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Foreword

First of all, I’d like to thank you for picking up my book. Wow, it’s hard to believe those words when I read them back, to be honest. I’ve written a book. Little old me! I’m someone who feels ridiculously pleased with myself for going on a run, or making chutney for the first time, so you can imagine how great this feels, especially as it’s something I’ve always wanted to do.

I’m fascinated by time, dates and numbers, so what you’re about to read is set out as a book of days, a kind of personal almanac based around the days of the week and special occasions like Christmas, which is my absolute favourite time of the year. It’s a trip through the highs and lows of daily life and the changing seasons, but it’s also my thoughts on some of the lessons I’ve learned over the years in my different phases: grief, diets, body image, mum-guilt, smartphones, fame, smudged mascara, cooking, and bringing up strong-minded girls are some of the subjects I tackle head on. Since I love nothing more than a good story, there’s loads of those as well, plus tips, hints, lists and anything else I think would fit the mix to make up a tasty charcuterie board of topics.

You can’t eat it unfortunately, but it’s the sort of book you can dip into or read straight through – and hopefully, it’ll last longer that way. I’m also hoping it will get you thinking about how to take pleasure in the day-to-day rhythm of life and find different ways to be content. Life is wonderful, even when you’ve got all that other stuff going on, so, let’s make the most of it.

Happy days.

Thank you for reading!




Introduction

The Twelfth of Never


‘There are seven days in a week and someday isn’t one of them.’



When you’re ten years old, forty feels like an unreachable age. It’s fine for other people to be forty, of course – adults, parents, teachers, whoever … But your own fortieth birthday seems so far off that the chance of you ever getting there is as likely as a week of back-to-back sunshine in February.

And then, before you know it, there it is. The unimaginable landmark − at least, to your ten-year-old self. You’re about to turn forty! And where does this milestone find you?

As my fortieth loomed in May 2023, I was in a good place. Although my parents had both passed away and I was still grieving the loss of my dad, my home life was really happy and I had a great job that gave me financial security.

Yet, in the months leading up to my birthday, I could feel myself getting restless for change. I’d been playing Sonia Fowler in EastEnders on and off for nearly thirty years, since I was ten, and I’d loved every moment of it. But thirty years is a long time to play such a defining role, and now, approaching this big milestone, I realised that what I really wanted was to spend more time being me, Natalie. To branch out and explore new things.

In fact – and I only half realised it in the moment – the change was already happening. I had dipped my toe into different projects over the years, doing plays, sitcom cameos, quiz shows and reality TV. Now, I was being invited onto various people’s podcasts as a guest, going here and there to talk about this and that.

One day I stopped and thought, ‘I really enjoy this.’

It was my niece Maria who planted the seed: ‘You’re really good at podcasts, Nat. I don’t know why you don’t have your own.’

Her comment got me thinking, but I also knew how hard it could be to steer your life in a new direction. When you’re a mum, you tend to put family first; you don’t want to shake things up too much.

I gave myself some time to think about it. I’m quite good at mulling things over, especially when it comes to making important decisions. Your foundations are generally laid at forty, aren’t they? You’ve developed a solid sense of who you are; you know who your friends are and what’s important in life. It’s not the case for everyone, of course, but even if you haven’t got things completely sorted or settled, you have enough experience to know what’s what. And hopefully you’re a little bit wiser and more confident than you used to be …

Still, the idea of starting my own podcast was daunting. It felt like a big risk. Even though I was prepared to put a lot of planning into it, I had no idea know how it would turn out and was very conscious that it could end in failure – and being in the public eye means that your failures are out there for all to see. But I felt I had to give it a go. You don’t want to get to seventy and think, ‘I never tried that.’

It was scary, and hard to undertake, but I made the leap. I converted our spare bedroom into a recording studio for my podcast. I bought a table and some recording equipment; I got someone in to cover the windows with muslin and muffle the walls with more muslin. Now, I have a space in my house reserved for me, my own world, where I keep in touch with my podcast community and put the world to rights, and share this newfound passion with my family members, who are fully on board and a huge part of it. And I’m loving it.

It’s been incredible doing the podcast and seeing a community of people grow around it. It has opened up other possibilities, as well – like writing this book, something my ten-year-old self would have been amazed at. Honestly, I’m pinching myself, even now; I’m so grateful for all the opportunities that have come my way.

Looking back, I think I’ve always been quite brave; I’ve done things that some people wouldn’t do, including leaving a horrible relationship when I was younger. That’s something that can be really difficult, which is why so many people stay put even when they know deep down it would be better to leave. It takes courage to walk away.

I’ve also had to brush off a lot of negative comments about my looks and clothes, online and in the press, which is of course inevitable when you grow up on the telly, like I did. I think I’ve been quite brave in that way, too. At this point, I’m pretty sure I’ve got elephant skin, after all the things that people have come out with about me and my looks. My favourite saying is, ‘What people think of you is none of your business.’

But this new courage to say, ‘Right, come on, you can do whatever you want to do. Just do it!’ has only come later on in life, as I’ve become that much more sure of who I am and what I want.

It’s also about realising how precious time is and how short life can be – something you think about more as you start getting older. I’ve always been really aware of it, having lost my mum at a young age. There comes a moment when you say to yourself, ‘Well, what are you waiting for? There’s no time like the present.’

Don’t leave it until the Twelfth of Never …




Chapter One

Monday

I’m a curious person, so I’m going to start this book with a question: is one day any different from another? Isn’t every day the same?

OK, that’s two questions – and you might ask why I’m writing a book of days if I can’t answer either of them. But, really, how do you distinguish a Monday from a Wednesday? It’s just hours, minutes and seconds; it’s just time.

Monday for me is simply another day of being lucky to be alive. The same goes for Tuesday or Sunday. It’s a day for thinking, ‘Oh, I’m here again. That’s good. Thank you.’

Even if you’ve woken up on the wrong side of the bed, you can’t argue with the idea that human existence is miraculous. Did you know that your chances of being born are one in 400 trillion? Amazing. One hundred and fifty generations of couples had to meet and get pregnant in order to produce you, and a particular egg had to join with a particular sperm roughly every twenty-five years since the Stone Age to bring forth your unique cluster of genes and DNA.

Even before that, humans had to evolve over aeons and aeons from a one-cell blob into this unbelievably complex machine that just keeps going and going – the human body. How did that happen? I don’t think anybody really knows how the brain keeps our blood pumping and our organs quietly functioning while fretting about work, childcare, maybe buying a new jacket and what to cook for tonight’s dinner. And if you want to drive a car and wiggle your toes at the same time, the brain can do that, too. It’s mind-blowing!

Everything about our existence is incredible. We’re spinning through space on a giant piece of rock with billions of stars and planets all around us, a speck on a speck in the middle of an unimaginably vast solar expanse that we know next to nothing about. Our planet just happens to have the perfect combination of gases in its atmosphere to give us air to breathe, water to keep us hydrated, plants growing, animals roaming and awe-inspiring sunsets. Plus, we’ve invented banana holders to stop our fruit getting bruised. We’ve really lucked out. So why are we worried about what day it is?

Is it because we like to label things? Days have had names for as long as people have written things down. The Ancient Egyptian week was divided into ten days, the Etruscan week was eight days and then in 321 CE, the Roman Emperor Constantine introduced the seven-day week. The Romans named their days after the Sun, the Moon and five planets in our galaxy that were also gods: Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus and Saturn.

The English weekday names are a mishmash handed down from our Roman and Viking invaders. The Latin, dies solis, means ‘day of the sun’ and eventually became sunnudagr in Anglo Saxon, named after Sunna the Norse sun goddess. And dies lunae means ‘moon day’, which became manadagr, after Mani, the man in the moon. The rest of the days (except Saturday) are named after the Norse gods, Tyw, Wodin, Thor and Frigg.

A lot of songs have been written about Monday, but do any of them capture its essence, if it has one? Because they all seem to express different moods and feelings. Depending on who’s singing about it, a Monday can be stormy, manic, depressing or full of joy.

And that seems about right really, because anything can happen on a Monday. The best and the worst can happen: my lovely mum passed away on a Monday, and I also had my first date with my other half, Marc, on a Monday. Talk about extremes.

And yet Monday, being the start of the week, makes us think of new beginnings and of turning over a new leaf. It’s almost like a mini New Year’s Day, and we get one every week – although I have to wonder why we think of it like that. Surely you can make a fresh start any time?

‘It’s Monday,’ we think. ‘This week’s going to be different from last week.’ Is it, though?

Saying that, I do love a Monday when I open my diary and it’s a new week and a clean page. I love having a physical, paper diary – I don’t go anywhere without it. Turning over from the week before feels like having a fresh exercise book at school at the beginning of term. The smell of new paper, the spotless blank pages. Thinking to yourself, ‘Wow, I must keep it neat.’ For me, that good intention lasts for about two hours, then before you know it, there are doodles everywhere! Endless hearts and flowers. I find a lot of fresh starts end that way, with good intentions that I haven’t quite seen through.

Why do people feel they can start things properly on a Monday, rather than simply doodling along? Why don’t they say, ‘We’re going to start the diet on a Wednesday?’ Although, quite frankly, don’t bother starting a diet at all because none of them ever last, whatever day you decide on.

I don’t know why I doodle endless hearts and flowers, but maybe there’s a connection with the old Max Miller song, ‘Hearts and Flowers’, that I used to sing as a kid. Dad had one of his vinyl records, and I knew it back to front; I used to stand in the middle of the lounge and perform it all the way through. To be fair, I also sang Kylie and Jason songs, and Wham!, and tunes from Oliver! and Me and My Girl. But Max Miller was one of Dad’s faves, along with Frank Sinatra and Nelson Riddle, and I shared his old-fashioned tastes.


Max Miller was a household name from the 1920s until his death in 1963. Known as ‘The Cheeky Chappie’, he was a genius stand-up comedian who topped the bill at the Hackney Empire and other great music hall venues. As part of his routine, he often wouldn’t finish a joke but leave the punchline to your imagination. Then, with precise comic timing, he’d accuse you of having immoral thoughts. It was a clever way round the censors of the age.

Two Max Miller Jokes:

A husband came home one night, and his wife was there, and standing next to her was a fella without a stitch on.

‘What on earth is going on?’

‘He’s a nudist, and he’s come in to use the phone.’

And …

‘Mary had a little bear

To which she was so kind.

I often see her bear in front …

’Ere, it’s people like you who give me a bad name!’



Now that we’re talking about beginnings, it seems a good moment to say that I had a great start in life. I felt loved and cared for in my early years, and really, that’s all that matters to you when you’re a kid. I have such a warm feeling whenever I think of my mum and a big part of me leans towards being more like her. I’m sure she’s the reason I have an obsession with trying to have a nice home.

My mum was born Evelyn Elizabeth Bellamy and people called her ‘Ev’, except my dad, who called her ‘Liza’, which is where my Eliza gets her name from. Mum and Dad met around 1950, when she was twelve and he was fifteen. Her dad, my granddad Bellamy, who I never met, had a paper shop in St Peter’s Street, Islington, and my dad, Charles William Cassidy, worked in the shop when he was a young teen. Mum and Dad were childhood sweethearts. They got married in 1963 and loved each other their whole lives.

My mum was forty-four when she had me in 1983. My dad was forty-six and my two older brothers, Tony and David, were fifteen and eighteen.

Despite their ages, I’m told I was very much a planned baby. My mum said to my dad, ‘The house is going to be empty when the boys go. I’d like another one.’

My parents were both absolutely thrilled when I came along. My brothers weren’t so impressed, though. When my dad sat in the car with them and said, ‘We’re going to have another little mouth to feed,’ they thought they were getting a puppy! My brothers were disgusted when they found out they were getting me instead, but once I arrived, they cherished me, and at times, it felt a bit like I had three dads growing up, because of the age gap.

When I think back to the early days of my childhood, I can draw a direct line between the little girl I was then and who I am now – someone who loves entertaining and making people laugh. We spent a lot of evenings in hospitals when I was seven and eight because both my nans were poorly around that time, but I didn’t mind it; in fact, being a little performer even then, I was in my element, entertaining all the oldies on the ward, belting out their favourite songs and larking around.

Who did I think I was? Well, I certainly didn’t get my performing gene from my mum or dad, who weren’t like that at all, although people always describe my mum as having been ‘a character’. Mum had a cheeky smile and was full of humour. She liked a wind-up and a laugh, and people remember her as a lovely lady, especially in the way she held herself and the way she spoke about her kids. I remember Mum chatting to the staff in M&S, and Tony on the veg stall in Chapel Market – she always had time for people, and I’m very much that way, too. I love to stop and chat!

I was Little Miss Curious as a kid, and my favourite film was the Disney production of Alice in Wonderland. Today I’m a bit of an autodidact, so no matter where I am, I’ll always buy a book about the place. If I’m in Rome, I want to know about the history; if I go to Bath, I’m looking at property prices because I’d like to move there. When I see a painting, I want to know about the artist. I’m fascinated by history, especially art history, and all the distinctive people who have made an impact in their different ways down the ages.

Mum used to say I was an old soul. She said I was the sort of child who looks at you and you think, ‘Oh, you’ve been here before!’ I had a knowing look, a twinkle in my eye, and I was cheeky, like Mummy.

Being an old soul is also having a love of old-fashioned things, and for me, that comes from having older parents. It’s the music you grow up with, the TV you watch, the comedy you find funny and your surroundings that make that difference. For instance, I like old-fashioned decor styles, all floral prints, chintz and rich velvets. The other morning, I put Ella Fitzgerald on and thought, ‘I’d have a gramophone if I could.’ Of course, what I actually do is shout, ‘Alexa, put on Ella Fitzgerald.’ But at heart, I’m not a very modern person really.

My dad was more serious than my mum. Dad’s last remaining brother, Uncle George, would laugh if I said that Daddy was a miserable sod, because he was, but in a lovable way. He was a clever man, very private, and I had a really special and close relationship with him. I was a real daddy’s girl.

My granddad was a tic-tac man; an arm-waving bookie at the horses. He was one for being in the pubs, on the piano and a bit of a drinker, so maybe performing is in the blood, I don’t know – I never got to meet him. One of my brothers, Tony, is a natural entertainer and the other, David, is a brilliant joke teller, so it could be inherited, I suppose. But I think it’s just as possible that my obsession with comedy and stand-up started with Dad’s Max Miller record, along with the hearts and flowers doodles all over my diary.


And talking of humour …

I grew up watching the comedy and sitcoms that my parents watched: The Two Ronnies, Porridge, Open All Hours, Only Fools and Horses and Fawlty Towers. There was ’Allo ’Allo!, Birds of a Feather, French and Saunders. Marc was the same. It’s amazing that I’ve met someone who’s as obsessed with sitcoms as I am. Our kids love them, too: Joanie is obsessed with Only Fools and Horses. They love comedy because we love comedy, and for us it’s Friday Night Dinner, which is great. Some people may not find Friday Night Dinner appropriate for a nine-year-old. However, I would rather her sat with me with certain crude jokes going over her head, than her sat over there with her eyes glued to a tablet.

I missed Blackadder, probably because my dad didn’t like it and so it wasn’t on at home. My brother loves Monty Python, but I didn’t go that way, either. My mum and I loved Absolutely Fabulous. I had all the AbFab videos. There was Friends, as well, which gives me a safe, warm feeling of nostalgia when it comes on, although I don’t watch it much now. I’m a big Laurel and Hardy fan, probably because it used to be on BBC Two all through the summer holidays.



OK, I’m still pondering whether or not Monday is the best day for a fresh start. It’s the first day of the week, so it’s got that in its favour – although not if you live in the US, Israel or South Asia, where the first weekday is Sunday. It’s a puzzle: which is the real first day of the week? What if the Big Bang had happened on a Thursday? Would it have changed anything? And if God created light on the first day, was it a Sunday or a Monday?

The very first thing on my Monday list most weeks is getting the kids up and off to school. That’s a start of a kind, if not a particularly fresh one. It’s a start-again, the beginning of a new and yet oh-so familiar cycle of yelling, ‘Bag packed? Got all your books? PE kit? Ukulele?’

I’m lucky in that my kids are very self-sufficient now. Gone are the days of refusing to put on their shoes at the last minute, or tantrums about the bobbly seam in the toe of one of their socks, and I’m quite glad about that. I nearly threw Eliza out of the window once, after forty-five minutes of pleading with her to ‘Please put the sock on!’ What a waste of time!

My Joanie is a great example of what we all want to feel like on a Monday. In fact, it doesn’t matter what day it is – she jumps out of bed between five-thirty and six-thirty every morning without fail, and she’s full of beans, full of ideas, full of exploration. She’ll stand none-to-nose with me and talk about all the things she’s got in her brain. My eyes are barely open, but I love her for her joy for life. Obviously, I’m biased because she’s my nine-year-old. (I really can’t believe she’s nine already. Where does the time go?) I’m sure that lots of children her age are the same way, but I think we should all try to hold on to some of that sparkle and fizz, even as we grow older.

Like most teenagers, my eldest, Eliza, has had her moments when it comes to growing up. She’s getting better, but I actually think you need to give teenagers a break because there’s a lot going on for them. I think it’s ridiculous the amount they are supposed to do educationally when their hormones are going through the roof. It should all come a bit later, I feel, when they’re more settled and can have a clearer sense of what they want.

I love my time with Eliza and Joanie in the mornings, but don’t get me wrong – our breakfast table isn’t laid out perfectly like in a hotel, and I’m often begging Eliza to eat a banana in the car. It always feels good once I’ve got them into school and I can breathe out and know I’ve got some time to myself while they’re safe somewhere else. When I see mums crying at the school gate on the first day of term as they wave their kids off, I can’t help but think, ‘Is that real?’

I’m not talking about the first ever day your child goes to school, when we all probably shed a tear or two, because it’s such a big milestone in their lives and they suddenly seem to have gone from being a toddler to a proper child. No, I’m talking about full-on weeping and separation anxiety that some people seem to have on the first day of the spring term in Year Three. What’s that all about?

It makes me feel guilty. ‘Maybe I’m not normal,’ I think.

Last year, I missed the girls’ first day back at school after the summer holidays because I had to work. Marc was at home; he sent me lovely pictures of them by the door with their uniforms on, and I realised I didn’t feel bad after all – I had to go to work, and you can’t just not go to work because the kids are going back to school.

In our house, there’s often some anxiety in the air around the start of the autumn term, but I don’t know if that’s about the emotion of the kids going back to school, or something else? I always think that you can sense the passing of time in September – the seasons are changing, the summer is over and the long, light days are coming to an end. There’s nostalgia too: you remember your own school days, and there’s a sense of the kids growing up and moving up to the next year.

I don’t think we should feel upset when the kids begin their new school year, though. They’ve had six whole weeks at home! It’s a long time for a child, and they’re ready to go back. In my mind, I think four weeks would be a better length of time for the summer holidays, because they seem to forget how to do everything after six. I think it would be great if we could spread the holidays out a bit over the year – I’d love another week at Christmas! Two weeks never feels like enough time for Christmas, whereas six weeks in the summer is ages.

In terms of beginnings, though, I honestly feel like the start of the school year is more important than actual New Year. It’s an exciting time. The kids are going to have six hours a day with their friends, and they’re going be using their brains. It’s a new stage for them, and ultimately, that’s a good thing. You also get some time back from worrying about keeping them entertained all day or finding childcare. If you’re feeling sad or anxious about it, try and turn it on its head. Look at it positively and think: ‘I’m grateful for a lovely summer. I’m so excited for them. Let’s hope they have a lovely year with nice friends, and that they learn loads.’

I like getting back to an empty house after school drop-off on a Monday morning, especially if I’ve done a quick clean the night before. I relish that take-a-breath moment of calm and quiet once the morning rush is over. Often, I will have gone to bed early the night before, after a lovely long day of cooking, eating, and having the family round for a Sunday roast. I’ve slept well and I’m feeling fresh and ready to conquer the world with only the minimum of make-up applied. Saying that, I could easily have a bit of a fuzzy head on a Monday morning, if it was a really big lunch with family and friends. But it’s nothing a cup of tea can’t sort out, and then it’s time to open the diary, make some calls or go for a walk. Whenever I have a spare hour, I love nothing more than seeing one of my dear friends for a coffee or a wander and an hour of chat before getting on with our days. Not only are you getting your steps in, but you’re also catching up, having a laugh, a moan, talking about your plans or what you’re cooking for dinner. It’s a little bit of therapy.

It’s great being at home on a Monday morning. Of course, I might not be, and that’s okay, too. It used to be that mums were at home and dads were off to work, but for lots of us, it’s not like that these days. I could be anywhere. Like many people, my job doesn’t often allow me to plan or have a routine, because every day is different. These days, I could be acting, recording my podcast or a voiceover, doing an interview, reading or researching … I can’t even think of all the different things I might be booked to do, regardless of what day of the week it is. Very occasionally, when things get really frantic, a car will arrive to pick me up for something and I have to check with the driver where it is we’re actually going! That doesn’t happen often though, because I am obsessive about my diary and keeping on top of what’s what – we have to be, as mums, when we’re all juggling so much.

A lot of us have lives that keep us on our toes, don’t we? With or without work commitments, we’re all extremely busy, spinning plates. We’re looking after our children; we’re caring for elderly parents, or siblings; we have partners that we’d like to see at least once in a while; or we have friends in need and want to help them. We’re worrying about money, we’re worrying about everybody else and we may have our own medical things going on at the same time. It’s a lot.

But that Monday thing is just ingrained. Whether you like it or not, we are programmed to start things on a Monday. I’m as guilty of it as anyone. One Monday morning not so long ago, I thought to myself, ‘Starting today, I’m going to be good about what I eat this week.’ How many Mondays have I said that?

It didn’t work out because I hadn’t looked at my diary and so I didn’t realise that I was booked on a job I’d forgotten about. And the best bit of this job was sitting down to a delicious roast dinner! A juicy leg of duck, potatoes, veg and gravy, washed down with a glass of really good red wine, followed by pudding and cheese. Not bad for a day’s work, but bang went my good intentions. I had to put off my new regime until the next day. It was a real turn up for the books.

‘Ah,’ you’re asking, ‘but did you?’

‘Did I what?’

‘Did you start again on the Tuesday?’

Well, no, I didn’t. Because the week ran away with me, and I forgot about all of my plans to start the week off right. But I could have started again. It doesn’t have to be a Monday to turn over a new leaf. Look, if you were going into hospital for a heart transplant and the surgeon told you that it would be a brand-new start for you after years of ill health, never in a million years would you say, ‘Well, it’ll have to wait until Monday.’ That’s all I’m saying: why can’t you choose to go in a completely new direction mid-morning on a Tuesday?

If you don’t start the off week well, though, I do find that it can be hard to pick things up the next day, and if you haven’t done it by Wednesday – forget it. And sometimes life is too short – today or any day. You know what it’s like. There are so many things to worry about, so let’s not beat ourselves up about breaking our resolutions, guys. Not until next week, anyway!


Monday is named after a mythological personification of the moon. But is that person female or male? In Egyptian mythology, the moon and the sun are ruled by male deities: Khonsu and Ra. Where’s the balance in that?

In Ancient Greece, the moon was called Selene, and also Cynthia. (Hello!) In Rome, it was another female, Luna. In Norse mythology, it’s a man in the moon, Mani, and the moon is viewed as male in cultures ranging from Japan to Australia. But in wellness forums, I’d say the trend definitely leans towards a female moon. You can basically take your pick.

The moon has strong associations with fertility, tides, gravity, psychology, sleep, calendars, crime and werewolves. It’s contradictory because you can ‘moon’ over someone romantically or send quite the opposite message by ‘mooning’ them …

Just giving you something to ponder on a Moonday, guys … !



Monday is the start of the working week, and I grew up with a dad who worked his socks off, first in a bank and then in the paper shop business. When I was little, it was a shop in St John Street in the City of London, which was thirty minutes from our house in Dagmar Terrace in Islington if you walked it, which Dad always did. It was a really tough job – he’d be up and out of the house at four o’clock in the morning, back home at seven o’clock at night, six days a week – but he did it without complaint so that he could provide for his family. We had nice things when I was growing up, and that was important to him, as well. Dad spoiled my mum, in the best possible way. He wanted her to have nice jewellery and anything else that would make her eyes light up.

Mum was a smart lady, very well turned out. She was always laden with gold jewellery and a few diamonds, but her look was understated rather than glam. Everything was from M&S. Her hair was neatly styled but she didn’t wear a lot of make-up. When she went out, she’d either wear a long skirt with a blouse and a jacket, or trousers and a jacket. She was never in jeans or a tracksuit.

Mum was a stay-at-home mother, a housewife, and she found a lot of contentment in the domestic sphere. She loved her home and bringing up the children, dressing them nicely and cooking a roast dinner on a Sunday. That was her pride and joy – her home and her family – and she was brilliant at it.

I’m not saying it was easy for her. Being a housewife is a full-time job, and on top of looking after me and my brothers, Mum looked after and cared for her mum, who was poorly. Mum’s mum, my Nanny Liz, lived with us for many, many years and Mum could never leave her by herself. She took great pride in caring for Nanny Liz. In my earliest memories, Nanny Liz is always in the room and Mum is always at home, except the times when we were all up at the hospital. If Nanny Liz was in her room, I’d take her up a Guinness and read to her from my joke book and make her laugh. We watched Birds of a Feather together, and whenever I hear that theme tune now, I’m transported back to Nanny’s room.

I feel very lucky that I had such a loving, stable upbringing. My parents were the best mum and dad I could have asked for. I think I’m a fifty-fifty split between them: I’m quite a character, like my mum, but also serious and hardworking, like my dad.

My ‘Living at Home’ Top 5 Songs


	‘Ocean Drive’ − Lighthouse Family

	‘How About You?’ − Frank Sinatra

	‘I Won’t Last a Day Without You’ − The Carpenters

	‘The Winner Takes It All’ − Abba

	‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin’ − Frank Sinatra



Music of my Childhood


	My mum and dad were into The Carpenters, Abba and Frank Sinatra.

	My brother Tony loved Pink Floyd and New Order.

	My brother David loved soul music and The Jam and Madness. I loved it all.



I was practically an only child growing up because Tony moved out a few years after I was born and David went even earlier. So, I was surrounded by adults and older people throughout my childhood, which probably made me a bit of an old soul. I wasn’t blessed with a sister, but something in the universe said, ‘I’ll tell you what we’re going to give you instead: two sister-in-laws who are as good as sisters, because they’ve known you since you were a baby, and three amazing nieces on top.’

My sister-in-law Linda remembers the day my brother David told her I’d been born, and I’ve literally known her all my life. The two of us can talk for hours and hours and never get bored. She’s amazing. Tony’s wife, Sharon, is wonderful, and my nieces Maria, Ellia and Evie are just fantastic. Evie May is younger and will call me ‘Auntie’. But Maria is David’s first child and came along when I was three, so we’re more like sisters, and Ellia and I also get on unbelievably well. It’s hard to express my feelings for Maria and Ellia. They are my sisters; my best friends. I’m their auntie; they’re my nieces. It’s an amalgamation of everything you could want. If I go a day without talking to Ellia or Maria, I feel depressed. I don’t know if it’s a good thing or not to feel like that, but it’s how I feel: I need that connection and I don’t know what I’d do without them.

Songs That Remind Me of My Nieces


	‘Ain’t No Mountain High Enough’ – Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell

	‘Big Fun’ − The Gap Band

	‘Foundations’ − Kate Nash

	‘Stay’ − Lisa Loeb

	‘You Can Call Me Al’ − Paul Simon

	‘Turn Your Love Around’ − George Benson

	‘Jambalaya’ − The Carpenters



I wish I had stronger memories of my mum, but she passed away when I was nineteen, and memories fade over the years. I can only recall my childhood up to the age of twelve or thirteen in vivid detail because once you’re a teenager, you’re off and out and about and mainly interested in yourself, so I feel like I only had those early years with her.

Mum left me her gold jewellery, and I love wearing certain pieces. I think of her as I put them on and it’s reassuring to be aware of them as I go about my day. It’s like having a little piece of her with me. I felt a real sense of responsibility to keep her jewellery in the family and divide it up fairly between her grandchildren, so when Maria got married, I gave her a couple of her Nanny Ev’s gold charms, and when Evie May turned twenty-one, I gave her a gold bracelet of Nanny’s. It feels nice to do the things that maybe Mum would have done, even though she’s not here to do it herself.

It’s such a sadness for me that my mum passed before I’d had time to circle back to her in my twenties. My brothers say it was the same for them – they went off in their teens and weren’t interested in our parents, but, being that much older than me, they came back to Mum before it was too late. I feel guilty because I lost her at an age when she wasn’t the most important person in my life, and I would have loved to have been able to spend time with her in my twenties. We never got to go shopping and have lunch or push the pram round the park together when I became a mum myself. With each passing year, I feel the loss of her more deeply. It makes me realise how precious time – and life – is.

One thing I could never forget is standing in the kitchen with Mum while she was making pastry. It’s such a lovely, warm memory – for me, it captures the essence of Mum and the way she provided everything I needed during my childhood. I’m so grateful to her for the love and care she gave me, and for her wonderful homemaking and cooking. I can’t help feeling that the foundation I was given by my parents has kept me grounded through everything that has happened to me since.

Mum was a feeder. She’d put out piles of sandwiches and trays of tea for me and my friends when they came over to our house: mountains of ham sandwiches, tea and biscuits, chocolate rolls, jam tarts, you name it. She cooked a lot of things from scratch – lots of meat pies and suet puddings, and her apple pie and custard was the best I have ever tasted. My favourite was stuffed pig’s hearts! I imagine that Mum’s meat creations were learned from her grandmother, who had an offal stall in Chapel Market. My love of offal remains to this day. When I’m at my local pub, it’s kidneys on toast for me. You can turn up your nose if you like, but I love it!












	‘I Believe in Miracles’ − The Jackson Sisters

	‘(Fallin’ Like) Dominoes’ – Donald Byrd

	‘Our House’ − Madness

	‘Sex & Drugs & Rock & Roll’ – Ian Dury

	‘This Charming Man’ − The Smiths





	‘The Whole Of The Moon’ − The Waterboys

	‘Don’t You (Forget About Me)’ – Simple Minds

	‘Shake It Off’ − Taylor Swift

	‘Wish You Were Here’ − Pink Floyd

	‘With Or Without You’ − U2




















Monday Art Class
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