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  The Bubble

  June 2015

  ‘Three, two, ONE . . . Eyes to the camera, Caroline! Beautiful!’

  I tilt my head, shake my hair and smile down a lens the size of a church candle. And I laugh.

  Click, click, click . . . the photographer’s knees are bent now, he crouches, sideways on, forearms all muscle, black jeans, grey T-shirt. Everyone
  else is wearing black, the standard uniform on a shoot, including his assistants who hover like altar boys, holding other cameras, other lenses.

  ‘Perhaps lean forward? Nice. Flick the hair. Love that . . .’

  Around the monitor are a cluster of Cosmo people – the creative director, a couple of others. At each
  click, versions of me flash up on the screen in rapid succession and it’s hard not to turn my head. But I catch glimpses of the scarecrow-haired figure perched on an old wooden stool: boyfriend jeans, white silk shirt, grey jacket – very Left Bank.

  The stool is like the one my nan had in her kitchen in Clacton, except this one is ‘distressed’, shabby chic and spattered with paint, something she
  would never have understood. Nanny Flo had a very hard life, born in the East End, eight children, widowed at forty-seven, worked till she was seventy-three. But with her everything had
  to be spick and span and I loved her. ‘Carolina Moon, keep shining . . .’ That’s what she used to sing to me, and it’s written under the butterfly tattoo on my back.

  ‘Can you try a bit of a fake laugh?’ says the photographer.

  ‘Can’t do a fake laugh!’ I say, and everyone roars, as the laugh that has got me into so much trouble gurgles up at its most naughty.

  ‘Lovely! Amazing!’ Click, click. ‘Beautiful! Incredible.’

  ‘He’s run out of words,’ I say, as Gemma dabs at my forehead before the heat undoes all her good work. We are four floors up in an old warehouse in Shoreditch; the sun
  blasting down on the roof plus the arc lights have turned the place into a loft-style sauna.

  All that ‘wonderful, lovely’ is just to keep you in the bubble, like the music that is blasting out – Kylie telling us she should be so lucky, which still gets me going twenty-five years after my sister Jo and I first pranced around our lounge singing, ‘Lucky, Lucky, Lucky!’ We should be so lucky.

  ‘Don’t mock it. I’d love to have people say, “Gemma, you’re wonderful, you’re amazing,”’ Gemma says with a practised pout as we head back to the dressing room for the next look and a caffeine hit.

  ‘Gemma, you’re wonderful, you’re amazing,’ I say.

  And she is. Gemma Wheatcroft does my hair and make-up but she’s also my friend, in fact
  more than a friend. She’s my confidante and fellow conspirator in naughtiness. We met in 2011 when she was doing Dermot
  O’Leary’s make-up on X Factor and I was co-hosting The Xtra Factor – the backstage spin-off – with Olly Murs. It was September and we
  were in Mykonos for Judges’ Houses, the part in the show where the singers get to work with their mentor,
  and this was Tulisa’s house.

  The eighth series (2011), and my first, was the year Little Mix won, Tulisa being their mentor. Gemma and I were both single and both doing
  a bit of online dating and we had a crazy time. Instead of putting us in a hotel, Gemma and Olly and me and Christian, the guy who
  was doing my make-up, were given our own villa looking over the Aegean and basically we bonded over wine and olives and didn’t go to bed for three days.

  ‘So it’s official then . . .’

  Enter Rachel, the other member of the gang – my stylist – carrying an armful of denim skirts with a pair of brown suede clogs neatly balanced on top. Even though she’s
  a mum, she looks about twelve, and is never seen without a hat. Today she’s wearing a little black butcher’s boy number.

  ‘What’s that, Rach?’ I say, looking up from my phone.

  ‘I heard you on the Breakfast Show talking to Grimmy. So what do you think?’

  Late-night LA time, Simon Cowell had tweeted that he’d signed Nick Grimshaw and Rita Ora to be the new judges on X Factor, replacing Louis
  Walsh and Mel B. (Me, in the small hours, in confidence to Waffle my cat: ‘NO WAY!’) The other two were known – Cheryl Cole/Tweedy
  as was – now Cheryl Fernandez-Versini – would be staying, with Simon himself as the fourth.

  So, A/judges, B/format, and C/me-and-Olly rather than Dermot – it’s all change on the X Factor juggernaut. Hard to imagine it started rolling way
  back in 2004, the year Nanny Flo died aged ninety-six.

  ‘So did you know?’ Rachel continues, switching on a wind machine that someone has kindly brought in to keep us cool.

  ‘No,’ I say. Although perhaps I should have done. After all, they’re about to be my new family until at least
  Christmas, maybe beyond.

  It’s nearly three months since it was announced that Dermot was ‘stepping down’. There had been rumours for days, if not weeks, and then came the confirmation, followed
  by the call from John Noel my agent (Dermot’s as well), saying Simon wanted me and Olly to take Dermot’s place. It was my dream job, the job I’ve been working up to all these
  years, but Dermot is the best, and his wife, Dee, who’s Norwegian, helped break my career and I owe her a lot. I know how it felt to be shunted off by Simon, so before I said
  yes, I needed to find out exactly what happened, but Dermot knew what I’d be thinking and he called me.

  ‘You’ve got to do it, Flacky,’ he said. ‘Don’t think twice.’

  But I did.

  When it came to the judges, I pretty much knew about Nick although he never breathed a word, even though I’d pushed and pushed, but with Simon you’re never safe even if you’ve
  got a contract.

  ‘But Rita, no, not a whisper,’ I say as I struggle into a faded blue miniskirt and ease up the zip for the next ‘look’ and Gemma dabs at the mosquito bites on my legs
  with a concealer, choosing the colour from about a dozen she has to camouflage anything from hangover eyes to a five o’clock shadow. The bites
  are a souvenir from Mallorca where I’ve just spent two weeks building up a tan and hosting Love Island for ITV2, a revamp of a 2005/6 reality show, where good-looking singles are put
  together in a villa to fight over each other, and find – if not true love, enough hanky-panky to get their nan hiding behind the sofa on a nightly basis. (It’s so full on even the
  producers are telling their mums not to watch.) The reviews haven’t been great but it’s early days and reality shows take time to build.

  ‘Look,’ I say, holding my bare arm against Gemma’s as she sponges gloop onto my legs, ‘I’m browner than you are!’ It’s our standing joke. Her
  father’s from Nigeria and her mother’s from Brighton but the only thing she’s inherited from her dad is her curly (blonde) hair. Even in the sun her skin stays as pale as my
  twin sister’s, a delicate English-rose. Our mum has this idea that her dad had French/Algerian ancestry – the only explanation we can find of why I’m so
  much darker than Jody.

  I still can’t believe Rita Ora has left The Voice. Simon must have walked on water to lure her from the BBC. Or perhaps just offered her loadsa money . . . But then he’s a
  real Svengali – always makes you feel as if you’re the only person in the room, and that he can change your life (which of course he can)
  but for the future of X Factor it’s a great call. I think it’s a really exciting line-up. It makes it really relevant,
  really young, really fresh, really new, and that’s what the show needs to be about. And while Louis was always my favourite (he was the one to have a drink in the bar with
  afterwards) I think he was ready to go. But I do think having professionals who are involved in the industry at the minute is exactly what it needs.

  Rita did a stint as a guest judge on X Factor when I was Xtra-Factor-ing in 2013 and she came across really well, an edgy mix of sassiness and naivety. As for Nick,
  it’s what Louis would call a no-brainer. Not only is he one of the biggest DJs in the country, he’s sharp and funny – a one-man high-wire act with
  no safety net. I’ve known him since he was an intern – a runner at the MTV studios in Leicester Square when I was working on kids TV and we were both
  hanging out with the Camden crowd at the Hawley Arms – and we’ve been good pals ever since. And if anyone can out-Simon Simon, it’s Grimmy.

  Rachel steams the creases out of a jumper they want me to wear for the next look. It was Rachel who first got me into shorts, long before they became ‘the next big thing’. They were high-waisted and tailored, and I loved them. At school
  my spindly legs were just for jokes – at one point I was wearing seven pairs of tights to give them a bit of shape. How times change. Now they’re considered my best feature . . .
  and shorts avoid the risk posed by short skirts in the days of the prying camera.

  I met Rachel on the spin-off of I’m a Celebrity . . . or the ‘Jungle’ as it’s called in the industry, when we spent an afternoon zipping round Oxford Street – Top Shop, Zara, Miss Selfridge – looking for things that would
  work in Australia – not easy in November when it’s freezing outside and you’re not thinking cruise wear. Stylists usually call up what they want from fashion PRs, and you choose
  from whatever they decide to send. But pre-Christmas that wasn’t going to happen, so we did it on the hoof, trying things on, buying what we liked, and generally having a laugh. We’ve
  worked together ever since.

  But as I watch her now, busying around, reaching up, arms stretching out as delicately as a dancer, I feel sad, in fact more than sad, as I’ve just heard that she won’t be styling me
  on X Factor. Firstly there are two of us – me and Olly – and the schedule is so full on. To have to block out every weekend from September till Christmas is asking a lot for the
  mother of a little girl, and there’s no getting around Saturday nights.

  Saturday night has been the great battleground since 1955 when ITV sprang up in competition with the BBC. The Generation Game, Blind Date, Noel’s House Party, Wogan, Parkinson, Game for a Laugh, Kojak, The Dukes of Hazzard, Match
  of the Day – audiences fought over, lost and won, won and lost, year after year after year after year. And sixty years on, nothing has changed,
  except it’s now boiled down to just two: The X Factor (ITV) v. Strictly Come Dancing (BBC).

  Rachel not coming with me to X Factor is the second bit of bad news I’ve had today. Traditionally the winners of Strictly return for a valedictory dance at the start
  of the new series and I’ve been so looking forward to it, the whole razzmatazz, Pasha’s arm firmly round my waist as we
  wait for our cue, his certainty, his calm. But the schedules have just been announced, and X Factor won’t release me and I can hardly bear it.

  ‘Full eyes on the camera, Caroline. Good! Love that! And that. So beautiful! Amazing!’

  I’m back on my nan’s stool. This time wearing a short denim skirt and a white cashmere jumper – just what I need when it’s like the Amazon basin in here. Meanwhile
  the Jacksons are asking ‘Can you feel it?’ and even the creative director’s feet are tapping.

  ‘Caroline, I need you to laugh,’ says the photographer.

  ‘So can somebody please do a funny dance?’

  ‘Can You Feel It’ was our first-ever dance, the cha cha cha – Pasha’s all-time speciality and we’d spent three weeks
  practising it. My hair had just been cut off – long locks gone just like that – this would be the new me, no longer a presenter but a performer,
  complete with swinging gold tassels and attitude. But in rehearsal I could barely hold it together, I was terrified I’d let him down but then, out on the dance floor, something clicked . . .

  ‘OK, break, everyone,’ a voice says, and it’s back to the dressing room, Gemma and me grabbing a plate of cauliflower cheese on the run, like a couple of thieving foxes;
  it’s like a roast without the gravy. How can we resist?

  Then I see a message on my phone to call John Noel – urgent – and my heart skips a beat. John only calls if it’s a job or trouble. It can’t be a job, so it must be
  trouble. I’ll wait till the shoot is over. I’ve had enough gloom for today. I just want to be with my gang. That’s why I love doing these shoots – it’s not being
  photographed – too many years of thinking that my gums were too big and my teeth too small. (Dad: ‘Come on, Carrie, smile . . . Just one. It won’t hurt!’) At the
  beginning I couldn’t bear being looked at and would only allow Gemma and the photographer on set, but now it’s just part of the job, and you learn as you go along: what positions to
  stand in, what faces to do, what angle to tilt the chin, the head.

  What I love is being with my friends, with Gemma and Rachel in our little bubble, talking nonsense, laughing, a bit of a gossip. Being proper girls. At 4.30 I’ll call Jody, because
  the kids will be back from school and I’ll talk to Willow about her homework, and to Delilah about sports day, and Zuzu will outshout everybody.

  Most people don’t know what their life would have been like if they’d chosen another path. But I do. A levels, not stage school. Learning to drive at seventeen rather than twenty-seven. Having three gorgeous children. Being settled rather than putting my life into bin bags every few months, spending half the time weeping, half the time head over
  heels in love.

  But first John Noel.

  ‘I’ve had an email from the wife of someone called Lestor Simkins,’ he says. ‘Mean anything?’

  ‘Should it?’

  ‘Think again, Caroline. Lestor Simkins. Wife.’

  ‘Never heard of him. Or her.’

  ‘Well, she seems to think differently. Says that you arranged to have casual sex with her husband. Says she has evidence.’

  ‘Is this some kind of wind-up?’

  ‘It seems genuine to me.’

  ‘It’s a wind-up, John. It must be. I have never heard of this Lestor Simpson.’

  ‘Simkins.’

  ‘All right Simkins. I promise you I have never heard of him. And I have never had anything to do with a married man. I can’t believe you’re saying this.’

  ‘Caroline, I have to know the truth.’

  ‘I’m telling you the truth.’

  ‘Perhaps you’d like to think about it. I’m not prepared to watch you self-destruct. I’ve seen it happen too many times before in this business.’ And the line goes
  dead.

  I can feel my heart pounding, and tears are brimming over, my mascara stinging. How can he think that? What’s going on? How can this be happening?

  Simkins . . . Simkins . . . The name does ring a vague bell. Twitter . . . so much stuff comes in and I barely skim it. I scroll back, and back, through my Twitter feed . . . and there
  she is – @ClaireAnneSimkins. You know my husband . . . Stay away from my husband. Dozens of them.

  I text Jo.

  
  
  
  
  Can I come over?

  Are you OK?

  No

  Xxxx J

  

  

  

  

  Driver: Stepney is it, Miss?

  Me: No. Queens Park.
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  Great Hockham

  In most autobiographies there’s a point near the beginning where you write, ‘I was born on this or that date, in this or that place.’ But as I had no sense of being
  separate from Jo until I was much, much older, I can’t do that.

  There were always two of us. It’s almost as if we were one person who was split down the middle and we each took opposite sides: Jo very placid, very together. Me all the emotions, all the
  worries. Jo the sensible one, me the wild child.

  We were born on 9 November 1979 in Chase Farm Hospital, Enfield. It was a Friday, at half past one in the morning, and out we popped,
  two peas from the same pod, similar to look at, but not identical. In photos you can tell us apart because I have the square head, Jody
  the pointy one.

  Although Mum knew she was having twins, she had no idea whether we would be girls or boys or one of each, and she only had one name ready. Caroline. She’d had an Aunt Carrie and had always liked the name. But when the first baby came
  out she looked like a squashed bird and Mum decided a squashed bird couldn’t be called Caroline, which is why Jody is called Jody. Then, six minutes later, I turned up, less squashed because
  I was on the top, and this time Mum thought that Caroline would do. My second name – Louise – was picked by Paul, our brother, and Jody’s – Suzanne – by our big sister
  Liz. How clever was that? How could they resent these two little cuckoos once they’d given them a name?

  Mum falling pregnant long after she imagined her nappy days were over was definitely ‘a surprise’, though a pleasant one, she maintains.
  Less so for Liz, who was ten, or Paul who was eight. Mum always says that having Liz to help was ‘a godsend’ and that she was ‘a little angel’. Frankly looking after two
  screaming babies isn’t something I’d put top of my Christmas list, but far worse must have been saying goodbye to Enfield and moving nearly a hundred miles away to nowhere land, where
  they had no cousins, no aunts, no uncles, no friends and had to change schools and start all over again. But it was hard for Mum too. There she was, eight miles
  from a doctor, in the middle of winter with newborn twins and no car.

  In fact the move to Norfolk had nothing to do with Jody and me. Dad worked for Coca-Cola as a sales rep based in Harlow in Essex. But then came promotion – a job in management
  – responsible for Norfolk. It was too far to commute, so for a whole year he left the house on a Monday and came back on the Friday. But that was hard on Mum – by then
  pregnant with us – so moving was the only practical solution.

  Mum says now she would have loved to have gone to Norwich, but Dad’s an old-style romantic and he liked the idea of living in the country and one day he said, ‘Let’s try
  village life!’ So they bought a house in Great Hockham just east of Thetford Forest surrounded by fields and woodland.

  We lived in a seventies cul-de-sac of about twenty houses – the newest buildings in the
  village – most of them owned by families with kids like us, except for a few bungalows at the end. Until recently I imagined that my dad’s parents – Nanny Ivy
  and Grandad – had always lived there and that we’d gone to Great Hockham to be near them, but in fact it was the other way round. They didn’t arrive till Jo and I were about four.
  Then when one of the bungalows came up for sale they decided to enjoy their grandchildren on a daily basis.

  Perhaps it was because Mum and Dad were Londoners and not used to the country that they never let us out of their sight. Dad now claims that many more children went missing in those days and
  that’s what made him fearful. But, whatever the reason, as far as they were concerned, danger lurked round every corner, and it was the bane of our lives from the moment we could walk until
  the day we left home.

  I have to admit that there was something a bit strange about that part of Norfolk. There was talk among us kids of witches (probably untrue) and abandoned villages (true) filled with ghosts (not sure . . .).
  Opposite the old Victorian school on the village green where Jody and I went to playschool, and where Mum worked for years, there was a house that was said to be haunted. My friend Victoria lived
  next door, and everyone said her mum and nan did black magic. In the middle of the village green was a huge stone, probably weighing half a ton, and every year there was
  a ceremony called the Turning of the Stone, where six men of the village would come together and using sticks as levers heave
  it over. Why? Nobody knew . . .

  At night there were no lights anywhere beyond the village, and no sound except owls and neighbours’
  televisions. Our house backed onto fields and, unless there was a moon, you could see nothing beyond the back fence. Great Hockham itself was like a lit-up island in the middle of a flat
  black sea and I am still scared of the dark and always sleep with the landing light on.

  There was a film I wasn’t supposed to watch but I crept down when Dad wasn’t looking. It was about this froggy gremlin, and once I was in bed and the lights were out I thought
  he’d creep into the bedroom and put his fingers into my nose and a hand over my mouth.

  Every night my dad used to say: ‘Carrie, why tonight of all nights, would someone come in the room and get you?’

  ‘I don’t know.’

  ‘Why tonight, why not last night?’

  I was also scared of lions. There was a lion ornament in our lounge, and I dreamt that it came to life. In our next house I was convinced I saw a
  ghost on the landing. I thought it was my brother. He walked out of the bathroom and into my bedroom and I thought nothing of it. But then I went downstairs and my
  brother was in the kitchen . . .

  The countryside wasn’t always so empty. During the war in 1942 it became a D-Day training ground and six villages were evacuated. The people who lived there were never allowed back,
  although a few times a year you can visit the churches and put flowers on the graves. Then there were the airbases (the American air force is still there today). Some were swallowed up in the
  military training zone – all 30,000 acres of it – but, when Jo and I were six, one of these became HM Prison Wayland, and in fact the girl I sat next to in my first year at high school
  works there as a guard and actually banged up one of the boys who’d been there with us.

  From any normal standpoint, Scotgate Close was about as safe as it gets. Although everyone had cars, the only time they left their garages was when the dads went to work, and even then they
  drove at five miles an hour. But for Mum and Dad, it could have been the M25. Instead of crossing the road to play with Carly and Emma – identical twins a year younger than me and Jody who
  lived directly opposite and who had wild corkscrew hair that I was so jealous of – we’d have to go all the way round the bottom and then up the other side. It was the same if we went
  to see Nanny and Grandad. We had to hold hands and WALK slowly along the pavement until we reached their bungalow. And while all our friends – Emma, Gemma, Carly, Megan and Robert –
  were allowed to go to school on their own, we were taken by our mum, even though there were no roads to cross and it took all of four minutes to get there. And then, after tea, there
  they’d be, playing just the other side of the close, or going off to feed carrots to Pepsi the donkey in the field, and we’d be shouting ‘Wait for us!’ and have to walk all
  the way round. This went on until we were seven and we moved house . . .

  Apart from that it was a lovely place to grow up.

  Nan and Grandad’s garden backed onto the school field, and every playtime there they’d be, waving to us over their garden fence and
  we’d run across and tell them what we’d been doing. More often than not our friends would rush over too and we’d all cluster around, gabbling over each other, our voices getting
  higher and higher and Nan and Grandad loved it. They hadn’t been around when Liz and Paul were growing up, but they could be for us.

  Jody and I were the first children on both sides of the family not to be brought up in London. Mum was born Christine Callis, the youngest of
  eight. Her parents, Florence and Bill, met at the Old Bull and Bush, the legendary pub near Hampstead Heath. Bill was two
  years older than Flo and working as a pastry chef for the famous Jewish bakers in Stamford Hill called Grodzinski’s – it’s still there today. Florence was a ‘nippy’, a waitress at one of the big Lyons Corner Houses in the West End. They married in 1926 when she was eighteen and he was twenty. She
  wasn’t going to make the mistake her own mother did: Florence was illegitimate, born out of wedlock, and spent the first two years of her life in a ‘home’ waiting to
  be adopted. But when she was two, her grandmother couldn’t stand it any more, so she scooped her up and took her home and brought her up as her
  own. It was years before she discovered that her real mum was in fact her ‘older sister’ Alice who had gone on to have another baby, Jimmy, although that one she kept.

  Contraception didn’t exist in the twenties, and Florence and Bill’s first five children came along as regular as clockwork, one every two years until war broke out when Bill joined
  the Royal Navy as a ship’s cook. The next three arrived once he got back from sea, again one every two years, the last one being my mum. Sadly
  she hardly remembers her dad as he died of a pulmonary embolism when he was only forty-nine on 30 June 1955. The date is stamped on her memory because it was the day she turned five, and when
  her brothers and sisters and their children all started gathering at the house she thought they had come for her birthday.

  Once the second batch of children had started coming after the war, Bill Callis bought a house in Enfield, in Carterhatch Road, and
  took a job at the local baker’s called Humphreys. When he started getting dermatitis from the flour, he had to stop, but Nanny Flo still bought her bread there so she stayed in touch. A few years later, Mrs Humphreys died of cancer, and her husband took to the bottle. The business
  was saved by their delivery man, who over the next few years turned his hand to everything, from baking the bread, to working in the office,
  ‘head cook and bottle washer’, as he later described it. The Humphreys had no children of their own, so when Mr Humphreys
  eventually died of cirrhosis of the liver, he left everything to this Good Samaritan who had kept things going. His name was Arthur Flack. He and his wife were ordinary working-class people with no
  expectations and one of the first things he did when he took over the bakery was to drive over to Carterhatch Road and offer Nanny Flo a job.

  Later, my mum, aged around fourteen, would go to the baker’s to meet her mum after work and sometimes she would bump into the Flacks’ son, who’d be there helping out. Ian was
  two years older than my mum, with twinkly eyes, springy hair and a wicked smile, while she was just ‘a knock-out’, a bit like Twiggy but not as tall and absolutely beautiful. In fact it was Ian’s mum (Nanny Ivy) who asked Mum’s mum (Nanny Flo) if she had any
  objections to Ian asking Christine out.

  Dad says he thoroughly enjoyed his courtship with Mum. He suddenly found himself part of this huge boisterous family, all
  seven of Mum’s older brothers and sisters, all their various husbands and wives, boyfriends and girlfriends, all of them
  great fun, and they would spend their evenings at Carterhatch Road, playing cards, with people popping in and out, always with stories to tell, always having a laugh. It was wonderful, he says. He and my mum married in February 1967.

  The great thing about having a twin is that you always have someone to play with. During the whole of my childhood, from the moment I woke up until the moment I went to sleep, I never knew
  what it was like to be alone. People sometimes ask if we ever got jealous. Would you be jealous of your left leg, or your right arm? You can’t be jealous of something that’s part
  of you. And that’s how it was with us.

  It helped that our parents were always ‘fair’. We’d get identical presents at Christmas and on our birthday. For the first few years Mum even put us in matching outfits, but as
  soon as we learnt to get dressed by ourselves, we wore what we liked, even though Mum still bought us the same things so there’d be no bickering. But bicker we did. We bickered over
  everything all the time. We went out of our way to annoy each other, saying the worst things, but then ten minutes later it was over. We’d constantly tell on each other – Jo did this,
  Carrie did that. If ever a ball went into the road or over the fence we’d make sure the other one got the blame. And if anything happened when we were playing – a grazed knee, a
  cut hand, or your bike had a dent in it – it was never your own fault, it was always the other one. When a frisbee cut the heads off Dad’s flowers, or hit next door’s cat,
  we’d both be completely innocent, our voices shouting in unison, ‘It was her!’ We were like junior gladiators, fighting to the death not to be the one who got told off.

  In the village post office there was a charity box for the blind and we were always asking Mum to give us her change, though she
  rarely did, so we decided we’d open a shop and make some money ourselves. We called it The Blind Club. We knew about running a stall from Brownies (we were both expelled for being ‘a
  bad influence’ – probably my fault), so we brought out the folding card table and set it up by the willow tree in the front garden. We sewed little bags which
  we stuffed with lavender from Nan and Grandad’s garden and made perfume from rose petals and scoured the house for things to sell, mainly ornaments from the lounge,
  little things we didn’t think they’d miss.

  ‘Do your parents know that you’re doing this?’ a neighbour asked, as she handed over fifty pence for a pretty little china box. ‘Oh yes,’ we chorused happily.
  ‘It’s for blind babies!’

  When everything had been sold, we got Paul to come with us to the post office, and asked Anne, the postmistress, to pass down the charity box.

  ‘Goodness, you have been industrious,’ she said as she watched us slip the coins into the slot one by one.

  A few days later a neighbour dropped by to see our mum. She had something she wished to hand back, she said. Her son had given it to
  her as a birthday present but when she saw it was hallmarked she’d had her doubts . . . Gradually word got out and things that the Flack twins had ‘sold’ began coming back. Whether these people asked for a refund, whether everything was
  eventually returned I have no idea. But, apart from a strict telling-off – a lecture from Dad
  about the morals of not taking things that don’t belong to you – there was no real retribution. In fact just the opposite. A few weeks later, Anne, the
  postmistress, knocked on the door and asked if she could speak to the twins.

  ‘I thought you’d like to know that I wrote to the National Blind Children’s Society about how much money you
  raised,’ she said, ‘and they sent you this.’ She handed over an official-looking certificate made out in both our names, thanking us for our most generous donation . . . And we
  were like ‘Wow!’ and up it went on our bedroom wall.

  When we were about seven we moved. Although Dad had built an extension above the garage, he felt that we needed more space. He had this dream of breeding chickens so he’d need room
  for a proper hen house and a good-sized run where they could grub up the earth and not ruin the rest of the garden.

  The new house was about two-and-a-half miles away, the other side of Thetford Forest. A builder had bought a plot of land by some old garages and built three houses, and ours was the
  first to be finished, the other two took years. The village was East Wretham and Dad called the house Lane End because it was at the end of a little drive and completely hidden by hedges. We had a
  pond and a climbing frame, as well as the chickens and a rabbit called Boris, because our big sister was in love with Boris Becker.

  We continued to go to school in Great Hockham but at least now we went by bus and we still saw Nanny and Grandad every day at playtime when they stood by their garden fence.

  Until we got rooms of our own – which wasn’t until Liz left home – my messiness was a point of constant friction between Jody and me. Jo was
  naturally neat and tidy. Every morning she’d fold up her pyjamas and put them under her pillow, and at night she’d lay
  the next day’s clothes on her bedside chair ready for the morning. I was the opposite. I would spend ten minutes before bedtime just looking for my pyjamas which were hidden somewhere under the jumble of clothes I’d thrown off earlier in the week . . . And in the morning I’d be scrabbling
  around just trying to find something clean. At bedtime, once we’d had our bath, Mum would put our hair in plaits and we’d go to sleep looking identical. Twelve hours later Jo would be
  still the same – like Sleeping Beauty, unruffled and not a hair out of place. But my pyjamas would be inside out and back to front. As for my hair, it looked like a bird’s nest
  and would take a good ten minutes of careful teasing the knots out to make it respectable enough to go to school.

  Jody always looked beautiful and her hair was long and golden like a princess. And when Mum used to say ‘These are the twins’, people would look at Jo and go ‘Oh look at her
  lovely hair’. Then they’d look at me and go ‘Ah’.

  One real difference that still sets us apart is our skin. I suffered from eczema from a really young age, with flaky-dry patches everywhere – from the
  usual elbows and wrists, to all the way round my mouth. On some days I’d go to school looking like a clown, covered in cream. Mum cut my hair like a pudding basin to stop it going
  on my neck.

  Eczema was the reason we didn’t have pets, and I still can’t eat fruit like apples or nectarines or cherries, all of which can bring on an attack.
  I can eat bananas and oranges, but that’s about it. The worst thing by far was the itching, which was sometimes so bad that Mum would take me to hospital. Even this
  was fair game for ridicule. Jo would point out just how stupid I looked, covered in gunk. But when we were teenagers I got my own back when she got acne and I didn’t.

  Everyone in our family was passionate about music, just not the same sort. Mum knew the whole of the Dusty Springfield songbook by heart. She also loved Doris Day and you’d hear her
  in the kitchen mashing potatoes for a shepherd’s pie, or doing the ironing while singing ‘The Deadwood Stage’, or ‘The Black Hills of Dakota’.

  Dad saw himself more as ‘a child of the sixties’, and for him it was the Beatles and other sixties pop. But equally it could be Ray Charles or Frank Sinatra or Little Feat. The one
  thing they both loved was musicals and in October 1986 there was great excitement as Dad had managed to get tickets to the premiere of the brand-new Andrew Lloyd Webber musical The Phantom of
  the Opera. I watched Mum get ready, standing beside the dressing table, handing her the things she needed as she ‘did her face’, carefully building up layers of mascara and choosing the right
  lipstick to go with her outfit. She and I shared a passion for make-up, which Jo didn’t understand at all. And then Dad came into the bedroom in a smart suit and new tie and smelling of
  aftershave. And then I remember running after the car and waving them off. Only when they arrived at the theatre did they discover it was the
  wrong day . . . Luckily it was a day early rather than a day late . . . So the next evening they went through the whole business again.

  The worst thing about this was having Liz as a babysitter two nights in a row. Whenever Mum and Dad went out she would ask her boyfriend round and
  we’d be sent upstairs even though it was only seven o’clock! Jo and I called her Chucky Poppins because one moment she’d be sweet as pie, the next moment she’d
  turn into a monster. The way she looked didn’t help because she was like something out of the Addams
  Family, a typical Goth, white-blonde hair, white face, kohled eyes and into Tears for Fears, The Jam and Paul Weller. (But I would still creep into bed with her at night when I
  was scared.) We’d much rather have our brother in charge. Paul was a lot more chilled and would let us do anything, though when he was riled he was ruthless. One night he put me in a sleeping
  bag, tied it up and carried me around the house like a sack of potatoes. He’d only allow me out, he said, if I could guess where I was, like in the bathroom or the kitchen. He was
  completely mental. He was always going off to illegal raves and spent his life listening to dance music. And Jody and me? We weren’t into any of that. We loved Kylie.

  Kylie was my absolute idol and I just wanted to be her, even if it meant training to be a car mechanic, the part she played in Neighbours, which we watched religiously until Charlene and
  Scott (Kylie and Jason Donovan) got married and Kylie left the cast. Sometimes when my eczema was too bad to go to school, I’d get to watch Neighbours twice in one day and Jo would be
  so jealous!

  East Wretham was even more remote than Great Hockham, so we spent much more time on our own, most of it singing, after we’d written down the
  words of the songs we liked from the radio, which always took hours. One of our favourites was ‘Especially for You’, a duet Kylie did with Jason for his first album. Like
  Kylie’s hit single, ‘I Should Be So Lucky’, it was produced by the phenomenal songwriting team Stock, Aitken and Waterman. We’d spent so
  long perfecting it, we decided to do it for Mum and Dad – Jo doing Jason’s part, as obviously I had to be Kylie. Once Mum and Dad were sitting comfortably on the couch in the lounge, we
  would emerge from behind the pink velvet curtains pulled across the French windows that led on to the garden, and the show would begin.
  From then on these ‘curtain shows’ became a regular feature of life in Lane End. At first we did mainly Kylie songs, interspersed with sketches we wrote involving Kylie and Jason.
  When that became a bit limiting, we invented two characters called George and Alfred, where I was George and Jo was Alfred. They were hairdressers, and for props we had polystyrene heads, the kind of things you see in shop windows to display hats. Mum bought cheap wigs from the market in Snetterton where we would sometimes go on
  Sundays (and where I also built up my collection of rip-off cassettes), and while doing the dialogue we’d pretend to brush this fake
  hair or put rollers in. We wrote everything ourselves – proper scripts that we rehearsed for hours, but the last word always led up to a song, which we also wrote.

  ‘Did you see that Mabel? What a sight.’

  ‘Funny, I used to think she was quite pretty . . .’

  That would be a cue for a song called ‘Pretty, Pretty, Pretty’. The only one I can remember in full now was ‘Bad Manners’.

  
  
  
  
  Never pick your nose and don’t pick your toes

  Bad, bad, bad, bad manners.

  You must always brush your hair,

  You must brush it everywhere

  Good, good, good, good manners.

  Manners, manners,

  Good, good, good, good manners.

  

  

  

  

  To this day I have no idea where it all came from. But we were brought up on Dad’s videos of Monty Python, Fawlty Towers and Blackadder where logic barely comes into
  it. I knew the words of Fawlty Towers off by heart because I had the scripts – I’d asked for them for my birthday – and Jo and I would sit on the sofa doing the
  dialogue while we were watching, so perhaps subconsciously it was that. We were always learning. We knew all the words to Dirty Dancing, even though it
  was years before we were allowed to watch it.

  By this time Jo and I were already seasoned performers, members of the East Wretham drama society. All it really meant was that we did the pantomime every year in the village hall. We had barely
  arrived at Lane End before the woman who ran it turned up on the doorstep asking if we’d like to join. Of course we said yes! For
  the first couple of years we just played village children, dancing about and joining in the chorus. Our first proper role was as the pantomime horse. I can’t remember now which
  pantomime it was because, from this distance, they all tend to merge into one, but it might have been Jack and the Beanstalk when Jo and I
  took it in turns to be the front end and the back end.

  Singing was what I really loved, and the first time I sang on my own was in our school nativity play – a modern dress version in order to show us ‘the true meaning of
  Christmas’, our teacher explained. Jody played some ruffian kid who wanted all the presents given to the Baby Jesus for himself. I played Mary. And while everyone else was wearing ordinary
  clothes, I got to wear the traditional blue dress with a white scarf draped over my head that you see in every religious painting ever done. My song – when the Angel Gabriel comes down
  and tells Mary she’s going to have a baby – started off: ‘Why me? Why have I been chosen?’ And as I sang these words, I was thinking along much the same lines. ‘Why me? Why have I been chosen (to play Mary)?’ It was a big moment in my life. Before it started I felt sick with nerves but once I began to sing, all
  that fell away.

  The best thing about doing the pantomimes was learning the scripts – not ours, we never said anything – but all the other parts, because we’d hear them so often they just
  seeped into our heads, then we would act them out in our ‘curtain shows’, which gave us much more scope for our sketches and songs. In fact we would burst into song at every opportunity – though always
  well rehearsed and word perfect – such as when Dad came home. The moment we heard the car crunching up the drive, we’d
  position ourselves on the staircase and as the key turned in the lock we’d start singing, ‘Daddy, father, pop, pa, dad, darling, da!’

  Saturdays were always full on. If we got up early we’d go with Dad to the poultry auction at Swaff ham as now he’d started his chicken-breeding project in earnest –
  we’d eat the eggs ourselves and if there was a glut he’d give them to friends. This was proper old Norfolk, a shed with a curved corrugated-iron roof that looked as if it had been
  left over from the war and probably was. Inside rows of cages were piled up on top of each other filled with chickens and cockerels and ducks and geese (and presumably turkeys, this being
  Norfolk). Once he’d got what he came for, and enjoyed the ‘craic’, we’d turn around and drive back home. Then it was on to Bury St Edmunds – totally the other
  direction – for Rollerbury, where we learned to skate on roller boots in the club for the under-thirteens. We did this for two years, until we were about eleven, and we absolutely loved it.

  Saturday afternoons was when we’d go for walks, mainly just with Dad. These were usually in
  Thetford Forest. It wasn’t an ancient forest, like Wayland Wood. It had been planted at the end of the First World War to help the unemployment situation and then continued during the
  Depression. Although the forest is new, the seeds came from trees already in the area, with local people collecting pine cones. Now it’s the largest
  Scots pine forest in England and if we weren’t too noisy we’d see hares and rabbits and masses of pheasants. Because
  everywhere looked much the same, the tracks were numbered. Our favourite was ‘No. 83’ mainly because it had a pond at the end where you could catch tadpoles, and at the right time of
  year we’d bring them back in jam jars and transfer them to our own pond.

  One Saturday when Jo wasn’t feeling well, Dad took me skating by myself and as we left the house I spotted a baby bird lying on the path by the hedge.

  ‘Poor thing,’ I said. ‘It must have fallen from its nest.’

  ‘Whatever you do, don’t touch it,’ Dad warned when he saw me bend down.

  ‘But I want to look after it!’

  ‘You can’t pick it up, because its mother might come and rescue it,’ he explained. ‘She’s probably up there somewhere watching even now . . .’

  ‘Please, Dad . . .’

  ‘No, Carrie.’

  ‘Please . . .’

  ‘I said no.’

  ‘Please . . .’

  ‘Well, if it’s still there when we come back from skating, then that’s different.’

  By now we were already in the car on our way to Rollerbury. It was the early days of car phones when they were the size of
  bricks, and Dad had one for work, so I picked it up, dialled home and told Mum I needed to speak to Jo urgently.

  ‘Jo, there’s a baby bird on the path by the hedge that’s fallen from its nest and Dad says if it’s still there by the time we get home, we can keep it!’
  Because of eczema I had never had any kind of pet. I longed to have a dog or a cat but if I couldn’t have one of them, I’d settle for anything. Like this baby bird
  for example. Usually I wanted our roller-skating to go on for ever, but that day I couldn’t wait for the session to end.

  When we got back, Jo was waiting outside, standing guard over the bird. Dad rolled his eyes and sighed, while Jo and I went off to the garage to look for something to put it in. Basically
  that garage was Dad’s warehouse. Open the doors and all you could see was Coco-Cola. It was almost as if he was a soft-drinks gangster, because crates were everywhere. And not only cans
  and bottles of Coke, but towels, mirrors, umbrellas. All the towels in the house were marked Coca-Cola. All our mirrors were Coca-Cola. Whenever we were asked to give something for a tombola or a raffle, or a prize for a flower show, it was always something to do with Coca-Cola. ‘But doesn’t it belong to
  Coca-Cola?’ we’d say, as Dad handed over whatever it was for us to take to school, or Brownies, or the village hall, remembering his lecture about what belongs to you and
  what doesn’t. ‘This is different,’ he said. ‘This is publicity.’
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