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  Prologue




  6 a.m. I pull up outside the Coronation Street studios. I smile at the security guard on the door as I pass him. It’s a forced smile, a painted smile that masks

  the anguish I’m feeling, but hopefully he can’t tell the difference.




  On my way to my dressing room, I greet various members of the cast and crew, saying hello and pretending to laugh at their jokes. Over the years I’ve learned how to disguise my depression,

  so none of them have any idea how desperate I feel. No one knows what’s going on inside me.




  I knew today would be bad from the moment I woke up. As soon as I opened my eyes, a dark cloud descended, huge and heavy, weighing me down. My limbs felt like lead as I dragged myself out of

  bed, wretchedly wishing I could just curl up under the duvet and hide from the world.




  This depression has the most horrendous effect on me. The blackness is crushing; the day ahead looms like a giant, oppressive mountain that I’m being forced to climb. How on earth am I

  going to get through it?




  There was no warning that I would feel this way. I felt fine yesterday. I was looking forward to today and my big scene with Michael Le Vell, who plays my lover, Kevin Webster. It’s a

  crucial scene, full of tension and drama, the kind of acting challenge I really enjoy. I love this role; I love playing Natalie Horrocks. Getting a part in Coronation Street is the best

  thing that’s happened in my career. So why am I feeling so terrible?




  I dump my bag in my dressing room and make my way to hair and make-up. The room is glaringly bright and filled with the smell of hairspray, perfume and cosmetics; people are chatting away,

  despite the early hour. I sit down and someone offers me a cup of tea, which I gratefully accept. But when I take a sip of the hot, milky liquid, I find it almost impossible to swallow, as if

  something is blocking my throat, something dark that wants to choke me. I look at my hand, clasped around the mug, and see that it’s trembling. Has anyone else noticed that I’m shaking?

  I quickly put the mug down, slopping tea onto the table.




  Abigail, the make-up artist, gives me a strange look. ‘Are you all right, Denise? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ she says. The room goes quiet.




  My heart pounds with anxiety. What am I going to say? I force myself to be normal. ‘You mean the ghost of Ena Sharples that’s staring back at me in the mirror?’ I reply, as

  lightheartedly as I can. ‘Take a look at those bags! You’d better get busy with that concealer.’




  Everyone laughs, but I barely hear them. I’m staring at my reflection, at my sad face, at the deadness in my eyes, and I’m wondering how I can carry on, feeling the way I do. As

  Abigail works her magic I begin to look better, but the deadness remains in my eyes, and the blackness is still behind them. Why won’t it go away? Make it go away! It’s been more than

  seven years since I started suffering these intense bouts of depression, and today I’m feeling as bad as I’ve ever felt. I don’t know how to cope. I’ve got this big scene

  with Michael. What if I mess it up?




  ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ Abigail asks, breaking into my thoughts.




  I sigh softly. ‘I’m fine, really,’ I say. ‘Just tired.’




  A runner comes to get me. ‘Are you ready to go?’




  ‘I’ll be with you in a moment,’ I reply.




  I walk back to my dressing room in a haze, pick up my bag and head for the bathroom. In the toilet, I open my wallet and take a tiny envelope out of one of the pockets.




  There’s a blurry battle going on in my head as I tip a small amount of white powder onto a shelf and shape it into a line with my bank card. My thoughts are a complete jumble: I know I

  shouldn’t be doing this, but I’m convinced that it’s the only way I can get through. ‘Don’t do it! It’s not the answer,’ I tell myself. But it helps me to

  cope. How else am I going to survive the day? As I roll up a ten-pound note, I block out my objections. I press a finger against one of my nostrils and inhale the white powder through the

  other.




  Thirty seconds later, I’m feeling better. The dark cloud is beginning to clear. I feel more lucid, more alert. I’m going to be OK. I quickly size up what remains in the tiny envelope

  and decide that it’s enough to keep me going for the day. I check my nose for any telltale signs that I’ve been taking cocaine. No one must know. It would be terrible if anyone found

  out. What if someone guesses? No, I mustn’t think about that.




  When I come out of the bathroom, the runner is waiting for me. ‘Ready?’ he asks.




  I smile warmly at him. ‘Ready,’ I say firmly.




  As I follow him onto the set, where the director and Michael are waiting, I concentrate on going over my lines. They haven’t a clue how difficult it has been to arrive at this moment and

  I’m determined not to let them know. Anyway, now that I’m feeling normal and can focus on my work, there’s nothing for them to notice.




  By the time the director shouts, ‘Action!’ I know this is going to be a great scene. But as I gear up for Natalie’s confrontation with Kevin, I wonder what the hell I think

  I’m doing. Using cocaine to get through my working day? There’s no way of justifying it and I can hardly bear to think about it. How on earth has my life come to this?




  

     

  




  Chapter One




  Over the years, I’ve been to see a few quacky, cranky people who haven’t been able to accept that depression isn’t necessarily linked to the scars of an

  unhappy childhood. They’ve made me doubt myself at times, when I’ve been at my lowest and most vulnerable, and questioning whether my memories were true or false only increased my

  anxiety and confusion. But now I’m sure that I was blessed with a very happy childhood. When I look back, I can see that I was a very contented child.




  When I go through my baby pictures, I get a really warm feeling. I have a vivid memory of being in my pram, in the sunshine, looking out at a lovely trellised wall covered in roses. Mum tells me

  that I was a beautiful baby, but she must have been wearing rose-tinted glasses because I think I was a rather odd-looking child!




  I was born on 22 May 1958 at Tynemouth Infirmary near Whitley Bay, Tyne and Wear, and was named Jacqueline Denise. My parents thought that Jacqueline was lovely and ‘very French’ and

  then proceeded to call me Denise. Coincidentally, both my mother and father were born at Tynemouth Infirmary as well, in the same bed, in the same ward, in the same year, a month to the day

  apart.




  Mum came from a very working-class Irish Catholic family. She worshipped her dad, John George, who was known as Mick or Jack, depending on who he was talking to. Granddad was great friends with

  Sir Matt Busby. He had gone down the pits early in life, before becoming a professional footballer. He played for Reading, Manchester City and Queens Park Rangers and narrowly missed playing in the

  1934 FA Cup final, after being injured in the semi-final while playing for Manchester City. My granny was a staunch Labour supporter and I remember heated debates between her and my dad about

  politics when I was a child. Dad was very fond of Granny, but he was a small businessman and a Tory voter and he used to love winding her up.




  My dad was from a very middle-class English family. His father was a terrible snob and Mum’s family didn’t remotely live up to his idea of who was suitable for his son, Vincent. Mum

  and Grandpa never saw eye to eye as a result. They tolerated each other, but there was definitely a personality clash there.




  My mum says now, ‘Look at your dad, he’s just like your grandpa!’ It’s true that Dad has become more like his father as he’s got older, physically and in his gait.

  He is also very fiery, which is definitely a Welch family trait – I’ve inherited it too! But Grandpa was a real disciplinarian. He would make you chew your peas thirty times; he was a

  total control freak. Nevertheless, my sister Debbie and I adored him. We were equally close to our maternal grandparents.




  Mum used to say that Dad’s mum, Nana, was a proper lady. She was always immaculate and looked like she’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine. I have a strong image of her in a

  dog’s-tooth check pencil skirt with a little jacket, a hat and beautiful shoes. When she began to suffer from dementia in later life, it was really sad because she was this vision of the

  perfect lady and such a lovely person with it.




  Dad’s family were ‘the Welches of Whitley Bay’. My great-uncle Tom had a big factory at North Shields which produced packaged sweets like Welch’s Football Chews and

  Welch’s Lollies. My grandpa, his brother, had a smaller firm in Whitley Bay called John W. Welch. Grandpa’s factory was very old-fashioned and produced the type of sweets that were

  weighed out by the quarter-pound from big jars on local cornershop shelves. He invented Black Bullets, dark rolled mints that any Geordie over the age of thirty would immediately recognise. You

  don’t see them much anymore, but they were really popular back then. Toffee, however, was what Welch’s were most famous for. Treacle toffee, plain toffee and rum-and-butter toffee were

  all well-known Welch’s varieties.




  My parents were twenty-one when I was born. Mum was a psychiatric nurse at Prudhoe Hospital and Dad was doing an economics degree at Newcastle University when Mum got pregnant. These days, most

  parents would probably encourage their son to continue his education regardless, especially if they had a bit of money like my dad’s family did. But no, Dad was whipped out of higher

  education by his father and set to work for John W. Welch as a sales rep.




  Dad resented being forced to leave university and become a rep because he was totally overqualified for the job. He always intended to resume his education and qualify as an accountant, but he

  never had the chance. What made it worse was that everybody assumed that he was a major shareholder in Welch’s Toffees, as the company was known locally, when in reality the shareholding

  rights fell to his older brother, David, who was perhaps the favoured one when it came to the business side of things. David was committed to the family firm, whereas it was quite obvious that Dad

  always wanted to do something different. I sometimes used to think of them as the Whitley Bay version of Bobby and JR – though David’s not really like JR!




  Not only did Grandpa have a factory, but he also had a couple of small shops as well, so if I ever find myself in one of the few remaining old-fashioned sweet shops, I’m suddenly hit by

  one of the most evocative smells of my childhood, that sugary, musty smell of sweets stored in big jars. It’s the smell of happiness, really, because it was such a happy time. Nana used to

  take Debbie and me to the shop in Gateshead for a treat and we also went to the sweet factory with Dad every Saturday morning, where the Black Bullets were hand-rolled and chopped and the scent of

  toffee filled the air. I’ll never forget the blackcurrant lollies coming out of the oven, purple, hot and gooey.




  They used to call me Truly Scrumptious at school, but funnily enough I never really had a sweet tooth, probably because I was surrounded by confectionery. Debbie and I were on the A-list of

  every children’s party, because we’d turn up with a big jar of toffees. That was our calling card. Perhaps as a result, everybody had this image that we were quite well-to-do because we

  were associated with the famous family firm. But I think that Dad always struggled financially. It wasn’t until we were much older that we realised just how much our parents had sacrificed

  for us.




  Because Mum and Dad didn’t have any money when I was born, we lived in the family home to start with. Grandpa and Nana had this fantastic big house on the seafront at Cullercoats, North

  Shields. It was a massive 1900s corner terrace overlooking the sea, with a summer house and a greenhouse at the end of its long garden. At one point, Grandpa and Nana lived in the middle section of

  the house; my dad’s sister Cynthia and her husband David and their children lived downstairs; and, just after they had me, my mum and dad lived in the flat on the top floor. Thirty years

  later, when I’d just had my son Matthew, I went upstairs to look at the flat, which was now Auntie Cynthia’s kitchen. My God, it was tiny! I just don’t know how Mum and Dad

  managed to exist there.




  The upside of having young parents was that we never missed out on their company. I remember being taken to parties all the time and our tiny flat was constantly full of people. My parents have

  always been very sociable and we did everything together as a family. When we went on holiday to France or Spain, it would often be with a whole crowd of Mum and Dad’s friends, the same

  friends they have today. They love to live life to the full and can’t bear to miss anything. Dad’s a real entertainer and a complete exhibitionist. He’s seventy-three now and he

  still dresses up as a woman, given half the chance. More of that later!




  Like Dad, Mum’s self-expression comes out in the way she dresses. She has this amazing ability to transform herself: she’ll go upstairs in her dressing gown looking like a complete

  wreck and come down looking every bit as glamorous as Joan Collins. She was always very out there in terms of fashion, very ahead of her time, and people have commented on her sense of style for as

  long as I can remember. To this day she has an ability to mix and match a top from Marks with a Matalan skirt and look like the belle of the ball.




  It’s not like Mum has ever had the money to go out and buy the newest pieces. She’s never been a slave to Vogue or anything like that. She was always very trendy, though. She

  would have made a great stylist. Clothes were her way of making a statement, which was sometimes quite embarrassing for her children. I particularly remember the day she picked me up from a party

  wearing a chainmail dress that exposed her midriff. Everybody else’s mum was wearing a neat twin-set and my mother arrived looking like Cleopatra, with her hair in a black bob and her chains

  on.




  Mum gave up working as a nurse when I was born, although she did a little bit of modelling from time to time. When I say modelling, it was actually getting a few quid for appearing in the

  occasional local fashion show. She had a fantastic figure. She also has fabulous hands and nails, so she did some hand modelling too.




  As I’ve said, I was a happy child, but there were three things that used to bother me when I was very small: for some reason I hated it when Mum put her hair up, wore trousers or sat on

  Dad’s knee. One of my very first memories is of coming out of the toy cupboard under the stairs and being furious at the sight of Mum in Capri pants with her hair up. I don’t know what

  a psychiatrist would say about it because I have no idea why I reacted this way, and neither does Mum! Perhaps it’s because Mum was, and still is, very attractive; both my parents are.

  Certainly, as I became older, I didn’t always like the way Mum attracted the attention of men, although why wouldn’t she?




  Whatever the reason, Mum said it was a nightmare! She was a glamorous young woman in her early twenties who loved to be fashionable, but her three-year-old daughter insisted on dictating her

  wardrobe. It’s bizarre because these days I love the Capri pants look. At least it didn’t last beyond early childhood.




  When I was three, my sister Debbie was born. One of my earliest memories is of my mum carrying my new baby sister down the path to our house. I can’t remember Mum being pregnant with

  Debbie, but I can remember the day she arrived home. Apparently, I wasn’t jealous of the baby, but I had to be involved with her care and Mum practically had to pretend that she was my baby

  daughter, so that I wouldn’t stick pins in her and all that stuff young siblings do.




  Just before Debbie was born, we moved to a three-bedroom semi in Woodleigh Road, Monkseaton, just outside Whitley Bay. Being so young, Mum and Dad loved to have parties, and the house was always

  full of people. I have a strong memory of wailing, ‘When is everyone go-ho-ho-ho-ing home?’ at around four in the morning (although it was probably only about eleven at night) and of my

  parents saying, ‘Oh, have another glass of cola, you’ll be fine.’ It was something I later vowed never to do to my children. Fast forward to now and . . . whoops!




  A friend of Mum and Dad, ‘Auntie’ Audrey, ran my nursery school. She remains a friend to this day. Audrey was very elegant and always looked properly dressed. You never saw her

  without her make-up, hair and nails done. The walls of the school were painted a cross between lavender and cornflower-blue, and to this day it’s a colour that I find very comforting. It

  really calms me down. In fact, when I was very ill with depression, I had carpets of that exact colour put down in the house and they had the effect of a comfort blanket.




  When I go to my son Louis’s school around Christmas, the smell of glue and glitter instantly brings back memories of my infant school, which I loved. The highlight of my life in those days

  was when Mum would take me into Newcastle after school. I can still remember the feeling of exhilaration. Children are so spoilt these days that I sometimes wonder if Louis ever experiences the

  same heady level of pure excitement that used to overcome me when Mum picked me up and took me to Bain-bridge’s department store, which had an olde worlde tea room called the Chattery. Louis

  would probably rather stick pins in his eyes than go to the Chattery with me, but I found it thrilling. In my memory, it was always winter when we went. The dark nights made it feel even more

  exciting. It’s funny because I hate the winter now.




  Wearing fluorescent sashes on dark winter mornings, Debbie and I walked about a mile and a half to get to our next school, Appletree Gardens junior school. It was there that we had the mickey

  taken out of us about our sweetie factory connection. We had these brown, shiny coats and some of the kids called them ‘toffee anoraks’. However, that was as bad as it ever got and I

  feel incredibly fortunate that I was never bullied at school. The thought of what kids sometimes do to each other makes me feel physically sick, now that I have children of my own.




  Saying that, there was this one boy called Richard who was pretty mean to me for a short time. He kept prodding me – nonstop, if I remember correctly. Unfortunately for us both, I went

  home and told Mum.




  The next day, to my utter dismay, I came out of school to find a crowd had gathered. In the centre, I saw my mum, my granny and poor Richard, whom my mum had by the ear. ‘Kick him! Go on,

  kick him!’ Mum ordered. I just stood there, absolutely mortified.




  Later, my dad drove me to Richard’s house and I waited outside in total horror while Dad told his dad what had been going on. Then I heard Richard’s dad go into the house and yell at

  Richard, ‘And you, a cub scout!’




  Back then, it wasn’t a question of going through ‘the correct channels’. My parents were just so protective that they thought they’d sort it out themselves. Looking back,

  it pleases me that they did something about it, although Richard’s dad was obviously horrified and God knows what happened to Richard when we’d left.




  Even though my parents didn’t have much money, I’ve always felt I was to the manor born, snatched from a royal cradle somewhere hot and taken to Whitley Bay! Mum said that I was the

  kind of kid who could never understand why the grown-ups might want me to go to bed. Well, why would they, considering what I was bringing to the table in terms of humour and conversation? I was

  constantly coming downstairs when they had friends over, scurrying around the room, trying to take sips from people’s wine glasses. I was also very dramatic, Mum says. One evening, I appeared

  on the stairs and said, ‘Come on, let’s all go to the Rex!’ The Rex was the posh hotel where Mum and Dad had had their first date, and it was legendary in my mind.




  One of my dad’s best friends is Ian La Frenais, and he is also my godfather. Ian went on to become a comedy writer, famous for The Likely Lads, Porridge and Auf

  Wiedersehen, Pet, but he was just Uncle Ian in the early days, one of Mum and Dad’s gang. He lived with his parents, Auntie Gladys and Uncle Cyril, at the end of the road, so we were down

  at their house a lot. Later, he became a very glamorous figure to me. He was always very trendy, and still is.




  When I was eight, I begged Ian to draw up outside my school in his incredible black Silver Cloud Rolls Royce, the likes of which Whitley Bay had never seen. Rolls Royces didn’t look like

  glorified Audis back then. They used to glide along in majestic splendour and it was an event if one arrived in your street. I made Mum organise the trip and she and Ian duly arrived at the school

  gates one lunchtime with his friends, the actors Tom Courtenay and Rodney Bewes. Thrilled, I stepped grandly into the car, feeling like a movie star, hoping that all my schoolmates were

  watching.




  We drove ten minutes to the coast for fish and chips. When we had finished eating, I was anxious to get back to school in time for the end of the lunch break, so that anyone in the playground

  who hadn’t seen me getting into Ian’s Rolls Royce would see me getting out of it when they dropped me back. Apparently, as I got out of the car, I shrugged and said, ‘Oh well,

  back to reality!’




  When Ian moved to London and we went down to see him, our visits usually took in a recording of The Likely Lads at the BBC, which I totally took for granted. Likewise, it felt completely

  natural when Ian took us to Alvarez restaurant on the King’s Road, with actresses like Sheila Fearn and Joan Sims. I was absolutely in my element.




  During the filming of the second series of The Likely Lads, Rodney Bewes came to stay with us, which was obviously quite impressive because he was starring in the country’s most

  popular sitcom. At the time, I wasn’t remotely thinking about being an actress, but it felt completely normal to me when people came over to ask Rodney for his autograph.




  We lived opposite the church where the Brownies held their meetings and inevitably they heard that Rodney was staying with us. One night, I looked out of the front window and there were about

  thirty Brownies at the door, come to ask if they could have his autograph. So I went upstairs to his room and said, ‘There are thirty Brownies outside. Do you mind just coming

  downstairs?’




  ‘No, I’m not coming down. I’m learning my lines,’ he said grumpily.




  ‘You get out of that bed and get downstairs!’ my mother called, perhaps forgetting he wasn’t one of her children.




  ‘No!’ he yelled back.




  I’ll never forget the look of disappointment on the Brownies’ faces; it has stayed with me to this day, which is probably why I would never refuse to give someone my autograph.

  Rodney and I laugh about it now, but he always insists that he can’t remember it.




  When we went to London to see Ian, Mum would always take us to a children’s clothes shop on the King’s Road called And Mother Wouldn’t Like It. The shop stocked outrageous gear

  that the northeast hadn’t seen the likes of. ‘But I don’t want to wear it!’ Debbie and I would protest as she togged us out in beaded trousers and big Baker Boy hats, on one

  of our trips down south. I remember thinking, ‘My God, this is just too trendy for Whitley Bay!’ But Mum would insist. As a result, we were ahead of the game, but not really comfortable

  with it. When you’re ten, you just want to conform. You don’t want to be different.




  Mum was always saying, ‘Oh, that looks very French!’ or ‘That looks very Italian!’ She loved the chic way French women could wear something very simple, pick a flower,

  put it in their hair and look amazing. (This French thing is a recurring theme, isn’t it? Mum was obsessed with all things French, which may be why I’ve ended up playing a French

  teacher in Waterloo Road!) But sometimes she didn’t quite get it right, as far as Debbie and I were concerned.




  There’s one occasion that particularly sticks out in my mind, when we went to the circus while on holiday on the Isle of Wight. It was one of those really miserable English holidays when

  it just pours down all day, every day, and the afternoon we went to the circus was no different. That was the day Mum insisted that it was incredibly chic in France to wear big white knickers with

  a blazer and socks, and in this case she made us wear our school blazers.




  ‘We don’t care if it’s chic; we are not going out in just our pants!’ we kept saying.




  ‘Just look in any of the magazines if you don’t believe me!’ she argued. ‘It’s totally à la mode.’ In other words, we had no choice.




  At the circus, we took our blazers off and sat with them over our knees, so that no one could see we weren’t wearing skirts. Then, of course, Coco the Clown pointed at me and said,

  ‘I need someone to help me with this trick. You, little girl, come and help me!’




  I felt like I was acting out The Emperor’s New Clothes as I walked down the steps in my white knickers and blazer. The way I remember it now, it was like a horror film, with the

  entire audience sniggering and saying, ‘She’s got no clothes on!’




  To this day, when I bring it up, Mum says, ‘Don’t be silly! People were commenting on how lovely you looked.’ Believe me, they weren’t. I was only small, yet I can

  remember people saying, ‘Do you think she knows she’s only got her underwear on?’ It was a nightmare. Now, of course, we love the fact that Mum was so ahead of the times,

  fashion-wise.




  The house I grew up in was the kind of house you draw when you’re a child, with a sloping roof, four windows and a door. There was a porch that joined on to the house

  next door, with a little path leading up to it through the garden and shrubbery. Downstairs, there was a little hall with three rooms off it: a lounge, for posh; a living room; and a kitchen. There

  was a hatch between the living room and the kitchen and I once saw Mum and Dad having a fight through it. Dad was brandishing a toasting fork and Mum was wielding a knotted tea towel.




  I bet that if you asked any of their friends who they thought would have been most likely to split up, out of all the couples, it would have been my mum and dad, Vin and Annie, because

  they’re like chalk and cheese. Yet of all those couples they knew then who are still in our lives today, it’s my parents who have stayed together.




  They had a very volatile relationship and made no bones about arguing in front of us. It was upsetting because Dad didn’t realise how scary he could be. Their arguments were usually about

  nothing: Mum would be really cross that Dad hadn’t rung from the rugby club or something, and Dad would go into this ridiculous rant, as if the world had ended. Then, five minutes later, it

  would all be fine. It really used to get Deb and me down when we had friends staying over because neither Mum nor Dad would make concessions if other people were there.




  I remember putting notes under the door that said, ‘Please don’t argue!’ I often wondered whether they were going to split up. After a particularly big row, Dad took Debbie and

  me to the Spanish City Amusement Park. While we were queuing for the big wheel, I said to Dad, ‘Are you and Mum going to get divorced?’




  There was an agonising pause and then Dad said, ‘No, don’t be so daft! We’ve just had a row.’ He can’t remember it now, so I don’t know if divorce was ever

  something they were considering. It’s only when you’re older that you realise your parents were just two very young people who fell in love. I don’t think either of them is easy

  to live with, but there’s obviously something that has kept them together. And they had great fun together too – everyone loved being around them.




  Before Mum gave up drinking nearly twenty years ago, after a few sherries she’d say, ‘I don’t know why I’ve stayed with him!’




  Knowing damn well that she couldn’t survive without him, Debbie and I would respond by saying, ‘Well, we’re in our thirties now, Mum, so don’t feel you have to stay

  together for the children!’




  But even if she did feel something like hatred towards him sometimes, she was far more comfortable when he was by her side. If we were somewhere and Dad was due to join us, she would always be

  craning her neck looking for him. She obviously adores him, but I’ll pay anyone who will get her to admit that!




  They still argue about everything. Dad’s got a really short fuse, whereas Mum’s the sulky one. She can easily go four days without speaking to him, which Dad finds hard to understand

  because he can barely remember why he blew up in the first place. Now we find it quite amusing. I think it’s just a hobby of Dad’s and half the time he doesn’t realise he’s

  doing it. He’ll argue about the tiniest things. ‘Dad, it’s not important!’ we say, when he gets all steamed up. ‘You’ll have a heart attack if you go on that

  way!’




  They’re both very kind-hearted. Yet, while Mum tends to reserve her kindness for her close circle of friends and family, Dad would do anything for anyone. Actually, that’s been one

  of Mum’s bones of contention with him. ‘I’ve been asking you to do that for me for years,’ she’ll complain. ‘And yet when so-and-so rings, you drop everything to

  do it for them!’




  I had probably only just been born when Dad dressed up as a woman for the first time. Back then, he was a very good-looking young man, in a pretty way. It all began when Mum and Dad were invited

  to a fancy-dress party. Mum got dressed up in a leotard, boots, a tie and a bowler hat, so although she looked very sexy, there was definitely a hint of cross-dressing in her outfit. In turn, Dad

  put on one of Mum’s dresses because he was slim enough to fit into it. It was a gold lamé dress with a slit up the side, which showed off his wonderful legs. Annoyingly, men often have

  good legs, don’t they? Next, he put on one of Mum’s blonde wigs and Mum made him up. He looked fantastic!




  The story goes that a lot of their friends didn’t recognise Dad at the party because he looked so good. Somebody was playing the piano and he went up and told a few jokes, staying in

  character as a female, which went down very well. After that, people started asking him to come to their parties and dress up. By the time I began to be more aware of it, he had formed a group

  called The Bits and Pieces who would do little charity events. He didn’t sing, except for his unique version of Marlene Dietrich’s ‘Falling in Love Again’; his was a more

  traditional joke-telling, variety-based act and his gags were quite rude. Still, as I know from the Loose Women audience, people love a blue joke; nothing disgusting – just something a

  bit naughty.




  So, from an early age, I was used to the sight of my dad dressed up as Dolly Parton, Shirley Bassey, Marilyn Monroe or Raquel Welch (which is where his drag-act name, Raquel, came from). He

  absolutely loved it. All these characters spoke Geordie! There was no attempt to do the person’s accent; it was really just the physical likeness that he emulated. I don’t know where he

  got his flamboyance from. His sister Cynthia, whom Debbie and I worshipped, was an outspoken person who was very into poetry and amateur dramatics, so perhaps it ran in the family. She used to joke

  that she did find Dad’s transformation quite worrying in one way – the family resemblance meant that it was just like looking in the mirror! Their brother David, the JR Ewing brother,

  was a totally different character. He was very disapproving. So who knows what lies behind Dad’s behaviour?




  My own spin on it is that Dad was very frustrated when he had to leave university and go and work in the family business, so he looked elsewhere to express his flair and intelligence. After all,

  he went from being a potential economics graduate, who could have gone on to do a number of interesting things, to being a sales rep. He needed some kind of expressive outlet and found it in these

  performances. His work life was unfulfilling, so he threw himself into his social life.




  By the time I was a teenager, it had become a regular thing for me to see Dad dressed as a woman. I didn’t consider it to be in any way strange. When an insurance man came to the house one

  day with some papers for Dad to sign, I let him in and asked him to wait. ‘He’ll be down in a minute,’ I said. ‘He’s just getting ready before he goes off to do a

  charity night.’




  I failed to mention that he was getting dressed up as Dolly Parton, though, so when Dolly walked down the stairs, the poor insurance man nearly had a fit! He started backing into a corner with a

  look of total horror on his face. Typically, Dad behaved as if there were nothing unusual about the situation and sat down to sign the forms with his legs wide open, probably forgetting that he was

  wearing a dress. The guy couldn’t get out of our house fast enough!




  Dad wasn’t dressing up in a transvestite way, though. Ninety-eight per cent of transvestites are heterosexual men who feel the need to relax by wearing women’s clothes, but

  that’s not what it’s all about for Dad. I once asked him if there was anything like that behind it and he said, ‘I promise I would tell you if there was.’ He didn’t

  have a need to wear women’s clothes; he just loved the transformation, the show element of it and the shock value.




  I was so accustomed to it as I was growing up that if I was showing photos of my family to someone, I’d be just as happy to show the pictures of Dad in drag as the ones where he was

  dressed normally. It was just my dad in drag, so what? Debbie, on the other hand, was not so keen on showing those photos. She and I have always been very different. We share the same sense of

  humour and we absolutely worship and adore each other, but she didn’t inherit the wicked gene that I have.




  About four years ago, I was asked by a magazine to do a piece about where I grew up. The magazine got in touch with the lovely couple who now live at the house in Woodleigh Road to see if

  they’d let us look around. It was fantastic to go back with Mum, Dad and Debbie. My husband Tim and son Louis came too.




  It was fascinating to look over the house again. Structurally, it was pretty much the same, but it looked so much more modern. I realised that the shrubbery outside the house, which had seemed

  like a forest when I was little, was only about 10 foot by 10 foot. As we went upstairs, I remembered being terrified of the Old Mother Hubbard wallpaper on my original bedroom wall. For some

  reason, rather than redecorate the room with something pink and pretty, my parents moved me in with Debbie. We shared a bedroom for the next nine years.




  Even the airing cupboard brought back memories – of the day my Number 6 cigarettes were discovered hidden under some towels. I’ll never forget Dad holding them up and saying,

  ‘And whose are these?’




  I made up something up on the spot. ‘They’re Susan’s,’ I blurted out.




  ‘And who is Susan?’




  ‘Er—’




  I wasn’t going to admit that my best friend Kathryn and I used to go and get cigarettes from the Wine Bin for Mrs Ross across the road, back when shopkeepers sold fags to children if they

  said they were buying them for an adult. We were about ten years old when we started smoking Consulates and we moved on to Number 6s when we were eleven. As someone who is still a social smoker,

  aged fifty-one, I rue the day that I ever started!




  Kathryn and I had several ways of looking ‘grown-up’. One way involved nicking the pointy cones that Mum inserted into her bra to give her some shape. We’d each put one cone up

  our jumper and drape our coats over the side that didn’t have a bump. Then we’d light a ciggie and stand around thinking that people would assume we were adults. After one of these

  sessions, I went home, thinking, ‘Ah ha! I’ll hide the fags in the airing cupboard!’




  Although I didn’t admit the cigarettes were mine, I was grounded anyway. Dad was really quite strict; one look from him was enough to terrorise Debbie and me, which is how it should be. We

  never misbehaved in company. To this day, Dad goes absolutely mad when he sees other people’s children running amok in people’s houses and the parents simply laughing it off.

  ‘What has he smashed now? A treasured china ornament? Oh well, ha ha, kids will be kids!’




  Mum and Dad only ever wanted the best for us. Debbie and I were mad about horses, so one day, when I was nine and she was six, they surprised us by driving us to Murton House Riding School and

  signing us up for riding lessons. We lived and breathed Murton House after that, even going there on the days when we didn’t have lessons. Our life felt like one long round of gymkhanas,

  horse shows and winning rosettes. For the next few years, I asked repeatedly, ‘Can I have a pony? Can I have a pony?’ I put signs on the door saying things like, ‘If I get a pony,

  I promise I’ll never ask for a Christmas or birthday present again.’




  When I was twelve, I was allowed to go into Whitley Bay on the bus with Kathryn. Sometimes I had to take Debbie too, which is the last thing you want at that age, when you’re trying to be

  grown-up. I used to get a right cob on that I always had to have my snotty little sister in tow. She always seemed to be covered in jam and was constantly telling tales on me to Mum and Dad.




  We would go to the tea room at Ryles, the department store, for a cup of tea. How sophisticated! I was that kind of girl; I used to wrap my towel into a turban after washing my hair and sit in

  front of the mirror, elegantly inhaling and exhaling on a biro, in imitation of my mum. She made everything look cool. Now, of course, I think how uncool it was!




  On our way back from Ryles one afternoon, we got to the end of Woodleigh Road and saw a crowd gathered around our garden. I was scared, my heart racing; I bolted up the road to see what the

  commotion was all about. To my amazement and joy, there was a horse in the garden! Dad had bought it from a pal, Tony Ingham, and it had cost him something like a hundred pounds, which was a lot of

  money then. All the neighbours had come out to have a look at it.




  They were heady days that followed. I lived and breathed that horse, who was called Sam. There was no green-belt area nearby, so he was stabled about three miles away at Dobbinson’s Farm

  and I thought nothing of walking to his stables every day after school. My mum waved me off without a care too; children enjoyed a wonderful freedom back in those days. It’s so different now,

  even though we know that the statistics haven’t changed. Just as many children were murdered or snatched then as now, yet I nearly have a nervous breakdown if my son Matthew isn’t back

  when he’s supposed to be, and he’s twenty. My Mum does too, which is ironic considering how relaxed she used to be about me being out and about!




  How blissful life was then. In my memory, the sun was always shining on the hay bales and the evenings were light and balmy. I’ve obviously forgotten about the dark winter nights when I

  trudged all that way to the stables through the mud in my wellies. Although Sam was shared, in my mind he was really mine. Poor Debbie – she was always relegated to the back of the saddle and

  she had a constant bruise on her fou-fou because I insisted on going too fast! I hardly ever let her have a go at the front. She used to get so frustrated with my bossy, older-sister ways that Mum

  gave her a cushion, so that when she wanted to punch me, she could punch the cushion instead. To this day, I think that if she still had a cushion like that, she would use it!




  Aged thirteen, I would think nothing of getting up at four in the morning to plait Sam’s mane and tail, before walking for hours to get to the nearest gymkhana. We didn’t have horse

  boxes – I don’t think Sam ever went in a horse box – so I walked some really long distances, up to twelve miles. It took ages, but I didn’t care. I was just absolutely

  besotted with the whole thing. I began to enter better shows and do well at higher levels, especially the jumping section. At one point, I even considered riding professionally.




  But then adolescence galloped over the horizon and my dreams of emulating Elizabeth Taylor in National Velvet crashed into the fence. Suddenly all I cared about was boys and drama. It was

  time for Sam to go back to his farm.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  When I was ten, I started to question why we didn’t go to church when I knew several of my friends did. Granny’s family, on my mother’s side, were Catholic

  and I had been baptised a Catholic. But I think it was only a gesture to please Granny because I certainly wasn’t raised a Catholic. Mum and Dad weren’t churchgoers. Actually, although

  Granny was religious, she didn’t go to church much either. When Mum’s sister Jill went off to become a nun, Granny was quite horrified because she felt she was losing her daughter to

  the convent.




  ‘Well, if you want to go to church, go to church,’ Mum said placidly. ‘It’s just down the road. Go and introduce yourself.’ So off I trotted the following Sunday,

  taking Debbie with me. We went every week for the next two years after that. We found the Bible stories very interesting and loved the church ballroom-dancing events. I was very keen on the boy I

  was partnered with; he was definitely an incentive for regular attendance.




  Being one of those girls who wasn’t backwards in coming forwards, I was always interested in boys. I started kissing boys when I was about nine, although it wasn’t until I was eleven

  that I had my first boyfriend, Paul Bean. My sister was going out with Paul’s younger brother, Sidney, so we were going out with the Beans – Mr Bean and his brother. They both had blond

  crew cuts and looked like proper little scallies. I was madly in love with Paul Bean. I can’t honestly tell you that I recall the outcome of the relationship, but I do remember that he was

  really fit! However, I naughtily snogged somebody else at the church disco when he wasn’t there, so I wasn’t completely faithful to him.




  My churchgoing days ended when I told Mum that I didn’t agree with medicine anymore. ‘Why’s that, then?’ she asked.




  ‘The church says it’s wrong,’ I replied.




  ‘Really?’ she said in astonishment.




  It turned out that we had taken the wrong turning and ended up at the Christian Science church by mistake! Of course, we didn’t know the difference. And all that time, Mum had thought we

  were going to the Catholic church.




  Which meant that I knew absolutely nothing about Catholicism when I started at La Sagesse convent school at eleven years of age. Mum and Dad had thought the local comprehensive wasn’t

  right for me and decided to look into private schools. They picked La Sagesse partly because you got a half-price deal if your child was Catholic. Of course, nobody said anything about being a

  practising Catholic. Oh, the horror of going to chapel and not knowing how to say a Hail Mary! Mary who?




  Then there was communion. I’d never taken my first communion, so I just had to copy the others. I didn’t have the nerve to say, ‘I don’t know how to do this.’ So it

  was a case of ‘Please don’t make me go first! Do you chew this stuff or swallow it whole?’ I had to fake being a Catholic and was constantly in detention saying hundreds of Hail

  Marys that had very little meaning for me. Religion and I have never been very good bedfellows since.




  I hated that school, even though it was very highly thought of. I didn’t enjoy being in an all-female environment and it was very strict. We were supposed to wear straw boaters in the

  summer and I was always in detention for not wearing mine. Within months of being there, I developed a phobia of maths. Even now, I get sweaty palms at the thought of adding up and I still

  can’t do my times tables. It doesn’t come naturally to me. I used to vomit before double maths because I was so intimidated by it. When something doesn’t compute at all,

  it’s scary. I’d get 86 per cent for French, but just 10 per cent for maths. To make things worse, the nuns just told me off rather than trying to help me.




  When I was eleven, Welch’s Toffees started to lose money. Dad took over two hairdressing salons in an attempt to diversify, even though he had no knowledge of the workings of hairdressing

  salons whatsoever. They had proper old hairdryers and smelled of perm lotion. Mum oversaw them for a while and used to make Debbie and me have our hair done there. We’ve got a clip of old

  cine film that shows us both looking like Margaret Thatcher! We loved going to the salon for all the gossip and intrigue we could pick up from the customers.




  Vincent’s Hair Fashions turned out to be quite a short-lived enterprise and as things grew worse at Welch’s Toffees, Mum decided to go back to work. Prudhoe Hospital was her first

  port of call and she was welcomed back there as a psychiatric nurse. She worked with dangerously high-grade patients and she used to come home black and blue sometimes. She worked nights because

  she was quite nocturnal, and was sometimes running two wards at the same time. Meanwhile, Dad continued to work for Welch’s and my parents never revealed to me or Debbie that there were money

  troubles.




  Prudhoe Hospital was quite a way from our house and Mum decided that she was ready to leave the coast. So we upped sticks and moved across the river to a lovely house in the village of

  Ebchester, near Consett, County Durham, where Mum and Dad still live today. We’d been to see lots of houses and when we eventually drove up to this house, Debbie and I walked in and said,

  ‘We can’t afford this, though, can we?’ It looked like a picture-book cottage and somehow seemed out of our league. I think it cost around £4,500.




  This was quite an unsettling period for me. I now had to travel miles to get to school, but much worse was leaving behind all my friends at the coast. Perhaps this was responsible for my first

  unfortunate encounter with alcohol, aged thirteen, the night my new best friend Christine and I were asked to babysit her baby cousin. Feeling very grown-up, we decided to raid the drinks cabinet

  and have ourselves a small gin and tonic. I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t know when to stop and we drank the house dry. The next thing I knew, I was in my bed at home with a bucket in

  front of me.




  My parents had received a call from the baby’s parents, who had come in to find me collapsed unconscious on the floor. What a fright that must have been! Mum and Dad came rushing down to

  collect me. They weren’t sure whether or not to take me to hospital to have my stomach pumped, but I vomited so much as I was coming round that they thought it was probably unnecessary. I

  heard my mum say, ‘All right, not tonight, tomorrow!’ Clearly, my dad was about to give me a bollocking, but I wasn’t in a fit state to receive one.




  Hangovers are bad enough as an adult, but they’re even worse when you are thirteen and have been drinking gin and whisky to the point of collapse. The next day, Dad very calmly told me

  that I might easily have died. My punishment was to walk the mile down to the house where I had been babysitting and apologise to the baby’s parents. It was hell: I was sick every three

  yards! Every time I drive along that stretch of road, that particular memory comes flooding back. After that, I was grounded for a month. Sadly, it didn’t put me off alcohol for good, which

  that kind of bad experience can do for some people. However, it certainly put me off for a while and I was never a massive teen drinker.




  By now I was so miserable at La Sagesse that I pleaded with my parents to let me try for the nearby Consett Grammar School, where several of my new friends went. Eventually they relented. So

  after two years with the nuns, I moved to Consett, which I absolutely loved. I still hated maths, though. I was terrified of Mr Todd, my maths teacher. He was a great believer in mental arithmetic

  and always picked on me in class to add something up on the spot because he knew it was my big fear. Consett Grammar was generally much more relaxed than La Sagesse, though.




  I went through a skinhead phase just after this, although there is no photographic evidence of it, unfortunately, and Mum always denies it happened. It was purely a fashion thing, just following

  the pack, as you do in your mid teens, my gang at that time being Christine’s friends from the secondary school. When I went out and had a feather cut I thought I looked so cool but my father

  was totally appalled. ‘Go and buy a wig!’ he told me.




  Mum and Dad wouldn’t buy me a Crombie coat initially, so I wore my Sta-Prest flat-fronted trousers with my black riding jacket and a red hanky in the pocket, along with my Ben Sherman

  shirt with a pleat down the back, electric-pink or electric-green socks and loafers. God, it was so tragic! I wore a lot of heavy black eyeliner and listened to pop reggae, Motown and northern

  soul. My friends and I were the antithesis of ‘the hairies’, who liked rock and played air guitar.




  Thankfully, there were boys at Consett Grammar, and boys were of huge interest to me. By now, I had snogged with tongues for the first time, with Andrew Thorpe, or Drew, as he was called. We had

  a right old tumble in a barn that I’ll never, ever forget. Then, for my fourteenth birthday, I begged Mum and Dad to go to the pub and let me have my friends around on my own. They agreed to

  go out for about two hours, but insisted that Debbie stayed at home. She was eleven, so it was a nightmare for me. I remember being on the settee, snogging Tommy Henderson, and as I came up for

  air, Debbie was standing over me saying, ‘What pub are Mum and Dad in? Because I’m telling!’ She was a right little snitch. If only I’d known at the time that she’d

  won a snogging competition with Rory Mourn at her school!




  Later that year, I fell in love for the first time, with Simon Robertson, who was the vicar’s son and lived in the vicarage in Shotley Bridge. Simon and his friends Rob and Graham were the

  cool guys in the sixth form at Consett. They always looked so sexy in their biology lab coats. Attracting Simon’s attention was extremely flattering because it’s not necessarily that

  cool to be with a fourteen-year-old girl when you’re sixteen. I absolutely adored him and there began the first great love affair of my life. Well, apart from my time with Paul Bean, that

  is!




  Simon was quite folky and so I got into folk music too – which really upset my skinhead friends. His mum Audrey was in a group called The Potter’s Wheel and I was always going off to

  the Barley Mow in Newcastle to listen to bearded singers in Aran jumpers with their fingers in their ears. Some of my happiest teenage memories are of sitting in the bay window at Simon’s

  house listening to him play his dulcimer, which he held across his knee. He was madly into Cat Stevens, and so began my lifelong love of Cat Stevens. Any time I hear ‘Moonshadow’

  I’m transported back to being with Simon.




  There was a prep room at the back of the biology lab and one day, while I was in biology, Simon walked into the lab and put a rose in my Bunsen burner, in front of everybody. It was quite cool

  of him to do that in front of a whole gang of fourteen-year-olds and I glowed with pride and pleasure. Unfortunately, he didn’t realise that, because he called me ‘Pet’, his

  friends had written ‘Big Pet, Little Pet’ on the back of his lab coat. How embarrassing!




  The first time I remember my heart really aching was when my parents took Debbie and me to stay in Rodney Bewes’s beautiful cottage in Cadgwith, in Cornwall. I have a couple of photos of

  me standing near my parents and Debbie, looking forlornly over the sea. I wished the days away, desperately missing Simon. When Mum and Dad found out about a local barn dance and took me there to

  cheer me up, I just did that teenage thing and sat in the corner, sulking, because they had dragged me away from Simon. I must have been a nightmare. All I could think about was how I would never,

  ever be so in love again in my entire life!




  Debbie and I still have strong memories of that holiday in Cadgwith. We went back there a few years ago, having droned on to our husbands for years about our wonderful holidays in Cornwall. You

  know how it is when your partner hasn’t been somewhere before and you are boring them to death with reminiscences. ‘Oh Debbie, do you remember—?’ Then I’d say to Tim,

  ‘This is where we went to the barn dance. This is where we watched the fishermen.’ Our partners kept saying, ‘For God’s sake, shut up! Let’s go for a pint.’




  I vividly remember what I was wearing the day we went home after that first holiday in Cornwall: a pair of blue, flared, cotton trousers – or loons, as we called them – with a pink

  pony patch that I’d stitched on the back, and clogs with ridiculously high platform wedges. I was nicely tanned and my hair was up and really wispy from going in the sea a lot. I met up with

  Simon at Shotley Bridge and was nearly sick with excitement. I can still recall the smell of the aftershave he was wearing that day! I was wearing Charlie.




  I didn’t actually lose my virginity to him, but we did pretty much everything else. The relationship went on for a blissful two years until I was sixteen. Then Nana, my father’s mum,

  became poorly and I went to visit her. When I arrived back, Simon picked me up in his car, took me to a layby near the infant school at Shotley Bridge and finished with me. That’s the first

  and only time I’ve ever been finished with. I was absolutely devastated. I hadn’t been expecting it at all.




  He didn’t say, ‘I don’t love you anymore’ or anything like that. It was more like, ‘We should move on’ or ‘It’s not working anymore.’ I

  think now that it was because he was going away to college and it was the sensible thing for any eighteen-year-old guy to do in the circumstances, but obviously I didn’t have that kind of

  perspective at the time. I can remember exactly what I was wearing that day as well: a black maxi velour skirt with pink flowers on it that I’d made out of that appalling material

  you’re given in sewing class at school. No wonder he finished with me!




  I cried buckets over Simon – not in front of him, but on my own, listening to the Nilsson song ‘Without You’ in my bedroom. Only it wasn’t the Nilsson version, it was a

  sound-alike cover from one of those Top of the Pops albums, the ones that always had a girl on the front wearing hot pants. I had a whole collection of them. I couldn’t wait to get

  each new one when it came out.




  I was heartbroken, but as is my wont, I very quickly turned my attentions to Rob Taylor, one of Simon’s best friends. It wasn’t about teaching Simon a lesson or getting my revenge

  because that’s not in my nature. Possibly there was an element of rebound to it, but really it was because suddenly I was a free agent and I fancied somebody else. I remember lusting after

  Rob intensely. Most of my day at school was spent looking at the timetable to work out when he would be coming out of the library. My stomach would flip over when I saw him. Being a sixth-former,

  he wasn’t an easy catch.




  When I went to see Rob play Puck in the school production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, I was just blown away. ‘If there is a heaven on earth, this is it,’ I thought, as

  I watched him up on stage, covered in gold paint. Not only did I fall in love with him all over again, but I fell for the production. We weren’t a theatre-going family, so watching a play was

  a fantastic new experience for me. All I had seen until then was the occasional panto and gang show.




  ‘Why don’t you come and audition for the next production?’ asked Terry Cudden, the drama teacher, when the play ended. It was the first time I had even thought about

  acting.




  The next school play was Finian’s Rainbow, which coincidentally was also the first play my husband Tim appeared in at school. Without any experience of drama at all, I auditioned

  and got the part of Susan the Silent, who has to speak through dance for most of the play, until at the very end she says, ‘I love you’. Unfortunately, I dried on my one line! There was

  a long silence and suddenly I realised that it was my cue! Funnily enough, Tim also had a bit of a disaster with his acting debut. He was playing a little black boy, and in those days you blacked

  up, but he forgot to put any make-up on his legs. So he was black from his head to his waist, and then had these skinny white legs poking out of his shorts!




  This sounds so naff, but it felt as if a light had gone on in my life when I appeared in Finian’s Rainbow. From that moment onwards, I lived and breathed drama at school, completely

  and utterly. When I went back to Consett Grammar to film a documentary in 2008, I started to cry when I walked into the school hall, which I hadn’t seen since the day I left. It still looked

  and smelled exactly the same! ‘Oh my God,’ I thought, ‘if it wasn’t for this hall, the whole trajectory of my life would be completely different.’ I felt overcome with

  nostalgia and gratitude.
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