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			Dedication

			To my parents,

			Marjorie and George Steadman

			‘Never say you can’t. Always say you can and you will.’

			Marjorie Steadman

		

		
			PROLOGUE

			This Is the Real Me

			No. Absolutely not. No. I can’t wear this.

			I’m in the bedroom of my digs, staring at myself in the mirror. The reality of what is reflected back at me makes me recoil with embarrassment.

			Earlier that day, the stage manager had stopped me as I was leaving rehearsals and said, ‘Here you go, take this home with you and see what you think.’ His jaunty enthusiasm should have aroused suspicion. And now here I was squeezed into a skin-coloured nylon body stocking like a very unappetising overfilled sausage, which is not a good look at any age and certainly not at twenty-three when you’re about to make your professional stage debut. I looked awful. This was a big first moment and under no circumstances was I going to be impersonating a fry-up favourite. Without giving it a second thought or glance, I peeled off the offending sausage skin and chucked it to one side. When I returned to rehearsals the next day I told Richard Wherret, the director, ‘I’ll just do it naked.’

			Richard was my tutor at drama school, and he had asked me if I’d play the schoolgirl Sandy Stranger in his production of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie at Lincoln’s Theatre Royal. The show would be taking place during our Easter holidays and I thought that it would be a brilliant opportunity to keep on learning before heading into my final term of training, so I said yes.

			The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie gave me a chance, a first step, and it taught me that I was bold and brave, and would always do what felt right for the character, for the production and for me. That’s why I made the decision to reveal all and be my naked self. It was 1969 and, despite the massive shift in what was deemed acceptable in culture and society, appearing naked was still a very rare occurrence especially so when the bare body was female.

			Let me set the scene. Sandy is the sitter for a life study being painted by the school’s art master, who is part of a love triangle with Sandy’s teacher, Miss Brodie. Thankfully, due to the positioning of the chaise longue that I was seated on, the audience couldn’t see too much, thank goodness, and the fact that I was lying on my side helped too. The back of the chaise was facing the audience, which meant that my naked twenty-three-year-old self was facing the actor playing the art master. During the run, my original bravura came and went, and I often felt far more nervous and exposed than I may have appeared on the surface. When that occurred I’d conjure images of my mum in my mind’s eye (or should that be my ‘mind’s aisle’, as Pamela Shipman would say) and her comforting and familiar phrase, ‘Never say you can’t. Always say you can, and you will,’ which helped to settle me. To ease any awkwardness during the scene I tended to look upwards slightly, rather than directly ahead. On the press night I glanced up and got the shock of my life when I noticed a man staring down at me from a position high up on the lighting rig! It turned out to be a journalist who had got backstage unbeknownst to the stage-door keeper. I let them know and they threw him out. Ah well. Thank goodness I was young and there was something to look at in those days!

			For the duration of the run, I was Alison by day and Sandy by night, quietly honing my Scottish accent by recalling the impressions that I used to do of our lovely Scottish neighbour, Mrs Grey. I began to settle into being an actress, the professional role that I was to play over the decades that lay ahead. It’s interesting for me to think about Sandy now, with her overactive imagination and obsession with trying to understand human behaviour, and how she tipped from reality into fantasy. It’s so close to how you need to be as a performer. Sandy was my first significant experience playing another person rather than just being myself.

			There is always an ‘other woman’ in my life. My job is to get under the skin of another human being, a woman that isn’t me, and to ask question after question about what it is that has made her how she is and who she is. We are all stories. We’re knitted together from the lives of people that we’ve never met as well as those that we have. Our insides and outsides are testament to past and present times, good and bad, and we wear it all on our skin, as well as our hearts on our sleeves, at times. To know ourselves well we need to become like our own specialist archaeologists and dig deep into the personal, social and cultural landscapes that are layered within us. Becoming the other woman means I have been an archaeologist for nearly sixty years (gosh that sounds like a long time) gathering evidence that I use to interrogate the interior beings of the women I have become, looking to their age and physicality to determine how they might walk through their worlds.

			It’s the same as bird watching in a way. Being able to see beyond the robin’s red breast and his little fat shape. Why is he plump? Why does he have a red breast? Both of my grandmothers loved birds and it’s something that I’ve inherited from them. Grandma Evans (née Campbell), my mum’s mum, would make bird baths from old metal bowls covered in cement that she’d then fill with water. She was constantly telling me to look out for the birds and she taught me how to properly observe them, as well as how to break up bread crusts into small pieces and then soak them before scattering to avoid any choking incidents. My induction into noticing detail and doing things carefully began early!

			When I’ve worked out the part that I’m playing, it’s as if Alison disappears for a while and the other woman reveals herself. For those that love me, and especially for my partner, Michael Elwyn, it’s like constantly being in a ménage à trois! He might say it’s more like a ménage à neuf, as I’m always adopting so many silly voices at home, which I think are amusing of course but he might find a bit tedious. He’ll wake up and instead of hearing the soothing tones of Classic FM, he has me in his ear saying in my broadest Scouse, ‘Alright, our Jo, cum on, lawve, let’s be ’avin you sittin’ up now. Cum on. Hey, La. Hey, our Jo, here’s yer tea. You’re alright, luv. Did you sleep? Oh, soft lad. You’re a bit smelly. Don’t you worry. We’ll give you a nice wash down now and get you sorted.’ It’s not as if it’s the first time he’s heard this, and although he is really kind and tolerant with me, he does have a withering look that appears from time to time as if to say, ‘Please just give me my tea. I don’t need a one-woman show every morning.’ Perhaps I take it too far. Who knows? When my boys were young and they were in the back of the car, I’d always be doing a full repertoire of different voices to entertain them. It was such fun to have a rapt audience who couldn’t walk out on me, although they did leave a review! One day as we were driving along one of them said, ‘Mummy, stop doing the stupid voices!’ I can’t say that I stopped completely but I did pare it back for a while, at least with them.

			There’s a reason for my lapsing into other voices though. Growing up it felt like I was an only child as my sisters, Pam and Sylvia, were ten and twelve years older than me. When they left home, I hated being on my own and so the daft voices would begin. I’d make up stories and characters and become other people just to keep myself company. It’s not something that I’ve grown out of. Being on my own doesn’t suit me. I can do it for a while but being in the company of others has always been something that I’ve loved.

			Doing the job that I do, you need a huge capacity for empathy (note to self to restrict imposing my silly voices on Michael as he might not like it as much as I think he does) and be willing to understand a different point of view, another human being and what they are going through. It’s never about imposing who you are on a part. You’re not you, you’re someone else. You’re in a particular situation and you need to think, Ah okay, I know why she might be feeling this way, and make useful connections with your own life where you can.

			In many ways, my education in being inquisitive and reading between the lines was directly related to my own Miss Brodie, Miss Davies, the deputy head at my secondary school and the scariest-looking woman that I’d ever seen. Her tightly curled hair looked like an untended, gnarled bush that was in sorry need of maintenance and her round thin-rimmed glasses, perched precariously on the tip of her nose, induced anxiety and amazement. She wore a long black gown and reminded me of the uncle in The Magician’s Nephew by C. S. Lewis. Miss Davies was such a gift to impersonate, and I’d stand at the front of the classroom behind the rostrum, ruffle up my hair and stare menacingly at my friends, as she did, until someone said, ‘Quick, get down, Miss is coming.’ We were truly frightened of Miss Davies. That was until she took us for English and transformed into the kindest, funniest, warmest person that you could hope to meet, and we all fell in love with her. She would read poems aloud to us, and invite us to try and find connections between them and our own lives. We’d talk about the emotion that we felt and then go back into the poem. Keats was her favourite and the way she shared his ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ with us made a very deep impression on my fourteen-year-old self. She explained that when he writes of being ‘too happy in thine happiness’ it was about crying with pleasure not sadness and helped us think about things in our own lives that might have brought a lump into our throats because they were so thrilling. Remembering the way Miss Davies taught us Keats has always been so useful. It’s about being curious and curiouser, and putting aside my own personality and beginning to see another face in the proverbial mirror. It’s pretending to be another person but not actually being them. This might seem like a very strange way to earn a living, but at the end of the day you take off your costume, put your own clothes back on and you’re you again and ready to take up the other roles that contribute to who you are. Hopefully.

			The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie press night remains etched in my memory not just for the peeping paparazzi chap but also for my own unfettered enthusiasm. The show had gone spectacularly well and we were all thrilled. I was buzzing with excitement and eager to get off stage and into the bar to see everyone. They’re bound not to recognise me with my clothes on, I pondered as I was leaving my dressing room, and so, out of character and giddy with adrenaline, I decided to adopt the catchphrase of the well-known Scottish comedian Stanley Baxter to ensure that my first post-show entrance to a theatre bar was a grand one. Stanley Baxter impression, check. Scottish accent, check. Cue, Alison Steadman, check. And with gusto I launched myself into the unaware and disinterested crowd with aplomb declaring, ‘And this, ladies and gentlemen, is the real me!’

			In many ways, it was. And still is!

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			Waking Up

			It’s just gone 4.00 a.m. and I’m tiptoeing around the home that I’ve shared with my partner Michael for over twenty-five years. A car is coming in thirty minutes to drive me to the filming location for the BBC comedy Here We Go on the other side of London. I yearn to stay in bed for an hour or two longer, but that’s not going to happen today as the demands of the filming schedule won’t stretch to giving me more slumber time. It’s dark and quiet, inside and out, as I go about my well-practised routine that makes sure I’m ready on time and I don’t disturb the household. Michael is also an actor and so we’re both very familiar with each other’s early morning creep-abouts and quiet exits. I brace myself for a quick shower before slipping into the spare room where, the night before, I laid out all my clothes and other bits and pieces that I need for the day. Being organised like this is essential for me. I find it difficult to leave any mess or not know where things are. A quick cup of tea and a plain biscuit helps to give me the kick-start that’s required at this preternaturally early wakening and they will have to do until I get the cup of strong coffee on set that will finally lift my fatigue. A faint mechanical purring noise breaks through the pin-drop silence as a car pulls up outside and switches its engine off.

			There’s something very special about this time of the day, as everything awakens. Standing in the kitchen not knowing if the now silent car is mine or not, I lift the blind and peer out. The ground is dusted with a soft covering of snow that glows in the rising light and makes everything seem brighter. Suddenly, there he is, stealthily rummaging around with his nose in the snow. He looks up and we lock eyes for at least a minute. He has a look of surprise that suggests he is wondering why the light is on and why on earth I am up. Then the headlights of the newly arrived car give a double flash and Mr Fox is off.

			These are moments to cherish, and I’ll never tire of them. Michael and I live surrounded by trees. Sometimes when I walk out of the house at this time of day the only sound will be a lone blackbird singing its morning aria, the high notes soaring over the treetops. Or, if I’m lucky, the owls in the woods on the opposite side of the road will be chatting to each other. It’s the best part of the day for me, invisible threads of pure gold connecting us to an awakening world.

			Getting up at the crack of dawn isn’t my natural waking hour but, yawning, I tell myself that this break-of-day departure time won’t go on forever. The car is warm and comfortable, and it would be so easy to snuggle into the seat and snooze for the duration of the journey. But I’m too concerned about knowing my lines to do that, and so the only thing that I make myself comfortable with is my script as we calmly make our way across the deserted streets of central London. This solitary, quiet time before arriving on set is a vital part of the process that I need to go through to take me out of myself and into the character that I’m playing, which in this instance is Sue Jessop, mum and grandma in Here We Go by the writer and actor Tom Basden. Learning lines is increasingly nerve-wracking. It takes me longer to get a full hold of it all and this worries me. There was a time when I could look at a script on a car journey, and it would all go in. All I’d have to do would be to have a quick check over it during the make-up call. Not now. I look at Katherine Parkinson, who plays my daughter in-law in the show. Her brain is how mine was years ago and I think, Give me a bit of that back. She’s quick and word perfect whereas I need lots of time as my brain has slowed down. You never think it will, but it does and mine has.

			At home, the desk that I work at faces out into the garden and my bird feeders are directly outside. If I’m finding it all a bit difficult, I stop and look out at the birds to take my mind off things and ten or so minutes later I go back to the words feeling much lighter. It can also be a convenient distraction from doing what needs to be done and sometimes hours can pass as I watch all the different species come and go. On rare occasions a bird that I’ve never seen before will turn up out of the blue, which always causes a stir. ‘Michael, Michael!’ I yell. ‘Quick, quick, get the nocs! It’s a blackcap! A blackcap!!!’ And for a few moments it’s like we’re the presenters of those TV shows Springwatch and Autumnwatch, as we both begin to stare intensely and whisper to each other. Goodness knows why we whisper when we’re inside! My aim is to try to encourage birds to make the area their home and so I experiment with different types of food to tempt them. Did you know that a way to a bird’s heart is to feed them fat balls? I’ve always thought that this is a very unfortunate yet amusing name for mass-produced bird feed. ‘Fat balls, Michael, fat balls!’ is something that I’m careful not to say within earshot of our neighbours, although it does feel like something Pamela Shipman might! Sometimes it’s hilarious watching a wren or a robin decide whether they want to have a bath or not. They step onto the edge of the large bird bath and dip their beaks into the water as if they are testing the temperature, Hmm … shall I go in or not? Not, I think. Then they do this very delicate manoeuvre to turn themselves around and walk in backwards. It’s so funny to observe.

			There must be at least six sets of ‘nocs’ in our house, but as a child I didn’t have any. My dad had a pair of binoculars that were quite complex and instead of letting me use them, he bought me a small Grundig tape machine so that I could record the birdsong that I heard in the garden. We’d just watch and listen and watch and listen for hours on end. On summer nights. I’d put the microphone on the window ledge and record the evening’s activities. Sometimes it was deafening. Listening so avidly I became quite an expert at identifying and impersonating the different birds’ songs.

			Once, when I was at junior school, we went on a trip to Durham and on the final evening we had a small party, during which the teacher said, ‘Anyone who wants to get up and do a turn please come forward.’ Well, I didn’t hold back. Walking to the front, I cleared my throat and proudly began to impersonate a singing blackbird. It must have been so dull for everyone else as I stood there whistling my merry tune. Even more embarrassingly, thinking back, was that I was doing this in my homemade fancy-dress costume for a competition that was happening later in the evening. And, no, I wasn’t, as you might be expecting, dressed up as a bird of the feathered variety. My Stars in Their Eyes transformation had been created by fashioning a long blonde wig out of crêpe paper and a bikini top and skirt out of the same. When competition time came, I did my best wiggly walk and impression of ‘Sabrina from the telly’. Sabrina – real name Norma Ann Sykes – was a Barbie-esque actress and model who became a household name by appearing with the miniature comedian Arthur Askey in his 1950s TV show Before Your Very Eyes. My parents must have watched the show and allowed me to see it too. It was such an odd choice of fancy dress for a ten-year-old and I didn’t win, alas. The girl that did had cut up lots of long pieces of green crêpe paper and layered it all over her to resemble grass! She was obviously ahead of us all and very environmentally aware – a deserved winner!

			Back on our journey, as the day begins to break, the joggers appear as well as the occasional dog walker, and if I look up from my script and out of the window, I may be lucky enough to spot some birds begin their own journey for the day. How on earth do they do it? How does any tiny bird keep itself in the air for such long periods? How does it know which direction to fly?

			A few years ago, I was filming in Ireland and staying in this big old house that had been converted into a hotel. It was all very informal, so much so that they gave me my room key and then just left me to find my own way. It was a case of up the stairs, down the stairs, around the corner, turn left then right and then down a few steps, and there was my room! None of that stuck though and, in the morning, I went down some steps, turned right then right again and down a long corridor, and I swear it took me twenty minutes to reach the breakfast room and a bowl of porridge. By the time I got there I was splitting my sides as the programme that I was filming alongside Stephen Mangan and Sue Perkins was called All Roads Lead Home and we were learning about something called natural navigation but, on this occasion, my own inner sat nav had completely failed me. How do birds do it?

			As we near the filming location my earlier encounter with Mr Fox warms me. I think of the knowing look he gave me and how misunderstood foxes are. They get such bad press for being intrusive and the rest of it, but we very rarely stop to consider our own part in their evolved behaviour and our interconnectedness. A few summers ago, one of my sons was out with friends having an evening drink at the back of a pub garden in the middle of London. Emerging slowly out of the gloom, a fox appeared, grabbed a sandal that one of the girls had kicked off and ran back into the dark. The girl was upset but resigned to the fact that her shoe was lost forever. Anyway, the following week the exact same group was in the exact same spot at the exact same time and out of the night came the same fox with the sandal in its mouth. Everyone was very still as the fox placed the chewed shoe at the girl’s feet. What an incredible moment for them to witness – I love that it can’t be explained and is beyond our ken. The wonder of the natural world and our cheek-by-jowl existence with wildlife is constantly inspiring and intriguing to me, and I never take it for granted.

			Talking about foxes makes me remember my time on the popular 1970s sitcom Two’s Company. It ran for four series and took delight in the dysfunctional relationship between a London-based American author and the quintessentially English butler that she hires, and the banter that arises out of their miscommunication. Mine was a guest role, which I’d taken as an opportunity to work with the iconic Elaine Stritch and the silky-voiced Donald Sinden. Elaine was an extraordinary woman who had shaped herself an impressive career in Hollywood, on Broadway, in the West End and now as the lead in the long-running ITV hit series. She was tough but I guess she had to be to jump over the hurdles that the business presented to women of her generation. For a woman to survive and thrive in the entertainment industry in the 1950s took courage and tenacity, especially for comediennes, who were, radically for the time, breaking away from conventional expectations and forging a new path. Being a funny woman wasn’t a laughing matter and they faced a huge amount of prejudice. Women like Elaine paved the way for me and I hope, in turn, that I’ve done that too, over the years of my career, for those younger women who were rising courageously behind me. The filming was in front of a live studio audience, and I remember that Elaine fluffed her first line. Rather than cower with embarrassment and apologise, which was the mode that I went into whenever I made a mistake during my early TV career, she held her head high and said, ‘Oh fuck!’ What a fabulous woman she was.

			Although I only appeared in one episode, I still had time to put my foot in it. Elaine had a tiny little dog that was by her side all the time. When she was filming, she’d put the dog into a small bag, and it would pop its head out the top. There was no need to zip the bag up as the dog was always so calm. However, one day, during rehearsals, the dog began to yap and yap, and Elaine, in her unmistakable, cigarette-flavoured drawl, said to the dog, ‘You stop that or you will go in the bag.’ The yapping went on and on, so Elaine scooped up the dog, put it in the bag and zipped it shut! We were all a bit stunned and obviously concerned for her furry companion. Anyway, after five minutes she unzipped it and the little dog’s head popped out. ‘Right now. You gonna behave?’ The dog just looked up adoringly and said nothing, so we continued rehearsing.

			My character was called Pamela, let’s call her ‘Fox Fur Pam’, and I had to wear this real fox-fur stole, complete with a fox head, the thought of which now makes me feel dreadful. When we got to filming, Elaine and I were standing side by side waiting for the cameras to get sorted when a sudden urge came over me. I made this yapping noise and then looked at the fox head and said, ‘You will go in the bag.’ And then, another yap, ‘You will go in the bag!’

			Elaine looked at me sternly and her riposte put me well and truly in my place: ‘Alison, no jokes about the dog!’

			I was mortified to have offended her. ‘Sorry, Elaine, okay, no jokes about the dog.’

			Boy, have I laughed about that since.

			The weather has turned wet and cold as we drive onto the lot where we’re filming. The lovely location lady is there, guiding people as usual, waving her arms left and right, like an airport ground controller, to get us all to the right place. She notices me and waves. The second assistant shouts over, ‘Morning, Alison, everything alright?’ as I’m dropped off at my little caravan. And I mean little. It’s no Winnebago but it does the trick. It’s private, comfortable, warm and there’s a loo, a washbasin and a kettle, which is all I need really. I head over to the coffee machine situated in the make-up area to collect a much-needed coffee – my order’s always a decaf cappuccino with frothy milk – and carry my treat back to my home away from home.

			Everything about Here We Go has developed so naturally and even though it’s an intense and complicated shoot period it’s always fun. Sue Jessop, my character, is as mad as a box of frogs and that’s so liberating to play. She’s a woman who knows how to have a laugh and doesn’t take life too seriously. When Tom approached me to see if I was interested in the role, he suggested that I go back to my Liverpool roots and play her as Scouse. It’s not something that I’ve done a great deal over the years of my career, as I’ve wanted to make sure that I am never typecast and always free to choose the sort of person that I want to play. But it’s where I’m from, and I know that woman, so I said yes and it’s been a lorra lorra fun so far.

			Most of the cast are in most of the scenes, most of the time, and the writing is a tightly woven tapestry of emotional family dynamics, familiar banter and high jinks. It all spins on a sixpence and everyone must be fully switched on all the time. This is possibly easier for the younger actors than it is for me, but I’m up for the challenge and that’s why the daily drive to the set is such an important time for me to get settled and become ready to take it all on. There’s also an added dimension to this shoot as it’s contrived to look as if it’s all filmed by Sue’s grandson, Sam, who originally needed to create a video diary for a school media assignment. This means we’re all meant to look at the camera most of the time. It’s not something that I’ve ever done, as I’ve been trained to never look down the lens, and early on in filming this felt so wrong to me. But I’m used to it now and it’s actually great fun. Watching actors like Jim Howick, who plays Sue’s son Paul, and Katherine Parkinson, who plays his wife Rachel, is a real joy as their timing is perfect, and the small flicks and kicks that they give to the camera are so skilfully done.

			It’s a miracle that I’ve managed to get through most of the series without dissolving into a puddle of laughter, which for good and ill has been quite a regular occurrence for me over the years. Very luckily the only time that I did was during that infamous watery scene when the family are all enjoying the warm waters of the pop-up pool that Granny Sue has bought them. They’re all clinging onto its slippery sides trying to look as if they’re enjoying it all when the water begins to change colour. Rachel puts her head under and her husband, noticing that he’s now bobbing around in a mysterious brown liquid, turns his head and says to his wife in an incredulous voice, ‘Is that? Have you—’

			She looks at him and gives an indignant, ‘Have I what?!’

			It looks like a sewage leak or worse and the reactions of the family are priceless. The colour change begins slowly and subtly, but of course it’s not a sewage leak or anything else, it’s the dye from Rachel’s hair, and the joke is that she’s been denying dyeing her hair all episode. Katherine’s face as the water turned brown around her made me laugh so much that I nearly slipped under and swallowed the murky stuff.

			The rain has eased, and I head back to make-up just as the costume team arrive at my caravan to hang up what I’m wearing for the day’s scenes. My character is very fond of wearing trainers, which is a relief as the idea of wearing high heels is out the window now as my joints are quite painful. It’s not even 6.30 a.m. I’ve been up for over two hours and I’m hoping that the skin on my face has ironed itself out a bit now I need to look at myself in the mirror. Being on camera is like being looked at through binoculars and there’s no covering up. The cameras turn over at 8.00 a.m. and my make-up needs to be given an hour so that the appropriate amount of Polyfilla, aka foundation, can be applied! We decided that Sue was the sort of woman that would go, You know what? I fancy having a bit of pink in my hair. That’ll cheer me up. And so, that’s what we did, and it stuck. So the morning make-up routine includes adding this too and then, depending on the scene and what the family is getting up to, we choose the colour of lipstick that feels right for the occasion.

			It’s not at all glamorous sitting in rollers at that time of day, staring at your seventy-seven-year-old face in the mirror. I much prefer observing others, whether that’s people or wildlife. I’d much rather be staring at birds and foxes – and ants. Ants can stop me in my tracks, you know. If I see ants I’ll pause what I’m doing and look. These tiny creatures always seem so purposeful and collaborative, and much more organised than us. People find them irritating but they intrigue me.

			A few years ago, after a long stint of work, Michael and I treated ourselves to a holiday in Sardinia. We stayed in one of those places that has tiny lodges in the grounds, which makes you think that you actually live there and aren’t on holiday at all. That notion was only scuppered by having to head out to the restaurant to eat every night. The place where we ate was outdoors and beautifully located, although the scenery was completely overshadowed by the waitress who was assigned to our table each evening.

			She was a petite woman with tightly permed hair and glasses, and her formal black-and-white uniform seemed much too big for her, which made her seem even smaller. She was very good at her job and lovely with it. Each evening she would appear at our table and say in her lilting Italian English, ‘Guuood eveeening. Ow r youuu? Ave youuu ad a guuood daiy?’

			And we’d say, ‘Thank you, yes, it’s been lovely,’ and I’d then ask, ‘What’s the fish on the menu tonight?’

			And our waitress would say, ‘Welllla, we ava—’ and then she’d say the name of a type of fish that we’d never heard of.

			‘What sort of fish is that?’ Michael would ask politely.

			And no matter what sort of fish it was, each night she’d say, ‘Eeets a leeeetle beet lika seeeeebazzzzz.’ Each night, ‘Eeets a leeeetle beet lika seeeeebazzzzz.’ We both had to really steel ourselves, particularly me, because I knew that if I began to laugh, I’d have to run out before embarrassing myself. As you can imagine, I couldn’t resist impersonating her.

			Anyway, as I’ve said, this happened each night then afterwards we’d head back to our little lodge full up with fun and wine, and carrying a doggy bag of bread rolls. The rolls weren’t for us, or the birds or the fish, they were for the ants! We’d sit on the terrace, sprinkle a few crumbs and out they’d come. They were much bigger than our ants at home and so we could see them more clearly, which was great. An individual ant would pick up a crumb and scurry it back into its hole. If there was a larger bit then a group would get themselves in line and march off with it on their shoulders in a brilliant display of ensemble work. Sometimes a pair of them would collaborate and we’d see their antennae moving rapidly as they communicated to each other. ‘Alright, John, can you come over here and help out with this crumb?’ It was brilliant. We’d sit there with a glass of wine, feeding crumbs and watching them for hours.

			Watching ants is far preferable to looking at my much older face in the mirror as I have to do each morning on the shoot of Here We Go. It’s odd being the age that I am, and I suppose staring in the mirror now makes me face myself in a way that I haven’t before. Being older is something that I’ve not previously thought much about or worried over, but this is changing. On reflection, I think that there’s a whole period of your life, growing up, getting married, having kids, getting divorced (although this isn’t everyone) and working, when you’re just going through it, getting on with it. Then you get to fifty or sixty and you say to yourself, This is alright, I’m alright, and you have a party. But things feel different now at this stage and the passing time can’t be bartered with. As the Polyfilla-like make-up sinks into the life that’s lined on my face, my blonde hair turns pink and the rollers come out to give a bounce to my hair that I need to put into my step, I lean in closer to the mirror to put on Sue’s lippy. A lifetime of being other people, of looking at birds and other animals, flashes in front of me. The lives of all these women that I’ve inhabited are both there and not there, ghosts, in a way, from my past. Some have faded from memory far more than others but those that have left an imprint remind me of my own life story and the corners that we turn that can change the course of our direction. I have a fierce love for the women that I’ve played – the girlfriends, the wives, the sisters, mothers and grandmothers – and the glorious messiness and brilliance of their lives. They are within me for passing moments only, and they are not who I am, but I feel immensely lucky to have stepped out with them all, as well as always being able to return to me.

			It’s 7.45 a.m. I’m done. I grab another coffee and hurry back to my retreat on wheels to get into the costume for the day which is a flowery blouse, slacks, coloured trainers and a pink puffer jacket.

			Today, Matthew, I’m going to be Sue Jessop.

			However, dear readers, over the next chapters I’d like you to get to know me, Alison Hilda Campbell Steadman. Get your binoculars out! We’re bird watching! This is the real me!

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			Sent for a Reason

			My heart was in my mouth, my chest felt tight, and I was doing my best not to show it. It was 1966. I was just twenty years old and properly leaving home and the city that I’ve lived in since I was born, for the first time. Okay, keep walking, keeping walking, you’ve said goodbye, don’t look back, try not to look back. I looked back. My mum and dad were standing together tightly on the main concourse of Liverpool Lime Street Station, each clutching the other with one arm and waving enthusiastically with the other. They’re better actors than me, I thought. One final wave before I boarded the train and we all put our best smile masks on. The station master blew on his whistle and gave a wave to the driver. We’re off. A very posh sounding announcement confirmed that I was heading in the right direction. Phew. ‘This is the 11.30 a.m. train from Liverpool Lime Street to London Euston with an expected arrival time of 2.00 p.m.’ As the train drew away, my mum leant into my dad, and it looked as if she was saying something to him whilst they both kept their eyes firmly on me. There was a great deal of love in that moment. Years later Mum told me what she’d said in that railway-platform exchange.

			‘Oh, Dad,’ which was what she always called him, ‘I hope she doesn’t grow away from us and does come home.’

			My parallel thought was, I can’t wait to come back and see them soon.

			There were butterflies of excitement in my tummy about the thought that I was heading to London and drama school. This was it. I was also nervous and scared. What if I’m rubbish? What if everyone is horrible? What if I run out of money? What if? What if? I reminded myself of how proud my family were of me for getting this far and taking this step towards following my dream, and imagined my mum saying, as she always did in all my moments of worry, ‘Come on, Alison, never say you can’t, always say you can and you will.’ I settled into my seat, clutching my bag of theatre books. I can and I will, I thought.

			No going back now. I got myself comfy and closed my eyes as my mind began to wander as the rhythm of the train on the track gently gave my memory a shake. Over the years, I’ve become incredibly familiar with this train route and even now my heart still flutters as we cut through the sandstone on our approach to the station and a few minutes later I’m back. I’m home. These arrivals and departures are connected to so many important moments in my life. The clock in the concourse that was there when I left that first time is still there now which is comforting. Although I’ve spent more years away from the city that I have in it, there’s a deep attachment that goes beyond my immediate family. I feel steeped in the history of the city as well as my own. It’s where I’m from. It’s in my DNA.

			‘She’s been sent for a reason.’ That’s what Grandma Steadman used to say. It was August 1946 and people were slowly beginning to allow themselves to breathe out again after the trauma of the war years and the fear and sadness that had cloaked everything. Joy was beginning to seep into the nooks and crannies of day-to-day lives, and this is what I was born into. There was, quite literally, a boom in baby births in the years immediately following the end of the Second World War and so I’m officially a first-generation ‘boomer’. How odd to be labelled before coming into being. On 26 August 1946, in the Liverpool Maternity Hospital on Oxford Street, Marjorie Steadman (née Evans) gave birth to her third daughter, ten years after her last daughter and twelve years after her first. Four years earlier, John Winston Lennon had been born there too, which was always a fabulous conversation starter when I was a drama student.

			George Percival Steadman (usually George but sometimes Percy), my dad, wasn’t at the birth. No dads were during that time, it wasn’t expected or even allowed. He’d been hoping for a boy. He must have thought that my mum was a bit anxious when I wasn’t because he said to her, ‘You mustn’t worry, girls are actually much better than boys. They’ll look after you and be kind to you when you’re older.’ My grandma’s ‘sent for a reason’ suddenly takes on a different meaning altogether! No matter, all the adults were thrilled to bits to have a new baby in the family, and welcomed the change and sense of a bright new future that it heralded. But it was an adjustment for the whole family, especially for my sisters, ten-year-old Pamela and twelve-year-old Sylvia. Sylvia thought that I had skin like a peach and was interested in me from the beginning. Pamela, however, thought that I was ugly. In fact she told my parents that I looked like a monkey, and only conceded reluctantly, twelve months later, that she thought I was quite pretty. Suddenly being thrust into the middle position must have been difficult for her as she’d had her place as the youngest in the family for such a long time.

			I made my grand entrance into a family who were very close-knit. They had shouldered the experience of the war years with fortitude and resilience, as many families did. Liverpool, a major strategic port with dockyards, was attacked constantly and aggressively throughout the war years. There were days of constant bombing, so the road and rail routes out of the city were blocked on a regular basis. There were communal air-raid shelters that weren’t fit for purpose and thousands of families were separated through evacuation and death. The ‘blitz spirit’ was a very real state of mind – everyone kept calm and carried on as they were instructed to. They came together and made the best of what they could, and this was no different for my family. But the impact of those years took their toll long after the bombs had stopped dropping.

			My dad was on fire watch during the war. He wore a special rounded metal Zuckerman helmet and an armband marked ‘SFP’, which stood for Supplementary Fire Party. The helmet became part of my dressing-up box when I was younger; little did I know its significance. With this so-called protection on his head, Dad would head out to one of the Littlewoods buildings with their huge flat roofs and take up his position. There were men high up on rooftops on watch all over the city. Fire watch was a dangerous and essential wartime duty that was established in 1940 and taken on by volunteers who were compelled to do forty-eight hours a month on top of their day jobs. A fire watcher helped to smother flames to prevent fires from spreading, and if a fire had taken hold, they also helped to evacuate people from the building. It was a petrifying job in a city that was a principal target for the hostilities of the Luftwaffe.

			Like many men, my dad was unable to participate in active service on medical grounds. He’d wanted to join the RAF, but as a young boy he had become critically ill with something that began as flu, then turned into pneumonia, and then became far more serious when he developed an abscess on one of his lungs and had to have a massive surgery to remove it, which took out most of his lung too. The surgery initially began at home on the kitchen table and his sister, my Aunt Hilda, remembered picking up one of his ribs from the kitchen floor. It sounds horrendous. Can you imagine? I can still visualise the scar on his back that ran from the nape of his neck right down to his waist with huge stitch marks across it. He had another massive one under his arm with skin that folded in on itself, which is where they’d taken the parts of his lung out. The medical team saved his life, but he was extremely unwell and was at home and off school for a very, very long time, which set him back a lot. When he eventually returned, he had to work really hard to catch up. When he did, his efforts were rewarded with a copy of Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson, which he put his signature in and cherished all his life before passing it on to me. I still hold it dear as a treasured keepsake of him. Sometimes I think that my dad was saved twice, once on the operating table and once when they wouldn’t allow him to join the RAF. This was much to his annoyance, but not, I’m sure, to my mum’s or his own family’s, as he was grounded at home. Despite missing time at school, Dad was a very smart man who was good at many things and could have gone on to pursue his passions, but life was irrevocably altered for all the young men of his generation and class when Neville Chamberlain made his fateful announcement at 11.15 a.m. on Sunday 3 September 1939 that ‘this country is at war with Germany’.

			My family were able to stay together through most of the dark years of fighting, although my mum and sisters were evacuated to the coast further north at Southport for a bit of it as the bombing on Liverpool was incessant, which wasn’t easy for any of them. When reflecting on that time, Mum, ever the optimist, would always say, ‘We were so lucky, we had a home and so many people didn’t.’ Like all families at the time, mine was issued with an Anderson shelter to put in the garden and my dad, as instructed, camouflaged the curved corrugated roof with turf so that it wasn’t visible from the air. Many years later he removed the shelter and turned the area into a rockery, which I’d play on, unaware of the significance of that part of our garden. Long after it had gone Mum would regale me with stories of urgent retreats to the earth-submerged shelter. ‘I’d always have the pots and pans at the ready, a big one for me, a smaller one for Sylvia and the smallest for Pam,’ she’d say, ‘and we’d put them on our heads and make our way, mostly in the dark, to the air-raid shelter. We had to walk to it during the blackout and so your dad tied a rope to the handle on the back door and the other end of it to the shelter handle and we would follow along the line with the pots and pans on our heads.’ I can’t imagine how intimidating this must have been for my sisters who were young, but not young enough not to remember it or be affected by it. ‘We’d get to the shelter,’ Mum would say, ‘and light the Tilley lamp, which kept us all cosy, and we were safe.’ That was Mum through and through, always seeing the bright side and hoping for the best.

			Once there was a tip-off that Liverpool docks were about to be bombed and if the ammunition didn’t get moved fast it would all be lost. The stock was shunted away along a railway line that ran just one road away from ours. As bad luck would have it, the Germans got word of this and bombed the train. The bombs were wrapped in a cotton-like protective coating and when they detonated they sprayed out white confetti. Sylvia remembered that when Dad lifted the opening of the shelter the next morning the garden looked like Narnia. She told this story as if it was a wonderful, magical tale but I know it affected her deeply. It must have been petrifying and it’s a sobering image that stays with me still. So much anguish and pain was absorbed by young children and the legacy of war that played out through my sisters’ childhood was clear to see in their retelling of events. Pamela, who I later shared a bed with, was not able to go to sleep without protectively pulling the covers up over her head for as long as I can remember.

			This was such a contrast to my own childhood as a baby boomer, growing up in the 1950s, a decade in which, as each year passed, everything got lighter and brighter. We all concurred with Harold Macmillan when he pronounced that: ‘You’ve never had it so good.’ It was all that I knew and how lucky I was to have been born when everything began to feel possible.

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Home Ground

			‘Oh, they’ve scored, they’ve scored,’ Mum would cheer as the roar of the crowd from the Liverpool FC stadium on Anfield Road spilled out and over the rooftops. We could hear the game being played from our house on Sherwyn Road, and long before matches were televised, we’d know if we were the winning team from the noise outside. ‘Oh, it’s not us, it’s them this time,’ my mum would sigh. ‘Never mind, there’s still a bit to go,’ as she willed her team to win. Our family home was a fifteen-minute walk from the famous football club, and once the ninety minutes of the game had played out, the streets would be awash with supporters re-enacting the theatre of the football match that they’d just experienced. Drama was all around me from an early age and perhaps this mapped out my road ahead. It was the men and boys that went to the match though (it only cost about sixpence, unlike the huge amount of money that it does today) and before and after each game, I’d look out of the window and see them all, in their thick overcoats that they’d pulled around for warmth, walking and chatting energetically about the game. The Everton ground was close too, but we were a family of proud Liverpool Football Club supporters through and through. Well, almost!

			Is a love of football and a particular club something that’s handed down from generation to generation? My mum was the biggest supporter of LFC in our house and she assumed that the rest of us, including my sons, would be too. On my eldest son Toby’s tenth birthday she bought him a tour of Anfield as a special treat. The only problem was that Toby supported Manchester United so her gift hadn’t landed as well as it might have with him. I hadn’t plucked up the courage to let her know and so I said to Toby, ‘Look, just thank Nana and we’ll go along,’ and he reluctantly agreed. The day of the tour arrived and off we went, with Toby doing his best not to feel that he was betraying his true team. It was just the two of us and the chap who’d been assigned to take us around was all puffed up and proud, giving it, ‘This is the best club in the world … this is Kenny Dalglish’s shirt … here’s the cup that we won in 1965 …’ and so on. He must have gone on for at least forty-five minutes before saying with a tremble of pride in his voice, ‘And now,’ fill in the drum roll, ‘I’m going to show you the hallowed turf.’ We went through the sacred tunnel and out into the stadium. Toby, who was stood looking at the hallowed turf with a nonplussed expression on his face, suddenly said, ‘I’m a Man U supporter.’ I looked
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