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To Dad and Matt x






Prologue
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My dress is a classic red lace Dolce & Gabbana. I bought it last week, along with a small black jacket, which the lady in the shop told me really ‘finished off the look’. I check the mirror . . . I feel good, confident even. The lady was right, the jacket does pull it all together. My hair is up and I finish off with a red lipstick. I feel excited AND I feel nervous. I’m off to the Theatre Royal Drury Lane. It’s a five-minute walk from my flat in Covent Garden. Tonight is the Olivier Awards and I have been nominated for best supporting role in a musical. I can’t quite believe it’s real, but it is and off I go. It’s a beautiful balmy night in London.

Maybe I don’t need the jacket? No, no, the lady said it looked great.

I arrive at the theatre and do the red carpet, something I usually hate, but tonight I feel good so I pose and smile and then walk into the foyer to meet my friends. We chat and giggle as we take our seats. The lights dim, the music plays and the ceremony begins. I’m starting to feel a bit edgy. I know my category is up fairly early on so I sit tight and tell myself the wait will be over soon. I feel really happy to be nominated, but to win? I wonder what that would feel like! I try not to get too distracted and before I know it the nominations are being read out. The winner of best supporting role in a musical goes to . . . Jill Halfpenny. I can’t believe it. I genuinely didn’t expect to hear my name. I’m shocked as I make my way up to the podium. I give my acceptance speech and off I walk into the winners’ lounge! I’m thrilled, I’m delighted, and then things take a bit of a strange turn. I slowly begin to feel . . . well, the same? My new-found confidence of approximately sixty seconds ago is waning. I thought I would feel different, I thought people would see me differently, but I’m being interviewed and photographed by people who don’t seem to be that bothered.

OK, I know what this is. I didn’t win best lead role; I won best supporting role. Maybe when you win best lead role you will feel like you’ve arrived, maybe that’s when people look at you differently.

The minutes roll by and I hear the next winner and the winner after that being announced. My time slot to be the most sought-after person in the room is running out. It’s funny, though, they do seem to be really interested in talking to these new winners? The night continues in a blur of interviews, congratulatory hugs and calls to my family who are just so happy for me. In fact, they seem happier than I am? Somehow I can’t shake off the feeling of not feeling changed. I expected to feel a sense of arrival, of belonging, of finally feeling as though I deserve a place at the table.

Exactly a week later I am outside the same theatre with my son Harvey. He is potty-training and he has pooed himself right on the steps of Drury Lane. He desperately wants to go to the park so I decide to change and clean him right there rather than go back home. Only a week ago I was picking up a beautiful bronze statue and now I’m picking up Harvey’s poo. A few days later I see an article in a magazine. It’s a ‘who wore it better?’ and it’s me and Isla Fisher in the Dolce & Gabbana dress. She wins by a large margin. She isn’t wearing the black jacket . . . Damn.

Dear reader, this isn’t a book about the Oliviers or fancy dresses and ceremonies. This is about the journey I’ve been on with my grief and how I was in danger of letting it rob me of all my joy. How my trauma threatened to overshadow all the beautiful, precious moments in my life because it was left unprocessed and unattended to. I will share with you how I came to understand the leading role it played in my life. I desperately tried to outrun it, but it caught up with me. And thank God it did. This is the story of how I was finally able to accept myself by facing my grief and allowing myself to die a little.






PART 1

OPENING ACT






Chapter 1


Backstory
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There was only one picture in the house of my dad. It was of him and a friend and it sat on my mam’s bedside table. There were no other traces of him at home.





My dad, Colin Halfpenny, died on 9 August 1979. He was thirty-six years old. My mam, Maureen, was thirty-three. I had just turned four in July and I was about to start my first year at St Augustine’s primary school. I remember nothing from the day of his death – or maybe I do? To be honest, I have snippets from my sisters and Mam, but the actual details of how things unfolded still feel in many ways a mystery to me. Maybe that’s because no one wanted to sit me down and talk through the details. Maybe it’s because in times of great stress and trauma we can become unreliable narrators and therefore details and timings appear opaque and confusing. Maybe it’s because I’ve never felt comfortable enough to talk through it. This is what I think I know . . .

It was a Sunday. (I have since checked with Mam – it was Thursday evening!)

Dad was playing football for a local league.

He ate some cheese and crackers (that’s a detail from my big sis Nicola). Then left the house having had a little tiff with my mam. She was frustrated he was leaving to play a friendly match. She thought it was unnecessary and wanted him home. He said he had to go, it was important. Mam sporadically refers to this bickering and follows it with, ‘Never leave the house on an argument, Jill.’ I think it’s haunted her that her last words weren’t loving.

In the middle of the match Dad went in for a tackle, collided with another player, collapsed, had a heart attack and died. My dad’s brother was there, he witnessed the whole ordeal, an ambulance was called, and Dad was pronounced dead on the pitch. It really is no exaggeration to say that I don’t know if any of these details are totally correct. That day is vague and the specifics muddy even to my eldest sister, who was ten at the time. There were three of us girls: myself, four; Paula, seven; and Nicola, ten.

For forty-four years I had stared at a stretch of grass in Leam Lane park thinking, believing, that was where Dad died. I was only told about a year ago while at a storage unit with my sister that the area of car park we could see about fifty metres away used to be a gated pitch area and that was where Dad died.

‘Really,’ I said. ‘There?’

‘Yeah,’ my sister said matter-of-factly. ‘Apparently the gate to the pitch was locked and the paramedics couldn’t get their vehicle into the grounds to reach Dad.’

I was almost embarrassed to tell her that I’d been staring at that playing field in Leam Lane park for all those years, wondering what he might have looked like lying there motionless on the grass. Leam Lane park was two minutes from my school. It sat behind the swimming baths, where I would go with my mates before grabbing a pasty from Greggs. Later in my life it became a place to hang out with a bottle of cider. There was an area of grass to the right of the play park where I would sometimes see football games being played. I have no idea how I came to believe that this was the place Dad died, but I did, and I must never have questioned it.

I was gobsmacked. Not about the detail itself but the fact that I’d never heard it before.

I recently spoke to Mam about the unfolding of that day and the weeks and months that followed – and she too was hazy. What she was able to tell me was that she received a knock at the door from a policeman. She was told Dad had been in a fatal accident and she had to go and identify his body at the mortuary. We were taken next door to our neighbour, Margaret. Mam was alone at the mortuary and my uncle Derek had to go to his parents’ house to tell them their son, his brother, was dead. Mam said she remembers coming home but she didn’t recall exact details of what she said to us or how it was done. I pushed her to try to remember. She said she vaguely remembers saying Dad had been in an accident and he wouldn’t be coming back. He was gone. When I asked how we reacted, she said, ‘You seemed happy with what you’d been told.’ What she meant is that we seemed to understand. We seemed to have a grasp on the news.

It feels to me like that day was played out separately between each of my two sisters, my mam, my uncle and myself, and there has never been a time when we have all sat down to piece it together. To make a timeline of sorts, to try to make it make sense. I get it . . . why on earth would anyone want to replay the worst day of their life, right?! But I look back now and I wish I did know exactly what had happened, to have some clarity and structure. For so long it’s been steeped in mystery. A black day never to be mentioned or spoken about.

It was decided that the children wouldn’t go to the funeral. The general consensus was that it would be too difficult for us. Who made this decision and where we went during the ceremony is not something I remember. What I do remember is that Dad’s body was kept in the cupboard next door to the living room. It’s a walk-in space used for coats and shoes. The coffin stayed in there for a couple of days before the funeral. The door was slightly ajar and I have a vague recollection of looking at it and feeling scared.

I remember sitting on my nana’s knee when people came back to the house. I can smell her cigarette-soaked clothes and I can feel a very strange air all around me. Whatever is happening doesn’t feel good but I don’t quite know what it is. Mam said she stayed upstairs in the bedroom. She could hear people talking downstairs and seemingly sounding OK. ‘No one feels the way I feel,’ she thought. ‘No one must be in this much pain if they can sit downstairs and chat.’ She recently admitted to me that this was how she felt for a very long time. Absolutely no one, including us, her children who had lost their father, could feel as bad as she did because everyone else seemed ‘fine’.

Her grief became more private and internal. There was only one picture in the house of my dad. It was of him and a friend and it sat on my mam’s bedside table. There were no other traces of him at home. No pictures of us as a family, on holiday. Nothing. It was as if he was erased.

Many anniversaries passed without any special emphasis. When one of us would say we were going to the graveyard to lay flowers we would often be met with ‘no need, I’ve done it, they’ll only go to waste or get blown away’.

Mam admitted to me that she felt if we weren’t reminded of him then it would be easier to live without him. She believed it would somehow erase our pain.

Unfortunately, what happened was that by removing all traces of him and rarely mentioning him – by not celebrating his birthday or acknowledging our loss – she made a case for her own beliefs. She believed no one hurt as much as she did and so, without realizing it, our family never learnt how to grieve together, we never showed each other our pain. And her beliefs came true.

The truth is my mam was completely lost. She was heartbroken and she had no idea how she was going to cope. If she could get out of bed to feed us, clothe us and send us to school then that was a good day. She didn’t have counselling or friends to connect deeply with. She had family who offered solid practical support. Her parents helped and her sister Joan moved in with us for a while. We needed to survive, so we did as so many families do and we ‘just got on with it’. Our lives kept moving forward, kept changing, and there was very little reflection. We became a family of doers! We threw ourselves into being busy. It was fun; there was always something going on and Mam was our biggest cheerleader in everything we turned our hand to. She was always there supporting us and encouraging our passions. The ‘doing’ stopped the ‘feeling’, so it was only when things slowed down and got quiet that I felt as though something was missing.

As I’ve said, I don’t remember a lot, but I do have one very clear memory. I have no idea how many weeks or months it was after Dad’s death.

I was outside playing in the street. I came into the house and I heard someone laughing. It sounded strange, maniacal. Like those sinister laughing policemen at the fair. I ran into the front room and peeked through the door. My mam was hugging my uncle. Laughing. I stayed there for what seemed like a few minutes before I realized this was actually wailing – big, guttural wails. My uncle’s eyes landed on mine. They locked and I was gently shooed away with his hand. I didn’t ask why or where I should go. I just knew I needed to. I wasn’t welcome there; this wasn’t meant for my eyes or ears.

It must have made a fairly profound impact, because I remember it so vividly. How I felt – unwelcome, intrusive. To this day if I get any sort of sense that I’ve outstayed my welcome somewhere I’m off like a shot. Maybe I took the shooing to heart and felt like I wasn’t welcome in my mam’s grief. Perhaps I wasn’t?

The next bit of clarity I have is playing a game with my middle sister, Paula. I’m six now and she’s nine. The game was ‘run into the front room and say “Dad” and then run away’. This wasn’t because we were hoping he would come back; it was because there was a new man in there. A familiar one too. My dad’s brother Derek (my uncle), who had witnessed Dad’s death on the pitch that evening. He had fallen in love with my mam and moved into the family home because they were about to get married. My sister and I were daring each other to go into the room and allow the word ‘Dad’ to be directed to a new man in our lives.

On 4 September 1981, my mam and Derek married. I was a bridesmaid. I remember my dress very clearly. I had worn it for my auntie’s wedding earlier that year. It was pink with very small flowers on it. My auntie Joan had given me and my cousin Joanne small bags to carry rather than bouquets. They were cute little purses with drawstrings. When I was Mam’s bridesmaid I begged her to let me carry a bouquet. I wanted to feel grown up and sophisticated. Mam and Derek married in our local church. When we went into the vestry to sign the papers after the ceremony we all huddled together and cried. I wasn’t sure why at the time but I joined in anyway. On reflection, I imagine the tears were a true mix of the bittersweet feelings of that day. Mam and Derek had fallen for each other, they wanted to be married, but we all knew that this was born out of tragedy. Mam told me that she had received some negativity about her relationship with Derek from friends and family. I don’t think she felt fully supported that day. Derek made a promise to look after us all and bring us up as his own. We all called him Dad and still do to this day, but so as not to confuse you, the reader, I will refer to Derek as my stepdad.

I’m sure it will come as no surprise to hear that I was an anxious kid. I really didn’t like school and I would feel sick almost every morning. My mam would beg me to eat breakfast but all I ever managed was a Rich Tea biscuit. My stomach would be in knots. I hated leaving her and if she was a few minutes late to pick me up I’d be freaking out. Dad died in August and I started school in September. It seems pretty likely I had abandonment issues and separation anxiety – I feared Mam would be gone as suddenly as Dad. On top of not having a space to express my grief, having to leave Mam every day and not knowing if she would return at pick-up was a daily struggle. I don’t remember much detail, I only remember the feeling. The nervousness in my belly, which felt like butterflies, the lack of appetite and the general feeling of ‘not knowing’.

I would break up my day into segments in my head. The first would be to see if I could get to milk break. I could have a biscuit then and I would be hungry by that time. The next was lunch. Lunch meant it was nearer to home time. I could enjoy the sandwiches Mam had made for me. The white bread with the hard cheese and the fruit and nut Club biscuit. After lunch there was usually a PE lesson and I liked PE, and then there was only an hour or so left before home time. Breaking it up felt more manageable, more bearable. The quicker I could get home and know everything was OK, the better. This was the way it played out every day.

My mam was as patient as she could be but after a very long time she became frustrated. She thought I just didn’t like school or was having trouble with friends. The truth is my grief was still stuck and I was finding life and school hard. I felt different, separate, weird. I hadn’t found my people yet and I was a constant worrier. I’d panic if my homework wasn’t done – even now I can’t stand the thought of doing anything wrong or being in trouble. There were a couple of girls who were mean to me and I didn’t have the confidence to not care. I cared so deeply. I was highly sensitive, my skin felt raw.

I’m nine now, it’s Sunday night and I’m sitting at the kitchen bench, watching Mam prepare the packed lunches. I can feel the familiar knot in my stomach and the overwhelm of sickness. ‘I don’t want to go to school.’ Mam takes a deep breath as I watch her trying to garner some patience for the endless repetition of Sunday night anxiety. She looks at me and asks calmly, ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know, I just don’t.’

She takes the knife and slams it down hard on the kitchen bench and then turns and runs upstairs, to the bathroom. I’ve never seen her like this before and I’m scared. I follow upstairs to find her slumped against the bath, crying. She’s exhausted, she’s trying her best, she wants me to be OK. But she’s at a loss. I’m watching her cry and for the first time I’m seeing this woman, who I rely on for everything, who listens to me and tucks me in at night and tries her absolute best to do what’s right, and she is all out of answers and I feel sick. I’ve done this to her. I’ve brought her to her knees and I’ve broken her. I’ve broken my mam. I tell her I’m sorry and we cry together on the bathroom floor. My mam is exhausted with her grief and she is trying to hold it all together for the sake of her family. Neither of us is right or wrong, we’re just in a moment. A moment that needed to happen. That was the first time I remember seeing my mam as a vulnerable human being and not just my super mam. It helped, it made me feel less alone and I understood. Maybe I had been pushing for a reaction like that to check if she was human. To see if what was inside me was inside her too?

As I grew older my pain found other ways to escape. Later, as a teenager, it discovered alcohol, which I will talk about later, but at ten years old it found dancing. I joined a small local class that a neighbour had recommended, and it was my haven. My grief was stuck inside me. And my ten-year-old body had gravitated towards what it needed without even knowing it. From the outside, it looked as if I just loved performing and showing off. On the inside, I needed to move and to shift all the pain. I would dance incessantly in my bedroom. The room was directly above the living room and at least twice a day I would hear screams from my mam: ‘Jill! The chandelier!’ (We lived in a council house with low ceilings. We had a light with three bulbs in it but for some reason Mam called it a chandelier!) I had bought myself a cassette of Richard Clayderman. It was full of piano ballads. I would throw myself around the bedroom, crying, sobbing, being very dramatic and quite impressive, and then I’d collapse on my bean bag, exhausted, feeling like a prima ballerina at the end of Swan Lake.

I can see clearly now that I was grieving. I was giving myself a way to let my feelings out. A way that felt acceptable. A way that was solitary and a way (apart from the chandelier) that didn’t disturb anyone.

I know now that grief always finds a way to escape, often in disguise. My family’s private grief made me feel isolated, so I was left to make sense of it and I came up with some pretty shameful thoughts about myself, one of which was: If I am OK in my life, I can’t have really loved my dad. I am not sad enough, so that makes me a bad person.

Dear reader, here are some things I’ve learnt:

Mam

The day before writing this, I again asked Mam something I’ve been asking her throughout my life. Something that always upset and confused me: what was Dad like? I wanted to get a picture of him, maybe a few anecdotes about our relationship and how he felt about me. Anything I could get to hold on to. She would often give the same reply: ‘Well, he wasn’t what you’d call a dad’s dad. He wouldn’t read bedtime stories or anything like that. He was busy and had lots of hobbies.’

To say this would blindside me is an understatement. I would ask the same question every few years hoping for a different answer, but the same one would come out. I just couldn’t get my head around it. Why would she say that?

When we spoke about it very recently, she said it was the truth. I asked: would it be the truth to say ‘he loved me’? Would it be true to say ‘he was overjoyed when I was born and he adored me’?

‘Absolutely,’ she replied.

So why tell me something negative, then? Why tell me something that makes me feel further away from him?

She looked at me as she reflected. I could see her trying to work out why. She looked sad, regretful. ‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘I thought if I told you that, it would make you miss him less.’

I don’t want to demonize my mam in any way. She was left with three children and no career to speak of. She did her best with what she was given and she was an excellent mam in so many ways. But I needed to tell you this to help in understanding the decisions we make when we are deep in grief. To demonstrate how important it is to deal with not only ourselves, but also the people who have also lost loved ones, with extreme care. Comments and conversations can linger for lifetimes. When you’re heartbroken and someone delivers you a sucker punch, it takes a lot to get the courage back up to ask for help again. We suffer in silence. How many of you reading this book have lived with a belief and not been brave enough to question it for fear of getting your heart broken all over again?

Speaking to Mam about it now, she can absolutely see how this was unhealthy and made it incredibly difficult for us to deal with the loss, but she said that at the time she felt if she could take away all the pain and reminders for us then we would have a better chance at moving on and being happy. This makes my heart break for her. The things we do to protect others and to protect ourselves. She was a woman in a situation so unfamiliar and frightening that she went into survival mode. For herself and her family. She wanted to believe the silence would mean it would go away. Like a little girl just praying it would all disappear. She was doing what she thought was right at the time. Unfortunately, this is not how grief works.

I feel certain that we were not OK. The words that our beloved dad was dead and never coming back must have been incredibly shocking. When we are traumatized, as my mam was, we find it very hard to be able to hold other people’s trauma too. It’s just too much. My mam was in shock. She said she kept thinking, What am I going to do? How will I cope?

There was no support or professional advice – no ‘let’s talk about our feelings’ or memory jars. It seems inconceivable now. It’s so hard for me (and my mam) to understand that this was the approach that was deemed best. It was a different time and everyone was doing what they needed to survive.

I understand the intention and the thought process. Let’s not upset the kids by having pictures of their dad around the house. It will make them feel worse. Let’s not remind them of what they have lost. But I didn’t need a picture to remind me of what I had lost; I was aware of that every single day and still am. It lives in me. Pictures are powerful; they evoke memories and encourage conversation. Keeping Dad alive with pictures and stories would have helped us all to process the man we loved and lost. It would have helped us to keep the sadness and pain present and breathing rather than shutting it away. We would have learnt that grief can live alongside happiness if it’s dealt with carefully. He was removed because it was mistakenly believed to be easier. This way of dealing with grief leads to confusion and complications. It encouraged me to swallow, to bury, to disassociate. Which led me to so much more nefarious behaviour in the future. I didn’t know where to put my pain, there wasn’t a place for it, so it hung in the air and it lived in my body – my little four-year-old body – and it stayed there until it turned itself into things that could be understood more easily. Anxiety, nightmares and a voracious need to please.

In keeping her grief to herself, Mam tried to minimize Dad to all of us and kept a giant-sized version of him to herself. Unfortunately, this coping strategy meant that we lost out on grieving as a family. We lost out on the ability to share and connect with each other. We didn’t have the opportunity to grow closer in our pain. We allowed it to push us apart. We stayed close physically and practically but not emotionally. It was very confusing growing up in a household where grief was front and centre but never directly talked about. It felt unsettling. My external world, which was full of love and care, didn’t match up with my anxious, untethered internal world. Trying to make sense of this as a child was almost impossible, so I turned it inward and blamed myself, and that’s where the shame began. I couldn’t make sense of it so I presumed it must be me.

We all learnt how to grieve silently. We all learnt how to take our pain and place it into another area of our lives where it could lurk and metastasize. We didn’t know how to grieve in the open. We weren’t shown how to do that. We thought we weren’t allowed.

Masking grief

Because our family grief wasn’t openly talked about, I developed into a highly sensitive child; I could feel and sense if something was wrong. If I was told ‘it’s nothing, everything’s fine’, it confused me. My feeling didn’t match the words I was being told so I began to distrust (myself mainly), which then led to anxiety. I became a detective in my life, always wondering whether what people were feeling and what they were saying matched up. It was exhausting.

We often hide our pain from our children. We think we’re protecting them. We lie and say things like, ‘Oh, I’ve had a bad day at work’ or ‘I’ve fallen out with Nana’. I always think honesty is best. If you’re hurting, let your children know you’re in pain but assure them you will be OK. That way they can learn that pain is not something to be scared of and, more importantly, you can survive it. Loss of some kind is inevitable. If we can be open about how we feel then we can give our children the chance to watch the process as we journey through it. Even now, as an adult, I can be too quick to try to pull myself out of pain. Sometimes my need to move on out of the discomfort means I drag the residue along behind me rather than processing it properly in the first place.

Abandoned

It seems so obvious when I write this that I had abandonment issues.

The culture felt very different at the time. Now, a child might be assigned a counsellor at school. They would be offered support. There are charities and support groups that work solely with bereaved families, but back then, certainly where we were, there wasn’t any of that offered to us.

What was missing from my development was an understanding adult or therapist who could guide me through these feelings. Essentially, we were all left to grieve and find our path through this alone.

Up until my late teens I thought that maybe I’d ‘got away with it’, but I soon learnt that you can’t outrun grief. It will wait patiently for you until you’re ready to pay attention to it. And until then it will reveal itself as anger, depression, addiction or busyness and it will show up all the time in your interpersonal relationships.

I feel it’s important for me to stress that, despite all of this, I did have many, many happy times in my childhood. Grief can live alongside fun and laughter.

Caravan holidays – snuggled up playing cards together, betting with pennies as it rained outside and Mam made us cheese on toast. I loved playing in the street – we’d have huge games of hide and seek that would go on for whole weekends! My mam was chief organizer for our cul-de-sac and she would hire coaches so we could go on a day trip to the coast. We’d sing songs on the back seat at the top of our voices: ‘Geoooooordie had a pigeon a pigeon a pigeon.’ The friends I made at dance school were so funny and up for a laugh. We would dress up in daft outfits, dare each other to go to the shop and order something in a different accent. Always happy to make fools of ourselves. We were in no hurry to ‘grow up’. Jokes, laughter and boisterousness certainly co-existed with sadness. I knew I had to survive the pain, and kids are brilliant at intuitively knowing what they need to do to survive. I hopped in and out of my grief like puddles and only stayed in each place until I’d had enough. My struggles came when I stopped listening to my intuition, when my head took over and I believed I didn’t need to take care of the sadness.






Chapter 2


Getting on with it

[image: Chapter head line image]

Each production I performed in cemented the feeling that acting was exactly what I wanted to do . . . It felt like it was mine and I was in control.





I was a hungry little girl. Hungry for everything. I wanted more biscuits, more fun, more friends, more love and more acceptance. God, I was hungry for acceptance. The more I got, the more I wanted. I was an empty bucket, always trying to fill myself up but never feeling satisfied.

I loved a busy day. I thrived on stress and overstimulation. A perfect day would be dance lessons in the morning, rehearsals for a production throughout the afternoon and then a sleepover at a friend’s house in the evening. I loved every minute to be taken up with doing. I didn’t want to stop until it was time to sleep and when I did go to bed I wanted to feel exhausted so that I would fall asleep immediately.

I hated, loathed, Sundays. Sundays were quiet, Sundays were empty. On Sundays you could hear your own head and that was scary. Sundays included church, which was boring. I joined the choir so I could sit upstairs and at least pass the time singing. Then it was a quick visit to Nana’s; it was pretty dull there but she made a great scone, so at least I could look forward to that. Then back home to cook the Sunday dinner. Sunday dinners made me feel sick – the mashed potato, the soggy veg from the pressure cooker and the smell of turnip wafting through the house as Barbra Streisand blasted from the hi-fi. (At least there was Barbra!) As I sat down late afternoon to eat the dinner I would be aware that time was ticking and soon it would be bath and bed and then the dreaded school.

Sundays were the precursor to the separation anxiety that began on Monday morning. My dread, my need to please, to be accepted, to feel normal. It’s difficult, because I think my busyness sometimes looked like happiness. Part of me was thriving. I LOVED all the doing. But there was a little part of me that was also dying.

My dancing classes kept me very busy but were also a saving grace for my grief. It helped to release all the stuck energy inside my body, and the friends I made there were the ones I have to this day. They were my tribe, no doubt about it. It was where I felt I most belonged. Without it and without them, my life would have been a lot scarier and emptier. There was always so much going on at dance school. I was there at least three times a week and we would prepare for competitions, exams and performances. A lot of looking forward, planning, propelling. It suited me down to the ground. No reflection or hours of boredom on my own to think. Just doing, doing, doing.

The dance school was situated within the church grounds, just off a dual carriageway. To the right was the beautiful old church and its graveyard and to the left was a new graveyard, where my dad was buried. I could see his headstone from the dance class car park. I find it interesting that I spent so many hours of my childhood so very close to him. I became inseparable with a girl I met at dancing called Helen; she lived directly opposite the churchyard. I spent so much time at her house and I would often look out of her bedroom window and wonder if he could see or hear me.

The school consisted of four separate rooms. The biggest one housed a small stage where we would do end-of-term performances. It was cold a lot of the time and had no luxury to speak of. I loved it. My teacher was called Mrs Reavley (Sandra), and her husband Ron would take our cash at the door. Sandra was strict and didn’t overly enthuse, but nevertheless you knew when you had pleased her. She would give you a little smile and nod and off you’d go. They were a two-man band but it always felt bigger than that. Maybe it was the enthusiasm of all us kids, but for such a small school we did really well in competitions and exams. I did a lot of ballet, stage and modern. I never really liked the ballet; it was so difficult and I didn’t feel graceful enough, but looking back now I think it served me well. It gave me discipline and strength and the ability to be uncomfortable. Ballet always felt painful to me, but I learnt that if you stay with the pain and work on the technique it becomes easier and your body surpasses your expectations. Without knowing, I was learning a lesson in grief that would become imperative for me.

My mam seemed to love my dancing too. She had lots of friends there and they enjoyed each other’s company. Mam is a talented seamstress so it wasn’t long before she was making all my costumes for dance comps, as well as for anyone else who asked! She would put a huge amount of effort into them and I always felt so proud, she was my clever mam!

Dance school felt happy and exciting and like a definite escape from the mundanity of home. I continued keeping busy throughout my childhood. I was involved in lots of productions within my region and, as much as I loved dancing, I began to realize I needed something more. I was cast in a local panto, we got fifty pence a performance and then a raise to a quid the next year! I loved being involved but I would watch the principals rehearse, scripts in hand, and I would feel jealous. I wanted to be with them. I wanted to have lines and a character name.

I was ten by now and I knew for sure I didn’t want to be in the background any more. There was an advertisement in the back of our local paper, the Chronicle, asking kids to audition for a new production of Sweeney Todd at the Newcastle Playhouse. Helen and I decided to go for it. We had a similar gung-ho attitude and we were always up for new experiences. Once, at dancing school, we’d decided we couldn’t be bothered to do our ballet lesson, so we hid in the large storage cupboard, jumped up and down on the trampette and scoffed the tuck shop sweets!

So when we saw that ad, off we went on the Metro to an open casting for Sweeney Todd. We were asked to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ solo and then read a few bits of script. We both got the job and we were thrilled!

It was directed by Ken Hill. An intimidating man but I loved him. I wanted to impress him. I got to play a few different parts in the show. I was a street urchin as Tobias sold Pirelli’s miracle elixir. I was the kid of a family in the pie shop when Mrs Lovett’s business began to boom. There was a bakery in Newcastle called Carricks, which would supply the pies each night. They were really big and round and had loads of pastry on the crust. I loved that scene, I so enjoyed eating the pies and singing loudly with a mouth full. Singing and eating, two of my favourite things!

In another scene I had to play a girl who was taken along to the barber’s by her father. By this point Sweeney Todd was killing people for his pies and my father was prime meat. The problem was, Sweeney wasn’t able to go through with it because I was watching him, smiling sweetly and innocently every time we caught each other’s eye. The scene was macabre but funny, the audience sniggering every time Sweeney, who was mid-shave, couldn’t quite finish the deed and slash my father’s neck. I loved playing it because it was effectively improvised. Ken had told us what was needed but hadn’t been too specific with timings etc. I could play with the actor and we could have our own rhythm – that was thrilling to me. After a dress rehearsal one evening, I was waiting in the foyer to go home and my chaperone took me to one side.

‘I was sitting next to Ken when you were performing the shaving scene,’ she said.

Oh no, I thought, fearing I was about to get a director’s note from him about what I was doing wrong. He was notorious for the specificity of his notes.

She continued: ‘He leaned over to me and said, “That girl is going to be famous one day.”’

I felt a surge of adrenaline fill my body. Ken Hill believes in me!!!

It felt like such an audacious thing to say, and up until that point no adult had ever shown that kind of belief in me.

I worked with Ken again on his next show, The Silver Chair. He had also cast a young Julia Sawalha. She was mesmerizing, I just loved her. I would go home each night after rehearsals and try to emulate everything I’d seen her do. One of my characters was a mouse. I wore red velvet pedal pushers, a white frilly blouse and a papier mâché mouse head. I loved wearing that mask; it made me feel braver and more daring on stage.

Each production I performed in cemented the feeling that acting was exactly what I wanted to do. It was becoming my dream. I began to realize that acting did something for me that nothing else had come close to. Dancing had helped me move my body and release myself from the constriction of grief, but acting – acting felt way more autonomous. It felt like it was mine and I was in control. Without knowing, I was gravitating to a space where I could control the narrative of my grief more. Once the characters were mine, I could shape and mould them to express themselves in a way that made sense to me. It felt right.

By the age of thirteen I had joined a drama club and I had an agent, named Dave Holly. One day he called to say I had an audition for Byker Grove. I was so excited. Over the years I would lament to my mam over and over again, ‘I wish there was a Geordie Grange Hill!’ It’s no exaggeration to say that there was little to no children’s drama being filmed up in the North-East at that time, so all the shows I would watch like Grange Hill and Jossy’s Giants felt far away.

I had to go to the Pink Palace, which was the nickname for the pink BBC building in Fenham, Newcastle. For my first audition I had been given scenes to read for Spuggie. Spuggie was described as an innocent and slightly broken little girl. In the scene I’d been asked to read she was upset and being consoled by Mary O’Malley. I walked into a bright room on the top floor of the building. Matthew Robinson and Andy Snelgrove introduced themselves to me and I sat down and began to read Spuggie’s scenes while Matthew filmed. I had no idea how the audition was going but at some point they stopped me, looked at each other, and then said to me, ‘You’re not a Spuggie, you’re much more of a Nicola. Can you go outside and look over those scenes, please, and then come back in.’ Nicola was older, more streetwise, and the best friend of Donna.

I was devastated. I was sure they were just asking me to read Nicola because they felt sorry for me and didn’t want me to feel I’d wasted my time (clearly I didn’t know the business then!). I had experienced quite a few knock-backs with auditions by this point. I never felt as though I was ‘what they were looking for’. Not cute enough, not small enough, not blonde enough – basically I felt not good enough. I would get close and then get rejected. I sat outside the room and studied the scenes as another kid went in to do their audition. After about five minutes I was ushered back into the room. I was nervous; I had memorized Spuggie’s lines but I would be sight-reading for Nicola. Nevertheless, I didn’t show it. I had absorbed as much as possible and off I went. There was a line in one of the scenes that read, ‘I like the more swinish types, Tom Cruise-ish, Jason Donovan-ish.’

I had never heard the word ‘swinish’ before. We did it a couple of times and I kept pronouncing it ‘sweeeenish’.

‘Do you know what that word means, Jill?’ asked Matthew.

‘No,’ I said, embarrassed.

He explained and also gave me the correct pronunciation and off we went again. Oh god, I thought. Not only am I not Spuggie enough, they’re gonna think I’m stupid now and I can’t read properly.

They thanked me for my time and off I went, sure I had done badly. A week or so later, I get a call from my agent, Dave.

‘Well done, you’ve got a recall. You’ll be getting a letter explaining what will be required of you.’

The letter arrived saying the audition would take place back at the Pink Palace from ten to four on a Saturday. We would be auditioning together as a group and it would be a fun day as opposed to any pressure. We had to bring along a fun gift and we were to prepare a little performance lasting no more than five minutes. Anything we wanted. I decided to sing ‘High Hopes’. The song was on a Frank Sinatra album my stepdad would often play. I liked it, so off I went to my bedroom and made up a little dance routine to it.

The day was fun. We played games and got to know each other but there was no sense of how you were doing so I left feeling none the wiser. I think, looking back, there were two of us for every part available and Matthew obviously wanted to see how we interacted with each other and who gelled with who, etc. I don’t remember much about it apart from Sally McQuillan. She was a force – confident and funny. We would eventually be cast as best friends Nicola and Donna and I enjoyed every second of working with her.

We were told to expect a phone call the next day. I waited and waited. It was late afternoon by now and I was beginning to lose hope.
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