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			Prologue

			It was 27 February 2024, the final show of the S Club Good Times tour in the US. Walking off stage at the Orpheum Theatre in Los Angeles, I felt completely overwhelmed. The tour had been a mix of ups, downs and everything in between. On that last night, knowing it was the final show, I came off stage full of so many emotions, I didn’t feel quite ready for all the post-show celebrations.

			LA was the perfect place to end our tour, a home from home with so many memories. The show was so full of joy, and the buzz and love in the room were beautiful. While there were times where I was at my most confident, there were others where I felt vulnerable. As always, this came from putting myself out there and feeling exposed, hearing the same old voices telling me to pull it back and not to be too … too what?

			After this last show, however, as overwhelmed as I was, I had a moment of clarity, realising how far I’d come and where I was going. Backstage, I could hear everyone in the halls celebrating, and at first, I wanted to lock myself away in my dressing room. Instead, I took a breath and listened to my voice telling me exactly what I needed. It was the simple act of giving myself a moment, the space to breathe.

			Once my friends left, I just felt like I needed to ground myself. I lay down on the floor, still and quiet, to connect to what I was feeling instead of judging or ignoring it. From that moment came a release of emotions simply because I’d allowed myself to feel. For once, I had not buried my wants, needs and feelings and pushed them away, which is pretty much what I’d done my whole life.

			It feels freeing and empowering to know I’m on the right path to hearing, trusting and finding my voice.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			ON THE SURFACE

			Appearances, and how things looked on the outside, counted for a lot in my family. In many ways, I grew up feeling quite image-conscious. It was ingrained in me from a very young age, I felt, the importance of how others saw me and saw us as a family. It became the principal thing I had to hold on to over the years. What was on the surface became my armour.

			As I got older, and throughout my career, looking good became even more of a focus, and a thread throughout my life. For a while, it felt good having people talk about my appearance, especially when it was generally in positive terms. At times, I craved it; I measured my worth against how I looked, how others perceived me and how I felt I should be. Our image and the way we look is just a part of who we are, but over time, so much of me became that. The truth is, if what’s inside goes unnurtured, you can end up wondering who you really are.

			As time went on, I found myself asking questions about why I was struggling with anxiety, relationships, and why I often felt sad and uneasy. I realised I needed to change all that and search for much more. I had to look hard and dig deep because I’d spent so long repressing it, scared of what I might find … or not find.

			Author and politician Marianne Williamson once wrote, ‘Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.’*

			This quote really resonates with me. For so long, there was so much inside me that I couldn’t find the words or voice to express. I never knew how my true voice might sound or even who I was. Many of the things I thought or believed to be true as a child had, over time, been turned into mistrust, lies, deceit and betrayal, which left me feeling like I couldn’t even trust myself.

			Thankfully, my determination to grow pushed me through, and eventually I started to ask myself questions. The voice in my head telling me that there had to be more got louder and clearer. I’ve always known the value of pushing myself out of my comfort zone, and striving to be the best version of myself has been one of my great passions – a driving force deep within me. These are the things that have got me to where I am now, and I’m grateful to have this opportunity to share my story.

			It’s taken a long time, been a slow process and, of course, I sometimes still feel the triggers of the past and experience feelings of wanting to hide away in my shell. Ultimately, I’m still working on myself, as we always are, but am so thankful to be on the journey of self-discovery that I am on and for life’s adventures.

			I was the middle child, born between two brothers in the spring of 1978. ‘Night Fever’ by the Bee Gees was number one in the charts, and my mum tells me the ground was thick with snow on the day I was born.

			My parents had met on the West End club circuit in the early Seventies, at a club called Tiffany’s. Mum recalls the first night they met, Dad circling the dance floor with his eye on her. She grew up in Staines, and my dad in Ilford, East London, and although she was five years younger, Dad says he was struck by her beauty. It was about a year after that first meeting that he called her out of the blue, asking her to be his date at a party he’d been invited to. She agreed, and the two of them met at the Cumberland Hotel, near Marble Arch, then headed off to the party together. When Dad dropped her home in Staines that night, he made a cheeky joke about needing a passport to get there, with it being so far outside London. He was charming and charismatic from the off, in fact my grandma Pearl – my mum’s mother – couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing when they met.

			‘There must be something wrong with him,’ she told Mum. ‘He’s too good to be true.’

			Of course, Dad had given Grandma the works – he was dressed immaculately, incredibly polite and even stood every time she did. He was always wonderful at that, my dad, turning on the charm! From everything that I’ve heard, Grandma Pearl was as bowled over as Mum, who was just as smitten with Dad as he was with her.

			My older brother, Jason, came nearly four years before me, and then Leigh – a happy surprise – eighteen months after. I sometimes wonder if having two brothers so close in age was one of the reasons I could be more comfortable in the company of boys than girls as a child. It’s not surprising, I suppose; ours was a boy-heavy family. As well as my brothers, all my cousins were boys, too. Consequently, as well as playing with dolls, I also grew up watching Rambo, and playing with Micro Machines. Surely most kids in the Eighties watched at least one of the Rocky movies? I watched all of them.

			My brothers and I got on well most of the time – although they were typical brothers. We sometimes fought, as most siblings do, to the point where once I actually called the police on them. And they would do the usual horrible brother stuff – scaring me, locking me in the bathroom (I have no idea why we had a lock on the outside of our bathroom, but we did) or smothering me under the bed covers until I couldn’t breathe.

			Other than that, we weren’t all that naughty as children. My dad was sometimes quite hot-tempered, so we rarely even swore, but if we ever did, we’d know about it. Once, Dad chased me up the stairs for swearing, and just managed to catch me on the leg with his hand – and wow, did it sting! I had a red handprint to remind me to mind my Ps and Qs. Mum, on the other hand, never really lost her temper – at least, I don’t remember her doing so. In many ways, I felt that my mum was quite passive, and for the most part would have done anything to keep the peace (as a parent, I can relate to that). Mum was the one who ran the house, day-to-day, making sure we had everything we needed. She was a hairdresser by profession, and she always worked, apart from when we were all very young. My dad’s profession is harder to put my finger on. He was a salesman, of sorts, but his work varied and I was never quite sure exactly what it was. Honestly, I don’t have enough chapters in the book to share his colourful working history, but oh, is it colourful!

			Although I loved clothes, make-up and experimenting with every beauty product my mum owned, I also loved getting stuck in with what we thought of as stereotypical boys’ stuff – and tearing around the streets on wheels. Friends of my parents had a roller-skate shop, so when roller skates were a big thing, we had the best ones. My brothers also had bikes called Raleigh Vektars, which were the first ever computerised bike.

			We did that a lot back then, playing outside in the street. Much more so than children do now, I think. We’d often be out until ten at night, playing on our bikes with all the other kids on our street. We always felt quite safe though, or maybe we just didn’t even think about it. We just loved being outside. Playing out was fun and exciting. There were certain smells and sounds to it – trees and cut grass, distant traffic and planes flying overhead. It was freedom and adventure.

			I sometimes wonder if our parents had it easier in those days, when kids were content with simpler things like running around outside and inventing their own games and amusement. In the high-tech, fast-paced twenty-first century, parenting feels much more intense. Back in the Eighties, we’d be out in the fresh air, out of our parents’ hair, and there didn’t seem to be any worries about it.

			Growing up, my dad, brothers and I loved cars – particularly classic cars. The one that stands out most from my childhood was a Trans Am, exactly like the one in the American TV show Knight Rider. It was white and had a red leather interior – very Eighties. Add to that Mum’s very big hair and even bigger shoulder pads – think Krystle Carrington from Dynasty – and we’re talking a strong retro aesthetic!

			I remember the looks I’d get when Dad would drop me at school in the Trans Am, and some of the boys getting excited seeing the car. You could always hear us coming a mile off with the roar of the engine.

			Back then, I loved watching TV shows like Knight Rider, Street Hawk, The A-Team and other classics with my brothers. It’s funny how kids of today won’t know the urgency of doing anything you needed to do during the ad breaks of a TV show, so you didn’t miss a second of your favourite programme.

			There was also a fantastic selection of board games back then, with classics like Operation, Battleships, Guess Who?, Marble Run, and not forgetting Pac-Man! I enjoyed playing games with my friends and with my brothers, and I was always very competitive. Connect4 was a favourite of mine, as well as Hotel, which was a game where you built hotels and resorts on the board while trying to drive your fellow players into bankruptcy.

			All that said, I was always, and still am, a girl’s girl. Yet I was sometimes intimidated by them. I never felt like I quite fitted in, or that I was ‘one of the girls’. Looking back, I realise that one of the reasons for that was because, from a young age, I was missing a sense of an emotional connection with some of the influential women in my life.

			As a child, subconsciously, I had a sense of fitting in to a mould that suited others, even when it didn’t feel right to me. Don’t voice an opinion. Look pretty. Be nice. She’s shy! The list goes on and on. As the mum of two girls now, I do my best not to label them – or anyone else for that matter. Aren’t we all a bit of everything – complex and perfectly imperfect? But that word – perfect – was always something I thought I had to strive to be. To this day, I’m still fighting that need for perfectionism, although much less now as I know there is no such thing, and learning where my boundaries are.

			Our house was on a little cul-de-sac in Southgate, North London. It didn’t have a lot of character as buildings go, just a three-bed semi, which Mum and Dad made more than the best of. While the outside may not have been remarkable, the interior was quite grand. In many ways, it was like a show home – always perfect, always pristine. Mum was very house-proud, and still is. We had a smart front door, plush carpets, stylish furniture and a lot of nice things, all perfectly placed. As we got older, my parents made improvements and built an extension, as many people did, which meant my brothers could have separate rooms. My younger brother’s new room in the extension had all those classic Eighties touches – graphic black, white and red print wallpaper and a stereo system. My bedroom was mint green and, just like in the rest of the house, everything had to have its place. I was firm about that. At one point, if anyone sat on my bed I had to smooth it all out as soon as they left; I wonder if that was the start of a need to control and have order in my life. My room was always immaculately tidy – lucky mum. As I got a bit older, I had my own TV. Getting my first stereo was also something special; I was so excited at the idea that I could listen to music in my room. I had quite the cassette collection, and there was a lot of singing into my hairbrush pretending to be a popstar. Madonna was an early favourite, as were George Michael, Kylie Minogue, Rick Astley and Jason Donovan. I wouldn’t say we were spoilt, but we certainly never went without as kids, not when it came to having stuff.

			As a Jewish family, we weren’t particularly religious, although my maternal grandparents, Pearl, whom we lovingly referred to as ‘Pearl Jam’, and grandpa Alan, both observed many of the Jewish high holy days. My parents, less so. As kids, we always observed Rosh Hashanah – Jewish New Year – and Yom Kippur – the holiest day on the Jewish calendar – but we would always be the family that drove to Shul and ducked down so nobody could see us. On Jewish holy days, you’re not supposed to drive, but we always did. To be honest, the synagogue was too far from our house to walk, so if we hadn’t driven, we’d have probably not got there at all. We had Friday-night dinner, though there was never really any structure involved – it was as and when. But what I’ve taken from being Jewish is the idea of family being together, community and some of the traditions.

			That said, one of my fondest memories growing up was around Passover. On the first two nights you welcome in the holy day, usually with family and friends, saying an order of prayers and traditions. One of these was hiding some matzah (flatbread) around the house, and then whoever found it won a reward. I’d run around with my cousins frantically searching everywhere. It was always a happy family moment, and one of the many lovely memories I have of us all being together at my grandma’s house in Staines. I always felt a warm comfort there. Something about being surrounded by my whole family made me feel safe and secure. On top of that, my grandparents lived close to Heathrow Airport. It was always so exciting for us as kids, looking out of the window as the planes roared over our heads when they took off or came in to land.

			When I was five, I went to a little private school along with my older brother. I was only there for a couple of terms, but then my parents couldn’t afford to keep us there, so I moved to a state primary school called Osidge, which was just opposite. I stayed there for the rest of my primary years.

			I found school difficult at times. I never really felt like I fitted in; I certainly wasn’t part of any in-crowd or the popular group – and that stayed the same all the way through. In fact, right through primary school, I experienced a lot of unkindness, which was upsetting, and because it happened so often, I felt like I was being bullied. It wasn’t the head-flushed-down-the-toilet kind of bullying; it was more general nastiness, bitchiness and being pushed around. I don’t know why I was singled out for it; I guess nobody does when they’re a young child. I just knew how much it hurt, and I came home from school most days very upset. The problem built over time, with one particular girl being the ringleader. After she hit me in the face and gave me a nosebleed, Dad went round to her house to speak to her parents. I’m not sure it did any good. It’s funny, I can still remember her house; in fact, I drove past it just the other day, wondering what she might be doing now.

			I remember my mum and dad telling me at the time, ‘Oh, they’re just jealous.’

			Jealous of what? I always wondered. I had no clue why someone might envy me. The only thing I knew was that I didn’t feel like I was part of any group, gang or circle. I was an outsider, although I’m not sure I’d have put it into those words as a child. I just felt different.

			I know Mum and Dad were just trying to help and make me feel better, but now, as a parent myself, I know that what I really needed them to say was, ‘I’m sorry you’re going through this, it must be really horrible.’ I guess what I’m trying to say here is that I don’t feel like my feelings were ever validated as a child. This is not a ‘poor me’ moment; as a parent I understand how hard it is when your kids are struggling. I’ve learned through experience that children need to feel heard and seen, and it didn’t feel like that was the case for me.

			My secondary school, Ashmole, was massive, and I got lost in it. It wasn’t that I wasn’t academic – we all learn differently – I was just never inspired by my teachers. I felt like I was just a number and got a bit lost in the whole system. My school reports would say things like, ‘If Rachel stopped talking in class, she’d improve greatly.’ They were right, I was a talker, given the opportunity; probably bored with the lessons and chatting to one of the boys, or whoever was sitting next to me. That said, I’d like to write reports for some of those teachers stating that if they’d been more engaging and exciting, perhaps I wouldn’t have talked so much.

			In secondary school, I feel like there was a lack of care around what my strengths might or might not be. It’s funny, I don’t remember any adult playing a big part in my education or personal growth, or even anyone showing much interest. Of course, there were teachers who taught, but throughout school there wasn’t much in the way of guidance or nurturing. Nobody ever asked, ‘What do you want to do, Rachel?’

			Even at home, my parents didn’t push me much or show strong interest in my education or after-school activities. I’m not sure they saw school as particularly important – it was just something we did daily. There wasn’t really any structure for us to do our homework, or any thoughts of making sure we were studying or revising when we needed to.

			I cared, though – so much. I wanted to do well. Inside, I was very driven, but I felt uninspired. My real drive came from the thought of getting out into the world, to live life and to start earning money. I had so much passion in me, but no one to advise me or nurture it.

			It didn’t help that the girls who’d given me a hard time at primary school also went to Ashmole, so the bullying continued. I was a bit of a loner, someone who didn’t really have friends, because I didn’t know who I could trust. Sadly this was sometimes the case with my friends outside school too. Lots of people I know have friends who they’ve known since their school days, which is lovely, but that wasn’t the case for me. My friendships were built out-of-school and I’m grateful for them all.

			My feelings of mistrust started early on. It was a mixture of things that stopped me letting people in. At home there were emotional walls building. I grew up in a house where we didn’t really talk about anything. We didn’t discuss our feelings or emotions, and, as children, we weren’t really asked our opinions. It was very much a ‘children are seen but not heard’ situation. When we were kids, the adults around us never explained or discussed anything with us. Things would happen, and people would come into our lives and disappear without explanation. My uncle’s wife, for instance. She was someone I was close to in some ways. She was that cool auntie many of us have; the one who helped me pick out clothes and do my make-up. As a mother of three boys, she may perhaps have seen me a bit like the daughter she never had. She took me to get my ears pierced, and bought me perfume and make-up. After she and my uncle (Mum’s brother) got divorced, when I was ten or eleven, I never saw her again. No explanation, no gentle let-down. She was just gone. I never asked questions about what had happened to her because we didn’t grow up in the kind of environment where that seemed an option. We just accepted what was in front of us and carried on.

			As I said, we never wanted for anything, and we were always looked after and cared for, but real emotional connection was missing in our house, although there was a lot of laughter and love. There weren’t many family dinners growing up, which I would have loved. I wonder if it’s something of a generational thing. In fact, we didn’t really sit around the dinner table together unless it was a religious or special occasion.

			I don’t really remember my parents’ dynamic; I remember them quite individually. I don’t recall my mum getting angry very often or arguing with my dad. What I do remember is that she was always very glamorous, very put-together, not a hair out of place and utterly immaculate. As I said, appearance and how things looked on the outside seemed very important in our family. Image was key. If the outside was perfect, perhaps it didn’t so much matter what was going on underneath the surface. I’m not sure my parents were even together that much in the house because my dad was out at work.

			While Mum was quite measured, Dad was very colourful. My dad had a great sense of humour, and was a big energy in every room he walked into – captivating, engaging and so much fun. I definitely share his sense of humour. He was also the one I’d go to if I wanted a bit of reassurance or a cuddle. It wasn’t like we had the kind of relationship where I’d sit and talk to him about my thoughts and feelings, just that I’d tend to go to him if something upset me.

			I’ve seen pictures of my parents when they were young, and they were such a beautiful couple – movie-star beautiful. In fact, anyone I’ve ever spoken to about them has said what a good-looking couple they were.

			Still, it’s hard for me to give a complete or vivid picture of my parents’ upbringing and background because I’ve only ever known fragments of their family history. It’s only now that I’m putting the pieces together myself and learning who they really are. The more I grow, the more I understand them.

			I never met my grandparents on my dad’s side. They both died quite young. My dad told me recently that when his father died, his mum, distraught and devastated, moved to Australia, but she passed away not long after. My Papa Alan died when I was eight, so Grandma Pearl, on Mum’s side was the only grandparent in our lives. Grandma Pearl, always so glamorous, with her bright-red hair, and the leopard-print walking stick she never wanted to use. She was always so cool – right to the end of her life – and she had the most wonderful sense of humour.

			Over the years, Mum has told me bits and pieces about her background and my dad’s history, including a few things that didn’t surprise me, knowing my dad as I do now. She once told me that Dad would often exaggerate about what he had and how and where he lived to outsiders, and even some friends, to make out he was richer and more successful than he was. What I’ve taken from that is that perhaps he was not as confident as he made out. Perhaps he never felt like the real him was good enough, although that’s not for me to say. From what Mum says, his parents idolised him, but although they showered him with external praise and adoration, I wonder if there was enough focus on what was going on inside.

			Still, I could see why people gravitated towards my dad; he had a magnetism that captivated people. I adored him when I was young; I suppose you could say I idolised him, just like his parents had. But it didn’t last. Everything would soon change, and I could never have imagined what that change would be.

				
					* Marianne Williamson, A Return to Love: Reflections on the Principles of ‘A Course in Miracles’ (1992)
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