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For ‘my Brian’


You showed me how to love and be loved.


I miss you.


From ‘your Linda’


And for Bernie,


who showed me how to live, love


and smile through adversity.
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Prologue


I lay on the cold white bed, covered in one of those hideous blue patterned hospital gowns, staring up at the ceiling tiles above me.


‘Here we go again,’ I whispered to myself.


And then I felt the bed gradually start to edge backwards through the CT scanner. The machine is like a giant Polo mint and my job is to lie absolutely still on the bed as it slides through the hole in the middle. It’s a bit like being on the conveyor belt at the till in Asda. Beep . . . beep . . . beep . . . one Nolan coming through. All I need is a bar code stamped on my behind.


The scanner sends rays through my body seeking out the cancer I know is hiding there.


It’s definitely there. And it’s not going away, either. That’s the thing with secondary breast cancer – it’s there for good. Well, for bad, I should say.


‘Treatable not curable,’ is what the doctors said when they found it back in March 2017. It’s exactly what they said to my little sister Bernie when her breast cancer came back. My darling, vibrant, full-of-life Bernie who had more fight in her than anyone I’ve ever known had died just ten months after her breast cancer came back.


‘If anyone can beat this it’s you,’ I told Bernie that day she came home from hospital saying the cancer had spread through her body. But even Bernie couldn’t fight the inevitability of secondary breast cancer. So I’m well aware of what it all means. But I’m also well aware that some women can live two years, five years, ten years, even more before it takes them.


And at the moment my tumour is sitting quietly in my hip bone, behaving itself. Not trying to spread its cruel tentacles around my body or upping and flying to another bit of me.


Every three months I go through the giant Polo mint scanner to see if that’s changed.


Every three months I go through a mounting sense of anxiety as the scan date gets closer. Then even greater worry in the fortnight that follows until the results come through.


But it’s OK – it’s just the way life will be for me from now on. I take tablets every day to try to squeeze the tumour and stop it from spreading. And then there are the scans with the turning of every season.


The leaves were changing colour and blowing around the streets in Blackpool when I went for my last scan.


‘I’ll come with you, Linda,’ my sister Denise said that morning.


‘It’s OK, Denise,’ I replied. ‘Thanks, but I think I can do it myself this time.’


And so I got a cab to the hospital and trotted down the corridor to the CT waiting room all on my own. That probably doesn’t sound much to most folk. But for me it was a huge achievement. Through the last ten years I have leant so heavily on my amazing family. It was their love and determination which dragged me through the darkest of times. But now I’m getting stronger. And that trip to the hospital proved it.


I sat in the waiting room alongside an older guy who looked even more worried about the whole process than me.


The nurse called across to us: ‘Can Alan and Linda come up now, we’re ready for you.’


We both trotted up to the front desk.


‘Hello. I’m Alan by the way,’ the guy said gravely to the nurse.


I looked at him and across to the nurse. ‘Well, I’m pleased I shaved this morning so they didn’t get us muddled up,’ I said, giggling.


All three of us started to laugh and by the time they took us through to the scanning machine I think me and Alan had both forgotten how scared we were moments earlier. And so that’s where I was, still smiling to myself, as a nurse injected me with the dye which spotlights any hiding cancer, as I trundled down the conveyor belt through the CT scanner.


Still smiling, that’s what I am. Still smiling and still standing (albeit with a crutch some days!) after everything I’ve been through.


I don’t know how much longer I have left in this world. And that has changed me.


There have been many times in my life when I was so sad, so grief-stricken and so depressed that I didn’t want to be alive any longer. Now I have a violent determination to cling to life. I am desperate it isn’t snatched from me quite yet.


While I don’t have any choice in how long I have to live, I do have a choice in how I spend the time I do have. And I’ve chosen not to spend it constantly stressing about cancer. Or stressing about anything, in fact.


I’ve chosen to live and enjoy every moment life has to offer me still. I’ve chosen to enjoy the little things: a pub meal with my brothers and sisters, watching a movie on the sofa with my great-nieces and -nephews, a walk in the park where we played as kids.


I’ve chosen to laugh. And I’ve chosen to look back on my life and thank God for it – the good bits and the bad. Because there’s been some massive highs, and some terrible lows. But that is life. Sometimes I feel blessed that I’ve had my diagnosis because it has given me the ability to appreciate my life in a way I don’t think I ever did before. Like most people I just got on with it; got up every morning, went to bed every night, worked hard and laughed a lot in between. But I didn’t think about it much more than that.


Now I’m savouring what I’ve achieved in the past and every moment of the present. The future can look after itself. Writing this book has helped me do this. Looking back at my life has made it crystal clear what it’s all been about – and what really matters. And actually, what’s important is so very simple . . .


To love and to be loved.




   

One


Early Days


I clip-clopped up Maryville Road, wobbling all the way, but feeling like a million-dollar movie star. Even limping along in one of Mum’s sparkly stage stilettos (I could only wear one at a time, couldn’t balance in both!) I wasn’t more than three feet tall. Not even four years old but what I lacked in years I more than made up for in style. And volume.


Mum used to call me our street’s alarm clock. And I suppose I could make a bit of a racket singing my version of ‘Molly Malone’, dressed in my big sisters’ frocks and Mum’s ‘hee-highs’ as I called her high heels.


The stage may have been the pavement of our street running through Dublin’s St Anne’s council estate, but in my mind it was the grandest theatre on earth. Performing was what I did before I even knew what performing meant. As the sixth child to my parents Tommy and Maureen Nolan, performing was a bit like breathing. And if you wanted to get noticed in the chaos of our house you really had to make quite a bit of noise.


Big families are unusual now but back then in Dublin we were quite small compared with some of the neighbours nearby. Down the road one family had fourteen kids. At ours, Tommy was the eldest, the sensible first-born who arrived in 1949, followed by Anne a year later. Next up was Denise in 1952, Maureen two years later and Brian the year after her. Then came me, just as a watery sun was beginning to break through a slate-grey Dublin winter, on 23 February 1959.


I’m guessing that after five kids Mum knew all the signs of labour. But even though she was heavily pregnant and the pains starting to come she still decided there was time to give the kitchen floor a thorough Monday morning scrub. I wasn’t due for another few weeks but Mum knew I was on my way. Unperturbed she finished scouring the floor then got up, put on her best coat, asked a neighbour to keep an eye on the other kids then hopped on the bus to Hollis Street Hospital. That’s where I burst into the world a few hours later. Where was Dad? Who knows? Probably working. That bit never made it into family folklore. But then men rarely made it as far as a hospital ward in those days.


It’s impossible to imagine a woman doing all that now.


Back home I soon slotted into Nolan family life, perched up in my big pram, being fussed over by my brothers and sisters while Mum got on with the endless round of cooking and cleaning and trying to keep some kind of order. It must have been tough for her. In fact when I think about it now, I think life was pretty tough on Mum all round.


She was beautiful-looking when she was young with dark, dark hair, pale skin and greyish-green eyes. She was very, as they say, ‘Irish-looking’. A bit like my sisters Denise and Coleen nowadays. But just as beautiful as her looks was her voice. She would sing to us all when we were little and in my mind I can still hear her singing Brahms’ ‘Lullaby’ and ‘Five Pennies’. She had a voice that could send any of us to sleep or calm any nightmare. It was simply perfect. How she managed any of that with a rabble of kids running around is a mystery to me.


Mum had grown up in a very traditional working-class Dublin family. Her dad, two sisters and brother were all extremely musically talented and would put on shows around the city. At seventeen she became the youngest girl ever to be offered a scholarship to the Irish Academy of Music. She had a soprano voice which the college obviously thought had huge potential. It was an enormous achievement but in the end she turned the offer down.


When we were growing up she’d talk about it sometimes. We all thought it sounded so glamorous but she’d just shake her head and say, ‘Oh, it wasn’t for me. I wanted to do more light musicals than opera.’ Looking back, I’m not sure if that was the only reason or whether her family depended on the money she was bringing in from performing in clubs. But I don’t think she regretted her decision. At least, she never said so, although I’ve often wondered what she might have achieved if she’d taken the scholarship. The Nolan Sisters would probably never have existed, for one – because not long after turning down the scholarship she was performing four shows a week in theatres and clubs around Dublin.


One of the other popular entertainers around the city in those days was a handsome, skinny young fella called Tommy Nolan. One night one of the female singers in the band was poorly and Mum was asked to stand in for her. The rest, as they say, is history. Our history.


Dad must have been quite a catch in those days. He was twenty-three – the same age as Mum, and he looked and sounded the spitting image of Frank Sinatra, his idol. I can imagine why Mum fell for him hook, line and sinker. I’d like to say our dad fell in love with Mum in a second across that musical hall stage too. But who knows? What we do know is that a few months after they started going out, Mum had fallen pregnant with Tommy – and everything changed for ever.


Dad had had a very different childhood. His family were quite well off and I reckon they thought their Tommy could do better than our mum. Dad was also hugely talented and was by then in big demand as a singer in dance halls all over Ireland.


Getting pregnant out of wedlock was still a big deal in Ireland back in those days and Mum knew her family would be horrified. Not only was there the shame in a still staunchly Catholic country, there was her entire career and future she’d be throwing away. I imagine Dad was just terrified how Mum’s parents were going to react when they found out.


So it seems Mum and Dad cooked up a plan to run away to England, where they could start a new life together. Mum was to get the boat over first with money she and Dad had saved up from their shows and then Dad would join her a few days later. It must have been horrific for Mum – sneaking away from her family, getting on the boat alone like a fugitive, then finding a train to London and finally booking into a boarding house where she waited. And waited. And waited.


Dad never turned up – he’d abandoned her pregnant and alone in a foreign country. It must have been utterly heartbreaking for Mum. And also terrifying, to be abandoned, utterly alone. When she told us about it years later, I just felt incredibly sorry for her.


After a few days the lady who ran the boarding house must have worked out what was wrong with this tearful young Irish girl with the swelling belly and managed to coax Mum into telling her the story. Secretly she then wrote to Mum’s parents – remember this was before everyone had phones so it all took weeks. My granddad then got the boat over and fetched Mum home. Goodness knows how Dad thought he was going to get away with behaving like that. But he didn’t. He was told in no uncertain terms: ‘You will marry my daughter.’


So Mum had a husband and a father for her unborn child. But it can’t have been a happy start to married life. And we always wondered if, somehow, that’s where Dad’s resentment lay. Maybe that was the beginning of the darker side of Dad which was to emerge much later. He’d already been blocked by his family from travelling to London to perform when he was younger so that he could stay home and support the family. And now he was married with a kiddie on the way. He was very, very handsome and had all the screaming bobby-soxers in Dublin going mad when he performed on stage. He was close enough to stardom to see what a great life it could be – but it was always just slightly out of his reach. And so rather than living the high life in casinos and exotic locations he spent his days trudging through Dublin fog to work as a bookkeeper, his head stuck in boring balance sheets, before finally at the end of the day he got to put his stage suit on and perform in the way he loved.


Like most folk, though, Mum and Dad got on and played the cards they were dealt. After they married and set up home in a little semi-detached house on the St Anne’s Estate in Raheny, they continued to perform together in the clubs all over the city and were a popular act. They’d gaze deeply into each other’s eyes and sing the most beautiful harmonies. It must have looked and sounded like a great love affair. But then they’d go home where Mum would be hand-washing a pile of cloth nappies and Dad would be lighting the kitchen fire.


When they weren’t performing together Dad would be out on his own singing at one of the clubs in town. Or out somewhere. Goodness knows what he was up to a lot of the time. Certainly when Mum had been pregnant she’d found out the hard way he had a wandering eye. I don’t know who told her but she discovered that Dad had been carrying on with another woman while performing around the country.


And while Mum may have been a trooper who got on with whatever was thrown at her, she was no doormat. Oh, no.


‘What do you think you’ve been doing with my husband?’ she yelled at the woman, after turning up on her doorstep. ‘Tommy Nolan is my husband and this . . .’ she paused, pointing at her stomach, ‘is his baby.’


‘And this is his too,’ said the other woman, pointing at her stomach too.


Poor Mum. How awful. How totally crushing that must have been. But she got to keep Tommy Nolan and the other woman didn’t, so I suppose there was some victory for her.


It means of course that somewhere out there is another Nolan brother or sister. We’d all love to meet her or him but I doubt we ever will now – maybe they don’t know themselves. Of course there may be other Nolan brothers and sisters out there too. There was probably a lot of Dad’s gadding about in those days that Mum knew little about, stuck at home looking after us.


Mum was the permanent fixture in our lives. Always there. Stirring a pan of porridge in the morning as clothes hung over chairs dried in front of the fire. Then she’d be getting the older kids dressed for school and spend the day cleaning the house while me and the little ones toddled around her before she embarked on the mammoth task of cooking tea for when everyone piled back through the front door again.


Us kids were pretty much left to our own devices – most kids were back then. We’d flit in and out of each other’s houses or play in the street until Mum came out screaming it was time for bed. It seemed there were children everywhere – of course there was no contraception; and not much on the telly either!


I can only just remember life in Dublin but we lived in a small council house a stone’s throw from the beautiful St Anne’s Park to the north of the city. We would go for walks across the park then look out over the North Sea to where the ferries chugged their way to England. I don’t ever remember wondering what lay on the other side of that flat, grey sea. But my parents must certainly have been wondering, for soon after I turned four there we all were, wrapped up in wool sweaters, heavy coats, hats, gloves and scarves, on board one of the big boats spewing yellowy foam behind us as we headed for Liverpool.


I don’t remember any conversations about moving away. It was one of those things that just happens when you’re a kid and because you’re a kid you really don’t think much of it. But looking back, again it must have been so tough for Mum, packing up her home, saying goodbye to all her family, then getting seven kids – baby Bernie had turned up by then – all on a boat to England. Being Mum, though, she just got on with it.


All I can remember of the journey was that the sea was terribly rough. It was really frightening – but exciting too. I didn’t realize we were going for ever. And I was far too young to worry about where we’d live or whether Dad would find work. For me and the other kids it was just an adventure.


What we kids didn’t know was that work had been drying up in the clubs for Dad. It was the start of 1963 by then and a teenager’s idea of a good night out was no longer smooching to Sinatra in a Dublin dance hall. Dad was hoping he’d have more luck in the working men’s clubs and dance halls which were still popular all over the north of England.


After landing in Liverpool we headed straight to Blackpool – I’m not sure why there, but why not? It’s been my home pretty much ever since.


At first we all piled in, bags and all, to the house of a man we were told firmly to call Uncle Fred and to be on our very best behaviour with. He was being good to us and there was to be ‘no messing’. To this day I’m not sure whether Fred Daly was a real uncle or just one of those people we were endlessly introduced to as kids who we referred to as ‘Uncle’ or ‘Aunt’ to be polite. I think he may have been an old friend of Dad’s family who’d moved to England years earlier. There were a lot of Irish families living in Blackpool at that time.


Uncle Fred was tall with a gentle, smiley face. He lived alone in a four-bedroom house in Ascot Road in Blackpool and unbelievably generously he’d agreed to let us all stay with him until we got ourselves on our feet. He must have been either very kind or a little bit mad to let a young couple and seven raucous kids move into his house for eighteen months. It must have been chaos.


Us girls all bunked down in one room with four of us lined up in one enormous double bed. The boys slept in a box room and I can’t even remember how Mum and Dad slept. Maybe they didn’t!


I was old enough to start school soon after we arrived in Blackpool and was beside myself with excitement about it. St Kentigern’s was a five-minute walk down Ascot Road and I remember Mum marching me there on my first day, my face freshly scrubbed and my blonde hair neatly tied back. Tommy, Anne, Denise, Maureen and Brian were already at school and they always seemed to have a right old laugh there so the thought of it didn’t bother me one jot. I trotted to the classroom alongside all the other new starters clinging on to their mothers’ hands. Then our parents gave us a kiss goodbye and left. The door was locked behind them to make sure there were no deserters! Well, you should have heard the wail that went up. I looked around mystified at all these other kiddies desolate at being abandoned by their mammies. I’d grown up surrounded by people and noise and other kids. School didn’t faze me for a moment. It was just a whole new playground.


My first teacher was Mrs Bridges, and she was the most beautiful, elegant lady I’d ever seen. She had a refinement and serenity which must have been hard to maintain amid a mob of five-year-olds in Blackpool. She smelt of Estée Lauder, and even now when I walk past a spray of it in Superdrug I’m transported back to St Kentigern’s, sitting on the carpet and listening to a story about bears or wolves or some other slightly terrifying characters.


Bernie was just eighteen months younger than me so was only one school year behind. We both slipped effortlessly into life at St Kentigern’s because we were so young and it’s easier at that age to make new friends. It was harder for the older ones going into the junior school, with their strong Irish accents and feeling very different to the other kids.


Mind you, Mum always used to call me ‘Dublin Molly’ because I had a really deep, strong Irish accent. And with my blue eyes and mop of curly blonde hair I looked like a little Molly Malone.


Bernie and I were so close in age that we had played together from the time she could walk. One favourite game for Bernie and me was ‘schools’. Bernie of course was the teacher; she was always super-confident and capable, even when we were tiny. I’d sit at an old desk in the garage at the side of our house, pretending to be the diligent pupil, while Bernie marched up and down teaching me my times tables.


We hadn’t any furniture or possessions and only a handful of clothes in Blackpool and we were still living off a virtual stranger’s charity, but I never remember feeling hard done by. Everything was just fun. Music had already played a huge part in my childhood but in Blackpool there was more and more. Mum and Dad would be out most nights of the week performing their stage show, which was going down a bomb locally. They could sing beautiful harmonies together and I think audiences liked the idea that they were a real-life couple too.


After about two years in Blackpool, as Anne, Denise and Maureen reached their early teens, they also became part of the act. It had sort of happened by accident in the first place, as they stepped in when Mum was pregnant with Coleen and couldn’t go on stage. Anne was fifteen by then and it was already clear that all three of the big girls had great voices. And the audiences loved it, so even when Mum came back after having Coleen it just carried on from there. When I’d see them getting ready, putting on their frocks and styling their hair, I’d be so jealous. It was like a night out – on a school night! And singing in front of a crowd was what I wanted to do more than anything.


I was six the year The Sound of Music came out and I was utterly crazy about it. All us sisters were. The older girls would take me to watch it over and over again down at the Palladium on South Shore in Blackpool. We knew all the words, could sing all the harmonies, perform the dance routines. ‘We could do that,’ we told each other over and over. (Well, without the mountains.)


It was round about then, after we’d been in Blackpool a couple of years, that we finally moved out of Uncle Fred’s house into our own home. It was a four-bedroom terraced house in Waterloo Road, just a ten-minute walk (fifteen minutes if you dawdled with an ice cream) up the hill from the beach at South Shore.


All the Nolans were present and correct by then, which meant one bedroom was for Tommy and Brian, another had two sets of bunk beds for Anne, Denise, Maureen and me, another had Mum, Bernie and Coleen, and then Dad had a little box room to himself. Mum and Dad weren’t sleeping in the same room by then. Mind, after that many kids I can’t blame them. But they were only just forty, so it was young for them to have given up on that side of their marriage. At the time I didn’t think there was anything strange about it, but looking back there were clearly far bigger problems in their marriage than we younger kids were able to see.


The bathroom at Waterloo Road was the size of a postage stamp and the boys would go round to our neighbours, Mr and Mrs Fleck, to have a bath rather than wait on all us girls to finish ours. It was cramped and noisy and chaotic. But it was home. And actually felt like a palace to us having spent two years bunking down at Uncle Fred’s.


We spent a lot of our time out and about anyway. We loved wandering down to the beach. In summer it was incredible. Blackpool was still in its heyday and holidaymakers and day trippers would flock there in summer from all over England. We’d look down the hill onto the beach and it seemed like it was covered in ants, there were so many folk there. And while Blackpool was a place of once-a-year dreams for the holidaymakers, for us it was home. We were so proud to live there. Mum would pack up jam sandwiches and bottles of fizzy pop and we’d go down to the beach for the entire day in summer, paddling in the sea, burying each other in sand and watching all the goings-on.


But if life was like one long summer holiday for us kids, it must have been a very different story for Mum. She still had an old-fashioned twin-tub washing machine, which you had to stand over before hauling all the clothes across into a spinner. Once a week that would come out and the kitchen would be full of steamy, soapy air. And then she had to mangle the clothes dry. And for a long while in that house we didn’t have central heating, so the kitchen was constantly lined with school uniforms and Dad’s shirts drying in front of the fire, which Mum had already laid and lit.


Poor Mum never stopped working – and most evenings she was out performing with Dad on stage too. After she’d spent the day scrubbing and cooking she would sit in front of the mirror in her bedroom and put on her make-up and turn herself effortlessly from harried housewife into serene stage star.


I’d perch on the bed watching as she prepared herself at the old mahogany dressing table. First she’d dab on a strong panstick foundation so she didn’t go shiny in front of the stage lights. Then she pencilled on her blue eyeliner before choosing what shade of eyeshadow best suited the dress she was wearing that night. Most of her full-length evening gowns were from charity shops round Blackpool, but to me when she was all dressed up she was the epitome of glamour – like the Baroness in The Sound of Music!


Mum’s hair was piled up in a beehive for most of the 1960s, as far as I can recall. She went to ‘get a piece put in’ up at the hairdresser’s in town then kept it in day and night (with the help of a hairnet when she was in bed).


Then, when the hair and make-up were completed with a bright red lipstick, Mum would take her huge powder puff, dab her face, then tap me on the nose with it, leaving me in a haze of her powdery scent.


She’d look critically back into the mirror, saying: ‘Now, am I beautiful?’


‘Oh yes, Mummy,’ I’d reply. And she was. Then Dad would appear at the bottom of the stairs, always pausing in front of the mirror to comb his eyebrows. Just 5 foot 7 inches, never a sliver above 10 stone, and with a cigarette hanging out the corner of his mouth, he looked more like Frank Sinatra than Sinatra did by then! Dressed in his tuxedo you could see why he’d sent all those girls crazy back in Dublin.


Mum’s sister, Auntie Theresa, had moved to Blackpool by then, so she’d babysit if all the girls were out performing with Mum and Dad. If they weren’t then Anne and Denise were left in charge. I’d be fast asleep by the time they came home but Mum always came into our rooms to check we were fine and to give us a goodnight kiss. I’d smell her panstick foundation in my dreams and know Mum was home for the night, that everything was OK.







   

Two


Born to Perform


‘You joining us tonight, Linda?’ Mum asked me one evening.


It was another long hot summer in Blackpool and the town was throbbing with holidaymakers enjoying their week of freedom. Dad had landed all five of us girls and Brian a summer season at the Central Working Men’s Club, which was packed every night.


I was included because for weeks I’d been begging them to let me join in. ‘Just for one song, Mum?’


Everyone had known it was going to happen sooner or later, so why not sooner? It was just before we’d moved to Waterloo Road and I was only five, but I could still belt out a song like a kid twice my age. And we all seemed to have been born with a natural talent for harmonies. Coleen was just a baby but even before she’d been born people hadn’t asked if it was going to be a boy or a girl, they’d asked if the baby would be able to sing.


Since arriving in Blackpool, we had quickly built up a reputation as good family entertainment. Mum would do some light opera, Dad sang some Sinatra numbers, then the whole family would sing together as an act. At first I only made the occasional performance. Probably just to stop me pestering them to have a go. But at that time I was still the youngest on stage so I guess I had the ‘cute factor’ going for me.


By the age of nine I was performing frequently with the older girls. Dad landed us all a summer season at the Brunswick Club in Blackpool. Bernie, who was then seven, would come on stage too and even little Coleen made an appearance at just four.


By the time I was at junior school I even had my own solo song – Shirley Bassey’s ‘Big Spender’. It’s a big song for a little girl which needs to be belted out but that didn’t worry me in the slightest. For me it was like play-acting, and I’d throw myself into the song, owning the stage with the confidence of a fully grown woman. Mum made me a dress for performing in and when I stepped out in front of the crowd, clutching a microphone, it felt the most natural place in the world.


You wouldn’t be allowed to put children on the stage late at night nowadays, but back then no one bothered about it. I had a brilliant time – it was clear even then I’d never do anything else.


And if I wasn’t performing on stage in a club I’d only be doing it at home anyway. Ever since we’d moved to Waterloo Road, me, Denise, Anne, Maureen and little Bernie had created our own shows in the garage at the side of our house. We’d sling old blankets over a girder in the roof and that was our stage curtain. Then we’d sweep the floor and collect up any chairs we could find around the house for the audience.


Backstage we’d practise for hours before Mum, Dad, Auntie Theresa and any passing neighbours could be press-ganged into attending the big show. The older girls would open the performance with ‘Keep Your Sunny Side Up’ and then me and Bernie would join in too. After we’d seen The Sound of Music countless times all those songs became regulars in our garage shows, and soon became the main plank of our professional performances too. It gave us a chance to sing the harmonies that we seemed to pick up naturally. Maybe it was because we were related and spent so much time together but somehow we instinctively found the right key and sang together effortlessly.


By the late 1960s we were performing so often – every summer season, weekends and week nights – that we were known as ‘The Singing Nolans’ and our business cards said ‘Blackpool’s Own Von Trapps’. 


And maybe in some ways we were like the Von Trapps. Certainly Dad could be just as strict as the Christopher Plummer character, particularly with the older girls. While most girls then were parading around Blackpool with skirts skimming their backsides, Anne, Denise and Maureen were still wearing knee-high socks and knee-length frocks. And he had very high standards for when we were performing. It didn’t matter that we were still kiddies, on stage we were professionals.


Oh yes, Dad was very strict. And while Mum would scream and shout at us for making a racket or leaving our clothes lying around the house, Dad only had to give us one look and we’d know we were in trouble. We never wanted to make Dad angry. He had a way of making you feel like you’d let him down and there’d be a simmering fury which was terrifying.


As I went up the years at junior school I could see that Dad’s moods were becoming more unpredictable. More scary. I don’t think anyone ever told me he was drinking too much. Certainly the word ‘alcoholic’ was never used. But I knew if he came home late it was best to be well out of his way. I’d hear him and Mum yelling at each other downstairs. Sometimes there were thuds and crashes. I tried not to think what those noises meant. Me and my sisters didn’t talk about it, but we all knew the back of Dad’s hand was something to be avoided when he was in a fury.


So, yeah, sometimes he could be an ogre.


But other times he was the most fabulous Dad ever. He made everything magic. He was holding down three jobs – one as an accountant, another in a printer’s, and he was doing the shows at night. So he wasn’t around much. But when he was and he talked to you he had the ability to make you feel like you were the only person on earth who mattered. I guess that’s what they call charisma. He would read us bedtime stories and ask loads of questions about what we’d been up to at school. But he wasn’t like other adults who ask ‘How was school?’ without even waiting for an answer. He’d listen, and the next time would remember what we’d told him we’d been learning and ask what had happened next. He was so enthusiastic and interested in what you were telling him that it made you feel special for that moment.


Sometimes at weekends he’d take some of us down to the beach. Or we’d all pile in the car and go to Lytham St Annes along the coast. Mum would pack up a picnic which we’d eat sitting on the long grass banks overlooking the sea before a game of rounders. With a family our size, we had two full teams!


A few times he took me, Bernie and Coleen camping too. There is one occasion which stands out clearly in my mind. I was eleven by then, so Bernie was nine and Coleen was six. He took us to a campsite about five miles up the road and we spent most of the day trying to erect this huge white tarpaulin tent, like one of the old scout tents. Us girls loved it and we were running around, playing ball games and having the time of our lives. We’d been there a few hours and it was early evening when Dad said, ‘I’m just popping out for a bit.’


By the time night fell he hadn’t returned.


‘Nothing to worry about,’ I said breezily to Bernie and Coleen. ‘Let’s just get our pyjamas on and get into our sleeping bags. He’ll be back soon.’


As the oldest of the three of us I instinctively took on the role of protector – in a big family where Mum and Dad have a million things on their minds, you learn to do that early.


Although that night I think Dad had only one thing on his mind – booze. I can’t be sure, because he never said a word about it, but I’ve wondered since if he got locked up for drink-driving and forgot we were alone. Either way he didn’t come back all night. It may sound strange but we weren’t unduly worried. We were used to Dad coming and going so we simply fell asleep in the tent, far from home with no mobile phone, no adult and just a pint of milk and a couple of dried-out bread rolls to eat.


‘He’s not back then?’ Bernie said the next morning.


‘He will be soon,’ I replied. ‘He’s not just going to abandon us here, is he?’


And despite everything, I knew that was true. Sure enough, soon afterwards a dishevelled-looking Dad pulled up at the campsite. We were a loud, loving family but there were a lot of things in the Nolans which were never said. Where Dad disappeared to that night was just one more of them. We didn’t even tell Mum what had happened. None of us would ever want to create one of those yelling matches which ended with bangs and thuds in the night.


But that incident pretty much summed up the two sides of our dad. He could be the most fun, adventurous, interested, exciting person in the world, who made you feel utterly special. Or he could just forget you existed. We were learning fast that when he’d been drinking he was a very different person.


I don’t remember him drinking at home, it was just when he went out. And he went out a lot in those days. He’d be gone most nights and then on a Saturday he’d head out before lunch for a few pints before going to the football. By the time he got home it was late and most often he was drunk and in the mood for a row. Us girls would often stay up late on a Saturday, squashed up on the sofa, watching telly with Mum. But once we heard Dad’s key in the door we knew it was time to scarper up to bed.


It’s only quite recently that I’ve accepted Dad was an alcoholic at that point. For years I thought an alcoholic was someone who you passed in a shop doorway, out of their heads and covered in filth. Now I understand someone can be dependent on drink and it can shape their lives, but they can still function on a day-to-day level. And I guess that was what Dad was doing.


It must have been a huge strain for Mum, who must have known exactly how much her husband was drinking. And who increasingly was on the wrong end of his terrible furies. To make matters worse, Dad’s mum, Nana Nolan, moved in for three years. I was sleeping in the box room with Bernie and Coleen by then, in bunk beds, leaving the big girls to themselves. There was barely room to swing a cat in there but then we didn’t have a cat – or many possessions at all. Dad moved into the boys’ room so his mother could have his room. And poor old Mum slept on the couch.


Nana Nolan was a bit of a grumpy old woman. She wore those stout leather boots with zips up the side and her personality was a bit like the boots. She seemed to spend a lot of time staring disapprovingly about our house, despite the fact that her daughter-in-law was running around after her and sleeping on the couch every night. It was quite clear she thought Dad had married beneath himself. After three years she returned to Dublin and I was still no clearer why she’d moved in in the first place.


Mum wasn’t a victim to Dad or his family, though. Oh no. When her hackles were up she loved a good row too. In fact us kids would be willing her to let some minor disagreement lie, in case it got nasty, but Mum couldn’t do that either and that’s when things became bad.


Once it all became too much for her. I guess she’d had enough of eight kids and a boozing husband and the endless round of cooking and cleaning. After one row too many she stormed out of the house in her carpet slippers with nothing but a thin cardie over her dress.


Years later, she told me: ‘I thought, “And where in God’s name do you think you are going now? You’ve got eight kids back in that house, your family are in another country and you haven’t a penny in your pocket.” So I walked back home again. This was my life and I had to get on with it.’


And that was pretty much Mum’s way of dealing with all of it – just to get on and make the best of a situation.


I think Mum also loved Dad deeply. Until her dying day she did and she could forgive him anything. She would never have wanted to leave him, she just didn’t want things to be quite so hard. And it can’t have been easy knowing that her children adored the fun side of their father and were so desperate for his attention and approval. For while Mum was brilliant, she was always so busy, cooking, cleaning and running the house, she just didn’t have time to do fun things with us.


She was, I suppose, a typical Irish mother. She did everything and ruined us. We were totally spoilt – even though there were eight of us to spoil. And at the time we really didn’t appreciate it.


‘What’s for tea, what’s for tea?’ we’d all yell as we poured in the door from school.


‘Bees, knees and spiders’ ankles,’ she’d laugh as she chopped up lumps of beef and peeled enough spuds for a small army.


Mum would spend hours cooking a big dinner for ten of us every night (eleven during the years when Nana Nolan had moved in) but then quite often while we were all tucking in, she’d perch at the end of the table with a sandwich.


‘What’s that, Mum?’ I’d ask.


‘Oh, it was all I fancied after cooking all day,’ she’d reply.


At the time I was too daft to realize that there wasn’t enough dinner to go round but she put us before herself. And then when we’d finished eating our dinner, we’d all just get up from the table and go to watch telly, leaving all the plates lying on the table. Mum would spend another hour clearing and doing the washing-up. But she never asked us to help and Dad never did either – I’m not sure he even noticed how much work Mum had to do. So we grew up not even thinking about it.


I remember the first time I went round to my friend Suzanne’s house for tea. Her mum was instructing Suzanne and her brother Alan to lay the table. Then afterwards it was, ‘Suzanne, you wash up, Linda, you dry and Alan, put away.’ Helping their mum was second nature in Suzanne’s family but it had never occurred to us. I’ve often wondered over the years why Mum, with such a big family, never asked for more help.


Mum was a great cook – very plain, but great. On a Saturday there’d always be a big pot of stew. She’d make it with both stewing steak and meatballs and it would be on the stove slowly cooking all day while the boys were out at football and us girls were at friends’ houses or out shopping. Then on a Sunday we would have a traditional roast dinner. Some week nights we’d have boiled bacon, cabbage and mash. But even cooking all that for ten of us, Mum would be saying: ‘And what do you want with yours?’ to each of the kids. So Denise might have mince with hers because she preferred it to the bacon and Tommy wanted peas instead of cabbage – and so it went on and on. I don’t know how she had the patience. But she just got on with it. She had her moments, of course, where she lost it, and she was a real shouter. We used to laugh because suddenly it would be: ‘Anne, Denise, Maureen . . .’ and then she obviously ran out of energy and just yelled, ‘EVERYONE, come down here!’


Neither Mum nor Dad were great when it came to things like parents’ evenings at school – they were always too busy to turn up. Or I thought that was it. Maybe they just weren’t that interested. It was already assumed that we’d be going into entertaining so perhaps they didn’t think it mattered how we got on at school. But I hated the morning after a parents’ evening as the other kids would rush into class saying: ‘What did Miss so-and-so say about you?’ or ‘Did your mum and dad go mad when they got home?’ Of course my parents hadn’t gone and I never knew how to reply.


I wasn’t great academically and all I wanted to do was perform – when I wasn’t daydreaming about being a beautician. But I think me and my brothers and sisters could have achieved more if we’d been encouraged and it’s a shame that didn’t happen.


The one subject I was good at was English, which I think was because we did a lot of reading at home. Mum and Dad bought us loads of books. We started out on the Disney story books – Cinderella was my favourite. Then when I was older I charged through all the Four Marys annuals and Malory Towers books. I loved them and used to dream about going to boarding school.


‘Well, that’s all very fine,’ Mum would say, ‘but I can promise you it wouldn’t all be horse riding and midnight feasts, you know.’


The Fleck family had moved in next door in Waterloo Road when I was ten. I poked my head out of the window one morning and saw a girl about my age lugging stuff into the house. The following day we started chatting over the garden wall.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked.


‘Suzanne,’ she replied in a strong Scottish accent, explaining her family had moved down from Glasgow and she didn’t know a soul.


‘How old are you?’


‘Ten,’ she said. ‘Eleven next February the 23rd.’


‘Same as me – we’re exactly the same age!’ I shrieked. ‘Want to come round to play?’


Nearly half a century later Suzanne and I are still best friends.


We both went to the same secondary school – St Catherine’s – and spent almost every spare moment together.


‘We might as well knock a hole in the wall so you don’t have to keep walking round,’ Suzanne’s mum, Mrs Fleck, used to laugh. And she was right. If I couldn’t be bothered to go home after we’d been sitting in Suzanne’s room all evening listening to music and flicking through magazines, I’d just sleep over. It was my second home. (And my brothers’ bathroom, of course!)


Soon there was a little gang of us. Me, Bernie, Suzanne, her brother Alan and another boy from the road, Peter Bond. After dinner we’d play out in the street until it got dark and all our mums stood at the front gates yelling at us to come in.


The best game was Relievio where one of us had to be ‘On’ and had to count to 20 while the others hid and then tried to sneak back to ‘Home’ without being spotted. Other times we’d play Two Balls up against the chip shop wall in the alley at the end of the road. Sometimes in the summer we’d play tennis in the alley, pretending we were stars we’d seen at Wimbledon on the telly.


One afternoon in the summer holidays we decided to pick ourselves some apples from a tree in one of the neighbours’ gardens. We thought we were so big and brave.


Peter climbed up the tree then threw the apples down one at a time while I stood at the bottom catching them and dropping them into an old bucket.


All of a sudden this old man emerged from the house, ranting and raving: ‘Where did you get all those apples from?’


‘We found them,’ I spluttered.


‘All of them?’ he yelled, glaring at the bucket. It didn’t seem sensible to prolong the explanation so we all just turned and legged it down the road as fast as we could go. We thought we’d got away with the crime of the century!


Other days we’d ride round the streets on our bikes, just being kids the way kids used to be kids.


If it was raining outside – which it did quite a lot in Blackpool – me, Bernie and Suzanne would play dressing up indoors. The house in Waterloo Road had a long landing which was just perfect for a Miss World catwalk. Me, Bernie and Suzanne used to raid the older girls’ and Mum’s wardrobes for anything that looked suitably sparkly and spangly. Then one of us would be the commentator and the other two would be contestants.


‘Good evening, and who are you?’ I’d ask Suzanne as she wobbled down the hall landing in a pair of Denise’s platform shoes with a towel wrapped round her head and one of Mum’s dresses hooked over her like a sari.


‘I’m Miss India,’ she’d reply.


‘And don’t you look stunning tonight,’ I’d say, doing my best Eric Morley voice.


We could play for hours. Well, there was never anything on television and there weren’t any computer games, so we had to make our own entertainment.


Suzanne and I both had our first major love affair at the same time too . . . with Donny Osmond. We were both mad for The Osmonds. I had posters on my bedroom wall, a Donny Osmond pillow case which had been a Christmas present from Mum, and all the albums. Suzanne and I were even members of the Osmonds fan club.


Obviously, sharing a bedroom with Bernie and Coleen meant the Osmonds shrine was confined to one wall. Above her bed, Bernie had huge posters of Elvis and David Cassidy. Coleen, meanwhile, had posters of horses and dreamed of one day being a vet.


One summer afternoon I was playing out in the garden when Mum yelled out: ‘Linda, quick, quick, The Osmonds are on the telly.’ I went sprinting up to the back and pushed the porch door open – only for my hand to go straight through the glass. I don’t think I even noticed the blood pouring from the cuts as I sat there glued to the television.


I was soon performing with my family at least twice a week – usually once on a school night and again at weekends. Most of the time I loved it. I loved the getting ready, putting on the outfits Mum and Auntie Theresa had sewn for us, then hearing the applause of the audience and feeling the heat of the lights on my face as I walked out on stage.


‘Don’t you get scared?’ kids at school sometimes asked me. But that never occurred to me. I was surrounded by my family. All the way to the gig we’d be laughing and joking and singing and then we’d just go out and sing some more in front of a load of people who liked us. It felt like the most natural thing in the world.


We’d perform at working men’s clubs, British Legion clubs, dance halls and theatres all across Lancashire, Yorkshire and up into Scotland. Most of the time me and Bernie just thought it was all an incredible adventure. But there were sacrifices too. Other kids would be off to birthday parties or out on a trip to the cinema but I would never be allowed to go if it was show night. Dad made it clear from the beginning that work came before everything. And while Mum would be running around making hot drinks if we felt poorly or dabbing us better with TCP if we’d fallen over and cut our knee, with Dad there was never any question that whatever had happened the show must go on.


I can see now it must have been even harder for my older sisters and brothers. They were well into their teens but had no say at all in whether they spent all their spare time travelling around the country to perform in nightclubs with their kid sisters when they’d probably far rather have been out on the town with their mates.


For me, though, the performing was the most fabulous feeling on earth. But all the hanging around that comes with it was a whole lot less fun. When we were doing a club we would usually be booked for two hour-long spots so we’d have to wait around between our couple of appearances. More often than not the dressing room in a working men’s club was the size of a shoebox, which meant we’d spill out onto corridor floors, tired, bored and grouchy. Other times we’d go outside and chase each other up and down the street.


We were introduced into an adult world very soon. On one occasion that was particularly scary.


Often at the end of the evening I used to enjoy going round the club collecting dirty glasses and stacking them behind the bar. It made me feel like one of those super-glamorous barmaids of the time. One evening, when I was about eleven, I was still tidying glasses when I realized Mum and Dad and all the others had left the club and gone out to the car. I guess when you’ve got as many kids as they had it was quite easy to forget about one. I ran into the dressing room to collect my belongings, scared I was going to be left behind. But in the dressing room was another of the entertainers. He was in his thirties and we’d worked with him lots of times so I knew him well. He’d been chatting to me and my sisters earlier in the evening but this time he seemed very different.


‘Where’s your mum and dad?’ he asked, staring intently at me.


‘They’ve gone. I’ve got to catch them up,’ I said, grabbing my costume and shoes from a hanger.


Suddenly I became aware of him right up close to me. He was pushing his body closer and closer to me and I felt myself being squeezed between him and the wall. I really had no idea what was happening. Then suddenly his face was pushed into mine and he’d forced his tongue into my mouth. I was so utterly stunned by what was happening that I didn’t even try to stop him.


I was very innocent – all us Nolan kids were – and I didn’t even realize that was how people kissed. To me it was just bizarre as well as disgusting that a grown adult would want to stick his tongue in my mouth. But I knew it was wrong. Instinctively, I just knew. I squirmed out of his way and ran out the door as fast as I could. I sprinted to the car, shaking with fear, but no one even seemed to have noticed I was missing.


‘Jump in, Linda,’ Mum said. And that was it. I was far too embarrassed to mention anything about it to Mum or my sisters. I would have been mortified for them to know what had happened and I wouldn’t have dared talk about such a thing.


It was another confusing aspect of adults’ lives. Like Dad and his drinking. Every night when we were performing he’d insist on drinking as much as he could. And even after we’d finished and the club was shutting up Dad would almost always still be there at the bar, chatting to whoever was still around. Mum would be pleading: ‘Tommy, please can we go now, the children are shattered.’ But still he’d carry on drinking and talking.


And then of course he’d get back in the car and drive us all home. Mum would bring a pillow for me and Bernie to put our heads on while she somehow managed to hold Coleen and doze herself. Anne and Denise would be squeezed into the front alongside Dad in the driver’s seat. We had a minibus at one point, which meant Mum could make beds up for us in the back of it. We’d only wake up as we pulled up outside Waterloo Road. Then we’d drag ourselves out into the cold and up to bed, sometimes at two or three o’clock in the morning. Four hours later and we’d be back up for school.


Several times I fell asleep at the back of the class. Goodness knows what the teachers thought but I don’t ever remember them calling in Mum or Dad to ask what was going on. Maybe they understood. It was a different time.


And the touring and performing wasn’t all bad, by any means. On our way to a show we’d play games or sing together. Anne, Denise and Maureen were in the school choir and they’d teach us the hymns and all the harmonies that they could do. The girls taught us to do three-part harmonies for Brahms’ ‘Lullaby’ in French, German and Irish. It was great practice.


We’d been doing the summer season at the Brunswick Club for a few years, and I was about eleven when the law changed, which meant that Bernie and I would no longer be allowed to perform every night. I guess the legislation was to prevent kids being exploited – but at the time I was outraged. Instead of staying at the club with the older kids, me and Bernie had to be fetched home by Auntie Theresa as soon as our first eight o’clock spot was over.


‘This is totally unfair,’ I shouted, stomping off the first time me and Bernie were packed home to bed. But after a few weeks we both quite liked it. We still got our moment on stage but then we were free. And Mum soon trusted us to get ourselves home, so we’d walk up to the bus stop on our own, stopping for chips and gravy on the way. What a treat.


Even our holidays weren’t holidays as such. During the six-week summer break or at Easter and half term we’d be off on a tour round Scotland or Wales.


It was while we were on a tour around Scotland that I met a lad called Neil Reid who was also touring up there. He’d won Opportunity Knocks and had a number-one-selling album. In his act he’d dress in traditional Scottish tartan kilt and flouncy shirt. He was hugely popular at the time and everyone loved him. But he was also just a normal kid too. He was a skinny little thing with floppy dark hair and a sweet face. In between shows we’d get chatting and when we were travelling from show to show we’d sing together in the back of the minibus. Then when we got to venues we’d play It out in the street with Bernie. It was strange: we were living that crazy life of performing every night but we were all still just normal kids too. I was twelve and he was probably a couple of years older. We didn’t so much as kiss but in my head he was ‘my boyfriend’. Young love, eh?


Dad would have exploded at the mere thought of the word ‘boyfriend’. ‘Not for my girls,’ he’d say. Even the oldest girls, Anne and Denise, weren’t supposed to be doing that sort of thing, so me and Bernie definitely weren’t.


But within a couple of years there wasn’t any stopping us! Or so we thought. One day Suzanne and I sneaked out while our mums were busy to meet up with a crowd of boys we’d got chatting to in the town one Saturday. Their school, St Thomas’s, was right next door to ours so it felt like fate!


We all went to the indoor funfair, had a few goes on the rides and just hung around in the way young teenagers do. But by the time we got home to Waterloo Road both our mums were standing on their front steps in full-on furies. ‘Oh God, here it comes,’ I mumbled to Suzanne as we both darted past our mums as they started yelling at us. You could never get away with anything in Blackpool because it was such a close-knit town then. And because everyone knew me and my sisters from the singing, it was harder than ever.


By the time I was thirteen, my eldest brother Tommy was twenty-three and out at work. He had long hair and a Fu Manchu moustache, spent weekends playing his drum set in his bedroom and was seriously into heavy metal music. The pounding beat of Black Sabbath coming from the boys’ bedroom drove Sinatra fan Dad potty. ‘Get that off,’ he’d yell, ‘it’s just noise.’


Brian was three years older than me so we were closer. That said, we could fight like cat and dog too. When we were performing we’d duet on a collection of songs from Mary Poppins but he was becoming more independent by then and wasn’t so keen on being part of the Nolan Family. He’d rather hang out with his friends, all done out in their Ben Sherman shirts and braces. Me and Bernie used to mill around the front room as they prepared to go off to watch football together, giggling and trying our best to flirt with them.


And then there were my sisters. Anne was the eldest and very much the leader. She was nine years older than me so by then she had a job as Dad’s secretary. The pair of them were very close. Although it was only much later that we would discover how close – and how terrible – that relationship had become when Anne revealed to us all that Dad had abused her from when she was eleven. But back then there was nothing, nothing at all, which could have made us suspect anything other than a close relationship between a dad and his eldest daughter. Anything more would have been too much for us to even imagine.


Every Friday when she got paid, Anne would return home with a comic book for all the kids. Brian got the Beezer, I got Bunty, Bernie got Jackie and Coleen had Teddy. That was typical of Anne – always thinking about the little ones and getting us all organized.


Denise, who was seven years older than me, was like our Mother Hen. When Bernie and Coleen were babies it was Denise who quite often bundled them into the pram and took them for walks down to the seafront on South Shore. And she was a great storyteller. She could make up the most amazing tales in her head to get us off to sleep. She was brilliant at fairy stories, but some of her descriptions of people breaking down in their car on a dark night and having to beg for help at a spooky house (very Scooby-Doo!) certainly didn’t help us drop off. When we were older she’d blow-dry my and Bernie’s hair after we’d had our bath. She was very loving.


And then there was Maureen. She was the quiet, gentle one. Always laid-back and beautiful, inside and out.


Anne, Denise and Maureen were an incredibly tight little threesome. They did everything together and felt a lot older than me. Bernie remained my closest playmate in the family, although we could have the most terrible fights at times too. I guess that’s the thing about a big family. There’s always someone to chat and have a laugh with – but there’s generally someone to fight with too! It was certainly a noisy house, from first thing in the morning until last thing at night. I speak quite loudly anyway, and just as well – in our house it was the only way to be heard.


It was strange being the sixth child. Everyone else seemed to be special in some way. Anne was the eldest of us girls, Denise had the amazing voice and Maureen was the beautiful one. And by then they were out performing most nights in clubs with Mum and Dad as The Singing Nolans. At home they’d be chatting about make-up and boys and things I wasn’t involved in. So I wasn’t part of that group and of course I wasn’t in with the boys either, who were off doing whatever it was boys did. And then Bernie and Coleen were the babies.


Mum was always busy and I wasn’t a Daddy’s Girl either. Not like Bernie – she and Dad got on so well. I just didn’t quite fit in anywhere; I was stuck in limbo as the middle daughter, which I think is just one of those things in big families. I don’t blame anyone for it. But in the family I got a bit of a reputation as an attention-seeker. Once, when we were still living at Uncle Fred’s, Brian and I were chasing each other round the house. I was holding a toy floor brush and in the rough and tumble I clonked him over the head. There was blood everywhere and I was in terrible trouble for ‘showing off’. To this day, I say I was just excited and behaving the way excited little girls do. But somehow the idea that I was a show-off became my label.


Looking back, I don’t think I was showing off, I was just hoping that someone, anyone, might notice me. Sometimes I feel sad for that little girl. I’ve got a photo of me, Bernie and Brian standing by a piano, taken in a studio. It’s a lovely photo but when I look into my eyes in the picture, all I see is a small girl who didn’t want to be called bossy or a show-off. She just wanted to be noticed.


I don’t ever remember Mum or Dad saying they loved me, although that’s perhaps more an issue of their generation. I’m certain they did love me. But something was sort of missing. If we’d been performing a show late at night and we were bundled on the back seat on the way home, Coleen would be sat on Mum’s knee and Bernie would be cuddled up next to her. I remember thinking: ‘What about me? I’m tired too.’ But I didn’t say anything of course. And I’m not complaining now. With eight kids to look after, Mum barely had time to stand up straight, let alone make a fuss over me. And Mum and Dad were good parents. But maybe, just maybe, I wanted to feel special too.


Each week Mum and Dad would take one of us, on our own without brothers and sisters, to dinner at the Golden Egg restaurant in Blackpool then on to the cinema for a film of our choice. Every couple of months, when my turn came, I felt like I’d won the golden ticket. I remember them taking me to see The Wizard of Oz. The film was brilliant, but having Mum and Dad to myself was perfect. For me, that really was the end of the rainbow.
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