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			Dedication

			To you, Liz. My wife, my best friend, my childhood crush, the mother of our four beautiful children and the one person who makes all of this possible.

			I love your laugh, I love your smile, I even love your bloody frown – but most of all, I just love you.

			*  *  *

			To K, I’ll never be inspired by anyone as much as I’m inspired by you and to all the ‘M’s – you’re my best achievement. I love you all.
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			PROLOGUE

			Late November 2021

			Peace at last. The camera crew has gone home and once again it’s just us Fletchers on the farm: Kelvin, Liz, Marnie and Milo. Oh, and the bump. Despite saying loudly and often throughout the filming of our farming show that we would not be having another baby, Liz is twelve weeks pregnant with our third. It’s nothing we can’t handle. Not after everything the last couple of years have thrown at us. From Strictly to the pandemic to buying a 120-acre farm during lockdown, we’ve taken everything in our stride.

			When we first moved to our little corner of the Peak District just eight short months ago, we had no idea what we were taking on. Now, outside in our fields forty sheep, three pigs and three alpacas are waiting for their breakfast. For the moment, though, there’s time to relax as the early-morning light filters through the bedroom windows; time to take a deep breath and feel proud of all we’ve achieved so far before …

			‘Mummy! Daddy! The pigs are in the garden!’

			… the curtain goes up on another crazy day.

			In pyjamas and wellies, we chase the pigs back into their pen. The sheep want checking. The alpacas need feeding. The builders doing up the cottage we’re hoping will be a holiday let need someone to look at a leak. Marnie and Milo need dressing. There are tears when Ginger the Cavapoochon gets hold of somebody’s breakfast. The phone is ringing non-stop. Our Texel tup has broken out and got into a field of ewes. And now snow is gently starting to fall.

			We drop the kids off at school on our way to the hospital in a flurry of sleet. Five minutes in the peaceful waiting room of the antenatal department where Liz is due to have her twelve-week scan feels like a day in a spa compared to what we’ve got done so far. Liz lays down on the table and the sonographer presses her wand to the bump.

			‘I’ve got some news for you,’ she says.

			After the morning we’ve had, we’re not sure we’re ready to hear it, but there’s a hint of mischief in the sonographer’s eyes as she turns from her monitor to tell us: ‘You’re having twins.’

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE

			A Great Big Adventure or a Terrible Mistake?

			LIZ

			So, how did we end up on a farm? It’s a question I often asked myself in the early days. We’re neither of us from farming families, Kelvin and I. We’re both proper townies through and through. What’s more, I’m allergic to just about every animal you can think of. Yet in the middle of the pandemic we moved from our comfortable modern house on a smart estate in Oldham near Manchester to a centuries-old farmhouse surrounded by nothing but fields as far as the eye can see. We weren’t just moving house; we were changing our whole lives. And if our first day on the farm was anything to go by, we might just have been making a mistake.

			It was snowing when we moved in. That light dusting of soft, white flakes might have made our new home look very pretty as we drove up the long driveway, but the ice underfoot in the farmyard made carrying boxes in from the removal van tricky, and it wasn’t long before we noticed that it was no warmer inside the house than outside. The ground-source heat pump had packed up.

			‘Kelvin!’ I wailed when I realised we had no heating and no hot water. ‘What are we supposed to do?’

			I ripped open one of the boxes containing the contents of my old wardrobe, hoping to find a cosy jumper. The party dresses and high-heeled shoes packed inside seemed like relics from another life, as did Kelvin’s Strictly glitterball, which was perched on top of another box in the middle of the farmyard. It looked so out of place. Were we out of place too?

			I couldn’t find a jumper, so I wrapped a sparkly scarf around my neck. It would have to do. Kelvin didn’t need to be told how important it was to get the heating fixed. Later that day, we’d be picking up our two children – Marnie and Milo – from their grandparents. I couldn’t bathe them in cold water or put them to bed in a room where you could see your breath in the freezing air. What’s more, Kelvin was flying to Budapest the following morning to shoot a drama with Sheridan Smith. It was an amazing opportunity for him, but the timing was terrible. He couldn’t leave me in such a mess!

			Looking out through our new kitchen window, I saw that Kelvin was deep in conversation with someone on a quad bike who was well bundled up against the weather. That quad-bike rider knew how to dress for the cold.

			‘That was our new neighbour, Gilly,’ Kelvin said when he came inside.

			‘Great,’ I said. ‘Does she know where to find a heating engineer?’

			‘I promise it’s all in hand.’

			An engineer duly arrived and coaxed the heating back to life. As the warmth started to come back to the house, so did my sense of humour. Though not about the spiders. It seemed that a spider had already made its home in every drawer or cupboard I opened, sending me shrieking for the vacuum cleaner. The house had not been lived in for two years and I could only hope that the spiders were the scariest of the wildlife that had moved in since the last owner moved out.

			*  *  *

			Eventually, all the boxes were unloaded, we found a place for Kelvin’s glitterball in the living room and I lined up my shoes in our thoroughly vacuumed bedroom.

			‘You can wear a different pair every day when you go out to feed the sheep,’ Kelvin joked.

			‘Are we really getting sheep?’ I asked. ‘Can’t we just have a couple more dogs?’

			Ginger, our lockdown puppy, was having a very good day, investigating all the farmyard smells and rolling in the worst of them. She seemed very pleased with herself when she trotted into the kitchen covered in heaven only knew what.

			‘Ginger! You stink!’

			‘That’s country life,’ Kelvin told me.

			Country life needed a generous squirt of Febreze. Would I ever get used to it? The smells, the mud, the muck?

			Standing in front of the tumbledown cottage that came with our new place and thinking about the renovation work ahead, I felt a sudden wave of longing for our old house, all tidy and modern and painted in tranquil shades of white and grey, in our old neighbourhood, where we knew all our neighbours and had so many friends. What had we done?

			Kelvin picked up on my uncertainty and gave me a hug.

			‘We’ve got a while before we need to pick the kids up,’ he said. ‘Let’s go for a drive. Survey our new estate.’

			‘Estate?’ That was a very grand title for the knackered old barns I was looking at.

			We climbed into Kelvin’s car, which had never been driven on anything rougher than a gravel drive, and set off on our first Fletchers’ Farm tour. Prior to that day, I’d made only the briefest of visits to the farm – the pandemic had prevented anything more – and let Kelvin deal with all of the paperwork, while I got on with running family life. In truth, I’d concentrated more on how the house looked – whether it had a roof, for example! – so it didn’t quite register how much land we’d bought or what it looked like. Acres and hectares were just words at the time.

			To the front and side of the house was woodland – a tangle of bare winter branches.

			‘Our woods,’ Kelvin told me. ‘Those are oak trees.’

			Behind the big metal-roofed shed was a snow-dusted paddock with a stable block.

			‘That’s ours too.’

			We drove past a field full of sheep, which dotted the frozen earth like fallen clouds.

			‘Our field,’ said Kelvin. ‘The sheep are Gilly’s.’

			And on and on until we reached a field at the very top of the hill in whose shadow our farmhouse was built. The Peak District stretched out in front of us, still and quiet in the soft winter light. As the setting sun streaked the sky pink and purple, Kelvin waved his arm theatrically.

			‘All of this,’ he said. ‘It’s ours.’

			The view was breathtaking, quite literally so. Not just because it was beautiful, even on that winter’s afternoon. From up on that hill, the scale of what we had taken on was suddenly so completely and wholly overwhelming. Those fields, those trees … they were all ours now. Our responsibility. After a year of pandemic-related delays that made it seem as though it might never happen, we really did own a farm.

			Kelvin put his arm around me.

			‘We’re going to be so happy here,’ he promised me. ‘You, me, Marnie and Milo. Just think of the adventures we’ll have. We can camp out in these fields in the summer. The kids will build tree houses. We’ll get them a horse. We’ll grow all our own vegetables. We’ll get sheep and cows and pigs and make this place a serious business …’

			As Kelvin reminded me of all the reasons we’d decided to make the leap – for a better life, for financial independence, for freedom – I turned from the view to look at him and I could see in his happy, excited face the boy I fell in love with.

			‘It’s going to be brilliant,’ I agreed.

		

		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The New Boy

			KELVIN

			All the best love stories begin with that moment when eyes meet across a crowded room, and ours is no exception. Except that our crowded-room moment didn’t happen at a party or in a nightclub. It happened during assembly at Thorp Primary School, Royton, one morning in 1992.

			‘Girls and boys!’ The headmistress, Mrs Hoggard, clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. She put her hand on my shoulder and guided me to stand just in front of her. ‘We’ve got a new boy starting at Thorp Primary today. I’d like you all to welcome Kelvin Fletcher.’

			I looked out at the sea of faces and felt dozens of eyes staring back at me. Who could I sit next to? Which of these kids would be my friends? I’d been a member of a drama club since I was six, but those Thorp Primary kids looked like a tougher audience than I’d encountered so far.

			To my left, two girls sitting together – one blonde and one brunette – whispered and giggled behind their hands. Then the brunette turned back to look at me with a wide beaming smile that looked as though she meant it. Perhaps she would be kind.

			‘Kelvin,’ said Mrs Hoggard. ‘You can sit next to Chris Scholes.’

			The boy in question shuffled up to make space for me.

			‘All right?’ he said.

			Safely in my new seat, I sneaked a glance at the girls who’d been whispering. I caught the blonde one’s eye.

			‘That’s Michelle Haining,’ my new friend Chris told me. ‘And next to her is Elizabeth Marsland.’

			*  *  *

			That day, my first day at Thorp Primary, was a big moment for me. I didn’t want to be there. I’d been happy at my old school. I didn’t want to move.

			I’d spent the first eight years of my life in Derker, right in the middle of Oldham. Derker wasn’t exactly the nicest area to live, but Mum and Dad were proud of the little house they’d bought on Derker’s Evelyn Street and I loved living there.

			My mum and dad, Karen and Warren, were a true love match. The story of the day they fell in love was one I’d heard hundreds of times growing up, but I never got tired of hearing it.

			When they met, Dad was working as a diesel fitter by day and a taxi driver by night. Mum was working behind the bar at her parents’ pub, The Boundary.. Whenever Dad went in for a drink – always half a shandy because he was driving; he was known as the Shandy King – he would try to get Mum chatting. But Dad wasn’t the chattiest and Mum wasn’t interested. She was going out with some lad who drove an Alfa Romeo. Dad didn’t stand a chance against a lad with an Alfa Romeo. She might as well have been dating James Bond.

			There was no way our dad could afford a flashy car back then. He had a four-year-old daughter, Keeley, working all hours to give her the best life he could. In the words of our mum, he had ‘baggage’. Why would she want to get involved? But Dad never stopped hoping that one day Mum would see him differently and then fate threw him a chance to be a hero.

			One night, while Dad was driving his taxi down Yorkshire Street, he found himself behind that legendary Alfa Romeo. It was driving erratically. The brake lights kept coming on. Then, all of a sudden, it slowed right down, the passenger door flew open and a woman tumbled out onto the road.

			The Alfa drove off, but Dad jumped out of his car and ran to the passenger’s aid. It was Karen from the pub – my mum. Dad helped her up, drove her to A&E and waited five hours for her to be treated. It wasn’t just because she was his dream girl. Dad would have done the same for anyone. That’s just the kind of man he is.

			Eventually, Mum was patched up and Dad was able to see her. Though she was bruised and grazed and must have been feeling pretty sore, the only thing Mum really seemed worried about was that she was missing a shoe. It must have fallen off when she tumbled from the Alfa.

			‘That pair were my favourite!’ she cried.

			Without hesitation, Dad drove back to the spot where the incident had happened and searched high and low until he found that missing shoe in the gutter. He returned to the hospital like Prince Charming in search of Cinderella. The shoe fitted, of course, and the rest is history. A year later, they were married and Mum had become step-mum to Keeley. Then I came along, followed by my brother Dean and, a decade after that, our little brother Brayden.

			*  *  *

			We had a very happy childhood, my siblings and I. Mum and Dad worked hard to give us everything we needed and made sure we were never aware of how tough it was for them. They were always both working at more than one job and, at night, while we kids were sleeping, they’d be counting out coppers to get enough together to buy us treats or maybe go to the bingo and try to win a big prize.

			Nobody in our neighbourhood had anything much, but the best things about living in Derker were things that money couldn’t buy. The locals might have been rough around the edges, but they were hard workers, like my mum and dad, and there was a real sense of togetherness. Everyone looked out for each other, and we came together as a community to make some really good memories: like on 5 November when we’d build a big bonfire at the end of the road. All the adults would bring food to the party – parkin, tater ash, mushy peas – it seemed like a feast to us children.

			When I was eight years old, Derker was the centre of my world, so when Mum and Dad told us we were moving to a new house in Royton, I actually cried. My brother Dean and I both protested against the move, but we couldn’t persuade Mum and Dad to understand how big a mistake they were making. It’s no exaggeration to say it was my first heartbreak, leaving the two-up two-down in Evelyn Street that I’d always called home. Though we were only going two miles down the road, it felt like we were leaving our Derker mates forever. How would I ever make such good friends again?

			Fortunately for me, Michelle Haining and her friend Elizabeth Marsland weren’t going to let me remain friendless for long. At lunchtime on my first day at Thorp Primary, they marched up to me in the playground.

			‘Are you going to be on our team for British Bulldog?’ they asked.

			It was less a question than an order, and from that moment forward I was part of their gang.

			*  *  *

			Life in Royton was very different from Derker. Our new house was like a palace compared to Evelyn Street. It was a three-bed semi with double glazing and a driveway of its own. The double glazing was a big deal for my parents. Back in Derker, I remember Mum and Dad getting out tracing paper and using it to stick fake lead batons on the windows to make it look like we had the real thing. At our new place, the lead was pressed between the two panes of glass, like it should be. We had fitted carpets, a leather suite in the living room and bunk beds for me and Dean.

			The house at 10 Camberwell Way was posh and my new Royton friends were posh kids. They weren’t streetwise like my old Derker mates. They definitely weren’t starting fires for fun. I was used to kids who wanted to fight.

			The most daring game we played on the Thorp Farm Estate in Royton was Knock-a-Door-Run. In Derker there were places we kids all knew not to go – places where the druggies hung out – but Royton felt really safe. In all my memories of those days, the sun is shining, the weather’s warm. It’s always summer. We’d get home from school, have our tea, then rush out to play. We’d play kerby with a football for hours, or just hang out in the local cemetery while the girls practised their roller-skating on the newly tarmacked paths between the graves. There was a stream nearby that we dared each other to jump over (Liz ended up falling in and getting soaked). We’d stay out until the street lights came on, which was our signal to go home. Though I’d been seriously upset about leaving Evelyn Street, I soon came to like Thorp Farm. I loved my new friends: Michelle, Matt Stirland and Scholesey. And Elizabeth Marsland, of course.

			There was always something different about Liz. She stood out to me from the very beginning. I liked her warm smile and her curly bob. She teased me and made me laugh. She was my very first crush. When we played spin the bottle, I’d cross my fingers and hope we’d have to kiss.

			For three years, our little gang of five was inseparable, but all good things come to an end. Liz went off to secondary school at North Chadderton. Michelle and Matt went elsewhere. Only me and Scholesey were left behind with one more year to go at Thorp Primary. Suddenly it was as though we were living on different planets. I would later go to North Chadderton too, but Liz didn’t want to be seen with younger kids any more and so our gang drifted apart.

			It stung a bit, knowing that Liz had moved on, but there were other things going on in my life by then.

			Right before we left Derker, I’d joined the Oldham Theatre Workshop, a kids’ drama club in the town centre. My big sister, Keeley, had been going there a while. When she took me along with her one Saturday morning, to get me out of Mum and Dad’s hair, I had no idea how important that adventure would turn out to be.

		

		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Not Quite Ready to Rhumble …

			KELVIN

			Though the Oldham Theatre Workshop drew kids from some of the poorest parts of town, it was a serious player in the national youth theatre scene. This was in large part due to the leadership of drama tutor David Johnson, who founded the workshop in 1968.

			As I was to discover aged six, from the moment a child stepped through the door, David treated them like a professional actor and expected them to behave accordingly. He could be frightening – both to us kids and to our parents. He could look out over a sea of chattering children and silence them all with a couple of well-chosen words. The phrase ‘You boy! You with the hair!’ can still freeze me to the spot. But there was something about David that always made you want to do your best. He was big on discipline. If you wanted to act in one of his productions, you had to arrive on time and know your lines. You had to prove yourself.

			David’s workshops were transformational. Some of the kids would turn up wearing shoes with holes in – they were that poor – but on stage they always found a safe place where how much money their parents had or didn’t have didn’t matter. On stage we could be whoever we wanted to be. And with David pushing us on, everyone gave their all.

			*  *  *

			I was eight years old when David cast me as the lead in a play called Charlie Is My Darling. The workshop had been asked to send a group of kids to perform at the London Palladium, in a variety performance showcasing the best of youth theatre in the UK, and Charlie Is My Darling was going to be our play. It was a big deal for me in my first starring role.

			Charlie Is My Darling was set in Victorian England. For my costume I wore ragged clothes and plastered soot over my face. If I do say so myself, I was a cute kid (despite the dodgy haircut Liz remembers from my first day at Thorp Primary – she claims my fringe was like a pair of curtains), and I was even cuter as a Victorian urchin.

			The part of Charlie called for me to have a pet mouse. I could have used a toy mouse as a prop, but I decided I had to have the real thing for the sake of authenticity. Somehow I persuaded Mum that this was a good idea and she took me to the pet shop in search of a co-star. The pet shop owner immediately put us straight. A mouse would be too difficult to handle, not to mention difficult for the audience to see at a distance.

			‘What you want is a rat,’ he said.

			I’m not sure that what Mum wanted was a rat, but she was a good sport about it and we left the shop that afternoon with a rat I named Roland.

			It was my first experience of looking after an animal. Over the next few weeks I bonded with Roland as I rehearsed my part over and over. That rat was a great co-star. He seemed to understand what he had to do. There was only one problem. During the performance, Roland had to stay quietly hidden in my pocket until the moment I got him out to show him to my character’s love interest, played by a girl called Laura Dickinson. He was good at staying hidden. But every time I put my hand into my pocket to fetch him, I’d discover that he’d done a poo. It made it difficult to keep a straight face. It was worth the trouble, though. Everyone was talking about us afterwards.

			*  *  *

			There’s no doubt that the Oldham Theatre Workshop punched above its weight, but compared to some of the fee-paying drama schools represented at the Palladium that night it was just a little youth club. One of the big players was the Sylvia Young Theatre School, whose former students dominated the professional acting world. After my performance as Charlie, I was invited by Sylvia Young to audition for a scholarship. I was amazed. Were they serious?

			‘You should give it a go,’ said David.

			It was going to be hard. I needed to be able to act, sing and dance. We’d just moved to Thorp and I’d joined the school choir. When I told Mrs Farmery, who led the choir, about the audition, she promised to help me prepare some songs. To give her an idea of the kind of help I needed, I sang an extract from ABBA’s classic mini-musical The Girl with the Golden Hair.

			I gave it everything, flinging myself into the song, acting out every line. As I hit the high notes in ‘Thank You for the Music’, Mrs Farmery did her best not to wince.

			When I came to the end, she gently shook her head and said, ‘Kelvin, you’re going to need a lot of work.’

			When it came to dancing, I had help much closer to home. My sister, Keeley, who’d just turned thirteen, was a great dancer. She spent most of her free time at the Marianne Jepson College of Dance & Drama, another Oldham performing arts institution. Keeley agreed to choreograph a routine for me. We chose PJ & Duncan’s ‘Let’s Get Ready to Rhumble’ and she showed me some street moves that she thought would set me apart from the crowd. By the time Keeley had finished with me, I could certainly have cleared the dance floor at the school disco but for all the wrong reasons. Let’s just say Ant and Dec had nothing to worry about.

			When it came to acting, thanks to David Johnson, I already had that nailed. I rehearsed a monologue in which a young boy talks to his absent father. It felt emotional and authentic, which suited my acting style well. I couldn’t wait to show the teachers at Sylvia Young what I could do.

			On audition day, Mum and I travelled down to London on the train. I was fizzing with excitement as we got nearer to the capital. It’s only looking back now that I understand the sacrifices my parents were making back then to support my performing ambitions. They went without all the time to pay for things like that train fare. They didn’t go out, they didn’t have Sunday lunch; they were always budgeting so that I could follow my dream.

			*  *  *

			I’d worked hard in the run-up to that day at Sylvia Young, but as soon as Mum and I walked into the hall I knew this audition was going to be a different kind of gravy. It didn’t take long to see that I was the odd one out. I couldn’t hear any other northern accents. The clothes I wore were different too. I’d arrived to find the other kids already warming up, wearing proper leotards and dancing shoes – the kind we couldn’t afford. I was in my tracksuit and trainers. Mum tried to keep my confidence up, but I’m sure she was wondering, as I was, whether this was all a big mistake.

			Since the other kids were practising their dance routines, I decided to practise mine too. After a few minutes, Mum gently took me to one side and told me, ‘Best not rehearse your moves out here, Kelvin, love. Somebody might try to copy them.’ In reality, I think she was trying to stop me from embarrassing myself. I was like a keen amateur football player turning up at a premiership club’s training ground.

			Though my dancing and singing weren’t the best that day, I did get through to the last nine out of a field of hundreds. On the way back to Oldham, I felt as though I might have a chance, but a couple of weeks later I got a letter telling me that the scholarship had gone to someone else.

			It was not my first rejection and it wouldn’t be my last, but it was hard to have got so far only to be pipped at the post. I cheered myself up with the fact that the rejection letter noted that my acting had been ‘nothing short of outstanding’. Mum also reminded me that I’d have had to move to London if I studied at Sylvia Young. I didn’t feel ready for that.

			‘There will be other opportunities,’ David Johnson promised me.

			*  *  *

			David’s brand of tough love worked. We didn’t know as children how well he was setting us up for life in the acting industry. What seemed like harsh lessons at eight years old put us one step ahead as young performers. When we went out into the real world, we felt we had the edge. David championed us. He pushed and pushed, encouraging us to find more with every performance.

			‘Energy!’ he’d cry and we’d take it up another notch.

			One look at the names of the students who started out with him tells you just how good David’s methods were: Anne Kirkbride, Sarah Lancashire, Anna Friel, Antony Cotton, Lisa Riley and Suranne Jones. They all began their careers at the Oldham Theatre Workshop.

			Though I had missed out on the Sylvia Young scholarship, it wasn’t long before I was starting to get professional acting work. I got small parts in Heartbeat and Coronation Street. I’ll never forget how exciting it was to be cast in a commercial for Persil. Mum was at home when the call came in and she rushed to school to tell me. When I saw her standing at the edge of the playing field where I was doing cross-country, waving her arms to get my attention, I thought I must have forgotten a dentist’s appointment.

			‘You’re going to South Africa!’ Mum yelled.

			I was stunned. I’d never been beyond Europe before. I got a bit of stick at school for it, but even though I was still only nine years old, it convinced me that acting was the life for me.

		

		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			A Busy Bee

			LIZ

			I came from a family where school and education were really important. Dad was a lecturer in electronics. My mum, Mary, went to university as a mature student. She was in the middle of her law degree when she became pregnant with me. She worked hard to graduate while looking after three children and quickly rose to be a senior Crown prosecutor for the Crown Prosecution Service. My big brothers Daniel and Michael were both very academic (they went on to become a surgeon and a dentist). But me? I was always a performer.

			As soon as I could talk, I liked to put on a show. Mum often tells the story of my first public appearance, playing a ‘busy bee’ in a show with the Marianne Jepson College of Dance & Drama, which was very well known in the area for teaching performers discipline and technique even from a very young age, none of which I ever followed! At rehearsals, I’d been given a place right at the back of the chorus. Well, I wasn’t having that. As soon as the curtains opened, I barged straight to the front of the stage.

			‘Ta-daa!’

			No matter what I was supposed to be doing, I always found an opportunity to get into a role. Sometimes, when Mum was unable to get childcare during the school holidays, she would take me into work with her. I’d answer phone calls, putting on my best telephone voice, pretending to be a secretary three times my age.

			My passion for performing only grew as I got older. I loved singing and persuaded my parents to let me have lessons. I did ballet classes and acting classes. I learned how to play the violin and piano. All that tuition must have cost a fortune. We had one car, which my mum would use, so Dad would take me to school on his bicycle, sitting on a cushion on his crossbar. I thought it was the funnest way to travel.

			My best friend Michelle Haining was mad about all the same things. In a primary school performance of Oliver! We played Nancy and Bet. We made a good double act. We stayed friends beyond primary school, and during the many school holidays, Michelle and I would spend our time over at her house, watching Sky. I remember one year we were obsessed with Britney Spears in the video for ‘Baby One More Time’ and spent many hours trying to copy her dance routines. We made up routines of our own too – strutting and posing like dancers twice our age in our mums’ high heels – and filmed the best ones on Michelle’s dad’s camcorder. If we weren’t pretending to be Britney, we were pretending to be backing singers for Peter Andre, another big favourite of ours, or we were imagining ourselves as the stars of our own girl band. We’d cover ourselves in make-up and put on shows, charging our friends and families twenty pence to see us dance and sing. I’m sure that having listened to us practising our Britney tunes day in, day out, some of them would have paid forty pence not to have to be in the audience.

			*  *  *

			Like Kelvin, I had my first taste of professional theatre before I left primary school. Our school choir was invited to audition to take part in a run of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at Manchester’s Palace Theatre. Michelle and I were over the moon when we were picked to be in the show.

			It was so exciting. We couldn’t wait to get on the coach that took us to the theatre, where we rehearsed alongside cast members. We didn’t get much time with the big stars, but it was thrilling to be on stage with professionals and see how a real theatre worked.

			My family were really supportive of the whole experience, making sure that for every performance there was always someone I knew in the audience, whether that was a family member or a neighbour. They encouraged everyone they knew to come along and by the time the show’s Manchester run ended, I was addicted to being on stage.

			I kept taking acting lessons and around the age of thirteen I joined a local drama club. We put on The Wizard of Oz at the Queen Elizabeth Hall in Oldham and I played Dorothy. Towards the end of the run, David Johnson came to see the show.

			After he saw me on stage, David wrote to the leaders of the drama club, telling them he wanted me to join his acting classes. By this time, David had left the Oldham Theatre Workshop and set up on his own at the Ragged School in central Manchester. It was a prestigious invitation that I was delighted to accept.

			It was everything I wanted – to be asked to join such a renowned drama school – but in the lead-up to my first Saturday-morning class, I was so anxious I could have thrown up. Walking in, I wanted to melt into the floor. The other kids seemed so confident. Many of them were three or four years older than I was. They towered over me. I didn’t know how to compete.

			When David asked us to find another person to partner up with, I stood there rigid with nerves. No one was rushing to pair up with me. Was I going to be stuck on my own? You can imagine my relief when a familiar face from school appeared from the crowd of strangers.

			‘Do you want to be my partner, Liz?’ Kelvin Fletcher asked, smiling his big, toothy smile – the same smile that had charmed me when I first saw him standing in front of the class at Thorp Primary.

			‘I suppose so,’ I said, trying to be much cooler than I felt.

			Our task that day was to improvise a scenario based on the theme of ‘intimidation’. I almost burst out laughing at the idea. Intimidation? Kelvin and I were the smallest kids in the class. Between us, we couldn’t have intimidated a fly. Still, we both wanted to impress David, so we came up with a scene based around a job interview. I would play the interviewer, Kelvin the interviewee. So far, so straightforward. Perhaps I should intimidate him with difficult interview questions? No. Kelvin had a better idea. Halfway through our interview, he would pretend to pull out a knife.

			I thought he was crazy but his enthusiasm for the idea carried me along.

			‘It’s going to be really good,’ he said.

			He’d found a plastic knife somewhere that he used as a prop. When he dragged the blade down a leather chair we were using in our scene, he made a very convincing nutter. I’d known what was going to happen but even I was shocked. There was a moment of horrified silence before I broke the tension in the room by pretending to tidy up some papers on my desk and saying, ‘Err, well, someone will be in touch then …!’

			David was pleased with how Kelvin and I worked together, but it was to be a one-off. After that first day I didn’t partner with Kelvin again, preferring to pair up with other kids who seemed much more interesting than my familiar old Thorp Primary friend, but looking back, I can see in that improvised scene how well we worked as a team even then.

			*  *  *

			Every Saturday, when my acting lesson finished, Mum picked me up to take me into the city centre. We had a routine that we stuck to every week. We’d pick up Hello! magazine from a newsagent, then go to the café at Kendals Department Store for a cup of tea and some teacakes while we read the celebrity interviews. I loved reading Hello! for the amazing dresses, looking for the perfect one I’d wear on the red carpet.

			‘And who are you wearing, Liz?’

			‘Well, obviously it’s Chanel …’

			After that Mum and I would go shopping. It was our mother-and-daughter time.

			On Saturday, 15 June 1996, Mum collected me from the Ragged School as usual and we headed into town. Back then, Manchester was a city of glass. Loads of the old derelict buildings around the city centre had been renovated in a really modern style with great big windows. Tramlines had been put in down the main streets. Everything was shiny and new.

			I remember looking up at Key 103, the radio station, as we passed it in Mum’s car – that building was all windows – when we suddenly heard and felt an explosion and watched, as if in slow motion, a huge glass pane fall from Key 103 onto a young woman in a wheelchair and her companion below.

			It was terrifying. Unaware of what had been unfolding in the city centre, Mum thought she must
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