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Canapés at Number 10 might not spark a eureka moment for every visitor, but they did for me. It was at a reception to mark International Women’s Day at Downing Street that I realised I had to write this book. As a British businesswoman with a public profile, I am invited to many networking events and it must have been about the tenth year that I had gone along to this one. But what struck me this time – alarmed me, even – was that it was all the same faces yet again, year in, year out. Where was the new generation of women leaders, snapping at our heels? The new inventors? The new charity workers? The new scientists and lawyers? Where were the young women who were going to change the world? I was left with the distinct feeling that someone needed to inspire this generation of women, to get them going and help them through – hand on the baton, if you like.


My own career has seen me become, at the age of 23, the youngest managing director of a PLC in the UK, run two Premier League football clubs, sit on the boards of companies including Channel 4, Mothercare and Arcadia, and join the BBC show The Apprentice. Meanwhile I’ve got married, had two children and undergone brain surgery. Writing a book about my own experiences, I decided, telling things as they really have been for me, without glossing over any of the difficulties or pretending that it was easy, might help other women to think about developing their own road maps to success.

I want women to know they should never feel guilty about championing their own career while being a mother and should never – ever – be afraid to be ambitious. For women, that means considering the core values you need to succeed; visualising the place you want to work and the type of company and people you want to work for, or the type of business leader you want to be; then setting out to achieve this.

Ultimately, I want to change – fundamentally – the way people perceive working women. Even now, you know that if someone talks about an ambitious man, you immediately conjure up the image of a dynamic go-getter, someone you want to know, someone whose company you’d relish. Someone in control; a man going places; someone to admire. Yet exactly the opposite happens if you mention an ambitious woman. If they’re honest, a lot of people immediately think, ‘I bet she’s a right hard-nosed bitch!’


I shouldn’t have to spell this out, but I will: being an ambitious woman certainly doesn’t mean you’re a bitch. We have to change that thinking. In the same way, we have to change the perception of feminism. ‘Feminism’ has become a dirty word, so much so that, through stereotyping and media spin, few people like to be associated with anything to do with it. But a feminist is not someone who burns her bras and hates men. A feminist is simply someone who actively promotes the belief that women are equal to men. I hope, by the end of this book, you will embrace that belief and all that it means, too.

So, why am I so keen to see other women climb the ladder? It’s simple. I love my career. I’ve combined it with being a mother, and I think I’ve been a success at both. That’s why the description I think suits me best, more than chairperson, vice-chairperson or CEO, is working mother. That is what I am – a mother who works. My work and my children are the most important things in my life.

But there have been times when it has been very tough. I hope this book contains experiences and advice that will make the path easier for other women, and that it can offer some kind of inspiration when it’s needed. It also signals my commitment to try to encourage, help and champion women from all different walks of life to achieve their potential. That’s a promise.

I feel a personal responsibility in this, too. I have a teenage daughter, Sophia, who will soon take her first steps into a career. There have been a lot of changes for women at work in the 25 years since I was in Sophia’s shoes – not all of them good – but changes still need to be made to support her and all young women.

Here’s one of my pet hates. Companies will pay a lot of lip service to wanting more women to soar through the ranks, but they don’t do anything about it. They’ll say they’re flexible when it comes to helping women combine work and home life, but when push comes to shove, it’s a different story. A lot of businesses are only flexible when it suits them. But the best companies are those that are diverse. If you want different types of women, with different types of experiences and backgrounds, you just have to accept that they might have a family. You’ve got to provide the flexibility and support to allow them to succeed and, most importantly, understand that, although they may try, they can’t be in two places at once.

Another niggle. When policymakers and the media talk about women in the workplace, we hear a lot about the ‘glass ceiling’. Many people seem to think that every working woman wants to run a huge banking conglomerate and that if they don’t they’ve somehow failed. But, actually, I’ve discovered that that isn’t what most women in business want. They want a job they enjoy that pays enough for them to afford high-quality childcare and in which they are respected. Many women have a common aim: to fit a career around a family. Yes, we have to juggle and, yes, sometimes we have to leave work early because our family needs us, but that should not, and does not, affect our commitment and loyalty to our employers and our careers.

Why does this point need to be made, decades after women entered the modern workplace in their droves? Most business leaders are still male, and most male chief executives, chairmen or managers have a wife. And it’s the wife who sorts out the school uniforms, who does the weekly supermarket shop, who gets the call from school when a child needs to go home sick, and all this allows the man a relatively stress-free path to the top. Good for them. The downside for their female employees is that when a woman says, ‘My daughter’s not well, I’ve got to go home,’ there is little understanding. Women fear, with reason, they will meet a stony response, which makes them believe they can’t combine a career with a family.

It’s certainly far harder for women than for men to combine a career with children. Some of my male colleagues feel no compunction about going for a golfing weekend, or a boys’ weekend, or a team-building weekend, or they don’t bother to go and watch their son play football on a Saturday because they want a lie-in. Meanwhile I spend all my time at work or with my family. I could never say to my family, ‘I’m going on a pampering weekend’ – I just wouldn’t feel comfortable thinking it, let alone saying it. The reality is that women who run companies are under far more scrutiny from their families about what they’re doing when they’re not with them than any of their male counterparts.


And in a way, this is understandable. In many cases women are more connected to their children than men are. But that does mean men don’t tend to carry the same level of guilt. So women will want to be perfect mothers but perhaps they also want to run a business. And companies will increasingly have to accommodate that, because if they don’t, women will leave and set up on their own: that way they can run the company the way they want to.

I do recognise that, in many ways, combining work and a family is easier for someone like me than it is for a woman who has a rigid nine-to-five job. I have reached the point in my career where I can be flexible. If there’s a crisis at home and I need to be with my children, I can be – I’m the boss. But it wasn’t always like that. I definitely didn’t feel there was much flexibility when I had to go to work after three days’ maternity leave. In fact, I was miserable.

That decision gets a mention in pretty much every newspaper profile of me, so I’m going to explain it once and for all. It was a mix of feeling scared, of not wanting to let anyone down, of feeling guilty for having had a baby in the first place and – if I’m being honest – not wanting this enormous change in my personal life to get in the way of the job I had to do. Most importantly, I was determined my employers wouldn’t think I was incapable of carrying on as normal now that I had a baby. Looking back, all these years later, I still don’t know how I did it! Up all night with a baby and at work all day. What I now appreciate, and didn’t understand then, was that a career spans a lifetime, and that taking a few months off would not have harmed mine.

Nowadays, far more women are setting up businesses from their kitchen tables than ever before because they say to themselves: ‘I won’t work in a job that doesn’t respect the fact that I have a family. I want both so I’ll create my own flexible way of working.’ And I’ll be intrigued to see how many businesses are started by women rather than men over the next few years. It could become a big problem for businesses that will not accommodate women’s needs.

The answer, I believe, is to have more women in the boardroom. The more women leaders we have, the better conditions will become for all working women. I don’t believe in setting quotas, but I do believe that any public company that has no woman on the board should publish the reasons why. It would be sure to make very interesting reading. If a company came back and said, ‘We have interviewed ten women and have not been able to find someone appropriate because the skills missing are this, this and this,’ it would tell us a great deal about which skills we’re not teaching young girls that they need to survive and thrive in a corporate world. Equally, if a company came back and admitted, ‘We haven’t interviewed any women for a position on our board,’ that would be an embarrassing insight into the type of company it really was.

The suits in the boardrooms are not the only ones who have to change. It annoys me so much that the Government talks about getting more women into work, then doesn’t help. Every woman who has to pay for childcare should be able to claim that cost as an allowance against tax: you can’t work unless your kids are taken care of. It would make sense economically, too. Creating tax breaks for childcare would mean more revenue for the Government: at the moment, many mothers pay cash in hand for care. It would also mean that mothers could afford better childcare, which would allow them the peace of mind to focus on their work.

While I’m on my soapbox, another issue is particularly close to my heart: that young women should feel free to enter professions that have traditionally been seen as male. If my daughter wants to be a painter and decorator, a scientist or an engineer, I want that to seem like a perfectly natural choice. A generation of people still finds it weird that women would want a job in such an area. Those barriers need to come down. There should be a completely open path for young women to do whatever they want to do.

Too many young women pick up a magazine and see a host of glamorous models, with wardrobes full of handbags, married to footballers. They think that’s what you have to aspire to, that such things give a woman value. Rubbish. When I meet young girls who tell me their ambition is to marry a footballer I always say, ‘Why? Your ambition should be to own a football club!’

There can be nothing more soul-destroying than having a job you hate, even if you have never considered yourself a career woman. We need to encourage young women to open their minds to the possibilities of what they can achieve. Becoming an entrepreneur is nothing to do with your education. It’s about your spirit. It’s about your desire. A burning spark inside you that’s your pride. If you have an idea, and the energy to see it into a business, you’re an entrepreneur. I meet a lot of people with great ideas, but they lack the energy and determination to see them through. But if you’re determined, with a steely core and a can-do attitude, you’re an entrepreneur.

Sadly, since I started out, it’s become vital to have a degree. My first job was with Saatchi & Saatchi, the legendary advertising agency. I joined them, aged 18, straight from school, and I don’t think that could happen now. I don’t think you’d get near a company like Saatchi’s today without a degree, which is a great shame.

It seems to me that all companies are now looking for the same type of person – someone who has been to the right university and who has the right degree. That means there’s little diversity within organisations, which can cause problems. You don’t have people from different backgrounds with different experiences.

To me, it seems obvious that one of the problems behind the banking crisis was that the boardrooms were all full of people from similar backgrounds who followed each other off the edge of the cliff. Really good companies encourage their employees to question – ‘Why aren’t we doing this? What’s going on here?’ And that comes from having people who come from different backgrounds and look at things from different angles, to whom different issues are important. And, yes, that might mean not everyone has a 2:1 degree from Oxbridge or a redbrick university in their pocket.

I fear that talented people with great personal qualities won’t get a chance. Not everyone wants to go to university, but many companies believe that if you have a university degree you’re far more intelligent than someone who hasn’t. That’s not always the case. Life experience gives you the ability to think for yourself, the energy to provide for yourself and the desire to champion yourself.

Added to that, there’s also a snobbery about which university you’ve been to. Young people could spend all that money and find that companies still turn their noses up at them because they’ve been to the wrong institution or chosen the wrong course. Despite all the talk about the glass ceiling, I think the biggest obstacle to entry into an organisation is the HR director. When you apply to a company now your CV goes into one of two piles – university, yes; non-university, no. And that definitely comes from HR.

But with the increased costs of university, so many people can’t afford to go or are so fearful of debt that they won’t go. And what happens to them? Either they have to be motivated enough to work for themselves, to come up with an idea and drive it forward, or they have to start at the absolute bottom and hope they’ll find someone who notices their ability and is prepared to push them forward.

Companies will need to be more and more open-minded to unearth the right talent. At one point in my career I was offered a job as vice-president of a major IT company in Europe, which sounded great – on paper. Then they asked me to go to America for six months to complete an induction into their company. My response was, ‘Why would you want to turn me into someone who has the same mind-set as everybody else who works for you? Surely it is better to have diversity.’ But they were adamant: that was what they wanted. And, ultimately, it wasn’t me.

On a more positive note, apprenticeships are a great way forward: you earn while you learn and you learn on the job. It’s also an opportunity for the company, as the apprentices are with you from the outset and they become used to your way of doing things. Then, at the end of the process, they have a practical skill.

As well as looking past the letters – or lack of them – after your name, sexist stereotyping is another area that should be tackled to make sure the best women can rise to the top. We might think there is no sexism today, but there is. Strikingly, while I have rarely experienced it at work, I get it all the time from the media. If you look on Internet message boards, the abuse is always targeted at my gender: ‘Oh, that Karren Brady, she can motivate the team – she knows how to put a spring in their step, nudge nudge.’ They’d never say anything so personal about a male director, they would simply say he was really bad at his job.

Without a doubt, the hardest thing about being a female executive in the spotlight is that your gender makes you an easy target. Many women perhaps couldn’t cope with some of the stuff I’ve had thrown at me, and I wouldn’t blame them. Luckily, I have a very thick skin and I hope via this book to help you develop one, too. It can be achieved. You’ll likely need it too, with the guilt the media encourages in working mothers. Newspapers will publish the research that fits their particular viewpoint – you know the headlines, they’re the ones along the lines of ‘Working mothers’ children die young’ or ‘Working mothers’ children are dyslexic/stupid/earn less money.’ Either that, or it’s stories about superwomen who have five children, a million-pound job and do it all perfectly – and, believe me, those stories are always misleading. Still, women measure themselves against them.

Then there’s still this sense that if you have a career, children and a nanny, you’re some sort of ruthless bitch who doesn’t give a damn about anyone but yourself. That you just drop your kids off whenever it suits you and do as you like. That’s hard for women to cope with. And it just is not true. Working women are weighed down with the guilt, either that they weren’t at sports day or that they missed the board meeting. I want to help women to understand that you can only do what you can do. The balance is different for everyone.

What can I bring to this debate? Lessons born of hard-won experience. I am independent, driven and motivated. I have taught myself to rely on no one but myself. I don’t pretend to be someone I’m not. I have self-esteem, and I know that I’m capable of achieving anything I put my mind to. Yet, as you’ll read in this book, I never thought it would all turn out as it has. It’s not been easy, and sometimes it’s been punishing. But the result of 25 years’ hard work is that I’m fortunate: I have a career I love.

And that comes with a warning. I did not wake up at the age of 42 and parachute into this position. I’ve worked hard, sacrificed a lot, and all the time I’ve been in pursuit of success. Yet I can say, with my hand on my heart, that it’s been worth it. That’s why I hope to inspire you not to feel guilty for having a dream, for having ambition and not being afraid to go out there to do something about it. To turn your dream into reality.

After all, if you don’t champion your career, who will do it for you?

I want to make things better for my daughter, for you and yours.
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Ambitious, driven, determined – that’s how people talk about me, I know, and I guess I they’re right. But to me these words are empty because they say nothing about what really counts, what pushes a person forward. For me, the one thing more than anything else that’s motivated me, the goal I have been striving to reach all my life, is independence. More than money, fame or glamour, I have always been driven by that desire: to live a life where no one could ever tell me what to do. One where only I would have control over me and no one could tell me what to think or how to act.

I’ve always been this way. I still am. I shudder at the thought of ever having to ask anyone for money to buy a new coat or a lipstick. And it’s this drive, more than any other, which has got me out of bed every day, has made me push myself forward to success.


So where did the desire for independence, the need for control or, well, sheer bloody-mindedness come from? Writing this book, I’ve had to dwell on how and – a much harder question to answer – why I became who I am. I don’t reflect on such things easily, because I’ve never been an emotional person. That’s an understatement, if ever there was one: I’m logic personified! It’s not quite ‘Call me Spock’ but I’m the sort of person who, when a door shuts, never opens it again. I march forward and never glance back to the path behind me. It’s helped me throughout my career: I don’t waste time second-guessing my decisions and pondering the what-ifs. And up until now, I’ve never really questioned why I’m like this. Yet looking back over my life, as I tried to work out how and where the desire for independence began to make itself felt, I realised I could pinpoint it exactly.

I was three years old when my mum and nan left me at home one day with my grandfather, while they went shopping. I remember my parents had this elegant drinks cabinet in the lounge. As a toddler, I was fascinated by it. The door folded down and all these beautiful little glasses and different-coloured bottles glinted away in the backlight. I decided to get a chair, climb up and have a good look. Everything looked even better close up. The dainty little glasses (for sherry), the perfect size for me, were so tempting that I started to fill them up with the green, yellow and clear liquids I saw in the bottles: crème de menthe, advocaat and vodka, I know now! Taking little sips and inviting my dolls to do the same, I was having a wonderful time – until my grandfather came into the room and asked what I was doing. Of course, as soon as he twigged, he told me to stop. Three-year-old me instantly replied, ‘This is my house and I’ll do as I want.’ He left me to it. He was married to my grandmother, so perhaps he knew not to pick a losing fight!

Unsurprisingly, when my mum and nan got home I was rolling drunk and, by all accounts, not much more co-operative. My grandfather got an earful, I was put to bed, and the story passed into family lore for ever more. As my nan used to tell me: ‘You were such a little cow – and you know what? You weren’t sick, not once. Not a drop.’ When you’ve got that streak in you as a toddler, no one’s ever going to be able to tell you what to do when you’re fully grown.

It wasn’t a one-off, either. A few months later my mum took me to school for the very first time. Picking me up after my first day, she asked the teacher how I had got on. She’d been worried, my mum admitted, as I was very shy. ‘Which one is your daughter?’ the teacher asked.

‘Karren Brady,’ said my mother.

‘Karren Brady?’ was the incredulous response. ‘Shy? She walked in, pulled a boy off his chair and said, “That’s my seat. Move.” I wouldn’t be worried if I was you!’ It was advice my mother took to heart. In fact, that was probably the last time she worried about me.


Not that this mind-set always made things easy. I went to boarding school when I was thirteen, and that was tough in many ways, but the hardest thing of all was the lack of freedom or choice. You had to write on a noticeboard when you wanted a bath, booking a slot! Then you had twenty minutes to wash out a bath someone else had just used, bathe, dry and get dressed. It was always a rush, and it’s probably why even now I can’t sit in a bathtub for longer than a few minutes without thinking I should get out, get on, get moving. Another thing I hated was having nothing of my own. Not my own bed, not my own pillows, not even a drawer that belonged to me. I was stuck in a dormitory with lots of other girls. Some snored. Some talked all night. Some I couldn’t stand.

I remember realising while I was there that if I wanted to ensure I was never – in emotional terms – put in a place like that again, to ensure that nobody would ever be able to say to me, ‘I am in control of you and you will do what I say, you will eat what I say, you will bathe when I say, you will wear what I say,’ I had to be independent. And, for that, it was clear, I would need funds. It didn’t worry me that I had no dreams that matched the desire for money. There was no job I wanted, no career I felt drawn to. I would have happily worked on a market stall if I’d thought it would make me money. That said, I wasn’t then and I’m not now driven by money, but I knew it was the means to independence and that drove me forward.


Boarding school makes my early life sound all ponies and privilege, but before I went I’d had a very normal upbringing. I lived with my mum and dad, Rita and Terry, and my brother, Darren, my elder by 18 months, in Edmonton, north London. Until I was 13, I went to a number of different schools, including the local comprehensive. My father was a businessman, in printing, and – whatever that word signals – ambitious. He was starting to make his way in the world, and as he hit his milestones, our life changed, quite visibly. So during my childhood we went from living in a very small terraced house in Mitchell Road which backed on to the milk depot to a slightly bigger three-bedroom house in Empire Avenue, then into a much bigger detached house on the Ridgeway, Cuffley. By the time I was 17, we had an estate in Crews Hill.

That meant there was a powerful feeling all around me, all the way through my childhood, that you could achieve most things through hard work. My father worked all the time and gradually it started to pay off. My mum got a sports car, my dad a Rolls-Royce, we started to go on fancy holidays, my brother and I were eventually moved to private schools – and it was all the result of hard graft. If my dad pulled off a big deal, he would take us to a posh children’s clothes shop in Golders Green called Please Mum and fit us out, which was always exciting. There was never any feeling that he was doing this for himself: his hard work was for the whole family.


It was never just about wanting more. The way I see it, if you have a bit of a spirit in you, you don’t want it broken. That means you can end up finding within yourself a relentless energy and a capacity for hard work to realise your ambitions. In this country, we tend to think that ambition and ruthlessness come hand in hand – that if you’re ambitious, you’re not a very nice person – but I don’t think that’s true at all. I think ambitious people are just the ones who have an inner pride. A spark that sets them apart. They don’t just accept their lot. They’re fighters and grafters and they claw their way out of often difficult circumstances. Alan Sugar is like that, and so is my father. Dad came from very humble origins, not knowing who his father was and with a mother who had to work very hard all her life.

In fact, my dad definitely has all the attributes of an achiever. A lot of people fear failure so much that they can’t achieve anything. They may have the great ideas but they can’t turn them into reality. But my father does. He’s a real go-getter. He understands that saying yes is always the way to do it. He’s a ‘Yes-yes-yes-until-it’s-no’ man. He understands that you have to be personable, able to make decisions and relentlessly hardworking in order to achieve.

As for my mum, she was a conventional mother and housewife and had a different sort of influence on me. She was very glamorous – she and my dad would go out every Saturday night, and every week she had a new dress, with her cigarettes dyed to match the colour of her outfit. She’s still amazed at my achievements and some of the things I do. That said, she has her own steely side and can hold her own in any situation.

Still, the atmosphere I grew up in was not the sort where you set yourself goals and went off and delivered them. It was more a leave-no-stone-unturned, keep-trying, keep-grafting philosophy. We were always striving to do better and that has been a very important influence on me. I don’t just look at where things are and think, This is OK. I look at how things could be better. Good, I find, is always a barrier to being great. If things are good, you don’t want to rock the boat. And some people, some businesses, can’t see why you’d want to change anything about good. But to be great you have to forsake good and take risks. In business, a lot of people settle for the way things are. They don’t have that vision of how things could be improved, or understand that by sheer hard work and gritting your teeth you can make them better. That was a lesson I learnt from my dad and it was a good one.

It may sound contradictory, but although my father’s example of hard work was so important to me, he didn’t really push me or expect a great deal from me, and probably at some points in my life I didn’t expect much of myself either. I wasn’t naturally gifted at anything. I wasn’t keen on sports, I wasn’t the best at art, I wasn’t academic – I wasn’t the best at anything. In fact I was a very average child who really didn’t know what she was going to do or where she was going to go.


I remember feeling ill every time I got a school report, as I’d inevitably get some mediocre grade that would result in a ‘Brady bollocking’ because my parents thought I didn’t try hard enough. I don’t remember being particularly bothered about those, unpleasant as they were, but I do think they helped me gain an underlying steely drive. I was determined to show my parents that when it really mattered I would come into my own. I wasn’t sure when that would be, or how I would achieve it, but I knew somehow I would do something – something better than they expected me to do anyway.

It was that stubborn streak coming out, as it always did. When my brother was 17 my dad bought him a Ferrari as his first car. Not a lot of parents would give their teenage son a car like that, I know, but as I’ve said, my dad loved sharing his success with his family. I had a Ford, but I soon gave it up, got a loan and bought a battered old Golf. Even then I knew it was better to have a battered old car and my freedom.

I do think that, subconsciously, I wanted my parents to be proud of me. I have heard that they are a million times by now but, of course, it doesn’t mean as much when we’re older. Yet even when I was young, I could easily have cut myself away from my family. And I did for a while, going off to do my own thing, without the need for their approval or disapproval. It came back to that independence of mine – I didn’t want anything from them and I didn’t want them to want anything from me.


I’m close to my parents today, though. I speak to my dad every day and I see him and Mum at least once a week. They love my children, and my dad comes to watch the football regularly. He’s supported my husband Paul in his football career, too, first as a player, now as a manager. I know they’re there for me, no matter what.

Of course there were other powerful influences in my childhood. Both of my grandmothers were hard workers, strong women and very important in moulding me. I was very close to my mother’s mother in particular, who put end to that alcoholic tea party when I was three. Grandma Nina was dynamite. She was Italian, from Naples, and incredibly feisty. She would have killed for her family – she wouldn’t have thought twice about it. If someone cut up my grandfather in traffic, she would get out of the car and punch them on the nose.

I’m sure it won’t come as any surprise when I say that she was definitely the one in control of her house and marriage. Grandma Nina would say when, she would say how, she would say how many. She was great with money – not because she had a lot, but she knew the price of everything and she was in charge. My grandfather, Gerald, went out to work as a postman, but she would take his wages and give him cash to spend. That was just the way it was. My brother and I would often spend weekends and holidays with them and she was in and out of our house, so we spent a lot of time together.


Grandma Nina really believed in me. Her attitude was: you can do it, so go out there and get on with it. She always pushed me forward: ‘Get to the front of the queue!’ She was very competitive on my and Darren’s behalf and she was an amazing role model. I looked up to her and loved her very much. And if I get a bit feisty at home my husband will still say to me, ‘Oh, Nina’s here. Nina’s coming out.’

My father’s mother, Grandma Rose, was another hard worker. She worked till she was nearly 80 in the Corkscrew, a famous London wine bar, where she baked the pies and cooked the meals. Another very independent woman. I miss them both a lot, now that they are no longer with us.

All these strong characters in my family tree passed something on to me, I am sure. From an early age I was a self-sufficient child, happy with my own company – which I still am. I don’t think anyone can teach you that: it’s the way you’re born. I’d be in my room all the time, watching my telly, and my parents would call up, ‘Are you going to come down?’ but I would refuse. I wasn’t unhappy – I just liked to do my own thing.

And I liked things my way and wanted to make my own decisions. I remember once being on holiday with my parents when I was 10 and they decided we should all have a sleep in the afternoon. Of course, I had different ideas. Darren, who would have been 11, and I sat in the lounge of the self-catering apartment we had and made up a song called ‘Half A Beer Saint Allier’ after finding a bottle of it in the fridge. We’d sing, ‘Half a beer Saint Allier round and round,’ and spin the bottle. When the bottle stopped, it was time to take a swig. Needless to say, we were roaring drunk when our parents woke up. They blamed me, even though Darren was older. They were probably right to do so. To this day I’ve never been able to drink beer without remembering that afternoon!

Speaking my mind was always my only option. In situations where other people would keep their mouths shut for a quiet life, I was the opposite. Darren used to say to me, ‘Why do you have to say what everyone else is thinking? Why do you do that?’ But biting my tongue just wasn’t me – if I had something to say I wanted to be able to say it, which caused some eye-rolling. ‘Oh, Karren!’

I was fiercely determined. If I wanted something and my parents wouldn’t give it to me, I’d find a way to get it for myself. I was never given pocket money: my parents always said, ‘If you need something, let us know,’ which was very kind of them, but I wanted to be in charge of my own money. I recall them once saying no to something I wanted, I can’t remember what it was – but I haven’t forgotten what I decided to do. I put up signs in my bedroom window – it was my bedroom so I could do what I liked, I reasoned – saying, ‘Massages, manicures, come inside!’ My mother was shouting up, ‘Who are all these weirdoes coming to the door?’ and I bawled back, ‘They’re my customers!’


I was definitely bloody-minded. I once put up a Vote Labour poster in my bedroom just because my parents were Conservatives. ‘Take that down!’ my dad roared.

‘It’s my bedroom!’

He said, ‘What does the poster even mean?’ and I didn’t know, of course, I just knew it would wind him up and cause a debate.

I wasn’t all trouble, though. From an early age I had enormous energy and an appetite for hard work. I used to get up at five o’clock in the morning and go to work with Nanny Nina, who was an office cleaner. No one made me do that – I enjoyed it. Even then I just really liked working. And to this day I love cleaning.

Another thing I learnt when I was very young was never to take no as the final answer, that there is always room for a bit more manoeuvring. At my boarding school you were given a limited number of weekend passes to go home. I quickly worked out that if you asked all the time and the nuns felt they were always saying no, they were more likely to say yes – eventually. So I’d ask every weekend. They’d say no, so I’d say, ‘Well, you’ve said no five times and it’s important,’ and they‘d give in. In the end, I had more time at home than anybody else, through strategy and sheer persistence.

Despite all the effort I made to go home, I was confident that I could take care of myself. My mother used to say, ‘You’re absolutely fearless, I don’t know where you get it from.’ Even as a young child I wanted to go out on my own, do my own thing. I longed to be independent. Before I was boarding, I took the bus to school from an early age, and on Saturdays I’d go to Wood Green, not far from where we lived, which had a high street and a bit of bustle. I think eventually my parents just thought, Oh, get on with it – I was a bit too much for them.

When I was about 14, I’d tell my mum I was going to stay the night with my best friend, Charlotte, who would tell her mum she was staying at my house. Then we would meet up with our clothes in carrier bags, get changed, take the Tube into central London and go out in Soho. When everything closed we’d walk around until the Tube restarted in the early morning and go back to our borough, Enfield, walk around until 10, then go home. Mum would say, ‘Well, you look very tired.’ But she never knew.

Years later, when I told her, she was shocked, but I was even more shocked by what she said to me. She looked at my daughter and said, ‘What goes around, come around.’ I went very cold and felt terrible about what I had done. But at the time I couldn’t have cared less. Nothing was going to happen to me: I was in control, I was safe – or, at least, I thought I was. But if I imagine my 15-year-old going out all night now, well …

But back then I was at that point when you’re not a child but not quite an adult. I thought I knew everything and I would voice my opinions all the time. If someone said black, I’d say white, just because.


Once, my father invited me to some do with a lot of businesspeople. I’d heard him say that one of them had gone bankrupt twice and had ‘knocked’ a lot of people, then set up in business again. I didn’t quite know what that meant but I knew it wasn’t very good. Dad was talking to this man, who made a negative comment about someone I knew.

‘How can you say that when you go round knocking people?’ I asked. Everyone stared at the floor and my dad tried to laugh it off. I continued, ‘But it’s true, though, isn’t it? How can you criticise somebody when that’s the way you do things?’ I think Dad secretly liked it, because I was saying what everyone was thinking. Mind you, it was the first and last event like that he ever took me to!

I wasn’t naughty or spiteful or vindictive, but I was quite demanding, opinionated and defiant. I like to think I was free-spirited, but my parents obviously didn’t agree! All in all, I must have been quite a nerve-racking daughter, and maybe that’s partly why my parents sent me to the nuns – they couldn’t rein me in.

My school, Poles Convent, was in the middle of nowhere, in Hertfordshire. The school doesn’t exist any more – the building is now a golf club and very beautiful.

People will say, ‘This is your school?’

And I say, ‘It really wasn’t like this then.’

It was an unhappy place, a bit like something out of Dickens. There was a long drive up to the school with two cattle grids and you knew when you’d gone over the second that you were past the point of no return; it was just awful. My closest friend, my-all-night-in-Soho companion, who went there too, says that her lasting memory of the school is that she was always unhappy and hungry, which just about sums it up.

It was very religious, with mass twice a day. Everyone was bored and restless, and it wasn’t as though you were even getting a really good education, because the teaching was variable. And you had no life experiences, because you never met anybody. It was very isolating and I was a bit of a loner. I didn’t have many friends because I didn’t want many friends. There were a lot of geeky, closeted girls who’d never seen anything, never been anywhere, never done anything, for whom going into Ware town centre nearby was the most amazing thing you could imagine. I just found the things they were into mind-numbingly boring. They thought it was great to stay up all night reading Jackie magazine, or watch Wimbledon all day.

Still, some of the girls did things that I would never have dreamed of doing. I was feisty and spirited but I wouldn’t smuggle boys or booze into the bedroom. There were lines I didn’t cross and that was as much about my father’s wrath as anything. My parents were easy-going to a point, but if you crossed that point … I would get as close to the barrier as I
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