
   [image: Cover: Challenge! by Anneka Rice]

   
      
         iii

         
            Challenge!

            Anneka Rice

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      
   


   
      
         iv

         v

         
            Contents

         

         
            
               	Title Page

                  	Introduction 

                  	Challenge 1: Find your role models (and get a jumpsuit) 

                  	Challenge 2: Plant seeds and find your voice 

                  	Challenge 3: Find your inner Piglet 

                  	Challenge 4: Take control of your life – but try to avoid policemen 

                  	Challenge 5: Write it all down 

                  	Challenge 6: There’s nothing more sexy than confidence, so act like you have it 

                  	Challenge 7: Make fear your superpower 

                  	Challenge 8: Dare to throw yourself to fate 

                  	Challenge 9: Trust the kindness of strangers 

                  	Challenge 10: Jump in headfirst and work it out later 

                  	Challenge 11: Make rejection your friend 

                  	Challenge 12: Everyone is unique: dare to be you 

                  	Challenge 13: Embrace the side-hustle 

                  	Challenge 14: Become a small cog in a vast humanitarian wheel 

                  	Challenge 15: Open yourself to possibility vi

                  	Challenge 16: We are the weavers of each other’s cloth, so get weaving 

                  	Challenge 17: Find your tribe 

                  	Challenge 18: Break the mould and crash through that glass ceiling 

                  	Challenge 19: Change your name if you want a change 

                  	Challenge 20: Try to keep your head above water 

                  	Challenge 21: Life is good when you’re in it… so step inside 

                  	Challenge 22: Make a mark on the world 

                  	Challenge 23: Remember the importance of connections 

                  	Challenge 24: Think big – and then bigger 

                  	Challenge 25: Don’t let anyone stop you doing what makes you tick 

                  	Challenge 26: Make your life a sitcom 

                  	Challenge 27: Take the risk: start the conversation 

                  	Challenge 28: Go down the road that isn’t there 

                  	Challenge 29: Be daring. Be useful. Find your people. The rest will follow 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Plates 

                  	Copyright 

               


         

      
   


   
      
         vii

         
            For my amazing family

             

            ‘Piglet was so excited at the idea of being useful

that he forgot to be frightened anymore.’

         

      
   


   
      
         viii

         
            [image: ]

         

      
   


   
      
         ix
            Introduction

         

         I am swaying gently on a rope ladder hanging from the ceiling of Madame Tussauds. Below me are about fifty photographers. Next to me, on another rope ladder, is also me.

         This is confusing, but a Madame Tussauds waxwork has this effect. I’m the first person bemused Japanese tourists see after a three-hour queue to get in. ‘Who’s that?’ they say, looking frantically at their glossy brochures and wondering whether Anne Boleyn had a weird phase in 1535 and was now hanging over their head in the foyer.

         ‘Look over here, Anneka!’ cry the photographers.

         ‘No, not you, the other one.’

         ‘Er, that’s a waxwork and she can’t actually hear you.’

         A couple of decades later, in 2005, a Channel 4 crew come to interview me about the accolade of being immortalised by Madame Tussauds.

         ‘What an honour,’ I say, basking in the attention.

         ‘And how do you feel about being melted down?’ cuts in the producer in a slightly chippy way.

         Now, we’re all used to having meltdowns, but this was literal. I xhad no idea. My body wax had been recommissioned to create Kim Kardashian’s left buttock (apparently the sensible one), but my head was possibly in a storage facility in Wookey Hole.

         Wookey Hole is a network of caves off the M5. If you google it, you will see row upon row of disembodied wax heads. The last time I had been there, I was deep in a cave doing an elaborate magic trick with Paul Daniels and the Mayor of Wells involving a dagger, a candle and a pack of cards. I didn’t see any wax heads, but it was pitch black and I wasn’t looking for any.

         It was strange to think that heads were kept in case people make a comeback. I quite fancied the thought of my waxwork head greeting my sons at breakfast. It became my mission to find it and plonk it on the kitchen table.

         ‘Put that in your pipe and smoke it, boys.’

         So, I made some phone calls. First to Madame Tussauds.

         ‘Hello,’ I said cheerily. ‘It’s Anneka Rice here. I used to hang in your foyer. Do you know where I am now?’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said the woman at the other end, ‘who is this?’

         ‘Anneka Rice!’

         ‘Are you trying to deliver something?’

         ‘No, I’m looking for my head.’

         A bit more asking around and still no luck. It was unsettling. Were unwanted Madame Tussauds heads being hired out? Do they turn up on spikes in Game of Thrones and The Handmaid’s Tale? Had I inadvertently unearthed a scandal? A friend said she’d sworn she’d seen Bill Clinton at an RAF museum in the Midlands, sitting in the trenches in full army fatigues.

         A handful of people on X thought they had seen my head in a storeroom at Blackpool Tower. I was apparently there with the Krankies and Val Doonican.xi

         
            •   •   •

         

         Headgate sent me into an existential spin. At the time, I had been out of the public eye for over a decade, deeply immersed in motherhood, and being removed and melted down threw up some questions. Who was I now? I’d liked being a national treasure. It was like being part of everyone’s family, and if you read this book, you’ll realise that being part of anyone’s family is important to me.

         Was I lost now? Where was my head?

         I’m still metaphorically looking for it. My sense of identity has always been fragile, to say the least. I’m like a jigsaw puzzle with only the edge pieces filled in, and one of those is under the sofa. I’ve spent my life filling in the middle bits.

         I have suddenly realised that no one really knows who I am – I mean really knows, not even my own children, for the simple reason that the jumpsuited waxwork on the rope ladder is only one very extreme version of myself. It’s the version I present to the world – and there’s very much another person in the mix.

         This is the story of how I became that extreme version of myself. I hope it encourages readers to occasionally take a leap of faith and embrace the power of possibility.

         I also hope readers will see how you can make self-doubt your superpower and enjoy the terrifying ride that life is, hopefully without Kenneth Kendall shouting in your ear, ‘Where are you now, Annie?’

         This is the story of how I came to be wearing that jumpsuit and hanging from a rope ladder in Madame Tussauds.
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            Challenge 1

            Find your role models (and get a jumpsuit)

         

         My mother disappeared for the first time when I was three. One moment she was tucking me up in bed and stroking my head – and then she just wasn’t. It’s my first real memory, so it’s unfortunate it wasn’t one of the better bits, like tobogganing or going on holiday to the Isle of Wight.

         I have a handful of photos to provoke single flashback moments of my very early childhood: me sitting against the swirly floral pattern on the sofa in the sitting room; a red jumpsuit with fur round the hood. I liked that jumpsuit and insisted on wearing it round the house, even in the summer. It made me feel happy, busy and in control. Turns out it was a portent of things to come.

         My mother was not happy. Her unhappiness seeped into me. She was a highly intelligent woman, horrified to find herself, at thirty, stuck at home in rural Wales. A housewife. Marooned. There was no money, no escape, no telephone. In the movie of her life, this is not where she wanted to be. In another life, with opportunity and cash and education, she might have been a spy or a screenwriter.

         I have a photo of her as a young woman, pre-marriage, hanging 2off a mountain, smiling gleefully. She is fun and fearless and wearing court shoes while clinging to the rock, head flung back laughing.

         But here she was now in Cowbridge, living in a small house backing onto a public right of way, with dog walkers lobbing excrement into her back garden.

         In her early twenties, she had gone to a lot of trouble to reinvent herself as a glamorous girl about town in London and now she was married to a man in the building trade who had been posted to Wales. With no family or friends to speak of, two small children – my brother, Simon, and me, a tiny baby – and a pile of dog poo to negotiate every day, she grew increasingly isolated. My brother screamed and I kept silent. I was nearly a blue baby because of an incompatible blood type with my mother, so all in all, I played at being dead a lot.

         My mother had grown up in south-east London in New Cross, a working-class area that was decimated in the war. The raid on Rotherhithe and Deptford in 1942 would cause entire streets to disappear, houses and flats burned to rubble. But luckily, by then, Grace, aged eleven, had been evacuated to leafy Surrey, leaving behind her many siblings and her mother and father.

         She set off by train in 1939 with a label around her wrist, travelling with fifty other frightened and miserable children. They had all started out the journey in mute terror, staring fixedly at their small suitcases. But they unexpectedly found a common ground as the air cleared and, magically, farm animals appeared in a field.

         ‘Is that a cow?’ went up the cry.

         And suddenly, dozens of small children had their faces pressed to the grubby train windows, pointing in excitement, and everyone felt much better about leaving their families for an indefinite amount of time.

         3At the station, Grace waited patiently while a very tall, upright lady walked up and down the platform with a clipboard and local women gazed at these scruffy children, making on-the-spot judgements about their suitability to fit in with their dogs, their children, their argumentative husbands or simply the gaping hole their missing-in-action husbands had left.

         When Mrs Walker walked past my mother, it was a coup de foudre. Grace, willowy with dark curls and piercing blue eyes, was beautiful and charismatic and she gave her most winning smile. Mrs Walker stopped, looked her up and down and beckoned for the lady with the clipboard, who promptly wrote down the details from my mother’s label and nodded. And just like that, Grace went off to live with Mrs Walker in a large rectory with gardens sloping down to a tennis court. There was a rock pool in a grassy glade where she could paddle. Within a few days, she was enrolled at the local school, where she sang in the choir and wrote for the school magazine. There were tennis matches and picnics and tea parties. She blossomed and Mrs Walker was very happy with her choice.

         Back in New Cross, her family were picking their way through rubble while Grace signed up for netball.

         My mother never talked about this part of her life, but it was obviously so significant to her, so happy, such a glimpse into a magical world of privilege, that she never managed to settle back in New Cross after the war. Eventually, she simply erased the area from her history altogether. Before cancelling was a thing, she airbrushed her parents, her brother, sisters, aunts, uncles from her life. Gone. She changed her name and completely reinvented herself, setting off to live in central London as a seventeen-year-old called Penny. This was her ground zero.

         Which meant I had no relatives. My father’s background was also 4sketchy, as he had signed up for war as a teenager. He left behind whatever family he had in Liverpool. He had a much older brother, but I never met him. His parents had died when he was very young.

         My mother’s intentionally secret life has always been a source of great agony for me. I longed for some kind of hinterland, but there was just tumbleweed blowing across our empty photo albums. The nearest I got to having a grandmother was when I was about fifteen and doing the washing up and my mother said to me, ‘My mother died yesterday.’

         I felt confusion, shame, loss. This was my granny.

         She used to say mysteriously she would write it all down for us one day. For someone who has made a living out of interviewing people, I find it baffling that I was unable to ask her about her life while she was alive.

         It was the elephant in the room. It stayed under the carpet, which caused a large ruck. A very large ruck.

         I felt a shame I couldn’t really understand. All I can say in my defence is that family secrets attach themselves to your skin like leeches.

         But anyway, back to the day my mother disappeared.

         She had a perfectly valid excuse for not getting me out of bed that morning, as she was being rushed to hospital. Her unhappiness and stress had led to a dangerous outbreak of colitis. The inflammation had spread to the deeper layers of her colon and resulted in toxic megacolon.

         But I didn’t know this. She just wasn’t there when I woke up in the morning. My father and brother seemed to have disappeared too. There was just a strange lady looking down at me.

         I lay pinned to the bed. There were doors slamming downstairs, hushed voices, then silence. I stared in terror.

         5The lady bundled some clothes on me. They felt strange, as though they had been put on in the wrong order. The lady was rough with me and I needed to go to the loo, but she was in a hurry and I didn’t know how to tell her this.

         ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart,’ she said, ‘they’ll be back soon. I’m going to take you to some people who will look after you.’

         My heart lurched. I was being taken away. I felt the floodgates open, seeping through my tights.

         ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ she said. She tore off my clothes and rummaged through the chest of drawers for new ones, flinging jumpers and tights on the floor in her haste. She picked me up and we walked down the narrow stairs. The kitchen was empty. The washing up was still in the sink from the night before. I saw my mum’s coat on the kitchen chair. Why hadn’t my mum taken her coat?

         ‘In you get, sweetheart,’ the lady said briskly, as she bundled me into her car. I sat on the back seat, a tiny figure with a bag containing clothes. My tights couldn’t get a purchase and I slid as we went round corners.

         And then I started. I wailed hysterically and when we pulled up at a large grey door, I started screaming. There’s a difference between a wail and a scream. A wail means confusion, upset. My scream was terror.

         ‘Come on now, dear,’ the brisk lady said. ‘Let’s get you out.’

         A sixth sense had kicked in and I didn’t want to get out. The back seat of the car had become safer than the new reality of that front door, which loomed above me, its letterbox grimacing.

         She rang the bell. I tried to get away, but she held me in her grip. The door swung open and a tall woman with pale hair swept back into a bun stood there. She tried a smile, but it was only her lips moving sideways. She looked like a ghost with a gash of red lipstick.

         6‘Thank you,’ she said to the brisk lady. ‘And do we know what’s going on?’

         ‘No, Jean,’ she replied. ‘You’ll have to play it by ear.’

         The ghost lady raised her eyebrows, grimacing like the letterbox, took my hand and closed the door on the car lady. She pulled off my shoes and my feet slid on the polished floor as she pulled me along with her.

         ‘Off you go and wash your hands,’ she told me.

         The cloakroom had a cold chunky basin and thick taps. I stood on tiptoe, my eyes barely reaching over the basin edge. I fumbled with clammy hands, getting more nervous with each turn of the tap. I watched in horror as water splashed all over the basin and onto the floor.

         The ghost lady came in.

         ‘You stupid child!’ she said. She raised her hand and smacked me across my thighs.

         She hustled me into the kitchen down a terrifying spiral staircase. It was lunchtime. I looked at the meat and vegetables put in front of me, not sure how to use my knife. The ghost lady said grace. The edgy silence was broken only by muffled giggles from two older children who looked at me through prayer hands. They ate their food while I just looked on in mute terror. At the end of the meal, the ghost lady produced a tin of sweets embossed with red and blue soldiers.

         It was beautiful, this tin. She lifted the lid and inside were toffees wrapped in golden shiny paper. Having a toffee could have turned the day around. A toffee can be the difference between cruelty and kindness, if you’re three. The ghost lady could have made it so much better for me. I looked in awe at the gold wrappers.

         The tin was passed round the table. The children stared at me and 7took their toffees. Then the ghost lady snatched the tin. ‘You only get sweets if you eat your lunch.’

         Days passed. I would sit at the top of the staircase that led to the kitchen, hoping that if my parents came to the door they would see me. Once, the ghost lady was sitting with some friends, their tinkly laughter filtering up the stairs to me. She glanced up.

         ‘Oh God,’ she said, coming into the stairwell and calling back to her friends. ‘It’s that wretched child.’ I burned with humiliation and watched the bun at the top of her head as it worked its way up round and round the spiral stairs, until it emerged like a giant angry wasp.

         By the time my father returned to collect me, I was a mess. For weeks afterwards, I crawled round after my mother with my hands round her ankles, like a desperate dog. She wore me like a leg brace. I remember the feel of the starchiness of the stirrups at the bottom of her slacks. Such a funny word, slacks.

         My mother used to laugh about me to her friends: ‘Oh God, I can’t shake her off.’ I was hurt by the casual lightness.

         The next time my parents went away, I was sent to a children’s boarding house for a few nights. It was a kindly place, full of children running round happily. There was a slide that ran down the side of the staircase, which should have felt like the ’60s equivalent of a trip to Disneyland – but I sat at the front door all weekend counting down the hours anxiously. Would anyone come to collect me?

         My parents tried out a sleepover with a friend. I got as far as sitting in the bath before bedtime, but the panic grew and I sobbed uncontrollably and had to go home.

         A friend’s birthday trip to the cinema ended in disaster. I cried so much during The Incredible Journey – a film about two dogs and a cat who set off to find their way home after their owners go away for 8the summer, leaving them in a strange place – that the child’s father had to walk me up and down the pavement outside until the film ended and my dad arrived. I was an emotional mess.

         I’m not sounding like the adventurous person you know me as. Bear with me. I get there in the end, but for now, the world is an unstable place and I am slowly building scaffolding to hold it up.

         My parents didn’t mean to be careless and distant with me; they just had other priorities at this stage of their lives and I slipped under the radar. It was the ’60s and they suddenly had options. Or my mother certainly had, and I don’t just mean a new Afghan coat. She embarked on a journey of possibility, testing the water and then diving in to a life beyond domesticity. She enrolled at the local tech and her education would go from A-levels right through to an MA in law.

         I had two imaginary friends, Minnie and Guy, who kept me company most of the day, and I had my books, a huge part of our family life. We were now living in Surrey, in a small village a few miles from the town my mother had been evacuated to. Books were respected in our house. Every Saturday, we would walk two miles to the library.

         ‘One book for each mile,’ my dad would say.

         ‘But I am walking back again, so isn’t that four books?’

         So, I had four books. I read as I walked, I read on the swing, I read on the bus. In the future, I would be a book award judge on many an occasion and a parcel of fifty books would arrive at the front door for me to read. Friends would look aghast, but I would be in my element. There’s a lot of comfort to be had in books.

         I spent hours gazing at the illustrations in the Children’s Bible in Colour. The parable of the Good Samaritan fascinated me: the poor man left for dead at the side of the road, blood pouring from his 9head, people stepping over him to get past, all dressed in flowing robes. I worried about the fact there was only a bit of vague rope tied round their stomachs to hold all the fabric together. How would all that work in an emergency? I didn’t understand why most people stepped over the man, but I loved the nobility of the one person who stopped to help.

         Books were providing me with fine role models. Cousin Helen, Katy Carr, Jo March: these little women were my literary heroines.

         Another book where children were taking control was Hollow Tree House by Enid Blyton, about orphaned children who run away from their wicked aunt and set up home in a hollow tree. Their friend Susan brings them food, which she steals from the cook’s pantry. The children are then adopted by Susan’s parents. What an outcome. A home where there’s a pantry and a cook. And parents, even if they’re someone else’s.

         At home, I made nooks for myself in the spirit of Hollow Tree House. No one thought it strange that a very small child hid away in the cupboard under the stairs, breathing in the smell of the tins of sweet, pungent polish in the dark.

         My mother was like a character in another of my favourite books, The Railway Children, where the mother is in the book, but you have no idea what she does or looks like. The children act quite independently of her and you feel that they could easily set up home on their own. Or like Aunt Fanny in the Famous Five stories, who, while certainly the mother of George, seems to have no desire to see her child for the entirety of the school holidays.

         I kept a close eye on all the other mothers in the road to see if any might be like mine. They smelled of pastry, whereas mine smelled of adventure.

         I didn’t want her to be like Adrian’s mother, who wore an apron 10all day and had what I thought of as a ‘soft pencil voice’. I thought she seemed fearful and longing, as though she was trying not to make a mark. My mother, in comparison, was constantly moving and changing, and I never knew if I was going to be able to pin her down enough to make tea. She was making strong marks and doing something about her longing, but I didn’t understand what, just that it took her away from home a lot.

         I needed a map. I wasn’t sure where I was meant to be going or what I was meant to be doing. The radio was my security blanket. As a small child, I would curl up on the sofa waiting for Listen with Mother, a daily programme for pre-nursery age children. A kindly lady would say, ‘Are you sitting comfortably?’

         ‘Oh yes,’ I’d say.

         ‘Then I’ll begin.’

         ‘Thank you,’ I’d reply, thinking she was talking directly to me.

         It was comforting, that voice coming out of the radio. It felt intimate.

         After it finished, I’d take my shoes off and go to have a sleep in my other favourite nook, the bottom of the airing cupboard.

         Listening to my actual mother was more challenging. Apparently, there was no time to lose. I had life lessons to absorb.

         ‘Get your own front door’ was the first of these lessons. I don’t know whether it’s usual to be coached in feminism and house purchase at such a young age, but this was my normal.

         I was also unsure whether my mother was telling me to actually leave then and there and find my own front door. I didn’t dare ask her to clarify, as I wouldn’t know where to go. I only knew the way to the library. But having a front door was mightily relevant to my mother, so it became mightily relevant to me. Subliminally, I knew that the only way I would feel safe was if I had my own front door.

         11I was so well versed in inequality and the patriarchal society that pretty much as soon as I could read, I expressed bafflement at the post being addressed to ‘Mrs John Rice’. ‘Why don’t they know your name?’ I’d ask. ‘Even your friends?’

         ‘I don’t exist,’ my mother said helpfully. ‘I’m a woman.’

         She was burning the feminist trail and now, looking back, I am proud of her for sticking her head above the parapet, although at the time I just wanted her to be at home making gingerbread.

         In her defence, there were other children down our road who also had mysterious shadowy mothers that never seemed to be around. I imagined them all frantically picking their way out of post-war austerity and 1960s housework drudgery, stepping over mops and buckets with a clatter and escaping to the bus at the end of the road to find their own front door.
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            Challenge 2

            Plant seeds and find your voice

         

         My mother made sure I had lots to think about.

         This was her list, which was engrained in me.

         	Get your own front door.

            	Don’t get to thirty and have regrets.

            	Make the most of life before you have children.

            	Have your own bank account.

            	Don’t be dependent on anyone.

            	Don’t put all your eggs in one bastard. (In fact, that was Dorothy Parker, but you can see where this was going.)

         
There was also never eat in the street, don’t waste water, turn lights off when you leave a room, work hard and recycle.

         She was very ahead of the curve here. Pegged up alongside the billowing sheets on the washing line would be newly washed cling film, which had been wrapped round the chops the night before. Her mantra was, ‘Every day, in every way, things are getting better.’ There was a world out there waiting to be explored and it was obviously up to me to make it better.

         14I started big. When the library ran out of Jill books, a series about a girl and her pony, I wrote to the publishers.

         
            Dear Sirs,

            I love the Jill books and have read almost all of them, as they are in our library. They don’t have Jill’s Gymkhana, though, and I wondered if you could help me?

         

         Letter writing to strangers was a new thing in our class. Debbie Dawes had written to McVitie’s saying how much she liked custard creams. She had seen on the news a pensioner in Dumfries being sent a truckload of biscuits after a similar fan letter. We waited with bated breath for a reply. Would a truck just roll to a stop outside her house? This sort of excitement kept us going for weeks.

         I hoped to have the same success with Hodder & Stoughton. Surely they’d be thrilled to hear about their young reader and put a book in the post immediately?

         But life, as my mother also told me, was a constant disappointment. Debbie never received a truckload of custard creams and the letter I got back from the publishers read:

         
            Dear Annie,

            What a shame your library doesn’t stock Jill’s Gymkhana, but I hope you have luck finding a copy.

         

         I’ve had worse letters from publishers but not much. Undeterred, I carried on writing. I had the bug now. Ed Stewart, who hosted Junior Choice on Radio 2 every Saturday, was next on the list. He played two hours of novelty songs like ‘Nellie the Elephant’ and ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’. This was my favourite show, and I listened 15for weeks waiting for him to say, ‘Now I’ve had a letter from a young girl called Annie.’

         He never did, but in the end, I went one better than writing a letter to him. I ended up being him almost forty-five years later.

         When he died in 2016, I suggested to my then Radio 2 boss that I make a tribute show to him, as I still held such a candle to that childhood show. And that led to me becoming the host of Junior Choice myself. That’s an arc. And I want to do a small cartwheel even now. I love the trajectory of this. The small child, the comfort in those songs, planting that seed and watching it grow into a huge solid oak at Radio 2 and beyond.

         In fact, I was planting seeds everywhere. It was my way of building that scaffolding and it was at my primary school that I started to scramble up to the first platform and peer over the edge. On the face of it, Dunrobin was just an average village school. Classes were often lumped together if there wasn’t much demand for places. So, at the top of the school, as a nine-year-old, I was in a class with ten- and eleven-year-olds who were on the cusp of going to secondary school. Just five of us. But it was here that I found the voice I hadn’t been able to find at home and I blossomed under the kindly attention paid to me by the headmistress, Miss Pace. I was hungry for attention, and I found my audience and I flourished.

         At home, I was living with two parents who just didn’t get on. It became my job to make the atmosphere better in the house, to smooth things over, to be the family Elastoplast. Even at this young age, I was largely bringing myself up. There were constant arguments about money, which made me miserable. Tuesday was bank statement day and my heart would be heavy as I sat down to breakfast when the post arrived. Thank goodness for Bunty, my comic, 16arriving the same day, which made Tuesday the best and worst day of the week. The Four Mary’s were my salvation. They never left the third year at St Elmo’s and, as far as I know, they are still there. I found my old Bunty annuals recently and it was like a school reunion. There they all were. Solid. Comforting.

         Meanwhile, I had to get to school. My older brother had mysteriously been sent off to a boarding school, which may have had something to do with the money issues. What was even more mysterious is that my mother wailed with misery when he left, often for weeks on end. Great, racking sobs. I comforted her as best I could, but I also wondered why he had been sent away.

         I washed up my plate and left the grown-ups to it. I walked myself to Dunrobin. I must have cut a strange figure, a young child striking out across paths and fields, bare legs and ankle socks snagging on brambles.

         Miss Pace, the head, saw something in me and started me off by giving me a tiny bit of garden and some mint to plant. I waited for it to grow. It was rampant. I didn’t know what to do with it all, as this was before mint tea was a thing. If you’d have given someone a cup of boiling water with a bit of old herb in it in the ’60s, they’d have thought you were mad and surreptitiously poured it into the begonia. Or tried to smoke it.

         Miss Pace would have been chuffed to know that way in the future, I’d have my own garden at the Chelsea Flower Show called the Anneka Rice Colour Cutting Garden and that the Queen would admire it. We couldn’t get Dame Mary Berry off it. That’s a leap from the mint.

         With the success of my mint, I was off.

         ‘Miss Pace, how about a new race for sports day?’ I would say enthusiastically. ‘What you do is you run to some hoops and jump in and out of them; then you have to dress up into a long skirt and 17hop to the next bit. There is possibly an egg and a sack bit, but I haven’t put them in yet.’

         ‘Er, all in one race?’ Miss Pace asked.

         ‘Yes!’ I cried. ‘It’s called The Round (Dun)Robin Race.’

         ‘Well, we could try it out at break tomorrow,’ said Miss Pace, weakly.

         Which we did. Obviously, it ended in chaos, and it was quietly dropped. She could have told me that at the off, but she didn’t. What a true teacher she was. She gave me a voice and it was intoxicating.

         Miss Pace had extreme Parkinson’s disease, and we used to watch in alarm as she tried to pour out hot chocolate from a flask for us when we gathered in her tiny study to listen to Joyce Grenfell on her gramophone after lunch. There was a cosy fire in the grate and the smell of coal and sweet chocolate was the most comforting thing I’d experienced. We all waited with bated breath for the scratchy Joyce Grenfell record to be placed on the gramophone and for Joyce’s voice to ring out, witheringly trying to keep control of her hapless nursery class.

         ‘Children, pay attention please! No, our visitor hasn’t got a funny hat on, that’s her hair, and get out from under the table please, Sidney.’

         And then it came, the line we had been waiting for: ‘George, don’t do that.’

         We exchanged looks. Our imaginations ran wild. I am still wondering what George was up to. That’s good writing.

         Miss Pace treated us like very intelligent adults, firing general knowledge questions at us and teaching us how to play Fizz Buzz, a complicated game designed to fine-tune our mental arithmetic. We stood in a circle and started counting. Any number divisible by three had to be replaced by the word fizz and any number divisible by five by the word buzz. Numbers divisible by both three and five 18became fizz buzz. If we hesitated or made a mistake, we were eliminated and had to sit down.

         To be honest, even as I recount this, I am thinking this sounds like just about the worst half hour you could have, at any age. But the thrill for the person left standing was intense. They got a peppermint.

         One term my mother randomly turned up at school as our games teacher. She wouldn’t let me be in the netball team as it would ‘look like favouritism. Sorry, darling.’

         ‘Oh, let me be your favourite somewhere,’ I wanted to say, but instead I watched crestfallen from behind the hedge as the team, sporting their smart bibs, beat the other local primary school 6–2.

         Meanwhile, to counter the goodness of Miss Pace, the ancient, evil Mrs Wilson Crow, hunched over double with hooded eyes, was firing questions about Ulysses and Hercules at us in our general knowledge quiz every morning. If we answered incorrectly, she almost spat at us as she lit another cigarette. One morning, Debbie Dawes had had enough. She leapt from her seat and poured ink in Crow’s black coffee while she was cleaning the blackboard. These were the days of inkwells in the corner of our desks, so an easy manoeuvre. We could hardly breathe as she took a sip and her thin lips became a thin blue line. We looked on in terror as she fired more questions at us. I mean, we hated her, but we didn’t want her to go the way of Hercules: death by poison. Or did we?

         ‘Fuck you, Mrs Wilson Crow,’ is not a sentence I thought I’d hear myself shout on a Greek island, topless astride a motor bike, but her screams of ‘Where did Ulysses set sail to Troy from?’ gave me and my boyfriend an eccentric framework upon which to hang a trip to the island of Ithaka several years later.

         We hired mopeds and set off to find Dexa Beach, where Odysseus supposedly landed on his return after years of romping around with 19sirens and cyclops for twenty years. I waved my bikini top in the air as we roared along rugged mountain roads. We stopped at Stavros, 110 metres above the sea. We had glorious views over Kefalonia and beyond. And there it was, a fine bust of Odysseus. I’d covered mine up by now.

         And with that, I drew a final line under Mrs Wilson Crow and we pressed on with our holiday.

         Back at Dunrobin in the ’70s, there was a piano in every classroom and singing was at the heart of every day – arias, folk songs, madrigals and songs from the musicals. We thought nothing of standing on a bench and singing solo ‘A Spoonful of Sugar’ as Mrs Swadling thundered it out on the piano. What a school. We became adaptable and multi-skilled, without any sense of embarrassment. We just crashed on, getting some things right, others wrong – and being tormented by Wilson Crow. I thrived on the attention and the community I was part of.

         In fact, I was so giddy on being noticed that in assembly, while Miss Pace gave out notices, I’d pretend to count, moving my lips silently.

         I thought I must look highly intelligent as I fixed my gaze into the far distance, my head tipped at a thoughtful angle, the better to subtract 23,469 from 5,867,989. I imagined the teachers would be looking and whispering to each other, ‘Look at that prodigy, she’s doing maths… in her head.’ I was channelling William from the Just William books, who might have done something like this with a catapult in his pocket. He would have had a slightly different motive, perhaps wanting to get sent home from school by faking a delirious fever.

         ‘Miss Pace thinks you’re odd,’ my mother told me. ‘She says you talk to yourself the whole time. Is this right?’

         I was mortified.

         ‘No, I’m doing maths,’ I said lamely. And stopped immediately.
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            Challenge 3

            Find your inner Piglet

         

         
            ‘Piglet was so excited at the thought of being useful that he forgot to be frightened anymore.’

         

         There was a harsh transition from child to adult world when I left Dunrobin and went to the secondary school up the hill, St Michael’s. Because I’d been in such a mixed age-range group in the top form of Dunrobin, I somehow fell through the net and started senior school too early.

         Did my new form teacher not think, ‘Hmm, that’s odd. There seems to be a young child in our class who is a head shorter than everyone else and should be outside with a skipping rope.’

         Or did my parents not think, ‘Hmm, that’s odd. Very small Annie seems to be with a pile of teenagers having a fag behind the bike shed.’

         It was a truly agonising moment when my friends from down the road got sweet notes from the headmistress of the junior part of the school, Thornhill, where they were heading. We were all at the tennis club that day and they brought the letters in to compare.

         22‘Welcome to Thornhill! We can’t wait to see you!’ said their cards, bedecked with rabbits scampering around a wood.

         Meanwhile, I was off to the senior part of the school. My welcome pack was a ‘To do’ list. No cuddly rabbits for me, just Chaucer and Wordsworth and a list of French irregular verbs to learn.

         I listened to my friends chatting excitedly at the tennis club, a deep unhappiness seizing me. I tried to laugh it off, but I was panic-stricken. I was truly on a lone boat, heading out to sea. This was absolutely the start of my adult life and I wasn’t ready for it.

         St Michael’s was a thrilling school if you were happy and confident. Perched high on a hill, it had a tower that rose majestically over the surrounding countryside. It had a chapel with vast stained-glass windows, it had a maze of corridors to get lost in, woods to run in, a field to play games in. But it was a terrifying school if you were unhappy. It swallowed you up.

         My mother and I had gone to the second-hand uniform shop in the summer holidays. The cold room was in the basement, a labyrinth of concrete passageways snaking out into the distance. There was water dripping from low pipes overhead. I would add dogs howling to that list, frankly. Spiders scuttling over a dead rat. Every childhood terror manifested itself in that basement that day.

         The room was piled high with faded green serge knickers and pale green shirts and skirts. The school secretary, her grey hair framing a kindly face, pulled out clothes appropriate for my age.

         ‘It’s to last so let’s go up a size,’ said my mum. ‘She’ll soon grow into it all.’ I stood there in my pants, mortified, as I tried to keep the skirt from sliding down my narrow hips. The fabric felt starchy and scratchy. My heart felt heavy.

         I was writing a diary every day. It tethered me. I wrote down everything. I stuck in swatches of material, poems, notes from my 23friends. But it dried up at this point. I didn’t write a word for three months. This, looking back, upsets me more than anything. The empty pages speak volumes.

         Because from day one, I was bullied. Gill, I mean you.

         Her words cut into me like a knife: withering, cruel comments destroying any confidence I might have had. I was too fat, too thin, too clever, too thick. Why did I walk to school, didn’t my parents have a car? Why did no one like me? There were verbal pinches as I walked past, mocking whispers while getting changed for games. I got lost trying to find classes. I would walk down polished parquet floor corridors, long school photos on either side. Teachers would pass me, heads down, heavy bags of books over their shoulders. I didn’t exist. I was lost and confused after the cosiness and support of Miss Pace.

         I had a horror of parquet flooring in later years and covered up a rather stunning floor in a new house because of the association with school and misery. I sat forlornly on my own at break, gazing out of the classroom window at my friends in the year below, out on the field playing horses.

         Eventually, after weeks of abject misery, I collapsed in the kitchen, crying on my knees. I held onto my mum’s legs until she acknowledged the problem. I was that three-year-old again. She listened and we went to see the headmistress. When she saw my pale, tear-streaked face, my hollow eyes, my oversized uniform, my skinny legs, she promptly moved me down a year to be with my friends the same age that same week.

         The day I walked into my new classroom, I felt lighter. I could breathe again. The room was bright and sunny, with paintings all over the walls. Was there a hamster in the corner? Very likely. Children I knew greeted me with excitement; kindly teachers welcomed me. I had a rough book with a sticker on it of a smiling kitten. I 24was back in the room, popular. The timetable was a doddle and I hoovered up the work. But even so, there was a dark seam of unhappiness that I couldn’t shake off.

         At break, I sometimes ran out into the woods.

         ‘What’s the matter?’ asked Miss Evans when she found me sobbing in the bracken. ‘Is it anything to do with the new baby coming?’

         Ah, the baby. I had watched my mother swell like a whale and was alarmed at her skin, so taut, the stretch marks streaming across her stomach like eels. I had gazed with horror at a black-and-white photograph of a baby emerging from between a woman’s
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