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Dying for Attention

Growing up there were a few nights of TV that really got me going: The Brits, The Royal Variety Performance, Children In Need – but Comic Relief night was where my televisual event-watching hit its peak. It felt MONUMENTAL and anyone who was anyone was talking about it – Mrs Bebb at school, Anthea Turner on Blue Peter, Auntie Carmel . . . I mean, for six-year-old me it was everything, the event of the year, my very own Met Gala. I’d talk about it for weeks on end, begging to be taken to WHSmith in the Manchester Arndale for a red nose, where I could drop my quid into the box and save the world. I’d wear it from the minute I woke up, stomping down all proud and charitable in my PJs, before attempting to delicately chow down some Cinnamon Grahams without knocking it off into my milky bowl below. My human nose would never really manage to hold on to the red nose and I’d endure the walk to school with my head angled upwards towards the sky, half from a sense of pride in my charitable display and half in a battle against gravity. My nose was pinched so tightly I talked like I had a heavy cold, all in a bid to be part of this magical night of wonder. The impending sense of occasion ran through me like electricity, it was all I could talk and think about and I’d rally round the family, excitedly telling them, ‘It’s Comic Relief three weeks on Friday!! OMMGGGGGGGSOOOOOEXCITEDDDDDAREYOU? AREYOU??’

They weren’t but I never wanted to watch it alone. I had to make it into an evening spectacular, and saw that my part of the Comic Relief mission was to recruit the entire family to the cause. Mum and Dad were easily on board – ‘All right, all right we know’ when I’d excitedly count down the days to them each morning as if it was actual Christmas.

Our Andrew and Our Jane were less up for it. They were both teenagers and rightly mortified at staying in on a Friday night with their parents and baby brother watching someone like Richard Madeley get gunged. They allegedly had better things to do. And I was furious about it. I was totally obsessed with them so I hated them going out on Friday nights and leaving me home alone with boring Eileen and Pete – aka Mum and Dad – but especially on Comic Relief night!

I’d beg them to stay and watch, physically dragging them to the TV by their sleeves with all my body weight pulled against them. Shoving them into chairs, I’d sit on the paisley-print carpeted floor cross-legged with the volume on 100. It would be the one night where I’d have charge of the remote and deliver SSSSSHHHH’s to anyone daring to pass anything other than a positive comment on the show. Around me I’d have two bowls of crisps and a side plate with six carefully placed Viscount biscuits, their green metal foil covers glistening, adding a touch of glam to the evening’s events.

‘LOOK LOOK LOOK, your money can help change the lives of others,’ I’d say, reading from the screen. I could sense the room wasn’t as up for it as I was . . . 

Our Jane would half-arsedly watch with me for a bit. I’d know she wasn’t staying as I could smell she had perfume on, she’d be there in her dungarees and Palladium trainers, long hair hanging over her face to her waist, before saying, ‘I’m going to my mate’s, you watch with Mum.’

‘You’re gonna miss the best bit! The newsreaders are about to put ‘Lady Marmalade’ sexy clothes on and do karaoke!!’ I’d scream out into the hall from the lounge.

Her loss, I’d think with a tut as I turned back to the screen, my audience rapidly declining.

My trickiest customer in my great bid to watch though was Our Andrew. He liked rap, terrifying electronic music and telling me to fuck off a lot. He didn’t conform to society, he didn’t care for primetime TV nor did he think Dawn French was funny – in fact he thought she was ‘shit’.

Now this exclamation shocked me to my core. One step too far, I thought, Dawn French NOT funny? He’s got her confused or missed the joke, I thought. I was appalled at his lack of excitement for a charitable comedy gala! ‘Do you not care about helping others?’ I’d ask.

At six foot three he was a giant to me and his words took on an almighty power to my juvenile bowl-haired self. ‘You wanna be more worried about the power of capitalism and this government trying to water down youth culture and brainwash you lot to enjoy this dirge on the TV . . .’.

‘But it’s so funny, Lenny Henry is KILLING it out there!’ I’d argue back.

‘Your problem is that you’re a marketeer’s dream,’ he’d say.

‘Ah thanks!’ I’d say, not fully understanding him but knowing ‘dream’ sounded quite nice.

My six-year-old self was totally dumbstruck and slightly saddened for him that he DIDN’T want to take part in THE BIGGEST NIGHT ON TV. ‘But they’re doing an Ab Fab special!’ I said as he slammed the door in my face singing ‘Fight the Power’ and making DJ scratching noises with his mouth.

Comic Relief fell on a Friday and Fridays meant Gran Beattie would come over for tea, Dad would go to the chippy and I’d beg to eat it in the lounge on special occasions like tonight. I’d love it when Gran Beattie watched TV with me as she was less likely to be popping her leather jacket on and running off to a rave like my siblings, so she was more easily manipulated by little me. I’d keep one eye on the screen and one on Beattie, making sure she was watching. Occasionally she’d turn her head to glance down at the paper or look out the window and I’d forcibly turn her ancient head with both hands and say, ‘GRAN! AREYAWATCINNNN?! WATCH ALI G!’ She was born in 1912, the nuances of a rap parody were lost on her.

I’d settle for watching with the olds and I’d make it to a KER-RAZY 10.30 p.m. before passing out on the sofa and then waking up the next day in bed. ‘How much did we raise??’ as soon as my eyes opened, feeling a sense of pride, thinking I’d saved the world by watching telly.

I’d float around the next day like you do after a wedding, still high on the excitement of the night before. It felt like the world had been watching, that I was part of something, something really exciting. The anything-could-happen energy wound me up something rotten and the live-and-looseness of it all compared to our usual telly viewings of Corrie and The Krypton Factor felt wildly rebellious. The funny bits made me piss my pants laughing, with the sad sights of extreme poverty making me choke up, confused as to why all these plastic red nose purchases hadn’t stopped world hunger already. It wasn’t just the lols I loved; the show was important to me. It showed me the live, rough-and-ready school of presenting, it introduced me to the shared experience of telly and it’s where I first experienced human compassion. It mattered to me, it opened my eyes to others, and seeing how others lived fascinated me. I felt we all had to do what we could to help. So years later when I was asked to trek 100 miles across Outer Mongolia to raise money for Comic Relief I just couldn’t say no.

Apart from I did.

See, the challenge was for Sport Relief not Comic Relief and, if I’m honest, sport just isn’t for me. Just saying the word makes me retch. Ew! It’s so macho, competitive and skilled. All the things I am not. I’ve managed to swerve away from sport with such dexterity that ironically, I could be awarded some sort of sporting medal for doing so. It’s a word drenched in dread for me, it’s something I don’t partake in privately, nor is it something I’d be eager to do on the television.

My relationship with sport couldn’t be more fair-weather – I like Héctor Bellerín’s haircuts and I’ll dabble when it’s the Euros and we can all go to the pub at 2 p.m. on a Tuesday and sing in the street but apart from that it’s a no from me. I did spend a lot of time on the tennis court at school. Not with a ball and racket but with a ten-pack of Sovereigns, which retailed at £1.45 back in the heady 90s. In my teenage bid to embody Liam Gallagher, I acquired the hair brushed onto the face and the green parka, and I thought a fag hanging out my mouth completed the look.

Whereas other rebels might have chosen the more traditional location of the bike sheds or the school toilets, I found the tennis courts provided the optimum smoking experience. This spot was wide open and right in the middle of the school. The courts were huge, giving you the vantage point that allowed you to see far and wide across the school grounds, like a bird of prey over the African plains, with your predators (the teachers) in your peripheral vision at all times. You could see your predator approaching, their walking pace halted by a restrictive polyester pencil skirt as they’d do that fast-walk-but-still-slow thing towards you, allowing you time to finish your fag in peace. As they got within a few metres of you, you had ample time to have pushed the fag through the fence and then walk away as if nothing had happened: ‘Bye Miss!’

Apart from standing around on a tennis court, my only other experience of being near to something called sport was when rollerblading became a thing. I remember that summer well, skating up and down the road, trying to catch the backs of cars for a lift or creating death-defying rollerblading congas attached to the back of someone’s BMX down a steep hill. The constant dull ache of a bruised coccyx bone, grazed hands and a scabby chin shaped the summer.

Decades later when I was on the telly hosting something, my dad said, ‘You’ve put on a bit of timber, you should get those rollerblades back out, you’ve never looked trimmer.’ I wasn’t ‘trim’, I was prepubescent.

So there was rollerblading and the fags on the tennis court. But unless that’s what Sport Relief had in mind, I wasn’t sold.

 

I couldn’t even think why they’d asked me. Did they have some misconception that I was sporty? I had spoken about the footy on air before; maybe they’d heard that and got confused. Maybe they heard I came from a sporting family? Our house was obsessed with Man United, so I was semi-fluent in football. Weekends revolved around Old Trafford: who was picking who up for what game, when they’d be home and what time kick off was. Dad would start Saturday by clapping his hands, big grin on his face, dressing gown blowing as he came down the stairs. ‘Keannnnnooooooo,’ he’d shout, ‘Keannnnoooooo . . . big game today son,’ before mimicking the sound of 67,000 United fans in the rafters. As much as I wasn’t interested, I did love his excitement; it really got me going too, the ritual of bacon sandwiches and potato cakes for breakfast before layering up for the arctic conditions. Off we’d go to the match. I loved the drive there and the drive back. I loved the bad signal of the AM radio debates about who deserved to win today. I loved the crowds, I loved having a pie, I loved hating the thickness of Bovril but trying to see if I liked it every week, I loved my dad’s little shoulder shuffle he did to keep warm as we walked the three miles from the parking to the grounds. I loved everything about it BUT I did not love the actual football. Wow it was boring to me. Each time I went I hoped I’d have a lightbulb moment of clarity where BOOM, I’d get it. Never happened. I’d sit there under duress for the full ninety minutes, feeling like days, as my brain flooded with thoughts . . .

Surely everyone cannot like this?

Why are we outside in December?

Ninety minutes is far too long!

Maybe if I count everybody the time will pass quicker?

These seats aren’t comfy, they’re too small.

Sorry, what’s ACTUALLY going on?

Eventually I’d decide to pluck one question out of my brain and take it to the big man:

‘How long’s left, Dad?’

‘Eighty-four minutes.’

 

For away games, we’d watch at home and the curtains would be closed, as was tradition, to stop the sunlight blaring through, catching the floating dust hanging in the air. Dad would be in prime position in front of the TV, the carpet worn from where he kicked and stomped his heels during the game as if he were actually playing, and Andrew on the next nearest available sofa. There’d be loud claps and even louder FUCKIN’ ’ELLs and SILLY TWATs as my mum would scream back, ‘Language, PLEASE!’ from the other room. ‘It’s the bleedin’ game!’ my dad would argue, and to be fair it was the bleedin’ game.

Personally, I respected his passionate swearing, actually impressed by the immense volume he and Andrew could muster from just two human mouths; the house would shake and although I didn’t know what they were on about, I loved the drama. As fun as it sounded in there, I’d keep myself anchored to Mum, occasionally being summoned to the lounge by Our Andrew to fetch him a Stella before he asked Dad to remove me for talking. I’d head back next door and perch upon the chrome kitchen stools. I thought the kitchen was cooler anyway than the laddy lounge. I’d sit at the breakfast bar, which I thought was VERY chic, as we blasted Simply Red and the Brand New Heavies as Mum cooked. I’d much rather be in here than the musty football room, I’d think. With the stench of gravy thick in the air, Mum chopped potatoes into chips and sipped on red wine and I’d read our star signs from Mystic Meg. Busy with five pans on the go and a face turned blood-red from the heat of the oven, she’d ‘oooh’ and ‘ahhhh’ at the predictions before an ultimate ‘Ooh it’s a load of rubbish that . . . right, tea’s ready!’ Perfectly timed to coincide with the football finishing.

And THAT is as close as I got to sport in thirty-five years, hence my apprehension about Sport Relief. Their ask was a little bigger than fetching Stellas for a footy match. The ask was to skate, trek and ski 100 miles in frozen Outer Mongolia and it was the most instant no I’ve ever given my agent, Caroline, in my life. But after seeing that you can get really nice Mongolian throws, and the price of cashmere out there was rock bottom, I decided to give it a go. You know, for the charity.

 

Training began one morning on an ice-skating rink in Holloway Road. We were here to master the art of ice skating before applying that, plus cycling and trekking, to a frozen lake for twenty-five miles a day for five days. Before long I was semi-confident about ice skating, having only ever done it drunk at Christmas time and thinking it was all right and a bit of a laugh, surely it would be easy enough to do.

It was here I met my fellow trekkers, for I was not to be alone on this challenge: there was a gang of us, various people off the telly, the news and a pop star assembled as teammates ready to take on this insane challenge, our mission: don’t freeze to death, and raise as much money as possible.

We were assigned our balaclavas and puffer jackets, but with a week to go we had an update: due to coronavirus taking over Asia at this time in early 2020, we had to relocate. We’d now be heading to Namibia. Namibia has no ice and, having been to ice-skating training a whole ONE time, I was quite happy with this switch-up. Instead Namibia boasted the world’s biggest sand dunes and presented the exact opposite conditions and challenges to what we had been training for. I felt like we’d had a lucky escape – it wouldn’t be sub-zero, I might get a tan, sure there’d be no discount cashmere but overall I’d rather be too hot than too cold. Much easier, I thought! Much nicer! It actually will be quite easy!

Cut to me nearly dying on day one. Genuinely.

 

We land in Namibia and take a helicopter out to the desert. It was a rickety old thing with no sides that looked like it could blow up at any second.

‘Don’t worry, it’s been going for fifty years this chopper,’ they said.

Yeah. That’s not selling it to me, why is it fifty years old, can’t we get a new one? They laughed but I wasn’t joking. I piled into the chopper with my co-passengers and trekkers, a hilarious sight for the pilot; there’s me, Judge Rinder, Frankie from The Saturdays, Louise Minchin from BBC Breakfast, Karim Zeroual from CBBC, Samantha Womack from EastEnders and Krishnan Guru-Murthy from the news. Knowing that we could die at any moment, we instantly bonded. Upon landing we excitedly imagined the days ahead around a campfire, with me confidently telling them I’d been to spin class recently in preparation for this and how it can’t be harder than spin with a hangover. Can’t it?! Oh how wrong I was.

We pair off to settle into our tents for the night, I chose to share with Frankie From The Saturdays so I could learn the dance routines and sing ‘Up’ to her over and over for a week. Off we go to bed and wake up at the crack of dawn for day one of 100 miles in the desert. It’s already hot. Not nice hot like yer holidays hot, hot like when you wake up in a festival hung over and there’s no water hot. Or like yer nan’s house with a jumper on.

We started and we instantly split up, everyone moving at their own pace. I would have worried about this had I known what was to come, but I felt great. I felt strong, I was figuring out my navigation watch just fine and the sunshine was beating down as I whizzed through this other-planet-like landscape. I had a few hours on my own out there in the middle of nowhere mystified by the space and aura of Africa. I hadn’t thought about the magnitude of it all but it was magical, the vastness of it weirdly emotional. Not in a sad way but I began to cry; the simplicity of me versus the land was life-affirming and it was (in a weird way) nice to be forced to think about myself for a few hours – was I drinking enough water, was I going too fast? Had I eaten? It was like an extreme crash course in self-care.

It was also fucking knackering. It was nothing like a spin class with a hangover. It was beyond exhausting, nearing impossible. The heat was excruciating and the bike slow and heavy in the sand. Sometimes it was easier to get off and push it up the dunes, the scalding-hot bike burning your calves as you pushed for your life. I pushed and pushed and fought for every mile of it but it felt like I was going backward. Like in cartoons you see about the desert I could see mirages of the finish line, thinking I was getting closer but only moving minuscule millimetres in the deep thick sand. I began to realise I had underestimated the severity of this challenge.

By 4 p.m. on Monday I’d been out on my bike in 43-degree heat for seven hours, up and down sand dunes, across dry tough desert ground with the wheels barely turning as the hot wind beat my face with such furious heat it felt like when you open the oven while cooking a roast dinner. My face was now blood-red burgundy like my mum’s in the kitchen on a Sunday.

Over the course, I’d lost Frankie from The Saturdays and teamed up with Louise Minchin from BBC Breakfast, a strong, confident teammate who did mad death-defying challenges like this for fun in her own time. Kindness oozed out of her. She was the perfect wing woman as we cheered each other on and spoke about life, but morale started to fall as we hit some flats. The wind was blowing against us and it was hot, like a hairdryer in your mouth. The sand was almost like gravel here and we were moving at your nan’s pace.

A support vehicle drove past, spotted me and pulled me in. I tried to refuse, saying we didn’t have long to go to the end and I’d rather just finish, but they insisted. I got off the bike and felt like when you step off the Waltzers – I was still in motion and could barely make the short walk to the car. Everyone looked slightly worried and I couldn’t tell if they were just hamming it up for the cameras, but as soon as I sat in the car I started fitting. I was shaking uncontrollably and this deep sense of dark, heavy panic set in. Not the panic you feel when you’ve lost your keys but full on F E A R. It was instant and the switch from cycling to convulsing was terrifying.

Now I always think I’m dying – of a hangover or from eating an out-of-date vitamin, any time I get on a plane, any time the front door goes. I tend to overdramatise and think death is here to take me away. But as I lay shaking on the back seat of the support car feeling pain all over my body from my face to my toes, my body was no longer my own and I feared I was looking death right in the eyes. I didn’t think ‘I might die’ or ‘I feel like I’m dying’, I had a feeling that I knew THIS was it. Symptoms aside, I could feel the panic in the air, especially from medics, which is not the greatest thing to experience.

‘Am I going to be OK?’ I asked through locked jaw and panting shakes.

The response wasn’t as instant as I would have liked. It came with a forlorn, saddened face.

‘Maybe . . . Just try and breathe and relax,’ said the medic.

The thing is, it’s not THAT relaxing being pulled off a bike by a medical professional in the desert, throwing a fit in the back of a Toyota Land Cruiser as Louise Minchin from BBC Breakfast watches open-mouthed and tearful, saying, ‘Can you guys do something?’

I saw production members begin to cry and power-smoke fags like detectives about to crack in CSI: Miami. Shit I thought, this is it. I was getting worse and one of the doctors, Dr Zoe, told me to think of nice things, to think of my family, and asked me how I’d met my boyfriend and why I loved him so much. I was now freezing cold, full on ugly-sobbing, and as tears rolled down my face and I hyperventilated, and car radios of panicked voices blared from the medic van speakers, I described my love for Meshach to the doctor.

The producers decided to stop. They pulled the day for everyone and we all took the long drive back to camp. I sat clutching on for dear life and I closed my eyes and cried solidly for the three-hour journey, my jaw rattling, teeth chattering and body still flinching from the aftershock. It seemed like the journey took forever, and I worried I’d never feel right again. While my external monologue was just breathy sobs, my internal monologue was raging: ‘I’ve ruined this for everyone. It would HAVE to be me wouldn’t it, WHY did I do this thing, THIS is why I don’t do sport’. The thoughts ran over and over on a continuous loop as we see-sawed up and down the dunes in the 4x4.

We arrive at camp and it’s pitch black. Unlike the other camps, on soft sand dunes with a nice view, tonight’s camp was beyond creepy. A base filled with dark, withered desert trees, curling around each other, jackals’ eyes peering out of them and thick spiderwebs . . . It was giving Addams Family. It was not the ideal environment to experience after you almost died.

Turns out I had extreme heat exhaustion and with my body temperature going up to 40 degrees I’d gone into toxic shock, my body unable to regulate its own temperature.

I hoped when I got back into the tent with Frankie from The Saturdays she’d pop on some of those coloured tights from the ‘Up’ video and sing me a lullaby and all would be fine. But I wasn’t fine, it’d now been seven hours since I stopped the race and I was still going under: ‘Why don’t I feel better yet?’

I was feeling dark and scared and weak and out of my head. I started seeing things and became paranoid that I was going to be left alone to die. I felt like an extra in Trainspotting or something. With no hospital within 200 miles, the doctors were still concerned. The usual jovial camp was silent, in shock as everyone solemnly made up their beds for the night, everyone with a saddened but strong ‘Sorry you’re about to die in a desert’ look on their faces.

FUCKING SPORT RELIEF, I thought. UGH I’m going to die on telly and it’s going to look like I’ve done it for attention. Now I knew I’d be shit at this sport business, but not this shit. I did not expect that at the end of day one – day ONE – I’d be lying on the floor of the Namibian desert surrounded by doctors frantically trying to take my heart readings, cool my 40-degree temperature and inject me with Valium to stop me uncontrollably convulsing. The doctors told me that the desert wasn’t designed for such a pasty white person as me.

NO, I KNOW, MY BODY HATES ME, THANK YOU SO MUCH.

They started stabbing my hands in the dark, trying to find a vein. Five milligrams of Valium didn’t do it; I was still vibrating, the tent shaking from my twitches. Another ten milligrams injected direct into my hand DID do it, like a light switch. Everything stopped. The silence of the camp was no longer eerie but magical. The desert was no longer my enemy but my lovely warm sandy friend.

I now loved good old sport, lying on the floor, in the dirt, in my underpants, filthy, in a tent, surrounded by strangers. I felt very content. Go sport! I was very grateful to sport now – not only had it taken me on a journey of self-discovery, to the limits of me, taken me to one of the most beautiful places in the world, but it had also introduced me to my one true love: intravenous Valium.
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That London

I always had a fascination with ‘That London’. Never called just London; the added ‘That’ was a telling dislike of the city by the north. It was sniffed at by my friends and family as a whimsical, soft place full of fairies. So obviously I was sold.

Before making the move to live in our beloved capital, I’d only been twice. The first time I came home with a carrot fish.

I’d been down to St Albans to visit Eileen and Pete’s old pals, the wonderfully named Hugh and Sylvia. It seemed like everyone down in London had musical names that sung off the tongue. Hugh and Sylvia served us salad in their garden and Our Jane was allowed to go to Camden Market, while I stayed with the olds. The next day we went for a Chinese, which was like going to the moon for me. Not a Chinese chippy takeaway – a real restaurant with Chinese food in it. I screamed at the chopsticks: MUM MUM MUM LOOK AT THESE! Flinging noodles and beansprouts across the room. In the centre of the table was something I couldn’t get my head round: a bright orange statue of a goldfish shooting out of the water surrounded by splashes as it leapt out for air.

‘It’s made of carrot, they carve animals out of carrot here,’ Sylvia told me.

My head blew up. What! What the hell happens down here in London! Up north we’re having frozen crispy pancakes and down here there’s carrot art on the table. I kept one eye on the carrot goldfish as I tried to work the chopsticks, before finally being given a fork. At the end of the meal I was allowed to take the fish home. They put it in an ice cream tub with water and I cared for it like it were a real fish. I don’t think show and tell was a thing at my school, but back there the next day I sure decided it would be. It was now a little browned around the edges, but I showed off this fishy carrot as proudly as if I had carved it myself, carrying it above my head through the playground like one of the three wise men with mysterious frankincense to show the baby Jesus. The class ‘ooooweddd’ and ‘ahhhhhed’ at my carrot in an ice cream box as I told them of magical far-away London.

 

Oldham felt a million miles from London. Oldham is on the outskirts of Manchester. At school people called Oldham ‘town’ and Manchester ‘Manchester’, but in our house, ruled by die-hard proud Mancunians, Oldham was Oldham and ‘town’ was Manchester. I loved going into town with Eileen and Pete as a kid, I loved the thrill that came with feeling on edge here, the intimidation of the big city filled with shifty people who had a pace about them. We’d park at the cheap parking on the outskirts of the Northern Quarter or by Strangeways Prison and walk into the centre past the derelict warehouses looking like New York in a film.

We’d walk faster here and I’d search the floor with my eyes, getting jazzed up by all the smashed bottles, taking in the layers of fly-postered club nights now peeling off the wall. We’d see ladies working the street corners in the daytime and I’d think about where they were sleeping and where they lived. I’d be silently worrying about them all the way home.

Something about the chaos of the city called me. I liked the feeling there; bigger, stranger, rougher, dirtier. But even though I liked it I’d reach out to hold my mum or Our Jane’s hand. I refused to do so in our safe town of Royton but I needed the family reassurance here.

There is a warm sense of pride in the city that I love. It feels like our hearts belong in Manchester. It was there that Eileen and Pete were born, where they met, where they danced the nights away in the 1960s. They were proper townies, living the best 1960s Manchester could offer, Pete from Collyhurst where he was born into prefabricated housing and Eileen, the posher of the two, growing up in Moss Side. It was Moss Side in the centre of Manchester where I was born in the hot summer of 1984, a few years after the infamous riots that were dubbed an ‘orgy of violence’ by our local paper.

On the way home from town we’d go and see Gran Beattie. She was mega, as solid and northern as they come. She was born in actual ye olden times – in 1912, a date that used to shock my classmates as all their grans were about forty-five. Beattie was cute and cuddly but not your regular nan-pushover; she had the no-nonsense hardness about her that came with living through two world wars. She was matter-of-fact, sharp as a knife, busy and funny way up into her mid nineties. I loved Gran Beattie and she loved me. She actually loved me the most out of all the five grandkids – I know this because she told me. And even more brutally: them. She tripled up on my school photos, in comparison to their one or maybe even none. What can I say? She was a woman of taste. Gran Beattie lived in Moston, a stone’s throw away from the city centre and more recently made famous by the rapper Aitch. Like Aitch she was dead Manc, very proud to be Manc, with the Manchesterness oozing out of her. Unlike Aitch, she didn’t have mad bars. She was the most northern a nan could be and, conversely, the least London a person could be. There was an unwritten rule growing up in the 0161 area that London was for wankers. So breaking the news that I was to move down carried a Shakespearean level of guilt. It was not only betraying your family and friends, but a betrayal of the north.

‘London??! Oh. You’re not going all the way to London for work!?’ Gran Beattie took the news I was heading down south like a bullet to the chest, one hand raised to her head in disbelief.

‘Are you sure?’ she went on. ‘The pavements are very ’ard down there. Very, very ’ard.’

‘What?’ we all asked.

‘The pavements! Very ’ard! On yer feet!!’ she shouted back, ‘I went down for the day once and our shoes, ooooooh, well, they were worn out from the pavements. Worn them right out!’ She slapped her hands together, imitating the sound of her beating feet against the concrete, shaking her head in disgust.

All us Grimmys fell silent and looked confused as we tried to figure out what she meant. We had no clue. I’ve lived in London for nearly sixteen years now, and I still have no idea what she was on about.

Before we had time to ask her to explain she was off again.

‘Where will you get yer hair cut?’ she asked, ‘Will they have somewhere?’

The family were now falling about sweetly laughing at the thought of millions of poshy Londoners managing to live life without any hairdressers and very worn-out holey shoes.

‘Of course they have hairdressers, Gran!’ I exclaimed. And they did, my first of which was £6 at Mr Toppers on Camden High Street and it was an absolutely absurd indie haircut. Think Gareth from The Office. Maybe Beattie had a point.

‘What will you eat?’ Her next frantic question and a question constantly asked by grans and nanas the world over, none more so than up north.

‘They don’t have gravy down there y’know! On their chips. No proper gravy.’

And those were Gran Beattie’s concerns. Shoes, hair, gravy. In that order. I should’ve called this book Shoes, Hair, Gravy.

Gravy was, and still is, a big concern among my northern mates, ‘They don’t have owt wet on their tea in That London,’ said my friend Jenny, ‘Weirdos.’

Guilt and gravy: the two biggest concerns at this time in my life. Guilt at betraying Manchester for London; and my relationship with gravy was over, a lifetime of gravy-free, dry chippy teas ahead of me.

Once I moved down south I had no idea what Gran Beattie was on about with the worn-out shoes and no-hairdressers arguments, but the gravy one rang true. It may only be two hours away on the train but it was a world away in terms of culinary delights. If the north were gravy, London would be rosemary-doused flatbread and hummus.

Not long after I’d moved to London I went back one weekend. I offered to do my mum’s shopping list at the Big Tesco, and thought I’d mix it up with a few London discoveries. I popped in some hummus, sweet potatoes and soya milk. The reaction was like I’d started smoking crack.

‘What THE BLEEEEDIN HELL IS ALL THIS?’ Pete screamed. ‘Eileen, get a load of this . . .’ Lifting up items in genuine disgust, shock and awe. ‘What the bleedin ’ell is “Ummmmmusssss”?’

I began to explain: ‘It’s a chickpea purée, famous all ove—’

‘What the bleeding hell is a chickpea?!’ Pete getting more irate. ‘We just wanted some bleedin’ bread!’

I knocked them up a meal I’d learnt from the Londoners – roasted sweet potato, hummus on the side for dipping and some lentil salad.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Pete said, ‘the bleedin’ ell is all this . . .’

Eileen shot him a look to shut up and wiggled her fingers over the plate, not knowing where to begin.

‘Ooooh it looks delicious this, I bet it’s good on my WeightWatchers plan this,’ she said.

‘Are these carrots cooked?’ Pete said, looking like he was eating actual cat shit.

‘It’s a sweet potato, Dad.’

He shook his head, muttering ‘SWEET potato’ to himself over in a Peter Kay Garlic Bread stylee. Peter Kay’s ‘Garlic bread’ stand-up routine was less of a comedy act for northern families and more a realistic piece of documentary footage. He carried on chewing it down, huffing and puffing like a kid who’s been forced to eat their greens.

From then on I was the bane of their existence when it came to eating, claiming that he ‘only eats London food!’

‘He’s mad! He’s lost it!’ Pete would shout in the background on the phone when Eileen would call to check in what I’d be having for dinner. It was simple, I just wanted non-dairy milk.

‘NON-DAIRY! BLOODY ’ELL! NOWT WRONG WI’ COWS,’ Pete would shout in the background. ‘Coming up here with his London ways!’

They thought I was hysterical, Eileen throwing her hands up to her temples in disbelief as if I’d been lost to showbiz in London town, all cos I wanted to just eat the odd salad and avoid milk from a cow.

I wasn’t too picky, just the London-ness of trying to not eat that much gluten and avoid dairy had seeped in. One summer I dabbled in veganism, and tried to explain the benefits of it to Pete, which went down like when someone tried explaining NFTs to me. Thankfully that only lasted three days and then I broke my spell as a vegan by accidentally eating a Scotch egg, the least vegan snack on the planet.

Years later when I had to prank them on my radio show I listed an array of outrageous shopping items. I knew it was an easy one to get them going. I requested wheatgrass, caviar and an ostrich egg, as I needed a large egg for this new diet I was on. I played it out on air to millions and still to this day get daily DMs about Eileen and Pete’s
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