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  For Reece, Charlie and Daisy – you make my life complete.




  I love you. xx




  







  PROLOGUE




  SECOND CHANCES




  Standing backstage at the Belfast Odyssey Arena, I can hear the roar of the crowd and I feel that familiar tingle of excitement running through my veins. It’s such an

  emotional moment for me and I’m trying desperately hard to hold back the tears and keep my composure. I don’t want to ruin my make-up!




  I never thought I’d be back here again, standing next to my bandmates Ian ‘H’ Watkins, Lee Latchford Evans, Faye Tozer and Lisa Scott-Lee, waiting to perform to a packed arena

  on the first night of our 2012 reunion tour.




  I’m feeling ridiculously happy and really nervous, too, but I know when I get out there and the music starts, my nerves will disappear and it’ll be amazing. Singing is my passion and

  I’ve missed it like hell.




  It feels a world away from the last time I was in this position. On the last night of our ‘Gold: Greatest Hits’ tour in December 2001, I was in bits as I walked out

  on stage at Manchester’s MEN Arena. I’d just resigned from the band and I couldn’t stop the tears from falling because I knew it was going to be the last time I’d perform

  with Steps. I also knew it would mean the end of the band.




  Most people thought I was crazy for walking away. We were at the height of our success and had a number-one album at the time. But I just couldn’t do it any more. The atmosphere in the

  band was toxic – we were barely talking to each other – and I was more miserable than I’d ever been in my life. It was no longer about the singing as, sadly, that had been

  overtaken by band politics and petty rivalries.




  I was just nineteen when I won a place in Steps and, looking back, I was ill-equipped to deal with the pressure that comes with being in such a successful pop group and I didn’t have the

  self-confidence to speak up for myself. To top it all, I’d been literally starving myself for years to be the perfect skinny blonde pop star the industry wanted me to be.




  It was exhausting, and I believed the only way to be truly happy was to walk away from it all and start again. I had to get out to save myself.




  ‘Claire, let me just adjust this strap for you,’ says our stylist, fiddling with my costume. ‘There you go. Perfect! You look gorgeous.’




  ‘Yeah, not bad!’ I think, checking myself in the full-length mirror.




  Ten years ago I would have been wearing my trademark outfit of skimpy bra top and hipsters, but my first stage outfit tonight is a sexy black catsuit, which is low cut and

  nipped in at the waist, hugging my curves. I feel good.




  It’s taken years for me to feel happier with my shape. When the band broke up I overindulged in my other passion in life – food. I sat on my sofa for years and stuffed my face,

  doubling my body weight from eight and a half stone to a whopping sixteen and a half stone. My self-esteem hit rock bottom and most days I felt so depressed about my body, I couldn’t bear to

  leave the house. I was no longer ‘Claire from Steps’; I was the ‘fat one from Steps’.




  It’s taken a long time, but I’ve finally got my diet demons under control. Now when I look in the mirror I’m drawn more to the positives than the negatives. I don’t think

  I’ll ever be completely happy with the way I look – what woman is? But I’ve finally realized I don’t have to be skinny to be attractive and that I can look good at a size

  14.




  By getting up on stage again I want to prove to myself that I don’t have to be a bag of bones to do this job and that, ultimately, the reason I’m here is because of my voice –

  not the size of my bum! I want to do it for every single woman who has tweeted or emailed me to say they’ve been held back because of their size.




  So much has happened in my life since I joined Steps – some of it good, some of it bad – but it’s all helped to make me a much stronger person. And this time around I know

  it’s going to be different because I’m happy.




  In the audience tonight will be my gorgeous husband, who’s stuck by me through thick and thin (literally!), and my two beautiful children. Their love and support has given me the

  confidence and self-belief to get back on that stage and, when the performance is over and the lights go down, I know I’ll be going home to our lovely family life.




  ‘Two minutes, guys!’ shouts our tour manager. Oh, my God, this is it now!




  My friend and make-up artist Jackie swoops in for a final touch up. ‘Right, you’re all set, Claire. Good luck!’ she says, squeezing my arm.




  As I look round at the rest of the band, everyone is grinning from ear to ear and buzzing with excitement. It’s time to get into position. We’re about to make a spectacular entrance,

  coming up through the stage in Perspex tubes through a mist of dry ice, as if we’ve been cryogenically frozen for the past ten years!




  As the intro music for our song ‘Here & Now’ starts, the audience cheers and I’m genuinely overwhelmed that our amazing fans still want to come and see us after all this

  time away. It feels just like it did back in 1997, waiting in the wings before our first big show, desperate to give the performance of our lives.




  I’ve been given a second chance to live my dream and it’s the best feeling in the world. I’m back, doing what I love most – and this time I’m going to have fun!




  







  1




  THE SINDY SWINGERS




  I like to think I was always destined to be a singer because I was born on the day Elvis died. When I made my entrance into the world at 1.30 a.m. on 17 August 1977, it was

  still the 16th in Memphis, the day Elvis passed away. My mum told me there was a terrible thunderstorm raging while she was in labour and, growing up, I used to imagine it was the gods bringing

  Elvis’s spirit to me! When the newspapers were delivered on the morning of the 17th, the front-page headlines all screamed out ‘The King is dead!’ So while my mum was ecstatically

  happy with her new bundle of joy, all the nurses were wandering around weeping because Elvis Presley had left the building for the final time. Call me stupid or crazy (a few have), but when I was a

  teenager I liked to imagine I was Elvis reincarnated.




  I started my first pop band, The Sindy Swingers, at the grand old age of four. Also in the line-up were my best friend Melanie Huse, her little sister Hayley and my younger sister Gemma. We were

  all obsessed with Sindy dolls, hence the band name, which was given to us by Mel’s dad. We spent many afternoons at each other’s houses, singing our favourite nursery rhymes or whatever

  happened to be in the charts at the time, while bashing away on a toy keyboard and drums.




  As kids, Melanie and I were similar in every way apart from looks – she had brown, slightly wild curly hair, while mine was blonde and poker straight with a fringe. She was easy-going just

  like I was and we had loads of fun growing up. I’ve known her my whole life and now, even if we haven’t seen each other for months, when we do get together we can pick up exactly where

  we left off. Thirty years on, we still try to meet up with Gemma and Hayley once a year for a Sindy Swingers reunion, although we’re usually sipping cocktails at the Dorchester rather than

  performing a dodgy version of ‘Message In A Bottle’ in my mum’s front room!




  Despite the fact that I wasn’t on vocals – I played recorder in the band – my mum says I was singing before I could talk. Dad had a friend at work who was a huge Police fan and

  she’d make tapes for us. Apparently I could sit for hours singing along to ‘Roxanne’ over and over again, which must have been delightful for my parents.




  I’d put on little shows for them all the time. I had a wooden desk and a stool that went with it, and I’d plonk them both in the living room as props and say, ‘Right, I’m

  doing a show now,’ and then I’d belt out ‘Over The Rainbow’ from The Wizard Of Oz, ‘Feed The Birds’ from Mary Poppins and ‘The Sun Will Come

  Out Tomorrow’ from Annie.




  We had a battered old suitcase full of dressing-up clothes and I’d do a costume change for every single song, sneaking behind the sofa to swap my outfit. One year, when we were getting our

  living room decorated, my Uncle John even drew a set on the wall behind me.




  I was born at Hillingdon Hospital in Uxbridge, Middlesex, as were my sister Gemma (who’s sixteen months younger than I am), my parents Bob and Nina, and both my children.

  And I haven’t moved very far since – I still live just five minutes down the road.




  I’ve never been a rebellious person or a risk-taker – maybe it’s because I’m the eldest and I have that sense of responsibility of not upsetting my parents! They met when

  my mum, Nina, was only sixteen and my dad, Bob, was twenty-two, and married four years later, although I didn’t come along for another four years after that.




  Dad is very laidback and easy-going – it takes a lot to make him angry and I’m similar to him in that way. But he’s a bit of a perfectionist, so everything’s got to be in

  its place. He’s slim and an inch shorter than me at 5ft 5in, and he’s got no hair on top, which he’ll kill me for saying! He’s always had a moustache – he got rid of

  it once, but Gemma and I freaked out so he never shaved it off again.




  Mum is a petite blonde who’s a bit more fiery than Dad and quite outspoken – in fact, she doesn’t take any crap from anyone! She loves me and my sister fiercely and has always

  been very protective of us: if there was ever a problem with me or Gemma at school, she’d be straight up there to sort it out. She’s also very well turned out – whether

  she’s going out for the night or just to work, she always makes an effort to dress smartly.




  For as long as I can remember Mum worked for Xerox, although she always told them she couldn’t work during the school holidays because she had to look after us (I think she was still using

  that excuse when we were eighteen!). And Dad has always worked in air and sea freight, and set up his own business years ago. Originally he had a partner, but eventually he took over the business

  and just had a PA working for him.




  He used to work late every Friday, so Mum’s sister Heather would come over and we’d have fish and chips or cauliflower cheese with bread and butter for tea, which I loved! It was a

  real treat. Sometimes Dad would have to work on a Saturday and he’d take me and Gemma with him. I loved poking around his office until I stapled my finger.




  Gemma and I were really close growing up, and still are. We’re the same height and both blonde, but she’s always been petite like Mum and Dad. She can have a bit of a temper, but

  she’s very funny and lots of fun to be around. We used to gang up on my mum sometimes for a laugh. Mum’s deaf in one ear and whenever we were out shopping she’d never answer when

  we shouted ‘Mum!’, only when we shouted ‘Nina!’, so we’d always call her Nina when we were mucking around.




  We had a lovely, happy childhood and were quite sheltered – nothing really bad ever happened and there was never a crisis at home. So it came as a shock when things started to go horribly

  wrong for me in my twenties, and I remember thinking at the time, ‘The reason bad things are happening now is because I had everything growing up and was so lucky for such a long

  time.’




  I can remember our first house in Lees Road like we lived there only yesterday. It was a modern end-of-terrace house that had an alley running up the side leading to Melanie’s house, which

  was identical to ours. There was a little porch and when you walked into our living room it had brown swirly carpet and a massive wall-to-wall fireplace that looked like it was made out of paving

  stones – all very seventies! But it was a real fire and we all loved it.




  We also had a nice little garden out the back, although for years my dad parked his speedboat there (he never used it, but had to have it nonetheless!). The boat made a great place for us to

  play, though.




  We’d go abroad for our summer holiday every year, although there were a couple of years when Dad’s business wasn’t doing so well and we couldn’t afford it. We went to

  Malta and to Disney World in Florida, and we had a few caravan holidays in Spain and France with my mum’s older sister, Cheryl, her husband John, and their kids Jason and Justin.




  Growing up we did so much together as a family – every evening Gemma and I would sit at the table to have our dinner with Mum and Dad. I always loved food and was never a fussy eater. Mum

  says when we went to a Chinese restaurant they’d give me a spring roll and I’d chew on it happily for hours.




  Perhaps unsurprisingly, given that I was to become Britain’s most famous yo-yo dieter, some of my earliest memories involve food. When I was really little, Mum took me to tap and ballet,

  but there was one problem – the biscuit break came at the end of the two classes and I wanted it to be in between. When Mum explained they weren’t going to change this just for me I

  remember saying to her, ‘I don’t like ballet, Mum. I don’t want to go any more.’ I was clearly only interested if I got a treat at half time!




  Spaghetti Bolognese was my favourite meal of all until I was about four years old and I’d eaten a big plate of it for my tea. Afterwards, I went into the living room and started jumping

  from the coffee table to the sofa, as children do, except I slipped, knocking myself out and giving myself concussion, which made me sick. From that day on, I never ate another plate of the stuff

  again.




  Burgers and baked beans always remind me of being a kid. We used to visit Auntie Cheryl and Uncle John in Oxfordshire – he’s originally from Kentucky in the US – and he’d

  cook burgers, barbecue ribs and BBQ beans, which I adored. Then we’d have pancakes for breakfast with crispy bacon and eggs, and pour maple syrup all over it. Delicious!




  Visiting my granddad – Laurie – on my dad’s side was a treat, too. He always had Mr Kipling Country Slices that had big lumps of crunchy sugar on top and I’d sneak into

  the larder to steal one when the adults were all chatting in the living room. I’m sure if I’d asked I’d have been allowed to have one!




  It seems I always had my eye on how to bag myself some goodies. When I was still at infant school, I had a teacher called Mrs Green who was diabetic and always had Club biscuits in her

  drawer.




  ‘Mrs Green, I’m really hungry because Mummy didn’t make me any breakfast,’ I said to her one morning, putting on the saddest look I could manage.




  ‘You poor thing,’ she said, giving me one of her Clubs. My plan had worked! I sneakily turned my back to the rest of the class to eat it.




  To think up that story at the age of five just to get some chocolate is pretty calculating and I’m horrified now to think I deprived that poor woman of her biscuit. It’s one story

  I’m not so proud of! I got my comeuppance though: we were all standing outside the school gates at home time with our mums when one of my classmates piped up, ‘Claire told Mrs Green she

  didn’t have any breakfast and she gave her a biscuit.’ My mum was mortified and I was whisked off home and sent to my room!




  At home, Mum only ever allowed us to have fizzy drinks and chocolate on special occasions such as Christmas, so I used to love going to Melanie’s house because they had big tubs of ice

  cream and proper chocolate bars. Even if my dad had a big bar of chocolate at Christmas, he’d break off one square, wrap it back up and put it in the fridge, taking a little bit every now and

  then. Given the chance, I’d have scoffed the entire thing in one go, but instead I’d steal little bits of it from the fridge.




  Mum always encouraged us to eat healthy, wholesome meals like homemade shepherd’s pie or lasagne, and there was always plenty of veg on the side. I certainly had a big, healthy appetite

  from an early age, unlike my sister Gemma, who was always sitting at the table fiddling with her food ages after I’d scoffed mine and left. We were always told we should clear our plates

  before getting down from the table, so that’s what I used to do – with glee! I’d eat the lot, even if I felt full up, because I hated getting told off for anything.




  I remember visiting my Auntie Chris, who had a grand townhouse in Islington, and she’d dish up huge, man-sized portions of food. I’d eat the lot and still have pudding afterwards.

  But I never remember feeling bad about it or being sick because I’d eaten too much. And I was a healthy, normal weight, so at that stage food was never an issue.




  When I was at junior school, I developed a passion for baking and I still love it to this day. Every Saturday I’d get my mum’s cookbook out and bake as many things as I could:

  fruitcake, shortbread and scones. I’d put all the ingredients in separate bowls and pretend I was on a cooking show. I baked Eccles cakes once and made the flaky pastry from scratch. I wanted

  to be a pastry chef for a while until I found out how much training and hard work was involved!




  Strangely enough, I was never really interested in eating what I’d baked; it was more about pleasing other people and getting praise for my efforts. I felt so proud when people said my

  cakes were amazing, and I still love it when friends enjoy what I’ve baked.




  My other passion – apart from food – was, of course, singing. When I was about ten and still at Hillingdon Primary, I signed up for a summer project at the Beck

  Theatre in Hayes. I got to perform in the chorus of The Wizard Of Oz and Alice In Wonderland, and I’d go to rehearsals every day, then do a couple of nights in the show. It was

  my first experience of performing for a proper audience and I had fun doing it.




  Mel and I were also huge fans of the R&B group Five Star and we wrote to Jim’ll Fix It several times, asking to meet them. Sadly, we never got a reply! But we did put together a

  little show for the school assembly with our tribute band Five Star Plus One (because there were six of us) and we performed a dance routine and little comedy sketches. I played a character

  called Mrs Cookery, who was a bit like the Swedish Chef from The Muppet Show. It was probably absolutely diabolical so let’s hope no one filmed it.




  The summer before I started secondary school was the first time I remember being a bit chubby, but around then I started going to a running club three times a week with

  my friend Louise. Her dad, Ron, who was a friend of my dad, knew the guy who ran the club and I think they saw it as an opportunity for us to get involved in sport. It was good for me in other

  ways, too. I was a painfully shy child and would clam up if I didn’t know people, so the club put me in a situation where I had to interact with other kids and make friends. I absolutely

  hated taking part in competitions, though, because I was rubbish. Every competition involved a long-distance race, a sprint and a field event like throwing the discus. Every time I did the long

  distance, I’d be way out in front, but by the end of the race you could guarantee that every other person had lapped me and I’d limp in last. But when I got to secondary school I

  enjoyed playing netball and hockey, so although I was never skinny – I was born with chunky thighs – I was slim and quite athletic.




  Although I went on to be plagued by insecurities about my body when I was in Steps, I never remember worrying about my figure as a child, even though a few of the kids called me tree-trunk legs!

  I was more bothered about my spots, which I tried to cover up with a fringe that I scrunched up with loads of hairspray.




  That first year at Bishopshalt School was when I discovered The Carpenters. I saw the TV movie The Karen Carpenter Story in 1989 and instantly fell in love with the music. I

  couldn’t believe my luck when I realized Mum had the Ticket To Ride album, and I started playing it constantly in my bedroom.




  It was Karen’s voice more than anything that moved me – it was just so beautiful. Before I’d heard The Carpenters I used to belt out songs at the top of my voice, but listening

  to Karen and trying to copy how she sang is really how I learnt to do it properly. She put so much emotion into it, and you believe every single word she sings.




  Although I was only eleven years old, I was captivated by her story and so sad when I learnt she’d died at just thirty-two from heart failure as a result of anorexia. I don’t think I

  even knew what anorexia was then, but I remembered the word and, years later, I was to understand only too well what it meant.




  According to reports, Karen’s illness was triggered by a comment in a newspaper about Richard Carpenter and his ‘chubby sister’, and I think it got to her. She was only a

  teenager, after all. I know now that when you’re young and in the spotlight and feel under pressure – not only to perform but to look a certain way – controlling your food intake

  gives you the sense you’re in control of your life.




  I also read that when on stage, Karen always wanted to hide behind the drums but she was forced to get out front and sing, even though she didn’t want to – she liked the comfort of

  having the drum kit around her. It reminded me of when I was little and was asked to sing at family get-togethers. I’d either hide behind the sofa or the curtains so no one could see me, and

  they’d all be straining to listen. I don’t know why I did that because there was no pressure back then, but while I didn’t mind singing in front of Mum and Dad, my inherent lack

  of self-confidence and shyness came out when I was asked to perform on my own and be the focus of everyone’s attention. I’ve always worried about being good enough and I’ve always

  wanted to please other people and win their approval – even if it’s just from baking a birthday cake. I’ve never been able to bear the thought of someone not liking me.




  I definitely have The Carpenters to thank for getting my voice noticed. At Bishopshalt we had to do a practical music exam so I got a book of Carpenters sheet music and sang ‘Goodbye To

  Love’. I got 99 per cent!




  I was walking down the corridor at school one day when my music teacher Mr King came over.




  ‘Do you realize how good a singer you are, Claire?’ he said.




  ‘Er, I like it,’ I mumbled shyly, ‘and I like singing to The Carpenters.’




  ‘Well, I want you to sing in assembly next week.’




  ‘Oh, er . . .’ I stammered.




  He hurried off before I had a chance to say no, leaving me standing there in shock. Then I started crying. I was a bit overwhelmed – I felt proud of myself for being asked, but was

  terrified by the thought of performing in front of the whole school. On the day my singing was OK but probably not perfect as I was so nervous!




  I think most kids have a teacher who’s a big influence, and Mr King turned out to be an important person in my life. He was a big guy with a rugby player’s physique and could be

  quite stern, but he was really kind, too. If it hadn’t been for him, I don’t think I would ever have been able to build up the confidence to sing solo in front of that many people. He

  did push me, but it was all for my benefit because he genuinely thought I had potential. If someone in authority tells me to do something, I tend not to argue and, in this case, I’m glad I

  didn’t.




  My mum always used to say I had a great voice, but I think you’re more likely to believe praise when it comes from outside your family. I was twelve years old at the time and Mum asked me

  if I wanted to go to a stage school, but I didn’t want to go. I imagined everyone who went to stage school was like Bonnie Langford and I just didn’t think I’d fit in or have the

  confidence to make new friends. But from then on, Mr King used to take me out with the school orchestra to sing at local junior schools.




  Every year, too, there was a Christmas show for the upper school and when I was in the third year, they invited me to audition: I think Mr King was keen for me to get as much experience as

  possible. So I was in the chorus of Babes in Arms and the following year I was in the chorus of Guys and Dolls.




  Of course there were other distractions at school – the usual things every young girl goes through, like being completely tormented because you’re in love with some boy who

  doesn’t love you back. I had my first big crush when I was eleven, on Douglas Fowler, who was in the same year as me at school. I ended up going out with him on and off until we were

  seventeen. I’m sure it all started with a ‘Will you get off with me?’ moment, but I think I was too scared! I did pluck up the courage in the end, though, and he was the first boy

  I kissed.




  Doug was really popular – clever, funny and brilliant at sport. And he had red hair, although he always used to insist it was strawberry blond! I was so in love with him and, until I got

  out into the big wide world, I was convinced we were going to get married. We never slept together, though – our relationship was very innocent and involved nothing more than kissing,

  really.




  For our first proper date we went to the cinema to see The Bodyguard with Whitney Houston. It was freezing, so he lent me one of his gloves: only the one, mind! Usually, he’d just

  come over to my house – we’d moved by then to a bungalow with a loft conversion on Micawber Avenue, and there was a TV room upstairs. So Doug and I would sit up there and watch telly. I

  don’t even remember talking that much – we’d watch telly, have a snog and then he’d go home.




  I always thought he looked like Rick Astley and I was obsessed with Rick at the time; I even had a poster of him next to my bed. Years later, quite soon after I’d joined Steps, I met him

  at PWL, Pete Waterman’s recording studio in London. H and I were punching each other with excitement, screeching, ‘Look, it’s Rick Astley!’ I was standing at the reception

  desk thinking I was going to pass out because Rick was right in front of me!




  ‘Um, nice to meet you,’ was all I managed to get out, while I gazed at my teenage crush in awe.




  He said something polite in return, and then we all ordered a Chinese takeaway and sat down together to eat it. These days I’d be tweeting about that!




  When I was about fourteen I also had a huge crush on every member of Take That. Melanie and I would go to our school friend Hayley Pile’s house every lunchtime without fail, and

  she’d cook frozen pizza while we watched Take That videos. I was convinced I was the female Gary Barlow: whenever I’d sing Take That records I’d think, ‘Oh, I sound like

  Gary Barlow!’




  Around this time I started stewarding at Wembley Arena, which I did for a few years. There was a boy I went to school with who had asked if I fancied coming along and doing it with him. It

  involved showing the audience to their seats, then walking up and down during the performance to make sure people weren’t standing on the chairs or generally misbehaving. We got paid

  £10 for the night and most times you’d get to see the band. I used to bunk off school a bit early to get there for 4 p.m. as that way you’d get a good slot and wouldn’t be

  stuck up in the top tier of the arena.




  I always made sure I was working when Take That were on. Seeing my idols perform was such a thrill and it was really the only reason I did the job because the money was rubbish! Years later,

  when Steps performed at the Brit Awards for the first time in 1998, we were walking back to our table and Mark Owen shouted over, ‘It’s Steps!’ I thought I was going to have a

  heart attack brought on by pure excitement!




  ‘Mark Owen knows who we are! I’ve made it!’ I thought. If I hadn’t had really bad tonsillitis I think I would have made the most of it.




  I was a big Prince fan, too, and I stewarded about nine Wembleys with him. You were never allowed to watch the sound check or even to stand and watch the show, so I used to walk up and down the

  aisles all the time and whenever I was walking towards the stage I’d make sure it was really, really slowly so I could see Prince.




  I used to gaze up at that stage and daydream of singing on it one day, but not in a million years did I think I’d actually be standing up there just a few years later with my own band,

  performing to thousands of screaming fans.




  One night when I was working there, a guy came over to me and gave me his card. He was from a model agency and told me to call if I was interested. I was flattered that someone thought I could

  be a model, so when I got home I showed the card to my mum.




  ‘Hmm, I’m not sure about this,’ she said, turning the card over in her hand.




  ‘Go on, just ring the number. You never know,’ I urged.




  Mum called the next day and a woman answered.




  ‘Someone gave your card to my daughter, but she’s only fifteen,’ said my mum.




  ‘Well, we only work for the best publications,’ the woman replied defensively. ‘You know – Mayfair, Penthouse . . .’




  ‘Er, she’s not interested and she never will be!’ snapped my mum before hanging up.




  I was mortified! It was a glamour model agency.




  I was fifteen when I first thought about the possibility of making a career out of performing. Mr King asked me to audition for the lead role in the Christmas show that year.

  The part was Maria in The Sound Of Music and I got it.




  That performance was a light bulb moment for me, and it felt like a huge step because the success of the show hinged on my part. It opens with Maria singing ‘The Sound Of Music’, and

  I was quaking with fear in my nun’s habit when it was time to go on stage. I’d only ever sung in the chorus at the Christmas show, so this felt like a very big deal.




  The set was pretty basic – just a painted backdrop of a mountain and the odd prop here and there. I started off standing on some stairs so it would look like I was on the mountain, then

  the curtains opened and I launched into ‘The hills are alive with the sound of music’, giving it everything I had. Singing was what I loved more than anything else in the world –

  suddenly my nerves disappeared and it just felt so right.




  There were loads of costume changes and our lovely Home Economics teacher, Mrs Bull, had made all the outfits. Maria marries Von Trapp in the production so I got to wear my first wedding dress!

  For that part of the show I had to walk down the aisle through the audience and I’ll never forget seeing Mum and Dad, both of whom had an ‘Oh my God!’ look of shock on their

  faces. I was holding fake calla lilies and at that moment, I thought, ‘I’m living my dream!’




  I loved the applause, the flowers and the congratulations – I was hooked. Even now, if I’m out shopping in Uxbridge, mums and dads who had kids at the school when I was there still

  congratulate me on my performance in The Sound Of Music. They’ll say things like, ‘Oh, remember when you were Maria? You were great!’




  I think I did all right, considering I’d never been to stage school and had given up on dance classes when I was about three or four but, up until that point, although I knew I had a big

  voice, I never thought I was any good. I’ve always felt a bit uncomfortable accepting praise, even though I’m always seeking it! When it comes to the way I look, or my voice, I just

  have trouble believing the nice things that people say.




  The following year I was Nancy in Oliver!, but the year after that I had to focus on exams, so I wasn’t allowed to go for a lead part and ended up playing a prostitute in

  Cabaret. I wasn’t thrilled about that – my costume was a skimpy teddy belonging to my mum, which exposed my thighs to the entire school. Very embarrassing!




  I always liked the social side of secondary school, but not the academic part. My concentration isn’t great, so I used to chat all the time and was always getting told off for talking; all

  my school reports said, ‘Claire should talk less.’ By the end of every lesson, my friends would have finished their work, even though they’d been talking too, but I never seemed

  to get everything done. And I hated getting up early! I was supposed to walk to school, but I’d be running late pretty much every day and my dad would have to take me in. I didn’t mind,

  though, because he drove a Jag, so I felt like the bee’s knees pulling up at the school gates in that.




  If I’d put my mind to schoolwork I think I would have done better because I’m not stupid, but I didn’t apply myself at all. Although it was pretty obvious I was never going to

  be a scientist or a mathematician, I did well enough in my GCSEs to stay on at school to do A-levels in Sports Science and English. At one point, I even thought about going to Loughborough

  University to train to be a PE teacher. I guess if I’d taken that road, I wouldn’t have got fat! Luckily, I’d also been developing my singing, which ultimately saved me from a

  lifetime of hanging around freezing-cold hockey pitches.




  Although being asked to sing at assembly and performing in the Christmas shows was a brilliant opportunity, it also got me the wrong kind of attention from some girls at school

  and sparked a bit of jealousy, which I wasn’t prepared for.




  Nasty things started being said about me behind my back after I sang that first time during assembly – I remember a few girls talking about it afterwards, saying, ‘I don’t know

  what the fuss is about. She isn’t that good a singer’. Or I’d overhear snide comments like, ‘Claire really loves herself ’, or ‘She’s such a snobby

  cow’. I don’t know why they said those things, because I never behaved like I thought I was someone special. In fact, I used to stand there in assembly in front of everyone absolutely

  crapping myself. I never moved, I never really smiled and then I’d quickly return to my seat as soon as I’d finished the song.




  One day after school, Gemma and I were walking towards Coney Green, which was a shortcut home, when we turned the corner and saw that practically everyone from school was on the field. This

  usually meant there was going to be a fight. We spotted two of my friends – Natasha Claxton and Suzanne Greaves – and they shouted, ‘Claire! They’re all waiting for you! You

  should go the other way. Debbie’s going to beat you up!’




  Debbie, who now works in a local shop, was one of the tough girls at school. My blood turned to ice and I quickly spun around and walked the other way. Any kind of confrontation is my absolute

  worst nightmare – I can’t even have an argument with someone without crying. There was no way I was going to stand and face her, but all the way home two boys were chasing me on their

  bikes shouting, ‘Go on, Claire, you can have her, you can have her!’ I was shaking with fear by the time I got home.




  My mum went straight up to the school and Debbie never gave me any trouble after that, but a few similar things happened. One of my friends was going out with a boy who was a couple of years

  above us and, because of that, and the fact that I knew some of the older boys from the Christmas shows, a lot of the older girls hated me. I was walking across the field on Tog Day (when we

  didn’t have to wear our uniform) feeling happy in my flared jeans and flowy hippy top, and one of the boys said something to me. Before I could reply, one of the older girls screeched,

  ‘What are you fucking talking to her for? Do you think she’s pretty?’ Again, I just took off and started running home.




  I was popular in my year because I wasn’t naughty, and I had a talent I suppose, but everyone else – especially the older girls – thought I was stuck up and big-headed. But

  really I was just shy: when I walked through the corridors at school I’d keep my head down and just go to where I had to be. So maybe because I didn’t smile and chat to people I

  didn’t know, I got a bit of a reputation for being a snob.




  I never understood, though, why those girls would be jealous of me. I might have envied other girls for certain things – because they had skinny legs or a hot boyfriend – but it was

  never to the point of being nasty. As far as the singing went, I was doing it because Mr King asked me to do it. I loved to sing, of course, but I also found it a completely terrifying experience

  and I’d panic every time I had to perform, so I was never pushy or arrogant when it came to my ability. But I didn’t say anything back when I heard those nasty comments, so I suppose I

  fuelled those feelings by not standing up for myself.




  Something similar was to happen years later in Steps.




  Maybe if I had walked across that field and got beaten up, my life would have taken a totally different path. I might have given up on my dreams. Instead, I was never harmed physically by the

  older girls at school – it was more verbal bullying, which still hurt and felt threatening. But somehow I found the courage to go on and make a career out of singing.
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  NOT SO MYSTERIOUS GIRL




  ‘The Heath Tavern on the Uxbridge Road has a karaoke competition on Sundays. Do you fancy going?’ asked Mel.




  ‘We can’t!’ I said, shocked. We were probably not quite seventeen yet and still at school, so not old enough to be going to a pub.




  ‘Come on, we won’t drink; we’ll just have a Coke,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’




  The Tavern was run by an Irish family, and I suppose the best way to describe it would be as an old man’s pub. The first time I went there it was dead, but there was a tiny stage in one

  corner with a little karaoke machine perched on top of it. I was with Melanie and Hayley Pile, and Mel and I sang ‘I Wanna Dance With Somebody’.




  After that, we started going every Sunday and it was such a laugh. It wasn’t long before word spread and more and more people from school came along, so it got to the point where it became

  absolutely rammed when finals night came around, every couple of months.
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