



  [image: cover]




  

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.









  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  





  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2013


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © 2013 by Amanda Holden




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Amanda Holden to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents

  Act, 1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  The author and publishers have made all reasonable efforts to contact copyright-holders for permission, and apologise for any omissions or errors in the form of credits given.

  Corrections may be made to future printings.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book


  is available from the British Library




  Hardback ISBN: 978-1-47112-575-1


  Trade Paperback ISBN: 978-1-47112-573-7


  eBook ISBN: 978-1-47112-572-0




  Typeset by M Rules


  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  





  To my precious girls, Lexi and Hollie.




  This book is for you. I want you to be able to read it when you are bigger and make different choices to your Mama.




  You know I love you both to the moon and back but here – in black and white – is the life I led before you changed it for the better.




   




  Mama xxx
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  Prologue




  ‘Dare to be happy,’ I tell myself.




  On my knee, baby Hollie gurgles happily, safe in my arms. To an outsider watching us building sandcastles on the beach, I know we must look like the perfect little family – Mama, Dada,

  Lexi and baby Hollie, enjoying the sunshine. Little do those people know what we had to endure to get here, but one thing the last year has taught me is that every family has its own quiet story,

  that things aren’t always as they seem.




  This is my ‘happy place’ – Shutters hotel in sunny Santa Monica. The rooms here are small and overpriced, but this beach, this vast expanse of sand, is literally what dreams

  are made of. The one where my miraculous little family – Chris, my darling husband, and my two beautiful girls, Lexi, six, and Hollie, six months – are playing together now and where we

  are finally a complete family.




  In my head, it’s never not sunny here and nothing changes – the dining room with its retro diner booths, the crisp white tablecloths and the hotel’s happy hour frozen

  margaritas with salt around the rim. (I remember how one of my midwives, Jackie, knew I was craving a margarita all through my pregnancy with Hollie. On the day I went into hospital she sneaked a

  cocktail mix into the fridge in my room so we could finally celebrate my long-awaited baby. We had no idea that the margarita would have to wait a long time until after my precious daughter was

  born and we were both safe . . .)




  We come to our home here every year. It’s full of memories. I’ve holidayed here for five years and during every pregnancy – I have pictures of me and my best friend Jane, bump

  to bump, two years previously. Memories that are precious, but also incredibly painful.




  I have craved this moment for nearly six months, and now, as the sun starts to set, I pull on my shades, scoop up Hollie Rose Hughes (HRH) and head back to the hotel. My feet are bare and the

  sand is boiling hot, making me dance like I’m on hot coals like a nutter across the beach. I look like a total wreck and hope there are no paps to ruin this moment, when I am just like every

  other mother.




  I burst into the dining room, as glamorous as Worzel Gummidge with my hair in a windswept blonde Afro. The room is full of perfectly coiffed women with big LA blowdries and the snooty

  receptionist, as always, looks down her nose at me and only barely lets me in. I sit at my usual table, Hollie on my lap. After three years and three pregnancies I smile into my baby’s

  blue-green eyes. Behind my shades, tears start to fall freely down my face and I finally allow myself to let go and feel some joy. God, I’m so happy.




  Hollie stares at me intently, wondering what the splashes are that fall on to her chubby cheeks. She’s not used to seeing Mama cry. It’s as if she can see right into my heart and

  beyond.




  The yellow light pouring into the dining room gives the afternoon an Instagram glow and I gaze out across the beach. The events and tragedies of the past few years feel like an out-of-body

  experience and every time I have, apparently, bounced back – smile on my face, one-liner at the ready – to business as usual. I’m finally a mother of two and I have a longed-for

  sibling for my gorgeous elder daughter Lexi. I never wanted the age difference – it used to break my heart watching her play alone on holidays, or taking my hand and shyly asking if I could

  introduce her to nearby children. ‘Stay with me, Mama, until I get used to it,’ she’d say. Of course, I needn’t have worried so much. Lexi is so happy. Being an only child

  for so long has given her an inventive and imaginative mind. She is robust and creative, and old enough now to be my nappy slave! She is the big sister of HRH and my little helper, and it’s

  amazing to watch them together. Hollie cannot take her eyes away from Lexi and laughs at everything she does. They are so connected.




  Chrispy – my pet name for him as his mail is always addressed to Chris P. (Paul) Hughes – has stood by my side and shared every atom of the pain and joy we have endured. He hates any

  public attention – I still can’t believe he married me! – and he has carried us through every storm, giving up so much of his privacy along the way.




  Hollie catches hold of a strand of my hair and studies it. I hug her closely – hoping she won’t tug too hard and pull one of my extensions out. I risked everything to have her and

  she is so worth it.




  I felt like I’d been away from myself for so long but our weeks in California have brought me back into my own skin. On this sundrenched shore, every ounce of who I am is beginning to soak

  back into me. I feel strong again, emotionally, mentally and physically. The laughter is back and the darkness is gone and I feel back to my naughty self, full of bad jokes and mischief. Chris had

  said I was beginning to be stubborn and argumentative once more. He never thought he’d be grateful for that – but that tenacity is what saved my life, and now for the first time I

  believe he’s right.




  My forty-one years have been filled to the brim – with laughter, hope, despair and, now, with happiness. At heart I am a risk-taker although I confess to being less of one now – life

  has frightened me a bit. Because the truth is that when you nearly die all you can think about is dying. It’s not easily shaken from your mind. You look around at all the good things –

  the sun, the landscapes, the flowers in your garden, the blue sky, your children – and the shadow passes over you as you remember those words. You nearly died, Amanda . . .




  It’s a big thing to be asked to write a book. To go back and delve into the corners of your mind and pull out memories you thought lost. Private things you never thought you would share

  even with close friends may now be read by the world. Watching my family playing freely and happily on that boiling hot beach in Los Angeles that day, I decide it might be a good thing to do. I

  decide that I will write it for my girls – to them. The thought of very nearly not being here to actually tell them in person is never going to leave me, so I am going to turn it into a

  positive force and give them my story so far, so they can know. In years to come, when I am old and cracked (Lexi uses this phrase to describe wrinkles), I will pick up this book and read it to my

  grandchildren.




  So I do what I’ve always done when I’m happy. I start to sing:




  

    

      Hollie Rose has got ten toes, got ten toes, got ten toes;




      Hollie Rose has got ten toes and a tiny button nose.


    


  




  With lyrics like that, I think Adele’s safe!




  





  Chapter 1




  The Lying, the Kitsch and the Wardrobe




  It always annoys me how everyone goes on about being ‘urban’ – especially people in the media. I mean, what’s that all

  about? It’s like you’re a better celebrity if you come from a hard impoverished background; that if you throw on a hoody and an accent it will make you more famous, or prove

  you’re cool and authentic.




  Well, I’ve never tried to be anything I’m not. But appearances can be deceptive. Although I have a posh accent, am very camp and don’t wear sportswear (hoodies don’t suit

  me – but I am quite partial to a bit of Juicy Couture), the house where I grew up in Bishop’s Waltham was a modern housing estate home. Back then it was a really sweet, suburban,

  well-kept neighbourhood that people took pride in (all the houses were painted different colours, the mums had a babysitting circle and we’d think nothing of popping next door for a cup of

  sugar), but these days it’s a lot more run down – I even saw a burnt-out car there on my last visit. So I guess if ‘urban’ is where it’s at, that makes me more

  ‘urban’ than most!




  That house was the last place you’d expect to find a ginormous old mahogany wardrobe with dressing table to match. They were right out of the war – I think we’d inherited them

  from my mum’s Auntie Lotty. But the wardrobe was a brilliant hiding place. I used to creep inside and pretend one side was my mum and one side was my biological father Frank (more of him

  later; all you need to know now is, after all the drama and soap-style storylines he has created in our family, we call him ‘Fraaaaank’ – after Frank Butcher from EastEnders

  – and for dramatic effect do the EastEnders drum riff whenever he’s mentioned. Dooff dooff dooff dooff dooff derder doooff!). With the door closed, I’d have

  ‘chats’ to him and my mum. As I look back, I’m fascinated about why I did this, because the irony is that Mum always had time for us and was around to talk to in person back

  then.




  Mum was always playing when we were small, and she gave me and my sister Debbie a lot of freedom. We were as close as sisters could be. I mean, I had the usual older sister jealousy where I

  would have rules and the same wouldn’t apply to Debbie at the same age, but we were only fifteen months apart, and growing up we always played together. We looked after our dollies together

  (all mine were called Claire, for some reason) – Mum used to stand outside our bedroom door and listen to us playing with them and doing all their voices. We played at being grown-ups

  together, when I’d hang a tablecloth over the dining-room table to make a house and tell everyone who walked past to ‘shhh’ so they didn’t wake the dollies. And we took

  bubble baths together – Mum would turn the light off and let the streetlight cast the bathroom in orange light. Mum was really relaxed back then and didn’t mind us making a mess –

  she even let us bury her crockery in the garden. She says now it was to keep us quiet, but I’m not sure I’d go to those lengths with my girls now . . .! We once dug up a forgotten

  stainless-steel teapot buried who knows when and gave it to my grandad for his birthday (he must have been thrilled). Long days playing out would always end with hearing her call us from the house,

  ‘Debbie, Amanda! Come in, your tea’s ready!’




  Mum never let on how poor we were when I was a little girl and, at the time, I had no idea. Even though we didn’t have a father around much at first, I think of my childhood as blissful

  and blessed. Mum was very proud and worked hard to keep it all together. She found jobs packing straw and dog food and later became a secretary at an engineering firm – she even rented out

  the box room for a bit of extra cash. She often went without herself so we didn’t have to, even sometimes not eating. There were very few mod cons in our house – we had one of those old

  school top-loading washing tubs that you had to turn yourself, and Mum made all our mince by hand, using a mincing machine. She’d put the meat in one end with one hand and turn the handle

  with the other, and it would come out like a pile of worms!




  Mum was a creative and thrifty cook – even now she’ll look into what I would consider an empty fridge and make something out of it! – and could rustle up loads of things with

  braising steak or mince. We would have a Sunday roast every week (I loved the smell and the way the heat of the oven steamed up the windows because it meant I could draw pictures with my fingers in

  the condensation) but she wasn’t really into making puddings, other than the odd apple crumble. I remember I used to stand on a chair and ‘help’ her make it – which

  generally consisted of me eating all the skin off the cooking apples. (Lexi does the same thing now. She’ll eat the skin, though not because she likes it – she just likes the history of

  it!) Mum used to try and peel them all in one go and I’d make a wish if she managed it without a break. But crumbles were a special treat. Mostly she’d say, ‘If you’re still

  hungry then you can fill up with bread and jam.’




  Every summer we helped bring in some extra money by picking strawberries, apples, blackberries and pretty much anything else that could be picked. I’m not sure how profitable it was for

  the farmer, though, as we operated on a ‘one for the punnet and one for me’ basis. Those were some of the happiest times of my life: endless summers of red-stained fingers.




  Unlike Mum, Frank was hardly ever there. He was a petty officer in the Navy and between visits I couldn’t really remember what he looked like. In fact, Debbie has no memories of him at

  all. There wasn’t a single photograph of him around the house and when he wasn’t there the only proof that he actually lived there were three scratch marks in the bath Mum said

  he’d made with his watch while climbing into the tub. I’d sometimes trace the line of them with my fingers when I was having a bubble bath. There was also a large iridescent shell that

  he’d brought back from a trip to the Far East, which sat in the middle of our glass coffee table and which I’d put to my ear to listen to the sea and imagine faraway lands. But for us,

  Frank’s long absences were normal and I suppose the novelty was when he was around. For Mum, it must have just been a whole world of pain.




  Mum and Frank had met when he was a handsome naval officer (all the nice girls love a sailor!). She had had a loving but repressive upbringing and has since admitted she was looking for a way to

  escape when she became pregnant with me. They rushed into marriage and with so little time together who knows how well they even knew each other? They were both so young.




  Not that Frank’s early life had been a bed of roses. Frank’s mother died when he was a baby. His older sister Joan was expected to look after them all – including him and his

  twin – but she refused. Instead, she dared to choose to get married and have a life of her own, and so for a while he and his five siblings were put into care and Joan became the black sheep

  of the family. Mum says now that she was actually the only normal one, and certainly the only one of them who ever gave my mum any support. Frank’s father, who was from Liverpool, worked as a

  banjo player and later a psychiatric nurse. His female colleague at the hospital had a married sister who offered to foster Frank and his twin sister. He later married his colleague (another nurse)

  but never took Frank and his twin sister back to live with him and his new wife. Early in the 1990s, his second wife died. Later he became engaged, but before he could marry committecd suicide.

  Shortly afterwards, his fiancée committed suicide as well. That wasn’t a happy background to have come from.




  It must have been so hard for Mum, coping with two little girls, all the financial pressures of bringing up a family on a paltry income and an absent husband who, when he was home,

  spent all his available cash on booze and was only focused on where his next drink was coming from. Not only that, but he was impossible to live with in every way. He would leave home for hours at

  a time, often staying out all night and returning drunk the next day. I was shocked to find out while writing this book just how awful life was for my mother with him as her husband, but she is

  reluctant to discuss that even now. It’s incredible to me that she managed to keep this hidden from me and my sister so well, and that we weren’t aware or affected in any way by it. It

  must have been a huge strain on her.




  One day, however, after Frank stayed out for a couple of nights, it all got too much even for Mum. She told him she needed a break and went to stay with her parents in Gloucester for the weekend

  (she must have been desperate, to leave me and my sister behind). I don’t have any recollection of her being away but I do remember how pleased I was when she came home – and her face

  as I ran down the garden path and into her arms. She looked horrified. We were unwashed and dirty, in the same clothes she’d left us in. Mum told me later that the house – which was

  normally spotless – was full of my father’s drunken mates, empty bottles and cigarette stubs everywhere. But even after that, I don’t really remember my parents’ marriage

  breaking down or remember them arguing much. It shows what a strong woman Mum is that she kept so much from us.




  One of my strongest memories of Frank is the way he always smelled of alcohol. And the day I think he left. In my memory, I am bouncing happily on my bed. My bedspread was brown with large white

  daisies with orange centres and I’d invented a game where I had to avoid the flowers. (I used to kneel on that bedspread in the late summer light when I was supposed to be in bed and watch my

  mum walking up and down in the front garden, mowing the lawn with our old hand mower. She took care to avoid the orange African marigolds, the only plants other than grass – they were cheap

  and they grew fast!) But that day, somewhere downstairs, ‘Save All Your Kisses for Me’ by the Brotherhood of Man was playing so I was bouncing in time to the music when Mum came into

  the bedroom with Frank. I bounced into his arms for a cuddle and smelt the alcohol on his breath. Then he set me down without a word, turned around and walked out of the room.




  There are two sides to every story but I can only give mine. Frank was a drinker and craved what he thought was the high life. He loved his booze more than he loved us and abandoned his

  children, pure and simple. He may have been young but he left us with nothing – not that we had much to start with. Whatever tales he has since spun, that much is true. Frank moved a hundred

  miles away to Plymouth and never came to visit. Even though the court allowed him weekend access when Mum divorced him on the grounds of his unreasonable behaviour, he never bothered to come.




  One day a few years later, my sister and I were out riding our Tomahawk bikes (the cheap version of Choppers!) when a car stopped in our street and the driver beckoned us over. Mum had always

  warned us not to talk to strangers but for some reason we didn’t think twice about this one. He was sitting in the driver’s seat smoking a cigarette with a woman at his side. He rolled

  down his window and smiled.




  ‘Hello, girls. Do you know who I am?’




  We shook our heads.




  ‘I’m your dad.’




  I looked at Frank but felt not a single flicker of emotion. I remember thinking, ‘So? What are you doing here?’




  He talked to us for a bit and introduced us to the woman next to him but it was all very one-sided. While he was talking, for some reason Debbie reached in through his open window, took some

  tissues from the dashboard and started cleaning his windscreen, dropping the dirty tissues on the grass verge as she wiped. I remember being really annoyed – not that she’d dropped the

  tissues, but that she’d cleaned the windscreen for him in the first place. We didn’t owe him anything! When he eventually drove off, we cycled home and ran into the house to tell my nan

  who was staying with us. ‘We’ve just seen Frank!’




  She stopped and stared at us for a moment and then she said, ‘That’s nice. Did he give you any sweeties?’




  I looked at Debbie and Debbie looked at me and we shook our heads. ‘No.’




  Nanny turned away knowingly and got on with her ironing while my sister and I stood there, our bubble burst. Maybe seeing Frank wasn’t so newsworthy after all, if we didn’t even get

  a single sweet out of him . . .




  After the divorce, he was rarely mentioned – unless I did something naughty. ‘Oh, you’re so like your father,’ Mum would say. Or, ‘That’s the Holden in

  you!’ Part of me felt ashamed, but part of me was curious to know more about my ‘bad’ heritage. But to Mum’s credit (and this is a miracle, as she isn’t normally one

  to hold her tongue) I don’t remember him being bad-mouthed at all, even though after they split he and his family totally abandoned her. The only one who stayed even vaguely in touch with her

  was my Auntie Joan. But at the time, Frank’s family left Mum absolutely on her own.




  Not that Mum let on any of this to us. In fact – on the surface, anyhow – life carried on pretty much as usual after he left. Our neighbourhood was embroiled in gang warfare (see, I

  told you I was urban) – girls v boys – and it was serious stuff. Us girls had our own den in the fields behind our estate, in a hollowed-out area behind a bush, with everything we

  needed including rocks for seats and useful items made out of twigs. Everything was neat as a pin. I was like Martha Stewart with OCD – I even swept the bush clean! But I was also a bit of a

  tomboy and I made my own bows and arrows out of pampas grass and string.




  The gang warfare ended with my first marriage (not many people know that I’m technically now on my third). It was to Eric Austin from next door – since he was both available and

  handy – and took place in our back garden. I wore the frothy, lacy wedding dress that Mum had worn to marry Frank when she was pregnant with me and Debbie was a bridesmaid, in something pink,

  polyester and very definitely a fire hazard. (My poor sister – she had to go along with it. I was the older sister and very bossy.) It was the stuff of pre-school fairy tales, but the wedding

  was about so much more than just me and Eric. Our marriage ceremony brought together the two gang leaders and single-handedly ended the neighbourhood’s gang rivalry just like that.




  It was around then that I started gymnastics at a local club. I had to wear knickers and a vest to audition – Mum wouldn’t spend the money on a leotard until she was sure I’d

  got in. I was so embarrassed about it and refused to try out until she encouraged me to! After that, gymnastics became my life for the next ten years.




  But with Frank gone, Mum now had to juggle two or three jobs to make ends meet. I hated her leaving for work – I’d run after her to the back gate and scream for her to come back. The

  babysitter, Beryl, used to walk me back in and practise disco dancing with me to take my mind off it. Poor Mum, she must have felt wretched – and guilty. Even then, I could tell she was

  deeply unhappy. Debbie and I would go to bed at seven, just before Coronation Street (that theme tune still reminds me of bedtime) and then Mum would go to bed too. I could hear her crying

  through the bedroom wall and I’d get this sinking feeling in my heart, like I’d just gone down in a lift too fast. The weird thing is, I didn’t go in and comfort her or ask her

  what was wrong. I think I knew she’d be devastated that I knew. Instead, I hid under the covers so I couldn’t hear her any more. In the morning, I’d shower her with love and

  cuddles to try and make her unhappiness go away.




  From the moment he left Frank did little or nothing to help us and his departure left us even worse off than before – at one stage, money was so tight that we almost lost our home. My mum

  received a letter from the building society to say the mortgage hadn’t been paid for three months (Frank was supposed to pay), they were brilliant and let her pay those months off gradually

  and, eventually, the Navy deducted a certain amount of money from Frank’s salary each month




  I was always determined to make Mum smile whenever I could. Every time I ran an errand for her I’d buy her a cheap gift with the change. She always said how sweet I was to think of her but

  she told me years later she was gutted, because she needed the cash much more than some present from the corner shop. (I once stole a fruit salad from the penny chews from the same shop and proudly

  showed my mum. She was furious and marched me back to confess, even though I could barely see the lady over the cash register – but I apologised anyway!)




  But something had to give, even for a woman as strong as my mum. One day I went to the shop on the way home from school, like I always did, and the woman I vaguely knew behind the counter told

  me, ‘You’ll be coming home with me after school today, Amanda.’ I had no idea why, but I was a good girl, so I did as I was told until my mum’s parents, my nan and grandad,

  arrived to pick me up. They told me my mother had fainted in the shop and been taken to hospital. (It was only years later that I came to understand that it was actually a very different and

  heartbreaking story. Things had finally got too much for her. She hadn’t fainted at all. It was a huge cry for help that we have never talked about since. She must have been at her

  wits’ end to do that – she loved us so utterly.)




  Of course, Frank leaving must have affected both Debbie and me too, but I think it resonated with my sister a lot more profoundly than it did with me. Debbie and I are very different – Mum

  always says that at the first sign of trouble I will run into it and handle it, whereas Debbie will run away from it. I can remember Mum having to come and pick Debbie up from school because she

  was being bullied. And as a child, Debbie had nightmares about livers and kidneys – apparently this can mean you are suppressing feelings of anger – and would sleepwalk. She has since

  confessed that, even though we later had a great stepfather in my dad Les, when Frank left she felt this great loss and a huge hole in her life. I couldn’t comprehend what she meant –

  we never really knew him and were three and four when he left, so how could she miss him?




  Years later I now get it – but it took meeting someone that I love and having children myself. There IS a weird black hole that no amount of love can fill, and I realise I have searched to

  fill mine subsequently in relationships, as has Debbie (at the time of writing this, she still hasn’t been lucky). I then poured everything I had into my dreams and ambitions. I turned it

  into a positive, whereas Debbie has always seemed a little more lost.




  Back then, though, I guess hiding in the wardrobe in the darkness was somewhere I could be myself. Out in the real world, where I didn’t want to add to my mum’s problems, I felt like

  I had to plaster a smile on to my face so as not to upset her, that I should ignore my feelings and just get on with it.




  Little did I know that it would all prove to be a good grounding for the future. Or that a part of me would always feel that way . . .




  





  Chapter 2




  The Golden Years




  Mum worked so much that she had no choice but to leave us with her parents and we spent a lot of the school holidays with my grandparents at their

  house in Gloucester. They played a huge part in my upbringing, and some of my most treasured childhood memories are of things that happened with them. And some less treasured, too – like

  their stinky old cat, for example. There are many things you might like to think your parents named you after, but a mangy old maggot-ridden moggy with matted fur is probably not one of them.

  However, my mum did just that and chose to call me Amanda, the same name as Mandy, my nan’s ancient old cat. She says it was after a character in her favourite sitcom at the time, Not in

  Front of the Children, but I’m not so sure. (My sister, however, was named after the much more glamorous Debbie Reynolds!) The origins of my middle name, Louise, are slightly

  more salubrious – there’s supposed to be some French royalty (wishful thinking!), the Thomases, on my mother’s side dating back to one of the Louis kings. My nan says we have

  Gaelic blood and that both her father and grandfather were called Louis because of it. But whenever anyone calls me Mandy (Chris does it to be annoying and it has stuck) I think of that stinky

  cat.




  My nan and grandpa – known to us as ‘Papa’ – were lovely, honest, people, the kind who, if they made you a promise, kept it. They lived in a modest new house built not

  long after the war, a comfortable three-bedroom terrace house in the outskirts of Gloucester. I still think of it as my childhood home. It is immaculately kept by Nan, who is now in her nineties.

  The ornaments are still the same, as is the smell – a mix of polish and cooking. Their orange swirly carpet that I learned to crawl on was only changed recently. Upstairs the two little

  single beds Debbie and I used to sleep in have been replaced with just one, and a wardrobe – not big enough to hide in, but containing precious gifts we both made for my grandparents, which

  include handpainted plaster casts of Miss Piggy and Kermit and a knitting needle case! (Lexi loves to run upstairs to hold them and see what I did when I was her age – she enjoys nostalgia.)

  I used to love hiding in what seemed like huge conifers at the bottom of the garden, but now I realise they weren’t as big as I thought.




  Nan and Papa so obviously loved each other. I’d watch them dancing cheek-to-cheek or kissing as if they were never going to see each other again, even if one of them was just nipping down

  the shops.




  Papa was a Welshman, a director of a builder’s merchant and proud to be from working class – there were no fancy French connections for my Papa! He was very spoilt emotionally and

  grew up well-mannered but serious and a little bit self-important (his elder sister Lavinia had died at eighteen months so his mother became an overprotective worrier). He was tall with thin grey

  hair, which went thin from the age of twenty. He was handsome, with grey/blue eyes (and a ‘drinker’s nose’, which was odd as he was teetotal!). Like many men of his generation he

  always wore a tie and aftershave. He had some sort of nervous disorder before the war which left him blind in one eye and meant he couldn’t go to the front so he served in the pay corps

  instead. They gave him a medal but he handed it back because he didn’t think he deserved it.




  It was during the war that he met my nan. He walked into a café, saw her and told his friend, ‘That’s the girl I’m going to marry!’ When she left he ran down two

  flights of stairs to chase after her and ask her out. From that moment on, Nan was my Papa’s life – he adored her. It was all about my nan – he never even really wanted kids. He

  had his electric razor faithfully plugged into the wall of their bathroom, got up at the same time every morning and shaved in the bathroom – even after he retired – before splashing on

  his Old Spice. I’d wake up to the comforting buzz of his electric razor and the smell of his aftershave and know that life was alright.




  Papa was a huge influence on me and, without doubt, the person who nurtured my love of music – he was fanatical about it. He played record after record, although we were never allowed near

  his prized player. Like all Welshmen, he thought he had the best voice in the world (no one dared tell him he was a bloody terrible singer!). It was him who introduced me to opera, musicals,

  orchestral pieces and the Mormon Tabernacle Choir (which really wasn’t me – the clue’s in the title. I was too polite to say no . . .). He’d tape the tunes I liked the most

  on his reel-to-reel tape recorder, which was the height of technology then, and give me copies to take home. He’d also conduct Radio 4-style interviews with me in his thick Welsh accent that

  went something like:




  ‘So, Amanda, this is Jim Harrison from Gloucester on 5 April 1978. Are you happy to be at Nanny and Papa’s?’




  ‘I sure am, Papa!’




  ‘So, do you have a song for us today?’




  ‘Yes, Papa. Here it is.’ (Cue music and me singing . . .)




  ‘Well, that was a lovely song and a lovely tune. Thank you. This is Papa signing off.’




  If he ever made a mistake he’d say, ‘Ignore that bit. It’ll be OBLITERATED.’




  Mostly though, he was the quiet one and my nan was the sociable one. Any friends they had were her friends. My nan is very tactile and often saucy – always pinching your bum as you go up

  the stairs in front of her! She’s the life and soul of the party and at the centre of everything, dancing on tables. She was a strong, loving but strict mother to my mum and my Aunt Vivienne.

  I don’t mind saying, though, that Nan is also a pain in the arse and stubborn to the point of unreasonable. She’s from that generation who don’t want to be a burden or to make a

  fuss. She’s also opinionated and searingly – and often unnecessarily! – honest. She’ll say, ‘I’m sorry, I have to tell you . . .’ and you know it’s

  going to be something you don’t want to hear. I always think, ‘Why do you have to tell me, Nanny? I don’t need to know – I know it’s going to hurt my

  feelings!’




  We call Nan Mrs Bouquet, because she is so proper and a bit of a snob. She has always laid out all the breakfast things the night before – the place settings, vitamins, her pills and

  Papa’s pills – and she’d always tell me that you should make sure your husband saw you in lipstick first thing in the morning! Back in the day she would perch on the edge of

  Papa’s special seat at 11 o’clock, which was always milky coffee (‘Half milk, half water, dear!’) and have a cigarette. She never inhaled it, though – it was just to

  keep him company. Although she lived on a Gloucester housing estate, she was like the Queen and kept all her cereal in labelled Tupperware boxes. She always bought Robertson’s marmalade

  (which I love) but she kept the jar in a special silver pot so you couldn’t see the label, with a proper marmalade spoon. If you ever went into the marmalade with a knife not the spoon,

  she’d go nuts!




  We’d have to help her with the chores – making beds, tidying up – but once we’d finished she’d come to play with us, and it was FUN. Every day would be a trip out

  – boating, rowing, to the swimming baths (where we challenged her to jump off the high board – and she bloody did it!), to South Cerney pools or Bourton-on-the-Water for a picnic. We

  sat on scratchy Paisley towels, eating warm sandwiches with sand in and home-made fruit cake and drinking tea that tasted of the flask. That taste of tea from a Thermos will always remind me of my

  grandparents. No matter how posh the flask, there is a weird taste – it is the best taste in the world and takes me right back to my childhood. Papa used to make the sandwiches – they

  were so good, but only because he put such a lot of salt and vinegar in. They’d literally be wet with vinegar (our poor arteries!).




  Nan is a massive Tom and Jerry fan and for years my sister and I would buy her Tom and Jerry presents every Christmas and birthday. In fact only a few years ago she found a soap we’d

  bought her when we were little – it was all mouldy, flaky and cracked but she hadn’t wanted to throw it away and had ended up keeping it for thirty years!




  Nanny would buy us clothes and things we needed for the summer and when we got home we’d stage a fashion show that poor Papa would have to sit through as we tried it all on for him. Their

  shed was used as our beloved Daisy Chain Cottage. This was a ‘hotel’ that regularly served mud pies and water tea. Later it was promoted to a cruise ship. The menus – which are

  still safely stored in my Nan’s house – offered gammon with pineapple rings pretend curry. (Hilarious – when would I have had a curry at that age?) Nanny would be receptionist

  with a birdbath for her desk. We’d make up Papa’s workbench like a bed. I sometimes wonder at my children playing in the garden and cannot believe I was a child there once too, using

  the same lion statues as guards for my dollies.




  At my nan’s house I also used to write plays. I did shows at home, too, but in my nan’s back garden I only ever used to do the ‘professional’ things, like Annie,

  or plays specially written for Gloucester, which were more ‘polished’, for ‘a bigger audience’. I would obviously have the starring role as the beautiful princess and Debbie

  would be the witch. I’d get all the kids in the street into the back garden so that I could sing my head off for them. (Of course, now I’d give anything to be the witch –

  it’s a much better part!)




  Nan worked at Wall’s and, to get on her nerves, Mum used to train us to say that Nanny’s job was to put the sticks on the lollies – in actual fact she worked in the accounts

  department. The best thing about her job, in our eyes, was that she always had a freezer full of ice cream, which she bought wholesale and which we thought was a huge luxury. I still think

  Cornettos are a treat! Her own special recipe for milkshake consisted of vanilla ice cream, sugar and milk. Debbie and I were so competitive that we’d fight over everything and we even

  complained if one or other of us had the tiniest bit more milkshake in their glass, so Nan would measure the height of the froth in each glass with a tape.




  Every night at bedtime Nanny read us stories with warm sweet milk. She would kiss us and say, ‘I love you and don’t you forget it,’ then in a sing-songy voice call for Papa to

  come up and say goodnight. He would arrive and test us on the capitals of the world – I used to know them all! We felt safe, warm and happy at their house. They could be strict but we had so

  much respect for them.




  Nan is now in her mid-nineties and lives alone in the house she and my Papa shared all those years. I’m sure she still has that tape measure, and I’m certain that her cupboards are

  still stocked for World War III (though since we lost Papa in 2007, it makes me sad to see her set out breakfast – place setting, pills, vitamins and all – just for one). She’s

  still the life and soul of any party. I can take her anywhere. When Papa died, she told me she was living for Britain’s Got Talent and that the series was getting her through a very

  hard time. So I sent a car to bring her to the finals, and she came to the Dorchester afterwards and stayed up in the bar for hours drinking cocktails with me and Simon. It got to the very early

  hours and she said, ‘Sorry, dear, I don’t want to spoil your fun but it is five o’clock in the morning!’




  When we were little and Nan and Papa came to visit our house, Mum would make us eggs and bacon for breakfast with tinned tomatoes, which seemed so exotic. We spent every Christmas and Easter

  with them, too, and Nan would sneak me a sweet martini with lemonade (‘I’ll make it weak, dear!’). We’d always get a doll or toy, we’d have Christmas dinner with roast

  turkey and a real tree and one of our Christmas family rituals was to watch The Wizard of Oz together. Mum still does a brilliant Wicked Witch of the West laugh. (Hers isn’t far off

  and neither is mine – my nan, however, laughs like Mutley. We all have hideous laughs – it’s a gene thing.) Another favourite was The Sound of Music. I used to sing along

  to songs like ‘My Favourite Things’ and convince myself that I sounded just like Julie Andrews.




  Alongside gymnastics, I studied ballet for a while and also took it very seriously. I was constantly going over my routines and my parents were consistently encouraging and supportive, although

  my mum also made fun of how earnest I was. Once, I was halfway through rehearsing a dance in the living room when she ran into the room dressed in a blouse and tights with a tea towel stuffed down

  her knickers like bollocks to look like famous male ballerina Rudolf Nureyev. (Another time, when Debbie and I were older, we were sitting watching Top of the Pops and she and Dad burst in

  dressed as Meat Loaf and Cher and belted out ‘Dead Ringer for Love’. Mum was wearing a purple corduroy jumpsuit with poppers, which she ripped open as she started headbanging.

  That time, we sat there with blank faces like the teenagers from Harry Enfield – the only response we gave them was to sulkily ask them to get out of the way of the telly.)




  I gave ballet up in the end, because I was ‘too busy putting on my own production of Grease’, in which I obviously gave myself the part of Sandy, resplendent in my

  Mum’s hooped clip-on earrings. Performing helped me fund gymnastics, which was still my first love. I roped my sister in to shows in our garden at home and we’d raise money for the

  club. I would make little posters, cover them in cling film and me and my sister would go round the whole estate and stick them on to the ubiquitous wooden telegraph poles of the time to advertise

  it. (For some reason the poles would always ooze tar in the summer heat and I used to love picking it off when it had dried.) Before each performance, my mum would serve sausages on sticks and

  lemonade out of the kitchen window, and my friend Denise would be at the gate to punch tickets. I can only now apologise to those poor neighbours whose quiet afternoons I must have wrecked.




  Even when I wasn’t performing, I sang nearly all the time and though it was Papa who definitely fuelled my love of music, it’s always been such an important part of my life that Mum

  says I came out singing. I loved ‘Puff, the Magic Dragon’ and anything by The Carpenters, especially ‘Sing’. I had a tape recorder and stop-started my Papa’s tape

  recordings, writing the words down, until I knew all the lyrics from My Fair Lady and West Side Story off by heart. I made up a whole dance routine for my mum to one of her

  records, Frankie Laine’s ‘Jezebel’ (having no clue as to its meaning). Showaddywaddy was my favourite pop group. I loved ‘Under the Moon of Love’ and had a major crush

  on the lead singer Dave Bartram, to the point of kissing the TV every time he was on it. (Recently, after he read an interview in which I confessed this, he asked me to write the foreword to his

  book – which I did!) I watched the Brotherhood of Man win the Eurovision Song Contest in 1976 with ‘Save Your Kisses for Me’ and learned their entire performance including the

  dance steps. Randomly I sang it in a Cockney accent. I don’t know why – it’s just the way I sang!




  My mother said she always knew I was happy if I was singing. And I sang pretty much all the time. I’d lie in bed, scratching at the woodchip wallpaper until whole areas were picked clean,

  sucking my middle fingers (never my thumb) and tapping my nose with my forefinger while I hummed. I also sucked the corners of clean hankies and picked at my pink blanket to make little balls

  – singing all the while. The few times in my life when I haven’t sung at all, friends and family knew I wasn’t happy simply because I had stopped.




  I read a lot too and was so gripped by Enid Blyton’s storytelling that I’d hide under the bedclothes with a torch, turning the pages way past bedtime. A lot of our books were

  second-hand (as were our toys), but that didn’t matter to me – I liked nothing better than to lose myself in an imaginary world and devoured all the Famous Five stories. (I

  still have my original copy of The Magic Faraway Tree, with its Land of Topsy Turvy, Land of Spells, Land of Do-as-you-Please and Land of Dreams, and every time I read it to Lexi we both

  love to sniff it – she loves it because she says it ‘smells of old’.) I read the whole Malory Towers series over and over, about the girls’ boarding school in

  Cornwall. Those books always used to lift me if I was ever feeling down.




  I had a much-loved teddy bear my grandparents gave me when I was born and a little rag doll called Scraggy Annie that I took everywhere with me. My favourite toy, though, was a rabbit in a blue

  skirt known as Miffy who doubled as my pyjama case. I called her ‘buddy’ because I couldn’t say bunny.




  But I was transfixed by my mum – I thought she was the most beautiful person in the world and I loved to watch her do her makeup in the mirror. I’d sit behind her and watch her every

  move as she applied Astral cream and foundation. Then she’d suck her cheeks in, dollop blusher from a stick on them, apply her trademark green eye shadow and then finally her favourite orange

  lipstick that I’d copy her puckering up for. She had long, thick, natural chestnut hair which she curled in Carmen rollers but she was forever losing the pins – it was my job to hunt

  for them. Once her hair was done, she piled it on top of her head. I used to say, ‘Mummy, you look like a cottage loaf with your hair like that.’




  If she was going out somewhere, she’d put on her one and only best dress, a yellow maxi dress with floaty cap sleeves bought for her by her best friend from school, Pat, when she came to

  visit one time and realised Mum didn’t have anything special to wear. I thought Mum looked like a movie star and when I look at photographs of her back then I do indeed see a beautiful young

  woman, one who was still hopeful about the future.




  My nan has good genes, too, and always smells of a comforting combination of baking, Silvikrin hairspray, Oil of Ulay (as it was then) and Charlie perfume. I think of her whenever I smell them.

  (Her bathroom cabinet is still full of them. I continually buy her more expensive perfume for Christmas and birthdays, but they go back in the cupboard and out comes the Charlie!) She has the

  softest skin and I have watched her gracefully age from fifty, when my mum persuaded her to go ‘au naturel’ and stop dying her hair. (FYI, my mum shows no signs of giving up

  highlighting her own hair and is now aged sixty-four herself!)




  I liked to play with my nan’s make-up and can still remember the taste of her pink lipstick and the cold weight of her powder compact in my hand. She had a dressing-up box and she’d

  let us look at her small collection of jewellery. There was one brooch I especially loved that had a purple stone with little pearls around it, and in the back was a tiny plait of dark hair trapped

  under glass. I liked to imagine it as a secret token from a long-forgotten relative who’d cut off a lock of her hair as a keepsake for her one true love, but I’ve since been told that

  it is a Victorian mourning brooch and the hair would probably have been taken from someone who’d died. I find that fascinating.




  My nan and Papa were classy, and proud, and we always looked well turned out and cared for. Papa could be a bit of a tight-arse so they had separate bank accounts, as do I. (I never rely on a

  man for money – I would bankrupt Chris!) Nana would always be saving up for something. On ‘big’ birthdays we would always be given something that was meant to last – a

  ‘proper watch’ on my thirteenth birthday, for example, or a ‘decent’ suitcase on my eight eenth – and they always managed a holiday.




  I knew no matter what that I could trust and rely on them. Along with my mum, they have always believed in me and gave me the best childhood they knew how. But little did we know it was all

  about to get better, with the arrival of a very important new member of the family . . .




  





  Chapter 3




  ‘Les’ is More




  I was, unwittingly, the one to make my mum’s relationship with my dad Les public. They started dating and from then on he came to our house

  all the time. One morning, our milkman Graham (his best friend from school) dropped the bottles as usual on the doorstep, where Debbie and I were sitting playing with our dolls in our

  nightdresses.




  ‘Where’s your mum?’ he asked.




  ‘In bed with her boyfriend,’ I announced.




  The news flashed round the village and soon afterwards Les moved in. He never left. Almost overnight, he brought stability and joy to our lives. I loved him completely and unconditionally from

  day one. I especially loved that he made Mum so happy.




  Debbie and I accepted their relationship immediately. It seemed like the most natural thing in the world to me and now – more than thirty years later – it still does. He says that

  when he first spotted what he describes as our ‘beautiful mother with her two beautiful girls’, Mum pushing us in our double buggy, he fell in love with us all instantly and sought Mum

  out at the pub in Bishop’s Waltham where she worked behind the bar in the evenings.




  Up until that moment, Leslie Collister had been a good-looking bachelor who had a nice life doing up cars in the local Spratt’s garage and playing football at weekends for Swanmore club. I

  thought he was wonderful. Not only was it good to have a man around the place but Les was a brilliant handyman who fixed all the things that needed fixing (mostly my mother!). He even mowed the

  lawn and brought a dog with him, a beautiful Golden Labrador called Elsa, named after the lion in Born Free. It was a question of ‘Love me, love my dog’ – so we did! On

  one of Debbie’s birthdays, he bought her a gift and then gave me a colouring book (‘So you don’t feel left out’) and I treasured that blue colouring book until it fell

  apart. One Christmas, we asked for a big white plastic Sindy house, but we didn’t have the money for one so he made us ski lodges, which were much better. They were amazing. Me and Debbie

  played with them for hours, doing Sindy voices while Mum and Les listened outside the door. Eventually, I sold mine – I’m still gutted about it and look back on that decision with total

  regret. I used the money to buy clothes at Moonaz, the local fashion boutique, which sold tie-dye skirts and cheesecloth tops – my village’s idea of high fashion!




  Seven years later, on 29 October 1982, aged eleven and dressed in a blue velvet ra-ra skirt with white tights and black patent shoes, I was the proud chief bridesmaid (even though I hated my

  outfit), as Les promised to love and cherish my mother ’til death them did part. They were married in the local registry office followed by a church blessing and a reception in the Jubilee

  Hall. Mum wore a knee-length red dress and a red hat with red feathers at the back that my nan insisted cried out for an enormous black ostrich feather, so she nicked one out of another hat in the

  shop when the shop assistant wasn’t looking to glue into my mum’s (even though it tickled everyone’s faces!). Although on that day Mum became Judith Collister, I never felt the

  urge to change my surname. Dad did offer to adopt us but in the end I think Mum thought it would be too much trouble to get Frank’s permission. Amanda Holden I was born and Amanda Holden I

  would remain.
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