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Take a photo of yourself. It’s best if it’s a head-and-shoulders shot, but anything will do.






1. Age: ____________________
 
2. Full name: ____________________

3. Photo was taken (when?): ____________________

4. Photo was taken (where?): ____________________

5. State of mind when photo was taken: ____________________



6. Best thing about that day: ____________________



7. Thing I like most in this photo: ________________





8. Thing I like least in this photo: ____________________





9. Three words to describe who I see in this photo: ___________
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JANUARY

Look, the fact is we all have to START SOMEWHERE. Don’t know about you, but I’m a bit tired after the clamour and busy-ness of Christmas, but in a couple of minutes I won’t be, I’ll be ready to wake up the year and get going. I know the dark mornings don’t help. Why do they feel so ungodly? Is it that we feel like we’re getting up in the middle of the night when we should still be curled up? I try to combat those odd sluggish, grumpy sensations by imagining I am stealing some extra night time to add to my day, a bit like I used to as a very young person when a night of fun ended with a slightly wobbly walk home in the gloamy low light of just before sunrise. Alongside the confidence of residual tipsiness was the thrill of being sexily nocturnal. Part cat, part lush, part party. Sort of Italian or French or whoever it is that staggers home in heels and a well-cut mac with make-up in interesting disarray. Moody, complicated, enigmatic and continental. Recently sexed, and slightly slovenly.

Nothing was further from the truth of course. I would more likely be in Doc Martens and denim overalls, with badly dyed purple punk hair, feeling vomity and regretful of whatever clumsy fumble I’d just escaped from with whichever silly insensitive stinky boy was game.

Anyhoo, you know what I mean. It’s possible to reframe the grim, dark morning as a glamorous remnant of night. In fact, it’s possible to realign almost any kind of thinking if you really want to. I have experimented with this very thing a few times in my life, and I have never once regretted it. It’s when you decide to step to the side of your life for a moment to have a good look at it, almost like pulling in to a lay-by on a busy road. I try to give my eyes and ears and brain a few minutes off from the fast flow of life traffic and have a pit stop.

Sometimes, if you’re lucky, it’s blindingly obvious what changes need to happen if you can bring yourself to be brutally honest. Sometimes, of course, it’s not, because you’re either not ready to make any changes or don’t want to or maybe even don’t see them at all. The latter is normally the clearest sign of denial for me! On the lucky occasions that it’s clear as day, I have to consciously decide to alter my mindset, usually about something I have long-held beliefs attached to. I can be remarkably stubborn, because, of course, it’s much easier to carry on ploughing the same old familiar furrow, isn’t it? Even if it’s not straight and yields nothing.

A couple of years ago I came across a secret weapon that I keep in my arsenal, ready for use at a moment’s notice if I sense that I am bedding down into the wrong mindset. It’s this, a tiny, mighty poem by the American poet Jane Hirshfield:


‘I moved my chair into sun

I sat in the sun

The way hunger is moved when called fasting.’



There. That’s it. Boom. When I first read it, a depth charge went off inside me. The feeling you have when deep is calling to deep. When something is undeniably, universally true. Totally authentic. I had a seismic, visceral reaction somewhere in my limbic system, and I knew that I would certainly never forget it. Mainly because I needed it to help me right some tilted things back into position, things that had gone a bit skewy. I needed to move my ‘chair’ into sun, and I needed to sit there and notice the difference. Needed to let the sunlight drench me and realize what it’s like to move your thinking, to reframe and reclaim your attitude, your reaction, your control. It’s powerful stuff and, for me, it really works.

January is good for this. With last year firmly behind us we can properly resolve to make this year a blummin’ good one. When I say good, I don’t mean that I will measure the success of it by whether or not I have swum with dolphins or had a meaningful tattoo or learnt Chinese. I’m sure it’s lovely to do any of those things, but I will be very happy with some smaller, more attainable achievements. If I am a degree more tolerant perhaps, or if I can mend a fractured friendship or tell a long-held truth or forgive that annoying twot, it would be big for me. I can only do those things, though, if I ACTIVELY change my thinking.

I know I can.

Will I?

The way to succeed at making change is, I suspect, to do it in incrementally small phases, so that it’s possible and not too overwhelming. We all know how our good intentions positively kick us off at the beginning of the year. I can’t count the amount of diaries I have crammed full with entries in January, that then fizzle out as the other months pile in. One of my teenage diaries has fulsome fizzing reports of every single conversation, thought and feeling about every friend, every crush, every journey, every meal, every argument, every family commitment, every appointment until mid-March, when the entry on March 18th simply reads,

‘Washed hair.’

… Which is an achievement of sorts, I suppose, and better than ‘didn’t wash hair’, but still … I don’t want the bigness of the year ahead to upend me, or you, so I am reminding us both to go steady and think of it all in bite-size chunks. One thing at a time.

You have probably, in the last few weeks, been cajoled into making some resolutions. OH LORD, I HATE RESOLUTIONS. The giant dread of certain failure that accompanies them unlocks a fearful guilt in me. Not only do I predict that I won’t be capable of sticking to the said resolution, but I am reminded of the tsunami of regret I have about all the previous let-downs. It’s a spiral of disappointment.

So.

I’m not going to make resolutions.

BUT.

I AM going to have a small, manageable list of intentions in my back pocket. Something I may well look back at when the end of the year comes, just to have a sneaky peek at and consider whether I have gone anywhere near progress. If I haven’t, so be it, I’m not going to beat myself up. I will simply know that they were in my thoughts, and that will just have to be good enough.

Here is my list of intentions for this year:


• make sure that wanting stuff doesn’t allow me to forget what I already have

• do less catastrophizing

• be a bit quiet and not mind if I sometimes feel a bit sad, even if I don’t know why

• be honest if I find someone/something fake – I need authenticity at all times

• be wary of folk who don’t take responsibility for their actions

• notice and identify my insecurities, so that I can tackle them honestly

• donate to a new charity anonymously

• make more time for family stuff

• make cake

• drink less coffee

• walk more

• kiss for longer



That’s probably enough, although I can think of thousands more.

But I want to keep it realistic and possible. I reckon I might manage those and I know for sure that I want to, so … let’s see.

In a funny way, there’s a real thrill in the uncertainty of having a whole new year ahead. Possibility is potent. I have wonderful little lightbulb moments when I believe that I’m capable of anything, and they occur most frequently at the dawn of the year, right here in January. It’s like my courage is at its most fully charged. I’m right at the top of the year and I can see a long way ahead, and it looks inviting. There, in the distance, is a mountain, a big dark-blue mountain, and I really, really want to get there. I’m not entirely sure what’s at the top of it, but I’m drawn to it and I want to try to make sure that my decisions and my actions take me closer to it. It’s a ways away, but it’s within my reach, it’s my horizon, and I’m going to do my best to get there. So long as I’m trying, I’m satisfied, thanks. I might need rests and refreshments along the way, but my face is forever turned towards it.

The main thing that could prevent me from stepping forward is a tendency I have to fold myself away. S’funny, isn’t it? For a person who has spent a great deal of her life in groups or partnerships, on stage, in front of a camera etc., I am actually a relatively reserved creature. Maybe it’s not strange at all. Maybe it’s classic. All of us need a bit of peace and quiet now and then, but I reckon I would make a very happy hermit. With the exception of extensive visiting rights for beloveds. I am most comfortable in my own company, but equally I need to be part of my tribe of family and friends. That tight group can be quite surprisingly small, I realize. I don’t need many, just the inner sanctum of those I properly know, love and trust. They know who they are. For them, EVERYTHING and ANYTHING of me is available, anytime, anyhow, up, down, in, out and sideways. I will NEVER run out of whatever it is they need of me, I will always be there and I will fight to kill on their behalf. I’m not afraid to bite. I’m not afraid of monsters or pirates. Or Americans. I take my role inside this bubble very seriously, be it wife, mum, stepmum, sister, daughter-in-law, sister-in-law, best friend, cousin, niece, wife of gay husband or close friend. If I am your any of the above, you have direct access to my heart and soul with no filters, barriers or prerequisites. I am going to forgive any of your mistakes or insensitivities. I am going to be your advocate. I am going to listen to you. I am going to try to understand you. I am going to get alongside you so that you never feel alone. I will endeavour to never misuse you. I am going to assume that we are equal, but I am going to respect our differences. (Unless of course, they involve chocolate, in which case I will always be selfish, greedy and violent.) I am going to love you so hard you may well beg for mercy and release. Which I will NOT grant. Resistance is futile.

Look, the fact is that like most of us, I value the time to unmuddle my thoughts. Otherwise I can’t be emotionally fit enough for what lies ahead. I won’t even get to the foothills of my mountain. I am trying to learn that if I could just embrace the uncertainty of the future, if I could find it exciting, if I worried less, life would be a more simple journey. I so wish I could more easily be impetuous, but I’m always high in the tree, on the lookout, one eye on danger, one eye on the mountain. Hopefully that doesn’t mean that my eyes are looking two different ways … it’s not an attractive look. Mind you, it never hurt Marty Feldman.

All I really mean is that here in January, I am hoping I will remember and maintain this lovely confident feeling of intent and faith in the future. High hopes are good.

I want to remember, all year, that I can move my chair into sun at any point. I can reframe anything if it helps me to live better. I can decide that this is going to be a good year concerning ANYTHING that I control. In other words, anything that comes from me, from my heart, from my mind, from my mouth. There are, of course, various things that come from other more challenging and personal parts of me that I simply can’t control, and long may that be the case.

So, with a fair wind (!) behind us, come on this year, here we go, I can see the tip of the mountain in the distance.
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• A female

• A mother

• A wife

• A stepmother

• A sister

• A friend

• A Susan

• Self-employed

• Short, apparently

• Bossy

• A boss

• A writer

• A mammal

• Punctual

• A show-off

• Anchored

• A Luddite

• A grandmother-in-waiting

• A great kisser

• Lost without my diary

• All right on my own

• A wanker

• A Quaker

• A Quaker wanker

• A dog lover

• A tip-top driver

• A client

• An art collector

• A dancer

• A person of the eighties

• A reluctant flyer

• A consummate nosey parker

• A supreme twot

• The one and only, nobody I’d rather be*

*I’m not, Chesney Hawkes is, you idiot.

Now you …

• __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________

•  __________________________
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FEBRUARY

By now any worthy intentions I had in the New Year about eating less, better, healthier, have pretty much fizzled out and I am having that interesting internal dialogue which goes like this:



	Deluded Me:
	Oh damn, I’ve forgotten to have a mind for my physical well-being and my lips just accidentally fell on to a deep-pan pizza …

	Very Deluded Me:
	That’s fine, because it’s still sort of Winter, and we all need extra blubber to keep out the cold, don’t we? Even cavemen knew that. Otherwise I will DIE.

	Deluded Me:
	Yeah, but I have central heating … so I’m not entirely relying on body hair and fat to keep me warm, if we’re honest.

	Very Deluded Me:
	Hmmn, maybe … but there’s also the added thing which is that, unlike every other human woman, I tend to look better and yes, even feel better, the fatter I am. So. Please just pass the clotted cream, please, and thank you.

	Very Very Deluded Me:
	Oh yes, I’d forgotten just how great I can look if I just bother to put more effort into eating lard and treacle. I mustn’t be so darn lazy, I must walk to the fridge more often. And to avoid that freezing to death outside option, I really must mainly sit down, inside, on a sofa watching telly and ridding the world of chocolate.




(APPLAUSE AND WHOOPS OF APPROVAL FROM ALL DELUDED PARTIES.)

Now, If I am not careful to remain inside my confidence forcefield, this sort of nonsense can become a persuasive loud and destructive voice, so extra effort at positive thinking has to kick in. I was once lucky enough to be on Graham Norton’s couch with the divine alabaster goddess that is Nicole Kidman. She is a tall woman and she was wearing high heels, so when we were backstage, I found myself mainly conversing with her fanny, since that’s what was at eye level. I’m not complaining, all of her is perfectly lovely, it’s just that when I’m next to such a wonderfully long woman, I can feel quite small in lots of ways. In front of the camera, I invited her to stand up so that I could show the audience the difference. At moments like this, I often imagine what it would be like if aliens landed right at that very moment.

‘Hello, aliens, and welcome. Let me take this opportunity to demonstrate the marvellous diversity of what we like to call WOMEN. Both of the specimens in front of you are women. Both contain brains and organs and bones and reproductive systems (some are modified) and digestive systems and eyes and a heart and fannies and bumholes and blood and everything that makes us work. It’s just that one of us contains all of this stuff in the same amount of space that the other one has for only her legs. Just legs. Legs as long as the short one is tall. Amazing, isn’t it? Yet one is no better than the other in any way … except perhaps one can see more at a football game, but otherwise these two creatures are utterly EQUAL. Imagine that.’

I had exactly the same experience of utter wonderment when I was doing a French and Saunders sketch which included the phenomenon that is Darcey Bussell. It was a silly ballet sketch, so she was in a leotard, which of course displayed every contour of her wonderful lithe body. I couldn’t take my eyes off her to the point of rude, creepy staring. I couldn’t, and still can’t, imagine living inside a long bendy body like that. Being that high up and so graceful as you are transported around your world atop lengthy, lean, muscular legs, looking over hedges and seeing the tops of people’s heads, what might that be like? Imagine the ground you can cover at speed with such a long stride? Imagine being able to reach anything on a top shelf? Imagine crossing your legs and then having enough leg left to tuck your foot in behind your other leg? Imagine that!

Mind you, I do as much imagining about all sorts of other bodies, especially men’s. Imagine having broad shoulders and no bosoms and all that untidiness in your front pants? Imagine being in a 100-year-old body? Or a baby’s body? Or a one-legged person’s body? Or an athlete’s body? Or a one-legged athlete’s body? Or a cat’s body …?

Here I am though, permanently ensconced in this strange little body my parents gifted me. The only body I truly know. When I look down at it from the top, it’s quite an interesting sight because pretty much all I see is bosoms and the ground below with the tips of my feet poking out. It’s not a great angle really, but remember, it’s not the view of your body that anyone else gets, it’s only from YOUR head. The front-on view they see is much more flattering and, actually, more accurate.

When I think of all the pointless hours I spent, especially as a younger teenager, wishing my body was different, I feel quite sad. Me ol’ mate and erstwhile comedy partner Jennifer and I were talking about this, and we decided to root out pictures of when we remembered being the most unhappy about our physical selves. What we saw, of course, were two young girls, aged about fourteen, who are bloody gorgeous, and, like so many girls of that age, who have no clue that they are perfectly lovely just as they are. Maybe you’re not supposed to be too confident at this age, maybe you’re supposed to waver and wobble and fret but … blimey … why?! As if you don’t have enough challenges on your plate! When do we learn to beat ourselves up so badly about our bodies? Is it at school? Is it about comparison? Is it when that unwinnable battle begins between the desire to be unique versus wanting so desperately to fit in? Why is doubt so resolutely the referee? And fear the only true victor?

Luckily my dad gave me armour in those tricky formative years, and because of that I reckon I’m reasonably confident about how my body is, but I still have misgivings that I reckon are fairly universal. Let me run you through them as I see them, starting with:

HEAD

Yep, relatively happy with this. Inherited most of this area directly from my parents. My hair is quite thick, and keeps my head warm. Just a quick moment about hair: why is it so important? How the hell would we explain it to those same aliens that landed when I was standing next to Nicole Kidman? ‘Yes, it’s thousands of strands of dead stuff that hangs off our heads and we spend thousands of money, probably hundreds per strand, in our lifetime, making sure we regularly cut it off and paint it to be a different colour. Yes, you may well tilt your big green bald MEKON head quizzically …’ For some inexplicable reason, I feel fortunate to have plenty of hair to be constantly cutting and colouring. It’s bonkers.

I have ears, eyes, nose and mouth that all seem to function pretty well. Five of those are actual holes in my body … which is weird when you think about it. And on that, sorry to digress, but exactly how many holes do we believe a woman has? Excluding eyeballs and skin pores of course, it would just be silly to include those. I’ve done a quick tally, and personally I think it’s eight, but some do say seven. Look, discuss it with your gynaecologist and draw your own conclusions. I’m not really that bothered about the accuracy, I’ve decided it’s all part of a woman’s mystery, y’know: ‘I am woman, I am many, many holes, I am a colander, I am a golf course, I am Emmental cheese …’

Anyway, anyway, back to HEAD. Most of my face is arranged in a fairly symmetrical pattern. Obviously it’s crinkling with age, but that’s to be expected, and I think a corrugated face is quite useful for rain guttering.

NECK

Well, this is of course irrelevant, as I don’t have one. Nope. No-Neck-Nancy, that’s me. Everyone in my family goes directly from chin to chest without passing GO. No inward curvature whatsoever. More convex, like a gobble on a rooster. This does lead to various jewellery crises because I have been informed that a necklace belongs, apparently … on a neck. I have no neck. Therefore I have no necklace. No bitterness there … move along to …

SHOULDERS

Where, obviously, I keep my chips. My shoulders are not really much use, to be honest, except to keep my bra straps on, and they’re useful for shrugging, but nothing really to see here.

ARMS

Yes, these are really quite interesting. They’re definitely much shorter than is required. They are basically a couple of butchers’ wives stocky leg o’muttons. They’re not pretty, not elegant. I can’t pull off strappy dresses, but they ARE fit for purpose. They carry stuff, they go around kids and friends, and a husband’s neck, so I’m OK with that.

HANDS

Right, yes. The extreme of my body, five cocktail sausages flopping about at the end there, quite untidy really. I have had them described as ‘stumpy’ before now, but seriously how blummin’ amazing are they? In terms of sheer engineering they’re phenomenal. There are twenty-seven bones in each one, and they are the densest area of nerve endings in our whole body. And what about the whole opposable thumb thing, that lets me know I’m a primate? Fantastic. It’s all the things I’ve DONE with these hands that matter most to me:


• I held my mum and dad’s hands with them

• I held my daughter’s hand

• I played two ball at the garage wall for hours

• I’ve stood on them

• I’ve held on tight at fairgrounds

• I’ve slapped an idiot’s cheek

• I’ve shaken Fatty Saunders’ hand every show night

• I’ve had my future told from them (rubbish, charlatan)

• I’ve pinched and punched my brother with them

• I’ve put wedding rings on the left one (twice!)

• I’ve measured ponies with them

• I’ve trained dogs with them

• I’ve cooked pasties with them

• I’ve cradled genitals

• I’ve clicked and clapped to Madonna on stage live

• I’ve touched a dolphin

• I’ve been in some soft, secret places (see above)

• I’ve pointed like MAD



So basically, everything I’ve ever touched has been touched by these hands of mine. EVERYTHING. That means every single piece of chocolate I’ve ever eaten has been placed in my cakehole by these very hands. Oh, THANK YOU, hands.

NORKS/BOSOMS/BAPS

Little and Large, Wood and Walters … or, if I’m furious with them, and I often am because they’re such show-offs, ANT and DEC. My boobs pretty much arrive everywhere before I do. They even arrived on my body before I was ready. I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t lugging them around. I once took my bra off on a radio show and put it on my head, thereby proving that my entire head fits into ONE CUP of my 42G industrial bra. So I am carrying around two whole-head-sized lumps on my front. Frankly, it’s astonishing

BELLY



GROWLER


HIPS


LEGS






FEET
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