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  This book is dedicated to anyone who ever woke up with the horrors, the morning after the night before, and thought ‘Oh God. What did I do last night?’
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  PROLOGUE




  1994




  We must have looked an odd sight, the three of us: me, Our Joey and Mum, scuttling along the pavement of an industrial estate in South Liverpool carrying deckchairs and packed

  lunch boxes in the middle of December.




  ‘Jodie, your shoes are really getting on my tits,’ moaned Our Joey




  ‘Don’t say tits, Joey,’ Mum said sternly.




  ‘Why not?’




  He knew why not. ‘It’s not becoming for an eight-year-old.’




  ‘Can I say it?’ I asked. I was ten. AKA dead grown up.




  ‘No.’




  Our Joey tried again. ‘Jodie your shoes are really getting on my nerves.’




  He meant the noise they were making. I’d recently looped some Friends fridge magnets into the laces of my shoes, so with every hurried step I took, Chandler and Joey clunked against

  my burgundy patent leather T-bars.




  The air was heavy with the acrid tang of chemicals wafting on the breeze from the Mersey. We passed the cigarette factory where Mum worked. We passed the boarded-up bank. We passed the faded old

  sign that said, ‘Welcome To Liverpool, A Socialist Council’, onto which someone had graffitied ‘anti’ before the ‘socialist’ and then crossed out the

  ‘ist’. Hilarious. And then suddenly Mum stopped, snapped her deckchair out and sat down. Me and Our Joey followed suit, and wondered what on earth was going on.




  We appeared to be sitting outside some gates. There was a barrier that looked like it might go up to let traffic through, a glass-fronted booth with a security guard in it and two brick walls on

  either side. It looked just like the entrance to Mum’s work, except there were a few purple flags on each side of the gates, which I felt was a bit showy offy for a factory.




  ‘Mum? Why are we here?’




  ‘Shut up and have a sandwich, Jodie.’




  I opened the red plastic Friends lunchbox I held in my shivering hand and prised apart the Slimcea slices within to inspect their contents. Tuna paste. I pulled a face and looked at Mum.

  She smiled apologetically.




  ‘I haven’t had time to go up Kwik Save,’ she explained.




  I rolled my eyes and shut the box in disgust.




  ‘Where are we, Mum?’ moaned Our Joey, toying with the clasp on his Polly Pocket lunchbox. ‘I don’t understand.’




  Mum allowed herself a mischievous chuckle and my heart sank.




  ‘This, kids’ – I rolled my eyes again and tutted. I wasn’t a kid. I was TEN – ‘is where dreams are made!’




  I looked at her like she was mad.




  Let me explain. This was meant to be a Big Day Out for us. It was the school holidays, and to spare the monotony of just ‘playing out’ each day, Mum would occasionally wake us up

  with the thrilling announcement, ‘Right! We’re having a day . . . out!’ At which me and my brother would squeal, jump like lemmings from our bunk beds, then run to the

  bathroom to wash and brush our teeth together, fizzing with excitement. We did everything together, me and Our Joey, bar going to the loo. Mind you, we did that too sometimes, just to wind Mum

  up.




  ‘Get out of there, the pair of you! It’s not natural!’ she’d holler, banging on the door. ‘If you’re showing each other your bits I’ll hit the

  roof,’ which, bearing in mind she always wore impossibly high heels, was not outside the realms of possibility. Though she needn’t have worried. We never showed each other our bits. For

  my part I’d already seen Sean McEvoy’s todger when he waggled it around in show and tell, and whenever I mentioned fannies to Our Joey he went a bit pale, said, ‘I feel

  sick,’ and waggled his hand around, which was drama queen sign language for ‘change the subject’.




  Anyway. Where was I? Oh yes! Big Days Out. So there’s me and Our Joey, full of the joys of spring, or summer, or Christmas, or whichever half term it might be. But then, within an hour or

  so, as reality set in, we’d become less enamoured with what constituted Mum’s idea of ‘a holiday in a day’:




  One day in the summer holidays we went to watch the planes take off at Liverpool airport.




  One day in the Easter half term we got a train to Southport to go and see some red squirrels in a forest, only instead we found a trampy bloke playing with himself and ended up catching the

  first train back. When Our Joey asked Mum what he was doing, she kept saying he was ‘very itchy’.




  Another day Mum took us to the local cats’ home to stare at a bunch of moggies lying behind Perspex. At the end of the visit me and Our Joey wanted to take one home, but Mum claimed Dad

  was allergic.




  So as you can imagine, my hopes weren’t high for this particular day out. Particularly as we were sitting in deckchairs outside a factory three bus stops away from home.




  However, the next thing she said made my heart literally skip a beat.




  ‘This, kids, is where they film Acacia Avenue.’




  ‘WHAT?!’ That was me and Our Joey speaking in unison.




  We looked at each other, then peered back at the gates. It was now I realized that written on the purple flags on either side of the gates were the words ‘Crystal TV’. I had seen

  those words before. They came up on the telly at the end of every episode of our favourite soap opera.




  Every Monday and Wednesday Acacia Avenue was religious viewing in our house. Me, Our Joey, Mum and Dad would sit watching it through a fog of smoke, courtesy of the free cigarettes Mum

  got from work, Mum and Dad sucking away like they were getting the elixir of youth from every little drag; me and Our Joey hacking our guts up and wafting the smoke away dramatically. We were

  completely gripped when Nona Newman from the corner shop began her illicit affair with Harry from the factory behind her street-sweeper hubby Tex’s back. And there was that heart-stopping

  moment when Tex saw Nona’s handbag on the back seat of Harry’s Ford Capri. But when he referred to it as ‘My Nona’s handbag’, Our Joey hit the roof.




  ‘It’s not a handbag it’s a clutchbag!’ he screamed, knocking some Wotsits onto the carpet and getting an arched-eyebrow glare from my dad. It really wasn’t becoming

  for an eight-year-old boy in Liverpool to know the difference between a handbag and a clutchbag. Our Joey caught the glare, looked wounded and muttered to himself, ‘Any idiot can see

  that.’ Mum seemed to consider this, then nodded her head in agreement. Not knowing what to say, Dad just pointed to the Wotsits on the floor and Our Joey curtly picked them up.




  Our Joey and me used to play Acacia Avenue in the bedroom of our dormer bungalow. My dressing table became the counter of the Sleepy Trout pub and I was sneering barmaid Sorrel while Our

  Joey was her ditzy sidekick Cheryl. Together we’d serve imaginary pints of bitter to a selection of Barbies, Tiny Tears and teddy bears. Sometimes our back garden became the avenue itself and

  we’d re-enact one of the catfights that regularly ensued after kicking-out time. Mum and Dad had often commented that it was filmed ‘just down the road’, but I’d never quite

  believed them. To me it was a real world, real life; it just happened to take place inside a box in the corner of our lounge with really little people twice a week.




  ‘Can we go in and look?’ asked Joey, peering at the security guard.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Ah go on, Mum,’ I joined in.




  ‘No, Jodie. It’s against the law.’ And she clicked out the nib of her twelve-colour biro and started having a crack at a wordsearch in her Puzzler magazine. I looked at

  her, and in that instant decided she was the most brilliant, most lovely, most beautiful mum in the whole wide world. For once I thought it was fab the way she thought she looked a bit like

  Princess Di, side-flicking her hair accordingly, peeking out from behind her bottle-blonde fringe with an air of coyness that didn’t quite suit her. I thought – possibly for the first

  time – that it was great she still took care of herself and her figure and that, at the grand old age of thirty-two, she still got wolf whistles whenever she past a building site. ‘Best

  legs in Liverpool,’ my dad always said. I looked at them now, resplendent in their morello cherry woollen tights. I’d always been slightly mortified by her propensity to show them off

  all the time by wearing skirts that were far too short for her, but today I decided she had every right. Those legs were just so . . . leggy. Both of them. So why not wear miniskirts at the really

  old age of thirty-two and make a show of yourself and your family? She was my mum. She could do anything she wanted. She had brought me and Our Joey to Acacia Avenue!




  I looked at Our Joey and it seemed like he was having similar thoughts. His little snub nose with the smattering of freckles, which I had too but covered in the powder from Mum’s compact

  whenever she wasn’t looking, rose skyward, like one of the Bisto kids smelling something wonderful on the other side of the gates. It was as if the magic of Acacia Avenue was wafting

  towards us in a glittery line of fairy dust, completely blocking out the smell from the factories. His green eyes, which I hated with an envy only a sibling can understand – one of mine was

  blue, the other brown; I was a freak – were half closed in an affectation of contentment that he usually only saved for the Eurovision Song Contest and whenever Madonna was on Top of the

  Pops. While I watched him, his eyes flicked open like a startled china doll as a shadow crossed our path. Someone else had joined our party.




  A fat man in a dirty parka with matted fur trim and a plaster on his glasses was standing nearer the gates than our deckchairs. He had a camera in one hand and an autograph book in the other. At

  first I thought he was the trampy bloke from the forest near Southport, but when Mum gave him a cheery, ‘Hiya!’ I thought he mustn’t be. There was definitely something weird about

  him, though. If he lived on our street, Mum would probably have told us to hurry past his house whenever we went by. The fat man nodded and started flicking through his autograph book.




  ‘Who’s that?’ asked Joey. But Mum gave him one of her looks, so he tutted and looked away, muttering, ‘Well you were talking to him,’ under his breath.




  The fat guy had a weird habit of licking his thumb and turning the pages of his autograph book quickly, almost tearing the paper in his brusqueness. I could tell he was showing off, so I ignored

  him. I saw Joey looking at the weird guy, so I coughed and he looked at me.




  ‘He loves that book,’ I said quietly, cocking my head in the direction of the fat bloke.




  Joey giggled. ‘I know.’




  ‘He’s made up with it.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘He’s like, going with it.’




  ‘I know.’




  Our Joey could hardly get his words out because he was laughing so much. I loved it when I made Our Joey laugh. But then we jumped as Fat Bloke said something.




  ‘How long you been here?’ he was talking to Mum.




  ‘Just got here, love.’ Mum was calling him love. I looked to Our Joey.




  ‘She fancies him,’ he mouthed to me and I giggled.




  ‘Seen anyone?’




  ‘Not yet, love.’




  And because she said love again, me and Our Joey creased up. Mum gave us a look, so we settled down.




  ‘I’ve seen them all here,’ the bloke carried on, and reeled off a list of names that meant nothing to me but everything to my mum, because she oo’d and ah’d

  throughout the extensive list. When he finished she took a cigarette out of her handbag and lit up, like she did after a good movie or a long phone conversation. She breathed the smoke out of her

  nose like a dragon and shook her head, impressed. I was just about to ask her who all those people were when Fat Bloke jumped to attention and Mum swivelled her head to look down the street. I

  looked. Our Joey looked.




  A car was approaching. I’m not sure what sort of car it was –  I’ve never been into cars – but it was black and the windows were black, too. Fat Bloke was getting

  very excited, hopping from one foot to the other like some sort of sumo morris dancer.




  ‘It’s Yvonne Carsgrove! It’s Yvonne Carsgrove!’ he squealed. ‘That’s her car, I’d know it anywhere!’ Mum stood up, letting her Puzzler fall

  into her deckchair.




  ‘Go’way, you’re joking!’ she was getting excited, too. She flicked her ciggie into the road and reflicked her hair with her hands. ‘Get up, kids!’




  Kids! I was TEN! I got up anyway as the black car slowed down as it approached the gates. Fat Bloke was waving at it like we were stranded in the desert and he was flagging down the first

  vehicle in ages that might take us to the next town. As the car ground to a halt – it had little choice as Fat Bloke had flung himself into its path, so it was either stop or the fat guy gets

  it –  the driver’s window lowered. I looked in.




  All I could see was a head. Not severed or anything, but a woman’s head. She had a fur hat thing on and massive sunglasses. And it wasn’t even sunny. For a second I thought it

  was Shirley Bassey, because that’s what she looked like on the back of one of my dad’s LPs (the one that described her as ‘the Lily of Tiger Bay’), but as Fat Bloke was

  rushing to the open car window waggling his autograph book in this vision’s face, I realized it must be someone from Acacia Avenue. But who? He thrust the book through the open window

  and I saw the vision scribble something inside.




  Mum started poking me. ‘Say hello, Jodie!’ And she pushed me forward. Our Joey fell in alongside me: she must have been poking him, too.




  ‘Who is it?’ Our Joey asked.




  Mum rolled her eyes like he was stupid. ‘It’s Nona Newman!’




  I gulped and looked again. Could it really be? No! Nona Newman? The lady who worked in the corner shop who’d had an affair with the factory foreman behind her street-sweeper

  husband’s back? That wasn’t Nona Newman. Nona Newman was dead ordinary looking. She worked in a shop. She wore a mac when it rained and always moaned that she ‘didn’t have

  enough money for a pair of shoes that wouldn’t let the rain in’. Why would she be driving round in a big black car, wearing fur hats and sunglasses? Nona was a bit . . . dull. So dull

  me and Our Joey used to row over who would play her when we were playing corner shop in our bedroom. But this lady. Well, this lady looked like a star!




  ‘Excuse me, Nona,’ I heard Mum saying. ‘Only these are my kids. Our Jodie and Our Joey. And they’re both big fans of yours.’




  At which the vision slipped off her sunglasses to reveal that – oh my God, Mum was right – it was indeed Nona Newman. She smiled. We both stood there in stunned silence. She was a

  lot bigger than when she was in the corner of our lounge.




  ‘But he said your name was something else,’ I said, confused.




  The vision smiled, like a kindly teacher who was going to teach you a big word you didn’t understand but they did and they loved showing off about it.




  ‘Darling, I’m an actress. My real name is Yvonne, but I play Nona. It’s my job.’




  I nodded.




  ‘Kids, eh?’ Fat Bloke muttered. Nona shot him a look of contempt, which made me warm to her.




  ‘Anyway,’ said Nona. She sounded posher than she did on the telly. ‘Have you two cherubs decided what you want for Christmas yet?’




  I had. I’d written to Santa and asked for a night of passion with Joey from Friends. I had no idea what it meant, but I’d heard Mum’s friend Maureen saying she’d

  had a night of passion with Ged from the Elephant and not to tell their Tony. Something told me that if I said this now Mum’d protest that it wasn’t becoming for a ten-year-old, so I

  just shook my head and shrugged. Our Joey stepped forward and opened his mouth. Surely he wasn’t going to tell her the truth, was he? He’d confided in me only the night before that all

  he wanted for Christmas was a horse-riding Barbie. He’d sworn me to secrecy over it, because if anyone found out he would a) get his head kicked in and b) get his head kicked in again. But he

  opened his mouth and instead of telling the truth and saying, ‘I might only be eight, but I’m the biggest poofter on the block and would therefore like a horse-riding Barbie with a

  poseable body and moveable arms,’ he said:




  ‘All I want for Christmas is a kiss from Nona Newman.’




  Oh God. I actually felt physically sick. My brother, much as I loved him, and much as he was kind of my best friend in the whole wide world, always knew which buttons to press to get people on

  his side. I knew now that Nona Newman would be putty in his hands.




  And indeed she was. She stretched out both her arms – no mean feat through a car window – and beckoned my little brother towards her with a very theatrical cry of, ‘Come here,

  my little soldier!’ Which he did. Though how many soldiers were known to skip rather than march I didn’t know. Mum was bubbling with excitement and pride as she watched her youngest

  being kissed by none other than Nona Newman. Problem was, Our Joey was a bit too tiny to reach up through her window.




  ‘Lift him up, Mum,’ Nona encouraged. Mum stepped forward and hoisted Our Joey aloft so he came in line with Nona’s lips, and when she eventually put him down again he had an

  orange lip mark on his forehead. I jealously saw that she was now holding his hand through the window. It looked quite awkward, but neither of them seemed to mind. She had this weird black velvet

  coat thing on with a wizard’s sleeve effect, which would have looked hideous on Mum or me, but sort of worked on her.




  ‘What do you want to be when you grow up, kid?’ Nona asked.




  ‘Like you,’ he bleated. And again I felt sick. He didn’t want to be her. He wanted to be Madonna in her ‘True Blue’ outfits. But Nona nodded as if it was perfectly

  normal.




  ‘Well, kid. If I can offer you one piece of advice, it’s this.’




  I glanced over at Fat Bloke. He was seething with jealousy. Nona Newman had obviously never kissed him or given him advice. Mum was almost crying by now.




  ‘What, Nona?’ asked Our Joey. Blimey, he was on first-name terms with her now.




  ‘That’s not her real name!’ barked Fat Bloke. ‘That’s her character’s name. Her real name’s Yvonne Carsgrove, God! GET IT RIGHT!’




  Mum looked like she might punch him and said, ‘All right, Tubby love. Wind your neck in!’




  Nona clasped Our Joey’s hand so tight I could see the colour draining out of her knuckles, then she offered her words of wisdom.




  ‘Reach for the stars, kid. But remember, be nice to the people you meet on the way up, coz you only meet the same people on the way back down. OK?’




  Our Joey nodded, though I could tell he had no idea what she was on about. Mum was nodding her head vehemently, as if she’d been entrusted with the meaning of life itself. I saw her lips

  move as she mouthed the words back to herself, in case she was asked to repeat it at a later date.




  And then Nona’s hand slipped away from Our Joey’s and disappeared back into the car. As the colour returned to Our Joey’s hand, so the window silently slid closed and the car

  started up again. Nona Newman/Yvonne Carsgrove drove through the gates into Crystal TV and Our Joey stood on the pavement gloating like the cat who’d got the cream.




  We hung around for another hour. A few cars came and went, but no one else stopped to say hello and Fat Bloke was convinced they were ‘only extras’ – whatever that meant

  – then when it started to rain Mum decided it was time to go home. As we dragged our deckchairs to the bus stop Mum kept wittering on about what a special day it had been and how lovely Nona

  Newman was. Our Joey kept his mouth shut, which was almost more irritating than if he’d not shut up about his ‘special moment’. I thought he was still gloating until he said,

  ‘Nona Newman’s breath smells of poo.’




  ‘Joey!’ snapped Mum.




  ‘What?’




  ‘That’s very unbecoming!’




  ‘Why? I never said shite!’




  ‘JOEY!’




  We carried on walking. God the deckchairs were heavy.




  ‘Nona Newman was lovely to you then and that’s how you repay her? Joey McGee I am disappointed in you. Very disappointed in you. You had to go and spoil an otherwise perfect

  day.’




  As we waited at the bus stop, Mum took out a cigarette and lit it up. Again the dragon nose. She saw me staring and smiled. I smiled back.




  ‘Mum?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘When I grow up,’ I said, ‘I’m gonna be an actress. And I’m gonna be in Acacia Avenue.’




  Mum chuckled, letting the ciggie hang out of the corner of her mouth as she looked in her handbag for her little compact mirror. She got it out and checked her face.




  ‘You daft sod,’ she said, but she said it fondly.




  I looked out at the empty street. There was nothing to be seen for miles but factory gates and boarded-up buildings. And I thought, Why not? It was only three bus stops away. Why shouldn’t

  I? The teachers at school were always asking us what we wanted to be when we grew up. Everyone else in my class used to say they wanted to work at the ciggie factory like their mams and dads, but I

  was going to be different. From now on I’d say I was going to be like Nona Newman and be an actress in Acacia Avenue. What was so weird about that?




  And maybe, if I wished for it hard enough, one day it would actually come true.
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  Keep it all in, Jodie. Keep it all in. Deep breaths, you’re going to be fine. Just get through this and then the rest of your life can begin.




  I opened my eyes. I’d arrived.




  The noise from the screaming fans outside the Royal Albert Hall was so high-pitched I thought my eardrums might explode. Thank God I wasn’t epileptic or the constant flash of paparazzi

  bulbs would surely have sparked a seizure. I squinted my way through the melee, convinced that every picture being taken would show me blinded by the glare, a hostage seeing daylight for the first

  time. It had only just stopped bucketing it down, so with every step my heels dug further and further into the squidgy red carpet that felt like it was actually sucking me in. What a great look.

  Jeez. What was I doing? Pressing grapes or arriving at the National Soap Awards? Hands punched forwards from the barriers on either side of the carpet, waving scraps of paper, autograph books, pens

  and camera phones. It would have been quite scary if I wasn’t so dazed.




  ‘Jodie! Jodie! Over here, Jodie!’




  I turned towards the voice and stopped side on to the cameraman, maintaining the fixed smile I’d had on my face since stepping out of the limo.




  ‘You look gorgeous, Jodie!’ someone screamed.




  And so would you, I thought, if you’d spent three hours in a hotel room being primped, plucked and backcombed to within an inch of your life. I’d had little say over my look, Crystal

  TV provided the hair and make-up artists and some top designers had donated the dress and jewellery for free publicity. They’d delivered a van load of stuff to the hotel, and me and my fellow

  cast mates had fought over who’d wear what. I’m not saying blood was drawn, but a couple of the girls had had to lie down with steaks on their eyes for half an hour afterwards.




  Our producer Eva had been adamant that I should look as unlike my character Sister Agatha as possible. And as Sister Agatha was a nun I’d ended up wearing what can best be described as a

  dwarf’s tinfoil hankie with gladiatorally laced high heels. Setting off the look was a diamond-encrusted headband with matching bracelet. I looked like an anaemic Tina Turner entering the

  Thunderdome.




  ‘We love you, Sister Aggie!’ someone screamed.




  ‘Bless you, my child!’ I giggled, before being herded inside by an over-enthusiastic runner who got her clipboard caught in my bracelet.




  ‘Sorry, Sister.’




  Blimey. Even when I was wearing little more than tit tape, people still thought I was a nun. I looked again and saw that it wasn’t a runner but our press officer, Ming.




  (Ming rhymed with Sting. Yes, I’d made that mistake, too. She was Chinese, but sounded like Cilla Black.)




  ‘Ming! How many times? I’m not a nun. I’m an actress who plays a nun,’ I said as she did a fetching ‘disentangling a clipboard from a bracelet’ dance

  I’d not seen before and wasn’t likely to ever see again.




  ‘Oh gerrover yourself, Jodie, am only pullinya leg. Now there’s looooadsa press hoove gorra lorra questions for you. Come on chuck. And DON’T mention the war.

  Please.’




  (OK, so I’m exaggerating her voice, but she was totally annoying.)




  OK. The war. I wasn’t to mention what I’d done only this morning. And if anyone did ask I was to answer with a polite, ‘Not now, sorry . . .’




  ‘I’m warning you, Jozie,’ Ming said as she thrust me forward, ‘you’ve shown us up enough these past twenny-four hours.’




  Anyway. I wasn’t going to let someone as energy sucking as miserable Ming spoil my fun tonight. I was determined this was going to be the best night of my life. And that included the night

  I’d found back-to-back reruns of Hart to Hart on some cable channel and a twenty pound note down the back of the settee.




  I, Jodie McGee, had been nominated for Best Actress at the National bloody Soap Awards. ARGH!




  It was pandemonium in the foyer. Ming pushed me through a cattle market of emaciated babes in too much make-up and too little clothing and identikit muscled hunks bursting out of their dinner

  jackets. God I wanted a drink. I had promised myself I wouldn’t touch a drop till after my award was announced. I was 90 per cent sure I wouldn’t get it and that heifer from

  EastEnders would, but I thought I’d better steer clear of the sauce just in case.




  Ming steered me into a side room, which had a bank of besuited and be-ballgowned radio and TV journos penned in behind a cordon, cameras and microphones at the ready.




  ‘Remember,’ Ming whispered in my ear, ‘there’s no competition between us, Corrie and EastEnders. There’s a lorra lovintharoom.’




  I rolled my eyes, stepped into the pen and beamed at the gurning simpleton from On The Sofa with Colin and Carol, who’d decided to dress as a big bar of pink soap for the

  occasion.




  ‘Everybody, look, it’s Jodie McGee who plays Sister Agatha in Acacia Avenue!’ She beamed into the camera, then turned to me with all the fluidity and grace of the tin

  man. ‘So, Jodie, can I just say you look amazing.’




  I fluttered my eyelashes and shot a ‘What, these old rags?’ grimace to camera.




  ‘Thanks . . .’ But I couldn’t remember her name. I couldn’t say Gurning Simpleton, so I just gurned back at her and said it again: ‘Thanks,’ which made it

  sound like I was being uber sincere. Back of the net!




  ‘So, Jodie. Great piece on Brunch With Bronwen this morning. You’ve had a lot of hits on YouTube already. Have you got the police involved yet?’




  ‘No comment. Sorry.’




  She could see it would be like getting blood out of a stone, so . . .




  ‘So, Jodie. Who’s going to win Best Actress?’




  ‘Well’ – Damn, if only I could remember her name – ‘it’s a really tough year and a really tough category, but I thought Colette Court was to die for in

  those wonderful rape scenes.’




  Oh God. Did I really say that? Gurning Simpleton was poking me with her mic again.




  ‘So the rivalry between Corrie, EastEnders and Acacia Avenue. That’s just something that’s made up by the press?’




  I smiled my best Sister Agatha beatific smile and suddenly remembered the interviewer’s name.




  ‘Stephanie. Colette Court and I really are best buddies.’




  The words almost choked me. I was desperate to add, Even if she does sound like a block of flats. I clocked Gurning Simpleton frowning and miming a hacking movement at her throat.




  ‘OK, can we re-record that?’ she said to her cameraman, then looked to me. ‘My name’s Penny?’




  Suitably humbled, or at least pretending to be, we continued.




  Twenty minutes later I was in the bar.




  ‘It’s not going your way. I know it’s not going your way. Don’t ask how I know.’ Eva Hart the producer of Acacia Avenue (AKA my boss) took a big swig of her

  champagne and my balloon of pride was burst. She’d poked it with a pin, and now she was poking me with a finger. What was it with all the poking tonight?




  ‘OK, you dragged it out of me. Lisa in the office’s boyfriend knows someone who knows someone who actually does thingy.’ She snapped her fingers, searching for the word.

  ‘ENGRAVES!’ she screamed. ‘He engraves . . . the awards. He’s an engraver, he does ENGRAVING. And she swears blind he had to ask if there was one or two ‘L’s in

  Colette. What do you think of THAT?’




  Eva had a very annoying habit of shouting words she wanted to emphasize. I shrugged coyly.




  ‘She was really good at getting raped.’




  Eva practically spat out her champagne.




  ‘BOLLOCKS! She was just lit well.’ I didn’t dare disagree. This was my boss after all. She leaned in conspiratorially.




  ‘Anyway, fuck Colette Court, I’ve got big plans for you, Jodie. Big, big plans. The writers heart you. They do, they HEART you. And they have got VERY big plans for Sister

  Agatha.’




  ‘Ooh that sounds fun. Like what?’




  Eva leaned in even further. ‘I suppose you’ve heard there’s a serial killer hitting the Avenue?’




  I had. It was all we’d discussed in the green room for weeks. Rumours were spreading like wildfire about who’d be killed off. Every day a cast member would come in to work and be

  convinced they’d seen an early draft of a script in which they were for the chop, or someone else was for the chop. Maybe if I won the award tonight I’d be saved the chop.




  ‘Well, people have been talking.’




  Eva’s eyes narrowed.




  ‘Shit! Did anyone from EastEnders hear?’ She looked around furtively as she raised her champagne flute to her lips. ‘Who told you we were planning a serial-killer story?

  Who’s leaking stuff to the actors? Oh, this won’t do, this WON’T do.’




  ‘No, Eva, I didn’t know for—’




  ‘I can’t possibly tell you who’s going to be the killer or who’s going to be KILLED.’




  ‘Eva, no one’s leaking stories.’




  Eva rearranged the collar on her electric-blue Bacofoil two-piece.




  ‘Suffice it to say I want you in my office tomorrow at TEN,’ Eva continued.




  ‘Eva. About this morning. When I was on Brunch With Bronwen. I—’




  ‘Don’t piss on my chips, Jodie! We’ll discuss it tomorrow at TEN.’




  Ten? Blimey, I’d better not have a hangover and oversleep, I thought. Getting back to Liverpool for ten meant getting a train at some ungodly hour. Was it even worth going to bed?




  ‘We’re gonna make sure Sister Agatha keeps on growing and stays right at the heart of the show as an FCC.’




  ‘FCC?’




  ‘Front Cover Character. I want you on all of them, darling, ALL of them.’




  ‘OK, Eva. Great.’




  But how would I be at the centre of the show? Were they going to make me the serial killer? Or have me bumped off by said killer? I started to shake with nerves. Just then Eva’s

  handbag vibrated and she yanked out her phone. She jabbed it a couple of times, then threw her head back and guffawed.




  ‘Look at that. Look at THAT.’ She shoved her phone in front of my nose. ‘Aren’t my kids ADORABLE?’




  I really wanted to push her away from me and say, ‘Actually, can I just have five minutes? I’ve been really looking forward to tonight. It’s a really big deal for me to be

  nominated for this award and yet you’ve just told me in no uncertain terms that I haven’t won it. I just need five minutes to process that. Plus you’re confusing me with your

  serial killer musings . . .’




  But instead I was looking at an image on her phone of three toddlers holding up a sign saying, ‘We Miss You, Mummy’. They weren’t adorable, even if Eva had signed them up with

  a kiddies modelling agency, but then I wasn’t really the maternal sort. I got into trouble last year when a former cast member paraded her new baby up and down Acacia Avenue to adoring

  wails from present cast members about how cute and angelic-looking he was. I spoke before I thought and said, ‘Ooh, isn’t she fat?’, which had triggered the former cast member to

  burst into tears and run to the green room, clutching her baby to her bosom.




  On the back of that I guessed honesty wasn’t the best policy with my boss. Eva’s kids were very important to her. I knew every mother would say the same about their kids, but Eva had

  adopted hers from Lithuania. It had been all over the papers at the time because Eva was in her early sixties, so her biological clock had ticked itself out decades earlier and no British adoption

  agency would touch her with a very long bargepole. Plus she was single, all of which meant she was the devil incarnate as far the press was concerned. Eva was, in her own words, ‘a

  ball-busting media bitch who took no prisoners,’ so I heard myself saying, ‘God, Eva, I want your kids.’




  ‘You can have them. An episode fee each. Only KIDDING!’




  And she poked me again. I’d been Eva’d.




  ‘I think you’ve done something really amazing there, Eva.’ I smiled and she smiled back.




  ‘I’ve got it all, Jodie. Got it all. And I just wanna share it with someone, you know?’




  She had lowered her voice and in that moment she sounded almost human. But then she saw someone more important than me and sprinted over to speak to them.




  Left alone in the melee, I looked across the room and saw none other than Colette Court sweep into the room in lots of mushroom-coloured tulle, a tiara perched on her jet black beehive, looking

  like the queen of all she surveyed. And with that lazy eye she surveyed a lot. I smiled and when I thought she was looking over at me I raised my glass of orange to her, which is when I realized

  she wasn’t looking at me, she was looking at a tray of mini burgers, which were heading her way on the arm of a spotty-necked waiter. She appeared to snort the lot. One minute the tray was

  full, the next it was empty and Colette Court was chewing away like Ermintrude the cow in The Magic Roundabout. A voice cooed in my ear, ‘I know, babe. How does she stay so slim? She

  totes has an eating disorder.’




  I looked to see who it was. It was my best friend on the show, Trudy. She laughed her head off to show she was being sarcastic, then pecked me fondly on the cheek.




  ‘You look fabulous, babe.’




  ‘Thanks, Trude.’




  ‘Who cares what the papers say? I think you dress really well.’




  She cocked her head to one side and rubbed my arm.




  ‘Everyone’s saying you haven’t won, babe,’ and then she quickly added, ‘I’m just saying coz I’m your friend, babe. Don’t want you to be too

  disappointed if you don’t.’




  I gulped and realized I wanted to cry. I looked around the room. Was everyone laughing at me for coming this evening?




  I’d looked forward to this night for ages. I was going to be the first person to win Best Actress at the National Soap Awards and then go on to win an Oscar. Fat chance of that now.




  I know it sounds daft. But I once met a gypsy in Blackpool who told me that one day I would win an Oscar. Mum reckoned Our Joey had put her up to it, but I had an inkling Gypsy Donna Marie could

  see the future.




  ‘Anyway,’ added Trudy. ‘It’s the taking part that counts, babe.’




  I was starting to cry.




  ‘I have to go the toilet,’ I said.




  And I legged it.




  I sat on the loo for what felt like an eternity and quietly cried my eyes out. I went to text Stu, then realized I couldn’t. Not any more. Then I heard some rustling in

  the cubicle next to me and wondered if it was Colette Court from EastEnders chopping out a line of coke. Rumours abounded that she had a drug problem, though I found it hard to believe: she

  certainly didn’t have the figure of a drug addict. Not that it did her any harm, audiences loved her, presumably unthreatened by her ample shape. Just then I heard Eva’s voice.




  ‘Can you put me on speakerphone, Ivanka? I want to sing them a LULLABYE.’




  Oh no. My boss was phoning her kids from inside a toilet. I heard Eva strain quietly then start to sing, ‘Hush Little Baby Don’t You Cry’. As she did I heard something falling

  into water.




  Oh God. My boss was singing her kids to sleep while taking a dump. I felt sick. Talk about multitasking. I got up, flushed, unbolted the door and went out to do some damage-repair to my panda

  eyes. Trudy stood by the basins, touching up her lippy.




  ‘Isn’t Stu with you tonight?’ she fished.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Did you not see Brunch With Bronwen?’




  Trudy looked at me. ‘God, babe. I’ve watched it like eighty times on YouTube. So it was true?’




  ‘Well, I wasn’t making it up.’




  She rubbed my arm and cocked her head to one side again.




  ‘Oh, babe. It was really brave of you to try and have a boyfriend who wasn’t in the business. But, babe, people like us aren’t meant to date civilians.’




  She turned back to her other best friend, the mirror, and added, ‘So, did he find out about your little . . . affair and stuff?’




  I was about to argue with her – I had not been having an affair – but before I could say anything she was talking again.




  ‘You know what you need, babe?’




  I chuckled and examined my chest in the mirror. ‘A boob job?’




  Trudy laughed. ‘Apart from that, babe!’ And she opened her massive handbag. I peered inside. It was completely full of miniatures. (Drinks. Not miniature anything else, like

  miniature furniture. That would have been weird.)




  She winked at me.




  ‘A drink.’




  I smiled. Maybe she was right.




  An hour later and boy was I feeling a lot better. I think I’d had five miniatures by then. Or maybe six. Enough to feel nice and warm. Like on Christmas Day. But a nice

  Christmas Day. Not the sort of Christmas Day where your husband beats you up or your dog eats the turkey. You know, the sort of Christmas Day you might get on Acacia Avenue – a nice

  nostalgic Christmas Day where you’ve got all the presents you want and you’ve eaten too much turkey and the dog doesn’t fart and your boyfriend isn’t, like, ‘Give me a

  blow job during Victoria Wood’ etc. ‘Coz it’s, like, women’s comedy and it’ll help me get into it.’




  Like. Go fuck yourself, Stu.




  And then I remembered. I wasn’t with Stu any more.




  God this was a long night. And the seats were really uncomfortable. I was wedged in between that new girl who played the chip shop assistant with OCD whose name I could never remember, and the

  sweet one who played tearaway Asian teenager Supjit (I was convinced Supjit was a made-up name, invented by lazy/racist storyliners). There was a tribalistic feeling in the hall, with each quarter

  of the stalls area holding cast members of the different soaps, penned in like horses on slaughter day, each team power-screaming for their representative nominee as the names were read out. It was

  getting so heated I half expected to see loo roll and chairs come flying above our heads every time Acacia Avenue was name-checked.




  I felt my mobile pulse in my bag and pulled it out to check for texts, hoping against hope that it might be from Our Joey. But no, it was from Jason, who played Dodgy Rog, Acacia

  Avenue’s much loathed drug dealer.




  ‘Nice rack.’




  I looked round and saw him sat a few rows behind. He winked and took a swig from a bottle of lager he’d snuck in. I shook my head playfully, then turned back round to see Trudy

  mouthing, ‘D’you want another Absinthe?’ I didn’t realize how good I was at lip-reading till then and nodded eagerly. She handed me another miniature and I unscrewed the top

  and glugged it greedily. This stuff was great, it had almost made me forget all my worries over the past few weeks and the upcoming serial-killer story. They were just announcing Best Storyline. As

  Acacia Avenue was declared victorious for its ‘evil Pippa escapes from prison and pretends to be her nice identical twin (with tragic consequences for the Nandras)’ storyline,

  the entire cast and crew leapt to their feet in a frenzy of self-congratulation. Cameras zoomed up the aisle towards us and I found myself performing for them, suddenly bursting into tears with

  pride. The two actresses on either side of me caught on quickly and followed suit. It had the desired effect: a camera jabbed in our faces, beaming our tears into millions of living rooms. Eva,

  some of the writers and the actresses who played Pippa and Feroza Nandra practically flew towards the stage, with Eva screaming, ‘Can you BELIEVE this? This is SO deserved. SO

  deserved,’ to the wrong area of seating. She was shouting it to EastEnders.




  ‘Well done, guys. Well DONE, guys!’




  She clearly hadn’t put her contacts in. When she reached the stage she screamed into the mic, ‘GOD, YOU GUYS GET IT RIGHT SOMETIMES! WOWZER!’




  I thought I might be a little bit tipsy because I started to zone out and wonder if Stu might be watching me. Yeah right, Jodie, dream on. If he was watching this he’d probably be sticking

  pins in a doll of you. I tried to think of something else.




  I wondered if Mrs Mendelson might be watching. Mrs Mendelson was my drama teacher in the Nineties. She ran the Myrtle Mendelson School of Drama and Disco, South Merseyside with a rod of iron and

  a well-oiled metronome in a couple of rooms above a betting shop two nights a week and all day Saturdays. I was her star pupil. No mean feat when, according to Mrs Mendelson, ‘South

  Merseyside is a breeding ground for stars. They’ve all come from here. Smile!’




  At which point her thirty eager students, standing straight backed in rows of five facing her, smiled as though we were on dangerously strong anti-depressants.




  ‘And . . . Look worried!’




  The thirty wannabes switched from beaming grins to furrowed brows and lip biting in an instant.




  This was one of Mrs Mendelson’s techniques: instant emotion.




  ‘You never know when you’re going to be called upon to instantly emote. When you are arrested on The Bill, when you have to choose which conjoined twin to lose on

  Casualty, even selecting a sweet at The Kabin on Coronation Street. Will you have hours to get into character and practice ‘the Method’? No. You will have to instantly

  emote. And . . . be scared!’




  The furrowed brows gave way to wide-eyed terror, hands jumped to faces. I whimpered out loud like a kicked puppy.




  ‘Very good, Miss McGee. Never be frightened to make a noise. They can always switch the boom off if they no likey. And relax!’




  We relaxed. Mrs Mendelson grabbed her stick and crab-walked to the toilet. This was a little ritual of hers, disappearing to the ladies’ room every twenty minutes with her lorry-sized

  handbag to ‘powder my accoutrements’. She was a strange woman, Mrs Mendelson, with her victory-roll hairdo and clip-on earrings that looked like sucked boiled sweets. She had a habit of

  unclipping them during a lesson and then putting them back on later with not so much as a glance towards a mirror, leaving the earrings at mismatching levels on her ears. She always spoke as if

  playing to the back row, and had a habit of rolling her Rs so aggressively that strangers passing the Myrtle Mendelson School of Drama and Disco, South Merseyside, might have mistaken it for

  machine-gun fire. She would return from the toilet cherry red of face, having secretly knocked back some vodka from a hip flask. After each comfort break she’d flop into a chair, come over a

  bit misty-eyed and regale us with tales of her life in weekly rep in the Fifties and how Sir John Gielgud once made a pass at her then boyfriend when they were in Salad Days in Chipping

  Norton. I loved these tales and would hurry home to repeat them at the dinner table to Our Joey and Mum and Dad. I was really good at taking her off, so even though the family rarely met Mrs

  Mendelson, they felt they knew her intimately.




  I hoped she could see me tonight and be proud. Purists might have poo-pooed her instant emotion technique – I could hardly imagine Fiona Shaw employing it when performing Medea

  – but on a soap like Acacia Avenue it was an invaluable tool. I had a reputation at work for being able to cry buckets on cue. When the writers saw how good I was they started

  writing tears into nearly every episode. Sister Agatha was frequently sobbing over the Godlessness of the world, her ill-fated kiss, and in a recent episode I’d even had to bawl about finding

  some litter on Acacia Avenue, whilst uttering the immortal line, ‘Why, dear Lord? Why do they do it?’ The memory made me shiver.




  Trudy slipped me another Absinthe and again I found my mind wandering back to Stu. In the big scheme of things I should have been married by now. I should have had seven children, three dogs,

  annual holidays somewhere fancy and a macrobiotic chef. Instead I was twenty-eight, and already washed up and over the hill. I felt like crying.




  Suddenly I was being nudged. The Supjit girl leaned in.




  ‘You next, Jodie. Good luck!’




  I appeared to have slumped down in my seat. I could see two Trudies and they were both mouthing, ‘You OK, babe?’




  I tried to sit up. Straight back, eye on the sky, as Mrs Mendelson used to say. Some cheesy pop presenter walked onstage and said, ‘And now the award for best dramatic performance by an

  actress. Let’s have a look at the nominations.’




  For some reason, I started to giggle uncontrollably.




  




     

  




  TWO




  The next thing I remember I was waking up. Judging by the strain it took to prise my eyelids apart I guessed correctly that I hadn’t taken my false eyelashes off. And

  judging by the pain in my forehead, something was digging into it – it would appear I still had my diamond-encrusted headband on. I was lying face down on a bed, not my bed. I looked around

  the room. Oh yes, I was in a hotel. This was the room I’d checked into a few days ago; this was my room in a hotel in central London with a bed and a couch and products in the bathroom. It

  had a number and I’d ordered a paper for the morning. So far so good. So I couldn’t remember going to bed, so what? Lifting my head off the pillow – lilac with black stripes from

  my mascara, nice – I pushed myself up and looked round the room. There were a few empty glasses on the coffee table and . . .




  Oh NO!




  There was a brown stain on the bed sheet. What had I . . . then I relaxed when I realized it was just the chocolates they must have put on the pillow the night before in an attempt to be chichi.

  I turned myself over and sat up and . . .




  Shit. Shit shit shit shit shit shit shit.




  There was a sleeping man in the bed beside me. And he wasn’t Stu.




  Shit shittety shittery shit!




  Then I remembered that Stu and I had broken up. Still, this was the behaviour of a loose lady, and I was not a loose lady.




  SHIT!




  I immediately jumped out of bed and . . . whooo . . . started relaxing a little bit more when I realized I was fully clothed. I even had my shoes on, so how much funny business could really have

  gone on with this strange man? I crept around the room, hoping no floorboards would creak and wake him, and slipped onto the other side of the bed to align my face with his. I approached the task

  with as much caution as if I were reverse parking. His face was covered with a flipped-up corner of the duvet. As I stepped over his shoes – maybe he’d been less pissed than me; his DJ

  was hanging on the back of the door, too, most neat – I pulled down the duvet and saw his face.




  Oh shit. Shit shit shit shit shit shit SHIT!




  I had shared a bed with Jason. He who sent me the text the night before saying, ‘Nice rack.’ Jason who played drug dealer Dodgy Rog in the show.




  Oh BOLLOCKS!




  Who knew? Who might have seen us coming back to my room together? Did Trudy see? Did Eva? Oh Christ, Eva! What time was it?! And where was my phone? My bag? I started running round the room in a

  zigzag fashion, trying to locate both items. If I’d been so drunk I didn’t remember getting back to the hotel, was it not also possible that I’d lost everything I had bar the

  clothes – and diamond-encrusted headband – I stood up in? The noise of gladiatorially laced high heels on Axminster carpet made Jason stir. Then . . . Hallelujah! My handbag, with my

  phone inside, was on the bathroom floor. I checked the time.




  Nine forty-six.




  NINE FORTY-SIX!




  I was in London. It was nine forty-six. And in exactly fourteen minutes’ time I was meant to be having a face-to-face meeting with my boss in Liverpool. Liverpool was a million miles away

  from London; it would be impossible to get there on time unless I had a tardis.




  Shit!




  Panic rose in my chest and I saw the phone shake in my hand as I jabbed in a number. Oh well, best to be honest in these situations. Or was it? As I was calling Eva I clocked something on top of

  the toilet cistern that completely floored me. An oblong of glass about a foot high and engraved, ‘The National Soap Award for Best Actress’. Oh no. I had clearly got hammered and

  stolen it from Colette Court for a laugh. Some joke! How would I get it back to her?




  Then on closer inspection I noticed something that made me sink to my knees.




  Two words were engraved on the award: Jodie McGee. My eyes flickered between the two words like a spectator at Wimbledon. Yup. The first word said Jodie and the one on the right said McGee.

  Together that made Jodie McGee. That was my name. I had won the bloody award. I dropped my phone. I grabbed it back and checked my text messages. I had thirty-six unread texts. The earlier ones

  said things like, ‘Well done’, ‘About time, too’ and ‘Congrats hun!’ The latter ones said, ‘How pissed were you?’, ‘You were hilarious

  LOL’, ‘Pisshead!’ and ‘You showed them!’




  I felt sick. Still kneeling in front of the toilet I phoned Eva. After a few rings she answered. Curtly.




  ‘Jodie.’




  ‘Hi, Eva.’




  ‘How’s your head?’




  ‘Oh God, I think I’ve got really bad twenty-four-hour flu or something.’




  ‘Congratulations.’




  She said it the way Adolf Hitler might have said it to Winston Churchill when he won the war (or was he dead by then?).




  ‘Thanks,’ I replied uneasily.




  ‘I take it you’re cancelling our meeting?’




  ‘Oh. Well . . .’




  ‘Well, tough. I don’t care what time you get here, just get here and come straight up and see me.’




  ‘Erm.’




  ‘I’ve got a call waiting from my nanny.’ And she hung up.




  I hoiked myself to my feet and steadied myself on the sink. I stared in the mirror and got a fright. I looked like a Transylvanian drag queen with bad surgery. I had lipstick all over my chin,

  panda eyes and, worse still, my hair looked like Melanie Griffiths’ in Working Girl. I staggered back into the bedroom. Jason was awake now and stretching his arms. He still had his

  white shirt on and it appeared to have red wine stains all over it.




  ‘Morning.’ He yawned and I nodded, saying nothing. ‘Jeez, you look shocking.’




  I rolled my eyes. He pulled himself up in bed, looking round the room.




  ‘Are you in today?’ I asked, as if it was completely normal for us to have shared a bed in a hotel room and be discussing work. He scratched his hair and nodded.




  ‘Not till three. You?’




  I shook my head. ‘But I’ve got to go and see Eva.’




  He giggled. ‘I’m not fucking surprised.’




  What did he mean? WHAT DID HE MEAN? OH GOD!




  ‘Anyway. I’d better get back to my room for a shower,’ he said, jumping out of bed. It was then that I saw he was wearing his dress shirt. AND NOTHING ELSE. I felt sick. He

  shyly turned away so I would only see his (rather pert, it has to be said) buttocks. I turned coyly in the opposite direction and looked up, as if inspecting for cobwebs. Which is when I saw

  something that put the fear of God into me.




  My knickers were hanging from the ceiling fan.




  On the train back to Liverpool I got my iPad out and decided to write some lists. God I felt sick. I was fully aware that people were staring at me. At first I thought it was

  because they recognized me as Sister Agatha, even though I was wearing shades and a baseball cap, but then I discovered I had a Tampax stuck to my Mulberry handbag. I flicked it off. Today was not

  going well.




  So. That list. Life felt more achievable when you made lists. OK, so:




  Bad Things About Last Night




  

    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I got very drunk on live TV and don’t remember anything.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I slept with Jason. Although Jason is fit he is a dirty get and will shag anything that moves. He even shagged Morag in Costume and she’s the double of Jeanette

        Krankie (as a little boy) so this is not good. (Slept = sharing a bed. Have decided that just coz not wearing knickers, doesn’t mean sex was had. Even if knickers were on ceiling fan as

        if thrown off lasso style as part of high-jinks jiggery-pokery business.)


      

    


  




  Good Things About Last Night




  

    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I won an award.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I beat Colette Court.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I did not lose my handbag.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I did not lose my phone.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I did not lose my award.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I did not lose the free clothes given to me by top designers.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        I did not lose jewels.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        Nobody thought I was a bad person because of what I did on Brunch With Bronwen.


      

    




    

      	

        •


      



      	

        Mind you, they might have, but I can’t really remember.


      

    


  




  OK, so I was trying to make the second list longer in a desperate attempt to feel good about myself, but guess what? It worked. My positive list outshone my negative list. The pros

  outweighed the cons. Hoorah! A good night then!




  My phone flashed to say I had an answerphone message. I listened to it. It was Dad. In a very sombre tone he said, ‘I don’t care what the extenuating circumstances are. You have

  brought shame on me, on the family and on nuns.’




  Shit, what did I say? Stu had said I should look at YouTube. Maybe tomorrow. Stu was quite sweet when I’d called. I’d waited till Jason had left my room before trying and had reached

  him at work.




  ‘Hello?’




  Usually he’d answer and go, ‘Ryan Phillipe speaking?’ Not today.




  ‘Stu, it’s me. What did I do?’




  ‘Jodie?’




  As soon as he said my name I could hear laughter in the background.




  ‘Is that Jodie, Stu?’




  ‘Is she still pissed, dude?’




  ‘Piss off, knobheads!’ Stu shouted in his own inimitable cockney brogue. (Unless you are from London, or are good at accents, in which case it was imitable.)




  ‘Stu, what did I do?’ I repeated, more insistent.




  ‘Jodie, I can’t really speak now,’ he whispered. ‘Why don’t you have a look at YouTube?’




  ‘YouTube?!’ I cried. ‘Am I on YouTube?’




  ‘Do you not remember phoning me?’




  I gulped. No. Oh God, I must have done drunk dialling. It’s almost as dangerous as drunk driving, except that the only thing it damages is your ego.




  ‘Yeah, you phoned me about midnight, crying?’




  ‘What was I saying?’




  ‘You were like, “They love me”, “Everyone’s so nice”.’




  ‘OK.’ God I sounded like a complete and utter actress.




  ‘But, Jodie, you made your feelings quite clear the other day. It’s not my responsibility to make you feel better any more. You completely showed me up, I’ve got the police on

  my back and I think that’s really unfair. I did apologize. I did try to make it up to you.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I bleated. I really did. I sounded like a sheep. I cleared my throat and said it again a bit louder, as though I meant it. I heard him sigh.




  ‘Jodie, I’ve gotta go. We’ve got a big meeting at half past.’




  ‘OK,’ I said, with more than a hint of desperation, and he hung up. Oh well, I left him. He had every right to not say goodbye. Or congratulations, come to think of it.

  And then I remembered something, and I wondered why I was being so reasonable with him. I must still have been drunk. I texted him angrily:




  Jodie: ‘I found the bag in the loft.’




  He texted back.




  Stuart: ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’




  Jodie: ‘Have a nice life, liar.’




  A woman walked past me on the train. She did a double take, realizing who I was, then burst out laughing. I was determined to ignore this. If I thought everything was fine, then

  everything would be fine. It was a philosophical thingamajig. Think something hard enough and it will happen. You might call it burying your head in the sand; I call it something intellectual, so

  it sounds better and more plausible. Ish.




  I looked down at my iPad and deleted the two lists. The press office kept phoning and leaving messages, but I didn’t listen to them. Not yet. I also averted my eyes every time I saw

  someone in the carriage holding a tabloid.




  My phone started vibrating again. I saw it was a call from Trudy so I answered it.




  ‘Babe, do you feel like killing yourself?’




  ‘Er . . . No. I just . . . can’t remember what happened.’




  ‘You won, babe. We were all so amazed. I would never have given you all that drink you kept asking me for if I’d thought you were going to win. I feel so bad. Forgive me?’




  ‘Of course I forgive you, Trudy.’




  ‘Did you sleep with Jason last night?’




  I wanted the ground to open and swallow me up for about the 398th time that day.




  ‘No. I don’t know. What do you know?’




  ‘He’s saying you did, babe. He said you were, like, really out of it.’




  ‘What? He’s going round telling people?’




  ‘No, he only told me, babe. As far as I know.’




  ‘What? He called you?’




  ‘No, he texted.’




  ‘He just decided to send you a text saying he’d slept with me?’




  ‘No, babe, I texted him. I wanted to check you were OK, babe. You were so out of it last night and I feel responsible.’ She sounded quite sweet really. Until she added,

  ‘Although an expert would probably say, you know, an alcoholic is responsible for their own drinking problem.’ Then she added brightly, ‘Not that I’m saying you’re an

  alkie, babe!’




  ‘I had eight miniature absinthes. I got drunk. I’m not Carrie Fisher.’




  ‘Oh, babe, do you remember dancing on the bar at the Club at the Ivy?’ She laughed her head off. ‘Is it any wonder you were thrown out?’ And she laughed her head off

  again. ‘God you are hilarious, Jodie. I love you so much, babes.’




  The list of the previous night’s misdemeanours was growing by the minute.




  ‘What’s Eva said?’




  ‘She wants me to go in this afternoon.’




  ‘Babe. I don’t think she’ll fire you. I think she kind of quite likes you deep down. And anyway, it would make no sense to fire you. You’re the best actress in a

  soap.’




  I was about to ask Trudy what I’d actually done last night, but I stopped myself. I suddenly got the feeling she’d enjoy telling me too much. And besides, I didn’t want to

  know. I found myself mimicking her voice.




  ‘Babe? I’ve really gotta shoot. I’ve got, like, twenty odd people queuing for an autograph.’




  I looked up the empty aisle and was surprisingly pleased to hear the sting in Trudy’s voice.




  ‘Babe that’s fine. I’m really proud of you winning Best Dramatic Performance. I’m just really jealous coz, like, my character’s a comedy character? And

  comedy’s, like, the hardest? But well done you, babe. You totes deserve it. Kisses!’




  ‘Kisses!’ and I hung up.




  I tried to think back to other times that I’d showed myself up on booze. I made another list on my iPad.




  Times I Have Shown Myself Up on Booze




  

    

      	

        1


      



      	

        Last year. Got steaming at Tom Turner’s eightieth birthday party (Tom Turner played one of the old men on Acacia Avenue; he was one of the first people to

        appear on the show a zillion years ago). I nicked his walking stick and did a dance to ‘Thank You For The Music’, then wheeled him round in his wheelchair in time to the music

        whilst high kicking. NB. I remember everything and Tom thought it was hilarious, despite the coughing fit, and said he hadn’t laughed so much in years. When he died suddenly a week

        later people said at his funeral how excitable he’d seemed that day.


      

    




    

      	

        2


      



      	

        When I was about twenty-five (well, it was about three years ago) I got wrecked at Creamfields with Stu and neither of us can remember getting home. But we did. NB. Stu

        was as bad as me that night.


      

    




    

      	

        3


      



      	

        My first year at drama school I once drank a whole bottle of gin and passed out on a piece of grass in King’s Cross. NB. Am amazed there was actually a piece of

        grass in King’s Cross.


      

    


  




  So all in all I’d had, like, four bad experiences on the booze. Or was I in denial? Was I ignoring other incidents where I’d felt bad about my level of drinking? As I

  racked my brains I fell asleep. When I woke, the train was pulling into Lime Street Station. I had a thread of saliva linking my mouth to my cardigan, and someone had stuck the Tampax that had been

  on my bag onto my forehead.




  I took a cab straight from the station to the TV studios. And even though I was in the back of a minicab driven by a Nigerian guy who kept telling me that Jesus forgave me, I

  still savoured the feeling of excitement as I drove into Crystal Studios. As we glided towards the barrier it magically rose, allowing me to sail through, past all the autograph hunters at the

  gates. Those people who believe they love you, even though they don’t know you. I felt a pang of guilt that we hadn’t stopped to sign their books – I had been one of them once

  – but today I was a woman on a mission. I paid the driver, hopped out and ran towards the green room entrance, waving quickly to the security guard who’d raised the barrier for me

  before diving inside amidst shouts of, ‘Jodie! Can I have your autograph, Jodie? Jodie!’




  I avoided the green room itself – too many colleagues ready to gloat no doubt – and hurried through the maze of corridors towards my dressing room. From the teal walls, black and

  white photographs of former cast members looked down on me, each of them looking more and more furious. The familiar studio smell of burning charcoal and disinfectant got stronger and weaker as the

  maze of corridors took me closer and then further away from the studio floor. At one sharp corner I turned and bumped into someone hurrying towards me, not looking where he was going. As we

  collided and he squealed like a girl I realized it was Jason.




  ‘All right?’




  He got his composure back and gave me daggers, as if he was chastizing me for not looking where I was going.




  ‘Why did you tell Trudy we slept together?’ I asked. He looked taken aback. ‘Coz she asked if you were OK and I said I’d made sure you’d got to bed, and then she

  went on and on about it.’




  I looked up the corridor. There was nobody about. I heard a catch in my voice as I asked, ‘Jason, what did we do? Did we shag?’




  He chuckled and pushed his hand forward. I thought he was going to smooth my hair away from my face, but he missed my head and I realized he was moving to lean against the wall.




  ‘That memorable, huh?’




  I rolled my eyes and felt like slapping him. ‘Just answer the bloody question. I’ve got to see Eva Braun in ten minutes.’




  ‘Jodie. Relax. We didn’t do anything.’




  ‘But you didn’t have any undercrackers on and my knickers were hanging off the ceiling fan. That doesn’t say “nothing” to me.’




  ‘Jodie, we were too pissed to do anything. We were just messing about. You put Ace of Base on the stereo and we did competitive dirty dancing before collapsing in hysterics on the bed. The

  next thing I knew I woke up.’




  ‘We did what?’




  ‘Competitive dirty dancing. It’s like stripping. Only we didn’t manage to get much off as we were pissing ourselves so much.’




  I felt almost disappointed. ‘So we didn’t kiss?’




  He shook his head. ‘I’m a bit gutted about that.’




  ‘Jason, I’ve got a boyfriend.’ Then I realized that wasn’t true and corrected myself. ‘OK. I haven’t, any more. Sorry.’




  It felt so weird saying it. It was all so new to me. I carried on, ‘Anyway, you’ve got . . .’




  ‘Two girlfriends, I know. Still, it’s nice to have memories.’




  I suddenly found myself warming to him. He was quite sweet really, and his smile was adorable. I leaned forward and ruffled his hair. He seemed to like it; he was one of the few guys I’ve

  done it to that didn’t flinch. I was so relieved we’d not done naughties I leaned forward and pecked him on the cheek.




  ‘Thanks, Jase,’ I said and headed for my dressing room. When I was further up the corridor I heard him call after me.




  ‘You give great head, Jode. You just need to work on your anal.’




  I stopped dead in my tracks, then heard him burst out laughing. I rolled my eyes, stuck the key in my dressing room door and disappeared inside.




  My dressing room wasn’t big enough to swing a gerbil in, never mind a cat, but the even bigger pisser was I had to share it with Precious O’Dowd, who played ex-hooker turned foster

  carer Hattie on the show. Three of her wigs sat on stands on the dressing table. The only decent thing about sharing these tiny cubicles was that the assistant director, who was in charge of

  dressing rooms, always tried to link up sharers who were rarely in scenes together, so they were less likely to be filming at the same time. I was quite lucky with Precious, who was prone to

  leaving me little presents on the tiny settee – magazines, cupcakes, make-up samples – and her personal hygiene was second to none. Trudy, on the other hand, had to share with Julie

  Jackson, who claimed she’d not washed her hair for fifteen years. Trudy reckoned when Julie took her tights off at the end of a day’s filming, they walked themselves to the wardrobe

  before dying from her gusset fumes. Julie also had the annoying habit of graffiti-ing on her own walls. Trudy wasted no time in spreading it round that Julie was on smack. I knew how lucky I was

  sharing with someone as thoughtful as Precious. The only presents Julie left Trudy were, let’s just say, located in the toilet. Nice.




  I always kept an emergency smart outfit in the dressing room in case I was called away at a minute’s notice to go and open a new hospice or something, and it was this that I changed into

  now. OK, so it made me look a bit like Maggie Thatcher in the early days, but the slit skirt at least made me a rather slutty Maggie. I spritzed myself with some of Precious’s fancy spray

  from Liberty’s, then stepped into her very elegant navy high heels. It was pointless borrowing any of my frumpy costume. Two slate-grey habits hung on a rail behind me. Neither was going to

  show the boss I meant business.




  As I stepped before my full-length mirror looking as if I was about to address a Tory party conference, the idea of competitive dirty dancing re-entered my head. The relief of discovering Jason

  and I had shared this rather than bodily fluids was sweeter than wine. I found myself chuckling. You see, this was the problem with the dreaded booze. You thought you’d done all sorts of

  shocking things when actually you’d been quite sensible. Well, as sensible as you can be when you’re stripping to Ace of Base and chucking your knickers skyward.




  I checked my watch. I’d emailed Eva and suggested I see her at two, and she’d agreed. I had ten minutes to kill. A small pile of fan mail was sitting on the dressing table. I opened

  the first letter to find a childish scrawl.




  

    

      

        

          Dear Sister Agatha,




          I like you coz you like Jesus. I like it when you cry and that. You should marry Father Ricky. Lol.




          Matthew Graham.




          PS Please can I have a photo and that.


        


      


    


  




  I stuck it in my in-tray and opened another.




  

    

      

        

          Dear Ms McGee,




          I love the carpet you have in the prayer meeting room at the church hall. Please can you advise me whence it came?


        


      


    


  




  Again, in-tray. Another.




  

    

      

        

          Dear Jodie,




          I have now written you three letters and each one you have ignored. I don’t see what your problem is, bitch. All I want is a picture of your snatch.


        


      


    


  




  I crumpled it up and chucked it in the bin, then checked my watch again. OK, so if the next letter was sweet . . . it meant that everything was going to be OK. I ripped it open.




  

    

      

        

          Dear Jodie McGee,




          I am writing to you from Broadmoor Security Hospital. Don’t worry, I’m not in for anything too bad! I’m not a paedophile. Well, I guess it depends how you define

          paedophile.


        


      


    


  




  Straight in the bin.




  I wasn’t filming today, everyone else was shooting the scenes for Supjit’s Hindu Hen-do, and Sister Agatha hadn’t been invited since their contretemps over the tinned peaches

  in the late-night grocer’s.




  I checked my watch. Ergh. Time to go down. And not in a good way.




  Eva’s assistant did something she’d never done before. She let me wait in Eva’s office till she arrived. So this is what happened when you’d won a major

  award – bring it on! Usually no one was allowed through those hallowed portals unless Eva was there, larger than life with her Eighties gelled perm. I tiptoed round the room and looked at the

  various family photos adorning the walls. There were a few other shots, too, from her days on Pets Win Prizes – Eva grinning maniacally with her arms round a reluctant dachshund; Eva

  holding a Hula Hoop up while a rabbit jumped through it. Suddenly the door swung open and Eva bustled in, clouds of Chloé swishing before her.




  ‘God I feel like shit. My cheeky bitch of a NANNY decided to have a day off. Can you BELIEVE that? Two ticks,’ she said and angrily jabbed at her BlackBerry a few times. She kicked

  off her shoes and yawned. It was then I noticed someone else entering the room. Ming.




  ‘I asked Ming to join us.’




  ‘Hiya, Jodie. Yarice?’




  I nodded.




  ‘I’ve been calling you all zay,’ Ming continued.




  ‘My phone! It’s, like, completely screwed.’




  ‘Phones! Warradee like?’




  ‘I know.’




  It was then that Ming looked me up and down and took in my Thatcheresque look. I dared her to say something. What was wrong with trying to look professional at a meeting with your boss? She

  giggled and shook her head.




  ‘Jesus. Worruv you come as?’




  While Ming and Eva sat tapping in unison on their Black-Berries I looked at the photos again. God, Eva was facially challenged. I looked back at my boss, who was now spraying her mouth with

  breath freshener.




  ‘Ah. That’s a lovely picture of you, Eva,’ I said, pointing to one of the photos on the wall. ‘You really suit glasses.’




  Eva’s face froze.




  ‘That’s my ex-husband.’




  Ming nodded. ‘Before the gastric banz.’




  I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me.




  ‘Sorry. It’s me who needs the glasses. Course it is.’ And then I added, ‘He’s really handsome.’




  Ming looked like I was mad while Eva nodded. She was certainly thick-skinned.




  ‘Was,’ she corrected. ‘He’s dead now.’




  ‘Oh. He doesn’t look it in the picture.’ I heard my voice trail off mid-sentence.




  Eva pointed to a chaise longue at the side of the room. I sat on it awkwardly while Eva took a deep breath.




  ‘Here’s the thing.’




  I smiled my best Sister Agatha smile.




  ‘As you know, Jodie. We had big plans for Sister Agatha.’




  Oh God. Did she just say had?




  ‘People love you, Jodie. They LOVE you. And the writers had come up with a story that was going to build on your wonderful news from last night and really THRUST you to the centre of the

  show.’




  I nodded, excited. Suddenly the sleep-free anxiety from the night before was extinguished like a ciggie in the snow.




  ‘You said last night—’




  ‘They wanted to make you a serial killer. As you know, on Acacia Avenue we like to keep it real. So . . .’




  Oh yeah, really real. A serial killing nun?




  ‘Let’s be honest, Jodie. You’re never going to stay on this show for ever.’




  True. Did someone mention Hollywood?




  ‘I’m not asking to leave, Eva.’




  ‘You probably had two years MAX left with us, before you went and became a cardiothoracic specialist on some piece of medical GARBAGE.’




  Er no, I was going to crack America? I was going to be the new Angelina Jolie or Cameron Diaz.




  ‘And then you’d’ve got bored and wanted to come back here when they fired you coz . . . oh I dunno, you got completely PISSED at some AWARDS ceremony and make a total TIT of

  yourself and the SHOW and everything it STANDS for . . .’




  She sounded bitter. Or should that be BITTER?




  ‘. . . and the work dried up. Do you understand what I’m saying?’




  I shrugged. ‘Well . . .’




  ‘Making you a serial killer – a nun with a screw loose – meant we could bump off all the actors that were getting on my TITS, Jodie, and give you a really interesting story to

  play. After two years you’d go to PRISON and we’d look away from Sister Agatha. And then a few years later, when you were DESPERATE FOR MONEY, Nun Features would be released for good

  behaviour, BLAH BLAH BLAH. And you could come back to the show.’




  I have to admit, I was struggling to get my head round the rationale.




  ‘The story was going to get everyone TALKING. It was going to make you HUGE, darling. If I was you I’d’ve been THRILLED. Wouldn’t she have been thrilled, Ming?’




  Ming nodded. ‘Maze up, like.’




  I wasn’t really sure what Eva was saying. It sounded like this wasn’t a story that was any longer on offer. I played dumb.




  ‘I think I need to let it settle in,’ I said.




  Eva shook her head. ‘That was all on the table till last night. Today, I have different news for you.’




  She smiled. She was enjoying this.




  ‘Now. Because of your APPALLING, UNFORGIVABLE, TWATTY behaviour last night, you will no longer be the serial killer.’




  I relaxed. Every cloud!




  ‘You will be the serial killer’s first victim.’




  I felt faint suddenly.




  ‘I’m going to . . . die?’




  Eva nodded.




  ‘Next week. The writers are reworking the scripts as we speak. If I were you I’d start packing your bags.’




  ‘You’re firing me?’




  ‘Firing’s a dead strong werd,’ said Ming.




  ‘But I’ve just won Best Actress in a Soap. Wouldn’t it make more sense to keep me here for—’




  Eva cut in. ‘Jodie, do you actually know what you did last night?’




  ‘Well . . .’




  ‘Hmm?’




  ‘No.’




  She nodded. ‘Then before you start arguing with me, I suggest you have a little look on YouTube.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Leave.’




  I headed to the door.




  ‘I’ve . . . been under a lot of strain recently,’ I tried.




  ‘I know, which is why I gave you two weeks off and a written warning. I don’t give a shit what’s going on at home, Jodie. You don’t bring it to the office. Or the awards

  ceremony.’




  ‘Or Brunch With Bronwen,’ agreed Ming, nodding.




  Eva smiled. ‘Oh, and Jodie. About what you said last night.’




  I turned round to see what she was going to say. She was still smiling, like one of the dreadful baddies on the show.




  ‘Embarrass me again and I’ll hunt you down and . . .’ the smile broadened.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘I’ll kill you.’




  I phoned for a cab. Driving out of the studios I decided to stop and sign some autographs for the fans. After all, I’d been one of them once upon a time. And this might

  be one of my last ever chances. One of them thrust a leaflet into my hand. I opened it to find an advert for Alcoholics Anonymous. I looked back at him.




  ‘It helped me,’ he mouthed.




  I looked away and told the driver to go to Mum’s. I phoned her and she answered.




  ‘Hello?’




  ‘Mum, it’s me.’




  ‘Oh, Jodie.’ She sighed, uber disappointed. I burst out crying.




  ‘Mum? Can I come home? I’ve been fired!’




  ‘Oh, Jodie.’ And she sounded even more uber disappointed. Kids. Always a disappointment, eh? Or maybe it was just me.




  




     

  




  THREE




  I was born in a Spam-coloured dormer bungalow on a Spam-coloured street. My dad is called Alan and my mum is called Sandra. Our dormer bungalow had a name: Sandalan – a

  mixture of their names. They thought it made the dormer bungalow sound exotic. Me and my brother were just plain mortified by it. Whereas other people would say, ‘Oh, we live at thirty-nine

  Flaxton Road,’ our parents would insist on saying, ‘Oh, we live at Sandalan, Flaxton Road.’ The dormer bungalow also sported a wagon wheel on the front of the house. (Not the

  chocolate biscuit, an actual wooden wheel painted white with a hint of Spam.)




  OK, so you might be wondering what a dormer bungalow is. It’s a bungalow, but it has an upstairs. In reality what we lived in was a house, but Mum always insisted on calling it a dormer

  bungalow. This, she felt, made it sound classier.




  You see, my Mum had ‘opinions’ and she was pretty much immovable where they were concerned. No matter how I tried to chip away at them, they remained resolute. Any

  challenges I made bounced off her like hailstones off a windscreen. It’s not that she was hard-faced, she was too soft and mumsy for that, it’s just that she knew her own mind. Her

  opinions were like mantras and she’d chuck them at anyone who’d listen, taking a kind of scattergun approach to making her point. Her opinions included:




  

    

      	

        1


      



      	

        Anything vulgar, lewd or obscene is ‘unbecoming’. (As in, ‘I do not like this dirty lady dancing in her altogether at the beginning of Tales of the

        Unexpected. I find her, on the whole, unbecoming.’)


      

    




    

      	

        2


      



      	

        People are either nice or not nice. There is no in between, i.e., Terry Wogan is nice. Bette Midler is not nice.


      

    




    

      	

        3


      



      	

        Nuns are bad luck, and you must always cross the road when you see one coming. Woe betide you if you see more than one. This might actually signal the end of the

        world.


      

    




    

      	

        4


      



      	

        Small people (or PORGs – Persons of Restricted Growth – as she called them) are good luck charms and you should always try to touch one if you see one

        out and about.


      

    




    

      	

        5


      



      	

        Gay men were women in a past life and now the femininity in them is coming out. Vice versa for lesbians (though she often got this wrong and called them Libyans).


      

    




    

      	

        6


      



      	

        Women who wear harem pants look like they have bowel issues and are not to be trusted, particularly in the refrigerated aisle of Kwik Save.


      

    




    

      	

        7


      



      	

        We must always avoid all things common: processed cheese, acrylic jumpers, her from number 8 who sweeps the path in her slippers. My Mother was basically a small town

        snob, which is ironic, considering she came from such a big city.


      

    




    

      	

        8


      



      	

        Everything is good in moderation. Too much of a good thing is showing off.


      

    




    

      	

        9


      



      	

        The demise of Johnny Matthis’s career is one of the tragedies of modern history.


      

    




    

      	

        10


      



      	

        The women on Loose Women are all sluts (this was a more recent addition).


      

    


  




  When I got to Flaxton Road, Sandalan’s curtains were drawn, as if the family was in mourning.




  As I walked up the path I could see me and Our Joey playing in the front garden all those years before. Him click clacking around in my mother’s wedge heels, hands on hips, pretending to

  be someone from Acacia Avenue. Me laughing in his face, insisting that one day I would be in the real thing, not some pretend version in a crappy front garden. And then I had been. And now I

  wasn’t. As I tried to take in this information, our nine-year-old Joey stepped forward and held something out to me. It was a little brown twig with bright green leaves. It was quite, quite

  beautiful. I looked at it, then looked at him.




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘It’s an olive branch,’ he said. And he said it so sweetly I could have cried. ‘Jodie, I’m sorry we fell out.’




  I felt a lump in my throat. All I could think to say was, ‘You were my best friend.’




  He nodded and I heard the front door opening, then Mum shouting in a whisper, ‘For God’s sake, Jodie, get inside. You’re talking to yourself!’




  I looked at her. She was stood on the step, pulling the flaps of her wrapover cardi round herself and checking up and down the street in case any nosey neighbour had seen. Confused, I looked

  back at the garden. It was empty. I had, of course, been seeing things, imagining Our Joey making a peace offering. All of a sudden a tsunami of tears cascaded down my face. Mum dragged me towards

  the door and I collapsed in her arms, sobbing my heart out. I felt her freeze beneath me; she wasn’t brilliant at dealing with – in her eyes – drama queen daughters, never mind

  emotions. She pushed me away and I saw I’d stained her cardigan with my mascara. She didn’t look happy. I sniffed.




  ‘I think you’d better go in the through lounge.’ She sounded so icy. I looked into the lounge. The lighting looked weird, but I ventured in anyway.




  Dad was standing by the telly. It was on, but none of the ceiling lights were. The picture on the screen was frozen on an image that was at once familiar and alien. It was the bloody Royal

  Albert Hall. Mum shut the living room door behind me and they both stared at me. Oh God. They were staging an intervention. They were going to make me watch myself accept my award. Without

  speaking, I groaned, accepted my fate and sank into an armchair. Suddenly I realized I was sitting on Archie, the family dog. He squealed and scratched my arse, so I moved to the next chair,

  muttering something about ‘the bloody lights in here’ while Dad pressed play.




  Why the hell did I get them Sky Plus for Christmas? And how on earth did they become so good at using it?




  Loud, sweeping music blasted out from the telly, the sort that would accompany a dramatic helicopter ride across the tundra in a Hollywood movie. On screens dotted around the hall you could see

  the four actresses up for the award. There was a fat girl from Emmerdale giving birth to what I took (from the startled looks on the medics’ faces) to be a Down’s Syndrome baby.

  Then someone from a medical soap pretending to be a consultant gynaecologist in far too much make-up and fantastic hair (lucky cow), who seemed to be talking a mad axe man out of running riot in

  ITU. Next up was that really nice actress from EastEnders – well, she seemed nicer in defeat – who got a huge roar from the crowd. She was in a shower, made up to look battered

  and bruised, possibly washing the smell of a rapist off her. Next up was a shot of me, crying, in the middle of the burning church, attempting to douse the flames with some holy water. Again, the

  audience roared their approval. There was a close-up of me in the audience, clapping myself and smiling for the camera, then raising my hands with my fingers crossed.




  ‘God, I don’t look too bad, do I?’ I bleated. I heard Mum tut.




  The presenter ripped open his golden envelope.




  ‘And the winner is . . .’




  Silence. Oh God. I wanted so much to jump up and switch the TV off. What on earth did I do to merit this? But another part of me wanted to savour my moment of glory. And at least see the smirk

  wiped off Colette Courts face.




  ‘Jodie McGee for Acacia Avenue.’




  The camera cut back to me again and I appeared to be applying my lipstick. Rather generously. I didn’t appear to have realized I’d won. I got nudged by Supjit whatsername, which

  smudged the lipstick across my cheek. How dare she! And then Trudy leaned in and whispered something in my ear. I looked genuinely dazed and then stood, albeit rather shakily, kicking

  Supjit’s legs so I could get past her. Once in the aisle – needless to say the audience was going wild. Wow! – I did a little victory bum wiggle. I’ve been known to do this

  a lot. I’d always thought it made me look like Beyoncé. It didn’t. I looked more like Susan Boyle. Except Susan Boyle wouldn’t have lipstick all over her face like a mad

  woman. I then walked down the aisle, smugly high-fiving my fellow cast members, before swapping sides and trying to high-five the cast members from EastEnders. They weren’t playing

  ball, and I actually slapped one of them in the face. Oh dear. It was Colette Court. As I pulled my hand back I had her tiara stuck to my hand, but didn’t appear to have noticed. Oh but now I

  had. I suddenly saw it, shrieked and flicked it away like it was a poisonous insect. It flew into the audience and hit someone in the face.




  Jesus. And I’d not even reached the stage yet.




  It looked like I might not make it that far as I tripped over some camera cables and went base over apex. I disappeared from view and they kindly cut to the other nominees. Usually at this point

  in the proceedings the other nominated actresses would be looking faux congratulatory, trying to mask their disappointment. These girls weren’t, though. Each and every one of them was pissing

  herself laughing. Even the tiara-less Colette Court. For they knew Sister Agatha was making a holy show of herself.




  The next time you saw me I was onstage, hugging the presenter like I’d known him all my life. (I couldn’t stand him usually. Too many teeth.) Just as I started dry humping him he

  pushed me away and practically threw the award at me. Surely it was going to get better from here on in. I started to relax.




  But then I opened my mouth and burst out crying. I looked ridiculous. The bottom half of my face was covered in bright red lipstick and now mascara was drenching the top half. Basically, my

  acceptance speech went something like this:




  Me: Through tears, of course. ‘I am not worthy. I am not worthy. I’m just a little girl from the back streets of Liverpool who dragged herself up by her bra straps.’




  I could feel poisonous looks darting from Mum and Dad.




  Me: ‘So this, this is the stuff of fairytales.’




  Oh God. I realized now what I was going to say. Not because I remembered, but because this was a speech I’d written a very long time ago. And not for the National Soap Awards.




  Me: ‘I’d like to thank my wonderful husband, Tom Cruise.’




  I heard Dad wriggle in his seat.




  Me: ‘Our divine daughters, Tammy-Faye and Honey-Jaye. My bikini waxer. My dog walker. The inspirational Mr Steven Spielberg.’




  I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole.




  Me: ‘And to any lonely, ugly little girls out there. Take courage. I used to be you. And look at me now. I’m amazing.’




  I needed to kill myself. Now.




  Me: ‘I stand before you today, proud. Proud of myself and proud of the human race that helped me become . . .




  NOW!




  Me: ‘The worthy winner of an Academy Award.’




  And then I waggled the soap award in the air.




  Me: ‘I love you Oscar!’




  The audience roared their approval. Phew, it was over. But then instead of leaving the stage I returned to the microphone.




  Me: ‘Sorry One last thing. Our producer, Eva. Eva thingy.




  There was a close-up on Eva in the audience, trying to smile.




  Me: ‘You know? The old-age pensioner who’s just bought some kids off the internet?’




  Eva’s face really had dropped by now.




  Me: ‘I just want to say. We all call you Eva Braun.’




  The audience laughed as the fury froze on Eva’s face. Then I raised my right arm, placed a finger over my lips and shouted:




  Me: ‘Heil Hitler!’




  Then I high-kicked off the stage, leaving the award on the lectern. The presenter ran after me with it.




  OK, so now I understood why I’d been fired.




  Dad switched off the TV. Mum switched on the light. Three pairs of eyes were on me (I’m including the dog there). Mum took my hand, the way people did on Jeremy Kyle.




  ‘Jodie, I think you need to do something about your drinking.’




  How on earth did I get into this mess? Why had I got myself into such a state on such an important night? What was so bad about my life that I had to run away to the island of annihilation to

  deal with it? How had I managed to put myself in a position where I’d let down myself, my parents, my friends and got myself the sack to boot?




  I excused myself and offered to take the dog for a walk. Sometimes walking round the streets of my childhood could make me feel better. Not this day. I walked and walked for what felt like

  hours. It felt like an out-of-body experience, seeing the landmarks of my youth: the chippy outside of which I’d had my first snog; the corner where two lads set upon me and nicked my dinner

  money; the level crossing where the people from number fourteen’s dog was run over. But seeing those places today left me unmoved, numb. It was as if they’d never really happened to me,

  but to somebody else. A while later, the dog stopped to drink some water from a puddle and I realized I must have walked too far, or for too long. I looked up. I was outside my old secondary

  school. I stared up at the boarded-up windows where once there was bustling life. The dog sat at my feet as if to say, ‘Jesus, Jodie. Where the frig have you brought me?’




  And I looked down at him and said, ‘Archie, this is where it all started to go wrong.’




  He looked up at me with those beguiling eyes and said, ‘Really, Jodie? Wanna tell me all about it?’




  Well, actually, he didn’t. Dogs can’t speak. But he may as well have done. I knelt beside him and ruffled the top of his head. I looked back up at the boarded-up windows. It had been

  considered a problem school, and its pupils had long since dispersed to other nearby comps. It was due for demolition and apparently the land was going to be used for a new shopping mall. Right

  now, though, it looked sad, abandoned and forlorn. Some foliage grew out of the old maths classroom window. That tree knew nothing of the building’s past. And yet . . . I remembered . . . I

  remembered . . . well, I remembered so much.




  




     

  




  FOUR




  1999




  ‘Donna-Marie Kilpatrick says there’s a new lad started today in Mr Taylor’s class and he’s, like, really, really, fit,’ said my best mate Hayls as

  we touched up our make-up in the girls’ loos instead of going to Chemistry.
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