sisters while the three of us took a back step.




  I don’t remember the exact circumstances, as I was so young, but after a lot of debate I think it was eventually agreed that Tommy and Brian would stay behind while Mum, Dad, me and my

  older sisters moved to London. So the next thing I knew I was being taken out of school and we packed up our belongings to move to London. I was quite choked during my last day at primary school,

  but to be honest I was so used to working and travelling around by then that I adapted pretty easily.




  Knowing we were strapped for cash, Joe kindly invited us all to move into the huge mansion he shared with his wife Esther, in Wentworth, Surrey, until we found somewhere more permanent.

  I’m always amazed that he allowed a family of eight to move into his home, yet he did. He must have rated us very highly.




  Joe and Esther’s home was a fabulous place – a million pound house then, so probably about £8 million now – and to us it was just like a castle. We still shared rooms,

  but massive rooms. Joe and Esther had a son called Charlie, a year older than me; he was at boarding school most of the time, but came home for holidays. He took over where Alan left off and became

  one of my best friends. It was great – we had such a ball.




  They had a housekeeper and a gardener, who lived in, and two big dogs, a Pyrenean mountain dog called Dusty and a Great Dane called Dane, which, being animal mad, I loved. They also had a tennis

  court and a swimming pool. It was just a whole world away from what we were used to. We couldn’t believe it.




  When term started I was enrolled into a private school called the Park School for Girls, along with Linda and Bernie. It was good to start a new school with them – apart from the fact that

  on the first day of school they made us sing in front of the other pupils in a classroom, which horrified me.




  We actually ended up living with Joe for six months until my parents could afford to buy a house for us all. Mum found a big double-fronted detached house, which had been a doctor’s

  surgery, in Ilford, Essex, and had it converted back into a house for us. Again, it was just fabulous as we had never had a big house. It had six bedrooms, a massive lounge, a conservatory and an

  enormous dining room, a kitchen, utility room and, best of all, a cellar, which was converted into a playroom especially for moi! As my sisters will probably say, I was a spoilt little cow. I got

  so much more than them, but they were working all the time and I wasn’t. Suddenly I had my evenings free to go to after-school clubs, I’d have friends round to play and host sleepovers.

  It was wonderful just being a normal kid.




  I have some good, happy memories from Ilford, because at that time my father was not working and the drinking had definitely slowed down. Now he was out of the club circuit he only drank on

  special occasions like Christmas, and birthdays. And although he had his moments it was never as bad as when we were little kids. I felt as though I was having a proper childhood.




  At weekends I would accompany the girls to the restaurant, as I liked to go along to watch and hang out with all the staff, who doted on me. They’d get me Coca-Colas with straws to drink

  and chat to me while the girls performed. But during the week I was just a normal kid with my little cellar playroom – I was well happy!




  Some habits die hard, though, and at this stage I still shared a bed with Anne. My mum and dad had a room each and Maureen and Denise shared a room, as did Linda and Bernie.




  There was a time I did perform at the London Rooms and that was in 1974, when I was nine, and a BBC bigwig called Stewart Morris brought Cliff Richard in! He was a producer on the Cliff

  Richard Show and was looking for acts for the new series. He was a very big, obese man, very powerful and straight-talking and he held no punches. We got on well with him and you wouldn’t

  want to cross him. I was actually quite scared of him.




  So we all sang for him and Cliff, privately, when the venue was closed. Afterwards Cliff was charming. He seemed to know all our names and said he liked our harmonies.




  ‘I loved it!’ he told us, and suddenly we were signed up for our first ever television show. I was nine years old and about to be on telly for the very first time.




  The Cliff Richard Show was our first real break and it was pretty much a baptism of fire, as millions were viewing it. If the audience liked us it could lead to great fortune, if they

  didn’t we could be packed up and on our way back to Blackpool before the year was through.




  Even so, I don’t remember being particularly nervous. I think it was because I was so young and I’d never known any different. It was more of a big deal for my sisters, with them

  being that little bit older and more aware. I can recall them being really excited about going on the telly and they were definitely nervous.




  I was just really excited to be singing on his show, particularly as I really liked Cliffs film Summer Holiday.




  Cliff’s show went out on a Saturday but we rehearsed all week for it, which was actually quite gruelling. It meant getting up at 6.30 a.m. in order to travel all the way to the BBC studios

  in North Acton. After we’d been preened and polished we were bundled out of the house en masse and set off on the ninety-minute journey. We’d get an overground train from Ilford to

  Stratford and then the Central Line all the way to Acton. It was very boring, as there would be about twenty-odd stops before we all got off.




  The TV studio was an interesting place, a real hub of activity, but I remember thinking it was much smaller than I imagined it would be after watching the show on the telly. Cliff was always

  really nice to us, popping into rehearsals during the week to see how we were getting on. As well as doing our own songs we’d often perform with him too, although it was mainly the older

  girls.




  Our first show was bloody awful; we had no choice what to wear or how to have our hair, and because it was all very new and exciting for us we just did what we were told. We were instructed to

  wear these awful green matching satin dresses. There was a lot of debate over my dress. I heard Stewart Morris and the stylist whispering, ‘It just looks too old on her.’




  So someone cut it into a shorter dress and I had long white socks on, little black patent leather shoes and a dodgy haircut my dad had obviously done with a bowl.




  But after the first show we were thrilled to hear we’d been well received. From then on we were booked in for a regular slot for the full eight-week series. I believe by then I had

  licensing to perform about eighty times a year, or something like that, so I think I actually did every second week of Cliff’s show.




  Travelling to the studio was to become a very familiar and boring journey. We’d always get there for 9 a.m., and often all six of us girls would be asleep on the tube. After hours of

  rehearsing, Mum and I would travel home to Ilford, but my poor sisters would head straight off to Drury Lane to do their evening turn. I don’t know how they managed it.




  Despite the workload it was great fun. I was totally in awe of Cliff’s resident dancing troupe, Young Generation. They were just brilliant and did routines behind us. We loved watching

  them. And every week Cliff had some amazing guests. Once, when I was ten, we met Olivia Newton-John and I was transfixed by how beautiful she was. She wasn’t wearing a scrap of make-up and

  her skin was just naturally glowing. And she was so nice with it. It was a few years before she played Sandy in Grease, and at this time she was better known for her hit singles ‘If

  Not for You’, ‘Banks of the Ohio’ and ‘Long Live Love’.




  I also met Roy Kinnear, who was a massive comedy actor. He was this portly, jolly man who’d become a household name on the satire TV series That Was the Week That Was in the early

  sixties and went on to do the cult film The Four Musketeers. He’d have us in hysterics. He was just so naturally funny and really sweet to me. He was actually killed some years later

  during the filming of the second Musketeers film. I was really sad when I heard that.




  With the prospect of meeting famous people every week, my sisters always seemed excited to be on the show, yet generally if I’d been any more laid back I would have been horizontal. To be

  honest, once the novelty had worn off it was all a bit of a pain in the arse for a little girl. My daughter Ciara is seven now and I just can’t imagine her going on a show with 20 million

  viewers every week and singing her heart out. But for me that was just the way it was. I never had a choice.




  It was around that time that I first remember people changing around us. Folks who had been pals for years were suddenly not friends any more. My older sisters found that

  friends just stopped calling because they assumed my sisters wouldn’t want to know them now they were famous. I found girls at school were suddenly saying, ‘You think you’re

  something because you’re on the telly,’ which so wasn’t the case. It was sad because I never went to school boasting, I just didn’t do that.




  It wasn’t until we started having hit records a few years later that I experienced any kind of adulation.




  After working with Cliff for one season we were lucky to have other TV opportunities on the horizon. Next in 1974 we did The Harry Secombe Show. It was a similar thing – we’d

  go on and do a little spot or a comedy song with him, like ‘Who Will Buy?’ from the Oliver! musical. He was so friendly, and he and I would often duet together singing songs such

  as ‘The Mouse and the Elephant’. Some weeks I’d even get to do the opening song to the show with Harry.




  I guess that as our success grew I was kind of losing my childhood again, but this time I was enjoying it a lot more than when we did the clubs. Yet there were still times when I thought I would

  just like to go out to play with my mates.




  Stewart Morris was producing that show too, and, as much as he’d been a mentor to us, goodness he could be strict. He was the Simon Cowell of his day really, spelling it out in no

  uncertain terms if he wasn’t happy with your performance. Harry and I once did a duet outside in a market and although I can’t remember what we were singing, Stewart obviously

  wasn’t very happy and really shouted at me because I couldn’t hit a low note during the song. I think I’d also wound him up by fidgeting between takes or something.




  Well, Harry was outraged that he’d spoken to a small child like that, so he took him to one side and tore a strip off him. ‘You will never speak to her like that again in front of

  me,’ he warned him. I loved him for that!




  These days you often see precocious stage school kids on the telly, loving every minute and totally playing up to the camera. I hope to God I was never like that! But I don’t think I was

  – I just didn’t know any different, I never have. I don’t remember thinking, Oh my God I can’t wait to tell my friends I’m on the telly! I was more likely to be

  thinking, Oh come on, I’ve sung now, when can we go out and play tag?




  Once we’d finished that series my sisters did another TV show called Musical Time Machine with performer Vince Hill. I wasn’t involved in that, but I wasn’t particularly

  upset, I was just as happy spending time with my animals.




  I’d always had rabbits and cats, including one mad moggy called O’Malley who literally used to climb the walls, and there were constantly scratches all over my hands from where

  I’d had kittens hanging off them. I also loved horses and was always heading back to Blackpool to stay with my brothers or my Aunty Theresa so that I could go down the local stables.

  I’d spend hours there grooming and petting the horses.




  ‘You stink,’ Tommy would always say, screwing up his nose, when I came back. ‘You need a bath.’




  We’d always had dogs in our family and for years we’d had a Lion Pekinese called Toby, who sadly died when I was little. On my eleventh birthday, to my great delight, I was able to

  add two puppies to my menagerie. They were a complete surprise. Mum handed me a cardboard mug box and immediately this little puppy popped his head out.




  I squealed with delight. He was a cute, boisterous little chap, brown with white markings. He was a mongrel but looked like a miniature border collie. I immediately called him Ben, after the

  Michael Jackson song I loved to sing.
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