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Introduction

The first time I was ever on stage was in a play called The Nutcracker and the Mouse King at the Forum Theatre, Romiley, near where I lived. It was a ‘mock ballet’, and I ended up playing one of the soldiers. In one scene I had to pretend to kill a rat – played not by a rodent but a girl in a costume – then drag her offstage. Problem was, I was only about ten at the time, and she was quite a bit bigger than me. So there I am, in front of the audience, trying to haul this ‘dead rat’ offstage. I’m pulling and pulling with everything I’ve got, but she’s not moving. I’m giving it everything, straining away, but she’s just too heavy. In the end she looks at me, shakes her head as if to say, ‘This isn’t happening!’, stands up, and walks off the stage herself. Brilliant, I think, my first time ever on stage and I can’t even drag the rat off!

Things have moved on a bit since then. Well, more than a bit. Several decades, to be precise. I spent the months running up to my latest birthday thinking, How the hell am I fifty? No matter how I look at it, it doesn’t quite feel real. How has that happened? But instead of looking at my half-century as a negative, I’m seeing it differently, as a chance to get out there and do more of the things I’ve always wanted to do. Forget ‘one day’, it’s day one. After all, hasn’t that always been my attitude? What are you waiting for? If there’s something you want to do, get out there and do it!

This book is one of those things. I’ve never written about my life before; not because I didn’t have a story, but because I didn’t feel like I’d lived enough. I’ve always felt that some people go down the autobiography route too young. They freeze themselves in time before they’ve really been tested, before they’ve fallen, got back up, and understood what any of it actually means. I wanted to wait until I was ready, until I had perspective. And I think now, in this milestone year, that the time has come. I’ve lived life. I’ve felt it. I’ve enjoyed some amazing times, same as I’ve made mistakes, learned from them and come out the other side still standing. I think now I’ve earned the right to sit down and reflect.

So, now feels like exactly the moment to tell my story – honestly, without rushing it, and without pretending I’ve got it all figured out. As ever with me, I’ve been totally open with my emotions here. My mum told me she’ll be crying when she reads this book. There’ve been times when I’ve been crying writing it! But that’s the way it has to be. Because life is never simple. It is, however, something beautiful that I’ve always embraced.

I’m grateful to everyone who has (hopefully!) enjoyed watching me on TV down the years. No one was talking about longevity when I did my first TV job aged twelve, so to have done thirty-eight years pretty much continuously since then isn’t bad. During that time I’ve played a multitude of characters – good, bad, serious, daft. Some contained a lot of me, others less so. But one thing’s always been the same: I’ve always been a true version of myself.

I hope you enjoy discovering Where There’s A Will.

WILL MELLOR – April 2026
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Fart In A Colander

My dad would look at me, this daft kid. ‘You know,’ he’d say, ‘he’s got a head full of magic.’ He was right. There was something inside me, building up. I had only one thought – I want to perform.

I was born on Shakespeare Road. The irony isn’t lost on me – I became an actor, but Shakespeare has never interested me in the slightest. I’ve never performed in his plays. Never wanted to. Same as I didn’t go to drama school or come through any traditional route into acting. There was no masterplan, no formal training, just a feeling that wouldn’t leave me alone – a feeling that grew and grew as I did, among my ever-loving and supportive family.

I’m the youngest of five and the only boy. The nearest of my four older sisters was six years older than me, which raises a question – what happened? I expect by the time I came along, Mum and Dad had probably decided they were done with kids. But at the same time, they’d both always really wanted a son. So maybe I was an accident that wasn’t really an accident? Either way, it was definitely a happy one. One of those things that happens because it’s meant to.

My dad, Bill, was from Moss Side; my mum, Shirley, from near Sale. Both one of eight children, they had lived through real poverty, the kind you don’t romanticise, with Dad’s the worse off of the two families. Things remained difficult when they got together. They told stories about splitting a single pie between them, even sharing bits with the dog. Sometimes they’d tip the sofa on its side to search for loose change, hoping there might be enough for bread or milk. Having children made it harder still, especially since one of my sisters, Joanne, was mentally and physically disabled. There wasn’t much support back then for disabilities; you didn’t get counselling or assistance. You just got on with it.

Dad tried to make money however he could. In a motorbike accident earlier in his life, he broke his back in several places and so couldn’t work as a welder any more. He was on disability benefits, which barely covered anything. So he did what he could – buying and selling, fixing things, hustling. He’d sort the electric meter so it would run backwards rather than forwards – something he did for other people to help them save money, too. I always say Dad was the Del Boy of Bredbury – a bit dodgy at times, sure, but when you’re on your arse you do what you have to do.

Then, when I was two, Dad was sent to prison. Proper prison. Strangeways. Nine months. He’d set up a garage and was doing dodgy MOTs. The cops weren’t impressed, and that was that.

To this day I don’t know how Mum coped. Five kids – one disabled, another a toddler – no money, no safety net. But she did cope, and she protected us – fiercely. She’d even turn her own daily struggles into a game if it meant we didn’t realise just how tough things were. When there was a knock at the door she’d tell us to find our best hiding place. At the time, I thought it was brilliant. Hide and seek! Yeah! A laugh! I didn’t understand it was people coming to collect debts. She shielded us from all of that. Just one of many reasons why she’s the most remarkable mum a bloke could ever have.

Dad being in prison confused the two-year-old me. When Mum took me to visit him, he opened his arms – ‘Come here, son!’ – but I wouldn’t go near him. I cried. I don’t remember any of it, but I understand why it happened. The environment was strange and frightening, and I hadn’t seen him in so long. Maybe I could sense how desperate he was to be on the outside, looking after us, making sure we were OK.

What hurt Dad wasn’t being locked up, it was knowing he couldn’t protect my mum and his kids. Dad was a protector. It was what he was put on this Earth to do. Which is why, when he came out, he carried on making money for the family in any way he could.

Trips to the tip were a particular adventure. We’d go down there to throw things away and come back with more than we’d arrived with. He’d lower me into skips – ‘Grab that! Pass that up!’ Bikes, Hoovers, furniture, all sorts. He’d fix them up (he could mend anything), sell them, or give them to neighbours. And that was the thing about where we lived, everyone was in the same boat. No one had much, but everyone had each other. And between us we always found a way to get by. Dad even started cutting kids’ hair on the street. He mastered the Purdey bob, as worn by Joanna Lumley’s character in The New Avengers. Girls were queueing down the street to have it done.

It sounds like mine might have been a tough childhood, but it wasn’t, it was great. Yes, we didn’t have much – before we did a council swap to a bigger house, there were five kids in a three-bedroom house – but Mum and Dad made sure we never felt like that. And anyway, when you’re a kid, all you know is the house you grow up in. Whatever happens there is your normal. Ice on the inside of the windows, wearing coats or extra clothes in bed, none of it felt strange, it was just how it was. Most of our clothes – mine especially, since I was hardly going to have hand-me-downs from my sisters – came from jumble sales. I’m not saying this so anyone feels sorry for me – far from it. I loved it! We’d come home with a bin bag full of clothes and I’d be pulling things out one by one saying, ‘Look at me new top!’ They were hand-me-downs from kids we didn’t even know, but to us it felt like Christmas.

Looking back now, I realise it must have been far harder for Mum and Dad than we ever knew. The stress, the constant worry. But they kept all that away from us. Instead, they gave us warmth and laughter. And that shaped everything.

Because my sisters were so much older than me, I grew up half like an only child, half like the baby of the family. When I arrived, something settled in Dad’s mind. It was like he said to my mum, ‘You’ve got the girls, he’s got me.’ We did everything together, classic father–son stuff like fishing, and, when I was seven, boxing. To be honest, I wanted to be with the girls half the time! They used to go morris dancing and stuff. ‘Can’t I have a go?’ Dad would look at me like I was mad. ‘Get in the ring!’

Boxing ran in the family. Dad had put the gloves on in his youth, while my uncle had boxed for England. Dad’s career stalled because of his bad eyesight, which I inherited. Still, boxing shaped him and how he understood the world. He was a tough man, and he could be tough on me. I get why; he was terrified of me going down the wrong road, especially as a boy. His thinking was simple: If he’s frightened of me, he won’t do stupid things that’ll get him in trouble. He didn’t want me scared of the police, he wanted me scared of him, because in his mind, fear was protection.

That belief came from his own hard-learned experience. Where he grew up life was hard and unforgiving. Poverty wasn’t an idea, it was daily reality. You learned early on that no one was coming to save you. You had to look after yourself. For me, that meant if he thought I’d stepped out of line, or needed teaching a lesson, a crack round the head was coming. Inevitably, I’d cry, gasping for breath like kids do, to the extent that sometimes I’d actually pass out. I came back round on one occasion and he gave me another crack for fainting.

Dad’s temper was sudden – like a switch being flicked. He’d react in the moment, before thought or reason had time to step in. He knocked me off my feet once when he was having a go at me. My sister Janice was in the room while he was telling me off and smiled at me as if to say, ‘Don’t worry, it’s all right.’ I smiled back at her, he thought it was disrespectful, and next thing I knew he’d jumped up and hit me across the face. Other times he’d come home drunk and pull me out of bed in the middle of the night. He’d put me under a cold shower and tell me to punch him, to fight back. I’d try to hide. It wasn’t in me to be tough like that. It never was. Mum would be shouting from the other room, telling him to leave me alone, to leave me be. But he wouldn’t have it. In his head, I had to be hardened. That was life as he understood it. He was terrified that if I wasn’t tough enough, the world would chew me up.

He was just so fiercely protective; not just of me, but of all of us. He even taught my sisters how to fight. I remember one moment clearly. One of them was teasing the lad who lived two doors down – he was much bigger than her. My dad watched it happen. When the lad chased her, she ran back to the house only for Dad to shut the front door on her. ‘Right,’ he told her, ‘now you’ve got to deal with it.’ She turned round and punched the lad. Properly beat him up. My dad nodded. ‘Now you know you can look after yourself.’ She could have been hurt, but in his mind that was how you prepared your kids for life. I’ll teach you how to look after yourself. I’ll teach you how to survive. But it’s going to be tough.

That kind of parenting doesn’t sit comfortably now. It’s difficult to think about. A crack round the head, shouting, discipline through force. Sometimes it went too far. But that was what he knew; his own dad had been harsh, a dominant force in the house and a very strict disciplinarian. Not a nice person at all, with a violent streak on top. Grow up in that environment and it’s bound to affect you. Violence and fear were the tools Dad had been given as a child, so those were the tools he used as a parent. The important part – the part I hold on to – is that it came from care. He didn’t want me ending up in prison. He didn’t want me lost or angry or broken. He thought he was preparing me to handle life and all it could throw at me.

None of how he treated me was his fault. He was a product of his times. As I’ve got older, I’ve realised that we all try to be better than our parents. He was a better version of his dad, and I’m a better version of him. We take the good – the things that worked – and we leave behind what we don’t agree with. I don’t want that kind of upbringing in my own family. I’ve never hit my kids, and I never will. But there are things my dad got right – his morals, his sense of loyalty, his belief in looking after your own. Those things stayed with me.

I was scared of Dad sometimes, but I loved him very much. He taught me to take my own path, to never be a sheep. And one thing he’d always do if he’d been hard on me was come up before I went to sleep and ruffle my hair and say, ‘Sorry, son.’ I used to lie awake waiting for him, because I couldn’t sleep knowing we’d fallen out. He was my hero. The person I wanted to impress more than anyone. Wherever I was in life, whatever I was doing, if he said I’d done well, it meant everything. I’ve got tears in my eyes just thinking about it.

Dad also carried a lot of guilt. Years later, when I finally talked to him about it, he admitted it himself. He said maybe he’d gone too far sometimes. He told me he was sorry. And I could see it wasn’t just words; he was really cut up about the past, the way he’d been at times with his children. The older he got, the more he would talk about it. That took courage, but he didn’t need to say it, because I always knew he cared deeply. He always had.

Thing is, my dad had another, more reflective, side that people didn’t always see. Before day-to-day life with all its trials and responsibilities had taken over, he’d been a singer. He’d have loved to make a living from his voice, but dreams don’t pay the bills. You do what you have to do; you grow up, you provide. His ambition might have been stubbed out, but his voice hadn’t. Dad was always singing. Always. Whether it was in the working men’s clubs, the local pub or whatever, his voice was never far away. If we were out he’d always go on the karaoke – ‘Shirley, put my name down!’ He’d never put his own name down, like at weddings he’d never fill his own buffet plate. And then he’d have a go at her if she missed something! ‘Where’s my pork pie?’

Singing was part of Dad. It followed him everywhere. At every one of my sisters’ weddings he sang Elvis’s ‘Hawaiian Wedding Song’, sounding uncannily like Engelbert Humperdinck. In fact, once he proudly played me a cassette he’d recorded. I told him it was brilliant. Only later did I realise it actually was Engelbert Humperdinck. I’d been completely fooled!

Music was always there in Dad’s life. Every Monday we’d drive to my auntie’s in Salford, Leo Sayer, Frankie Laine and a lot of country and western on repeat. Touching the cassette player wasn’t an option. If I’d dared to ask, ‘Can we turn Leo off now?’, I’d have been told to get out of the car. So instead I learned every word, every melody. I knew more seventies songs than people three times my age. I was a strange little kid like that, walking around with all these old tunes lodged permanently in my head.

When I was about twelve, a pub nearby was being knocked down. My dad asked what they were doing with the piano. ‘Throwing it,’ the landlord said. Dad took it home, stripped it back, varnished it and tuned it. Like I say, he could fix anything. One Friday, when everyone had gone to my grandparents’ and I stayed home, I sat at that piano. By the time they got back, I’d written a song.

I’d never played before, but I could do chords. My hands just knew where to go. My left matched my right instinctively. It just made sense. God’s honest truth. And my grandad had been exactly the same. He could just sit down and play. From that moment on I couldn’t stop. I kept playing, kept experimenting. Every Christmas my mum and dad would buy me a keyboard, and each year they’d try to get me a slightly better one. I started singing along, too. I wasn’t the best singer at first – your voice is still finding itself when you’re young – but that didn’t put me off.

In my head, I was always better than I probably was. But the important thing was the belief. There was this quiet, persistent thought that said, I could actually take this somewhere. There was never any doubt in my mind that it was going to happen one day. One way or another I was going to be a performer. I was obsessed with watching things over and over again, mimicking them until I knew them inside out. Grease was a big one – I learned all the songs, all the words, all the moves. After I first saw Rocky, I knew every line. Because I did a bit of boxing, the film really resonated with me.

I was always performing, performing, performing. My dream was to be a Redcoat like the ones I saw at Butlin’s. I’d watch them on stage, hosting competitions, leading games, singing, dancing, making people laugh. It ticked every box of what I wanted to do. I’ll do that until I make it. For me, making it was never a question of if, it was a question of when. We’d be at Butlin’s, or a caravan park, or some local club, and there’d be a talent show and I’d be straight on the stage – breakdancing, singing, whatever I could. Whenever I doubted myself, Dad was the one who pushed me forward. I’d say, ‘I’m not doing it tonight’, and he’d reply, ‘Put your name down. Go on. You know you want to.’ He never forced me, he just nudged me. He knew sometimes I needed that push. Mum would try to intervene – ‘Leave him, Bill. Maybe he doesn’t want to.’ ‘Rubbish,’ he’d say. ‘He does, he just doesn’t know it yet. Get up there, Will!’

And the truth is, he was right. Once I was up there, I loved it. The nerves would vanish, the stage felt like home. I’d be up there even when I wasn’t supposed to be – my sisters’ weddings, parties, any excuse. If there was a stage, I’d find my way onto it. I’d nick the mic off the DJ and shout, ‘Everybody listen to this one!’ as the next song started up. I must have been a nightmare. There must have been countless DJs trying to do their job, looking at me like, Who’s this little shit? Get him off the stage!

But I couldn’t help it. If there was an audience, I wanted to perform. It was already in me, and Dad recognised it. Everywhere we went he’d be telling people, ‘You want to see what Will can do. You want to see these impressions. Will, come here! Show them what you’ve got.’ At weddings he’d shout, ‘Do that Michael Jackson impression!’ And I’d be straight in the middle of the dancefloor, aunties and uncles forming a circle around me, clapping while I did ‘Billie Jean’ or ‘Beat It’, moonwalking across the floor. I knew every Michael Jackson move. I had his posters on my wall.

Even when Dad wasn’t around there was no stopping me. Me and my mates would have dance-offs against kids from other streets. Yes, I loved the attention – it probably came from being the youngest of five and the only boy – but more than that I loved the adrenaline, the connection, the release. I’ve always been a really physical person. My dad used to say I was like a fart in a colander – impossible to contain. I just couldn’t keep still. I was riddled with ADHD before it was even a thing that anyone talked about. At the time, there was no name for it. No explanations, no understanding. You were either ‘lively’, ‘naughty’, or ‘too much’. Now I know it was ADHD, plain and simple. I’ve never been officially diagnosed, but I’ve met experts in the field and they say I definitely show all the traits. It’s how my brain works, and I’m glad it does. It’s one of my superpowers. It’s what makes me creative and hyper-focused, always inventing new ideas. In fact, I think I probably started ADHD! It was me who spread it around the world!

I’m fifty now and I’ve still got a ridiculous amount of energy for my age, but it’s nothing compared to what I was like back then. My God, looking back I honestly feel sorry for my parents. I must have been exhausting! But at the same time, that restlessness is the engine behind everything I’ve done. I’ve always lived on the front foot, always leaned forward into the next thing, asking myself, What else? What else can I do?

As a teenager that meant going to the Julie Beech School of Dance and Performing Arts in Marple, not far from where we lived. Everyone took the piss out of me – ‘F***ing ballet dancer!’ If you’re a lad and you grow up where I did, dancing means you’re gay, simple as that. But I had thick enough skin to deal with it. I honestly didn’t give a shit what anyone said. I loved it. I got to perform, I got to dance. It felt like where I was meant to be.

We did a musical – The Wizard of Oz – and I was cast as the Tin Man. Which immediately raised the question, Where the hell are we going to get a Tin Man costume from? My dad saw it as just another problem that needed solving. To be fair, he had lots of experience to go at. When we went on caravan holidays there were always talent shows and, because we couldn’t afford to buy them, he used to make mine and my sisters’ costumes. Pillowcases, scraps of fabric, whatever was lying around, he’d turn it into something that worked. Again, it never felt like we were missing out, it just felt normal.

When it came to the Tin Man, he cut the top off a massive bag of dog food, sprayed it silver, found an old long-sleeved shirt and a pair of trousers I’d got from a jumble sale, sprayed them silver too, added a silver funnel, and suddenly – hey presto! – I was the Tin Man. Off I went and performed in the show. Looking back now, what stays with me isn’t the lack of money we had, it’s the effort, the creativity, the way my parents never let a lack of cash stop me from getting on stage. Somehow, they always found a way, like they did for all their kids, whatever their dreams.

Mum especially had this quiet strength, the soft landing compared to Dad. She was the one who’d slip me things I wasn’t supposed to have – ‘Don’t tell your dad.’ She worked so incredibly hard, with two jobs – at the local chippy and cleaning houses. Because I was the youngest, she had to take me with her when my sisters were at school. I remember walking into these big houses, watching her scrub and polish, and thinking how hard it must be for her to clean places like that and then come home to our council house. I didn’t have the language for it then, but I felt it.

Like my dad, Mum could see performing was in my blood. I was always at it, including a karaoke talent competition at a local pub. Every Tuesday night, people would get up and sing, then there’d be a grand final with a cash prize – a hundred quid – which felt like a fortune at the time. I went every week, and every week I wouldn’t get through. Week after week after week. Eventually, I told my dad, ‘There’s a talent show at the pub. The winner gets a hundred quid. Come down!’ ‘I’m not bleeding going down,’ he insisted. But in the end, he did. First time he entered, he went straight through to the final. Of course he did; he had an incredible voice. And somehow I made it through as well. The pub was absolutely packed. Me and Dad were up against a professional singer, someone who actually did the circuit, and people weren’t happy about it. There was a real sense of, He shouldn’t be here. I got up and sang ‘Coward of the County’ by Kenny Rogers, because I’d grown up on that music, and then a Phil Collins song. Dad got up and did Elvis’s ‘An American Trilogy’. He was phenomenal. The results came in. The professional singer was third (people were buzzing about that!). Then they announced second place – my dad. I stood there thinking, Who’s won it then? And then realised it was me! I burst into tears. I don’t even think I was the best singer in the room. My dad was better than me, no question. But there were three judges – local people, older people – and I think they could see how much it meant to me. I’d really tried. I’d dressed up, put a shirt on. I was just this young lad who wanted it so badly.

My dad, naturally, took the piss straight away. ‘It’s because you’re young – they felt sorry for you.’ Then he grabbed the trophy off me. ‘Don’t start thinking you’re a better singer than me. Get that out of your head.’ That was him all over. He loved me fiercely, but he always made sure I stayed grounded. Underneath the banter, though, I knew how proud he really was. Same as my mum. Between them they’d seen something in their son and backed him all the way. They always did their utmost, often against the odds, to make sure I had the very best chance. They were never going to say, ‘He’s got his head in the clouds’, or ‘He needs to think about a proper job’, because they knew only too well how easily working-class kids can have their dreams shattered.

There was just such a story on my mum’s side of the family. Like my dad, I was born and bred a Manchester United fan. Mum’s side is all City. As you can imagine, the banter between the two is mad. My granddad Les – so my mum’s dad – was a good footballer and got picked up by City. The club sent a Rolls-Royce round to his house to fetch him. Les sat at the top of the stairs and watched as his dad answered the door. ‘We’re from Manchester City,’ the driver told him. ‘We’ve come for your son.’ ‘F*** off,’ his dad replied. ‘My son’s not going to play football. He’s going to get a proper job.’ My granddad cried for days. It was his dream.

And that just shows you the difference in generations. My dad could have easily said that to me, ‘You get your head out your arse and go and get a proper job.’ I sometimes wonder why my parents backed me so strongly when I said I wanted to perform. There must have been a part of them that worried. A part that thought, What if it doesn’t work? What then? They did say it to me occasionally – ‘What if you don’t make it?’ – but I never listened. I couldn’t. From as far back as I can remember, I used to tell my mum and my sisters, without hesitation, ‘I’m going to be famous one day.’ I said it with the certainty of a child who hasn’t yet learned doubt. I didn’t know how rare it was to actually build a real, lifelong career in performing. No one told me the odds. I just thought, This is what I’m here to do. And, looking back, I think that’s the key for anyone. If you can find a way to make what’s inside you your life, if you can turn that thing into your work, you’re winning. Because waking up every day to a job you hate while dreaming of something else is a slow kind of misery. I just knew what was inside me. Performing wasn’t just something I chose. It was everything.

I had – HAD – to do it.
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Big Break

I ran out the house and started sprinting around the grass square in the middle of where we lived – laughing, crying, screaming. There was a ‘No Ball Games’ sign that we used as a goalpost. I must have run round it ten times. I had to do something physical because I couldn’t put what I was feeling into words.

There’s a place that was the beginning of everything for me – the start of my dreams feeling real.

Laine Management was, and still is, a talent agency in Manchester. And on this special day, anyone could go down and be seen – no appointments, no connections needed. If they thought you had something, they’d take you on. It was run by Elaine Greeley; larger than life, confident, a big presence, one of those people who knew how to speak to kids without talking down to them. Even now I can remember perfectly the first time I walked through the door. Kids everywhere – nervous kids, confident kids – and parents hovering, all of us waiting for our turn. Then Elaine came out of her office, ‘William Mellor!’ She looked straight at me. ‘Come in here.’ She shut the door behind us. She didn’t audition me. She didn’t ask me to perform. She just talked to me. Looking back, I don’t think she was only looking for talent; she was looking for confidence. Because when you’re ten or eleven years old, as I was then, no one’s
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