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To each and every fan – thank you for everything x
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WARNING

This book discusses frank and frequent feelings and experiences around mental illness, anorexia and binge eating disorder, as well as anxiety and depression, and may trigger or evoke trauma for some readers. If you are experiencing similar feelings and need someone to talk to, here are some recommended services:

 

Calm – Support for those feeling suicidal as well as those worried about someone.

Thecalmzone.net or call 0800 58 58 58 (from 5 pm until mid-night, 365 days a year)

 

Mind – For information and advice on mental health problems. 

Mind.org.uk or call 0300 123 3393 (from 9 am until 6 pm, Monday to Friday except bank holidays)

 

Shout – Free, 24/7 mental health text support.

Text Shout on 85258 (24 hours a day, 365 days a year)

 

The Samaritans – If you’re having a difficult time, feel suicidal or are concerned about someone.

Samaritans.org or call 116 123 (24 hours a day)

 

As an ally and advocate for LGBTQIA+ people, here are some fantastic organisations I’d like to recommend for those that may need support:

 

Akt – For LGBTQIA+ 16–25-year-olds facing or experiencing homelessness or living in a hostile environment.

Akt.org.uk for live chat (Monday to Friday)

 

Stonewall – Help and advice for lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans-gender people.

Stonewall.org.uk or contact freephone 0800 0502020 (from 9.30 am to 4.30 pm, Monday to Friday)

 

Mermaids – Charity and advocacy support for transgender, non-binary and gender-diverse children, young people and their families.

Mermaidsuk.org.uk or call 0808 801 0400 (from 9 am to 9 pm, Monday to Friday)

 

FOR AUSTRALIA:

Lifeline – Crisis support line (24-hour) 13 11 14

Beyond Blue – Mental health support line (24-hour) 1300 22 4636 

QLife – Counselling for LGBTQIA+ people (3pm – midnight) 1800 184 527

 

FOR NEW ZEALAND:

Lifeline Aoteaoa – Crisis support line (24-hour) 0800 543 354 

Outline New Zealand – Rainbow specialist and trans peer support (6pm – 9pm) 0800 688 5463



Introduction

Summer 2021 and I’m getting a few bits down the shops. I’m just beginning the process of thinking about whether or not I should write this book. This very one that you currently hold in your hands.

The decision, alongside the COVID-19 pandemic that has dominated all our lives for nearly 18 months, is leading me to reflect on my life in a way I haven’t had the time, or space, to do, until now. The restrictions put in place due to Coronavirus have started to lift in my part of the world. I’m in North London – my adopted home since the early nineties – and there’s a sense of expectation, of new beginnings, in the air.

“Are you finally getting some normality back in your life now?” said the man behind the counter as I pay for my shopping. “To be honest,” I replied, the thought striking me quite suddenly there and then in the middle of my local greengrocers, “since I was 22 years old, my life has been far from normal.”

As I started to seriously think about telling my story, the nerves and doubts continued, tapping into a lot of my insecurities. Who wants to read about me? I’m not interesting. Why would anyone care? Who am I to think I’ve got something to say?

I was also very wary about exploring and explaining my life in such detail, because there was a lot of painful stuff to unearth. I had recently begun a phone hacking case against certain parts of the British tabloid press and as part of that process I’d had to read through hundreds of old press clippings. Going back over what was written about me in the nineties and noughties sent me into a dark space for several days. I knew that even thinking about writing certain chapters of my memoir could do the same. Did I have it in me to face it, to confront it, to recover from it?

The tabloid attention that surrounds the release of an auto-biography is another type of scrutiny that I had to consider. At best, the intrusion over the last three decades has made me unhappy; at worst, it’s contributed to me being very unwell. Do I want to re-live those levels of attention? Do I want to open myself up to headlines, hypotheses, attention and analysis once more?

Then I started to think about what could be gained from this, about the positive effect that writing a book could have, not only on me, but on other people too. One of the most rewarding aspects of being a songwriter and musician is the impact you can have on other people. I receive the most amazing messages from people who tell me a certain song I’ve written has made them feel understood, made them feel a bit less lonely. I’m not a therapist, a healer, or a doctor but I thought that maybe this book could bring people a bit of comfort, a glimmer of light in the dark.

If that’s the case, it would be worth it for that alone.

Getting back onstage with the Spice Girls for the Spice World tour in 2019 was a huge catalyst in changing the way I think about many things and was another big part of why I was starting to open up to the possibility of writing an autobiography. Standing onstage each night and looking at the hundreds of thousands of people who had turned up to see us play, I was finally able to recognise and appreciate what we had achieved. What I had achieved. Prior to the Spice World tour, I had very real worries about becoming Sporty Spice again. I feel differently now, but back then I wondered whether I could pull it off. For nearly 20 years I had a very complex relationship with the name that was given to me, and the band that brought me so much yet took away a great deal.

But as we played each show, it hit home how hard us five had worked to make the Spice Girls a success. What we achieved despite it all. When we first formed the band, we were told girl groups didn’t work, girls wouldn’t buy music by girls, magazines wouldn’t put us on covers, we couldn’t possibly sell out an arena, let alone a stadium. We knew it was a load of rubbish and if anything, it propelled us to work even harder to prove people wrong. We played arenas and stadiums, appeared on the front of countless magazines. We broke records and made history. We didn’t invent “Girl Power”, but I think we were successful at catapulting the phrase, the ideology, and the culture to a whole generation of young people who have gone on to build on that movement by creating #TimesUp and #MeToo. That makes me incredibly proud.

The Spice Girls were a global phenomenon and I’m profoundly grateful that I was a part of that. The Spice World tour gave me an opportunity to celebrate our accomplishments and accept every aspect of myself: Sporty Spice, Mel C, Melanie C, Melanie Jayne Chisholm. I realised it was time to celebrate every part of myself. Even the rubbish bits!

The tour showed me that I don’t become Sporty Spice, she’s not an outfit or a costume. She is a part of me, and she’s never gone away. Sporty is part of me because she is me. And she has been me since I was a kid bombing around the estate on my little blue Raleigh, risking life and limb in the playground doing tricks on the bars, and holding my own against the boys. I came from very little and once my parents divorced there was even less. It made me tough, and it made me ambitious, but it made me a little lonely too.

As far back as I can remember, I set my sights on being someone. Someone that mattered. Someone that stood out.

I wanted, needed attention and I worked out at a very young age that the stage was the place to get that.

But the attention and adoration came at a price. I got everything I had ever wanted but I had never felt so lonely. I became ill – physically, mentally, and emotionally.

And yet I survived.

Maybe, I started to think, this is a story that should be told. Despite the things I may feel I might lose from the experience, perhaps the gains will far outweigh the losses.

Who I Am is the story of a broken girl from a broken family who patched herself together with sticks and glue and an over-whelming desire to succeed. It’s a story about how that girl, an ordinary girl from an ordinary town, achieved extraordinary things, against all odds. This is the story of the many highs associated with those achievements, but the lows too. It’s a tale of reward and regret, of love and loss, and of both confusion and clarity as I’ve learnt to understand and accept myself through the many twists and turns of my life.

It’s been a very bumpy road to get to a place of self-acceptance and self-love, and I’m aware that life can pull the rug from under me at any moment. I’m still on that journey and I know I’m not alone in my struggles. I don’t claim to have all the answers, but I think I’ve worked a few things out. Not everything, but some things.

What you read within the pages of this book is what I want people to know about me, Melanie Chisholm, because I want them to take away strength and positivity from this book (and I hope we have a laugh on the way too because, bloody hell, it’s important to laugh, isn’t it?).

To understand me, you must understand the truth. Or, certainly, my truth. And this book is my truth. It’s my story.

This is who I am.

It’s taken some time for me to own it, to be proud of this life that I’ve experienced and to realise that my story is a compelling one. This book is about that life, a life that’s been far from normal. It’s the story about who I am and how I became who I am. And, most importantly, it’s about how I decided who I am, rather than allowing other people to define me.

It is, I believe, a very human story at its heart; it’s about how we can be surrounded by people yet feel totally alone. We can be rich in material wealth but poor in emotional wellness. We can achieve everything we’ve ever wanted but be without anything we really need.

So, yes, it looks like I’ve decided to tell my story.

I hope I’ve made the right decision.

I guess we’ll find out.



Prologue

1988. It’s springtime. I’m 14 years old and I’ve got a dance competition tomorrow, the Allied Dancing Association Kirkby Comps. The big one at the Kirkby Suite, a Brutalist style community centre near my nan’s house, where all our major competitions take place.

Winning this would mean so much to me. More than the Liverpool FC and Madonna posters on my wall. More than INXS’s Kick cassette I play constantly. More than my gold Tomahawk bike. More even than my absolute pride and joy, my bright red Toshiba tape-to-tape boombox that sits proudly on my bedroom windowsill.

I know I’m capable, I just have to put the work in.

So, I practise. But I don’t just practise. I do the moves over, and over, and over again. There’s barely room to swing a cat in this living room, but I carry on, squashed in the small square of space between the sofa and the armchair. Slowly, painfully slowly, I perfect each hand gesture, head tilt, foot placement. Smile, look up, blink and breathe, twist there, turn here, smile wider, lengthen those lines.

Friends call for me to go out, my little brother Paul tries to come in to watch The A-Team. It’s a Saturday so I’m babysitting him while Mum is out at a gig. But I won’t stop. I can’t. He rolls his eyes and walks off, defeated.

I spend hours in the living room repeating the steps until they’re perfect.

6 pm comes and goes. 8 pm. 10 pm.

Finally, I flop into bed, exhausted.

Sunday. I win the competition. I grin my widest grin, proudly holding up my medal as people clap and cheer. Something clicks, instinctively, as I stand there celebrating my victory: when you put the effort in, you get what you deserve. Put in, get out. Cause and effect.

This is the earliest memory I have of how perfectionism permeated my life. For both good and, well, not so good.

This extreme sense of discipline can quite literally make you. And it can break you.

It did very nearly break me. Nearly, but not quite.



CHAPTER ONE

Never Be The Same Again

There are these photos of me. They’re taken at a street party to celebrate the Queen’s Silver Jubilee. It’s Monday 6th June 1977. I’m three and a half years old.

In one, I’m wearing a short, red coat with white lapels and white buttons, knee-high white socks with white shoes and, perched at an angle on my head, a small, pointy, red plastic hat. I’m holding up a flag, with a picture of the Queen’s face in the middle. Behind me, my mum and my Nanna Alice look on from the front porch.

I’ve got this big, lovely smile on my face.

In the next picture, I’m in someone’s garage, sitting next to lots of other little kids at a long table heaving with crisps, vol-au-vents, and sausage rolls. I’m at one of 4,000 street parties being held that day to celebrate our sovereign’s 25 years on the throne. The paper plates and cups are themed red, white and blue. God Bless the United Kingdom. If we could zoom out of that picture a little, we’d see Union Jacks hung from windows and bunting strung up across lampposts. There would be cans of Skol for the dads, and warm bottles of Blue Nun for the mums. Cherryade, Dandelion & Burdock and cream soda for the kids.

The seventies: A packet of crisps and a flat, warm Coke in a pub car park. Ford Cortinas and Ford Capris. Pick ‘n’ mix and packets of football stickers from WHSmith. Benny from Grange Hill. The Benny Hill Show. Jim’ll Fix It and Top of the Pops, Choppers and Space Hoppers, Star Wars and Star Trek. Punk and Disco. Danny and Sandy. Luke and Leia. Yoyos, hopscotch, hula hoops, marbles, conkers, a Mr Whippy ‘99, daisy chains, landlines, shag pile, Atari. The Beano and Blue Peter. Bell bottoms, platform shoes and lava lamps. “Night Fever”, “Dancing Queen”, “Don’t Stop ’til You Get Enough”. “Can you dig it?” “Cool.” “Far out.” Margaret Thatcher. The Cold War. The decimal system. No seatbelts in cars or helmets on heads. Miners striking, dockers too. Smoking outdoors, indoors, in cars, in offices, in schools, and on the bus. Smoking everywhere, all the time. The summers were hot in the seventies, especially in ’76 and we played outside, even when we were tiny, even when it got dark. They were hard times, but they were good times. Innocent times, for me at least.

I love seeing how happy I am in those photos, taken in a world without filters or image sharpening tools. But I can see, clear as day, that wide, innocent, uncomplicated smile beaming back at me from all that way, over four decades ago now.

I sometimes look at those pictures when I want to remind myself what I looked like when I was truly safe, secure, and happy. When I was Melanie Chisholm, three and a half years old, who lived with her mum and dad at 13 Kendal Drive, Rainhill, Merseyside.

The Silver Jubilee is the last time I can remember me, Mum, and Dad being together. It was the last time I would experience something that was, for most people back then, completely, and utterly normal: a family. No separation, no divorce, no half, or step siblings. Just Mum, Dad, and Melanie.

That kid in that picture didn’t know it then, but life was going to change beyond all recognition. And she was about to change with it.

• • •

I like to think that before I was even a twinkle in my mother’s eye, I had an auspicious start in life. My mum, Joan Tuffley, and my Dad, Alan Chisholm, met on 1st November 1969 at Number 10, Mathew Street, Liverpool.

Any Scouser can tell you straight away what’s there: The Cavern Club, the birthplace of The Beatles, the home of Mersey-beat. That damp, dark cellar with its low brick ceilings and sticky floors made stars out of Paul, Ringo, George, John, Cilla and Gerry, and later saw legendary performances from Mick and Keef, Elton and Freddie.

The Cavern was the place to be in the Swinging Sixties when Dad and Mum got their glad rags on and headed there for a night out. As they danced to Elvis, Sly and the Family Stone and the Fab Four, a mutual friend of Mum and Dad’s, who had previously dated Dad, introduced them to each other.

Joan and Alan hit it off and got engaged on the 25th April 1970.

In June 1971, they bought a small, three-bedroom, semi-detached house in Rainhill, an area considered to be quite posh, especially compared to where they were from, the small satellite towns of Liverpool. Dad was raised in Kirkby and Mum’s family, although originally from Toxteth, lived in Huyton. They both could be tough places.

Both of my parents were from solid working-class stock. My mum’s dad, Grandad Vincent, was a groundsman, Nanna Alice worked in Littlewoods. Mum’s older brother, Victor, and younger brother, Alan, worked for Liverpool Council and as a car fitter, respectively.

Dad’s family were Catholic Scousers, some of whom worked on the docks, or in shops. My nannie, Nannie Kay to us, managed Kirkham’s County Bakeshop in Kirkby until she retired, although she got bored being a retiree and decided to work in a stationery shop in Liverpool, taking the train into town every day until she was 75. My Grandad William (or Billy), who died of cancer when he was 54, worked at English Electric in Netherton. He worked seven days a week to make ends meet. My Auntie Lynne ran a hairdressers opposite Goodison Park, Everton’s home ground (boo, hiss, etc). She still has the shop today, even though she’s well into her seventies.

All my family were, are still, hard workers simply because they had to be, to get by. I’ve inherited that same mentality.

My Nannie Kay was very religious and one of eight siblings. I think she found solace and comfort from the Church after losing my grandad so young. She never had another relationship. My mum’s side went to church occasionally, and I’m not sure how comfortable the families were about a “Proddy Dog” and “Cat lick” union, but my dad had already shown a rebellious streak by supporting Liverpool when the rest of his family were Evertonians.

The football stadiums Anfield and Goodison Park are also places of worship in the city of Liverpool.

Despite their far from prosperous backgrounds, Mum and Dad were doing well for themselves. Dad worked as a lift engineer at the factory of the manufacturers Otis, and Mum worked as a secretary for an estate agent in Liverpool city centre.

Mum may have spent her days doing admin, but what she loved best was music. What Mum did best was singing.

A few weeks before they met that night at The Cavern, Mum had been in Germany, performing with her soul band, Exemption, for the troops on the American base in Karlsruhe. By the time she and Dad got married, she was in a new band called Petticoat & Vine, who looked like they might be quite successful. They were being compared to The Mamas & the Papas and had signed a record deal with Philips Records, who had Dusty Springfield and Donna Summer on their books, and a publishing deal with Feldman & Co, who had the rights to classics like “The White Cliffs of Dover” and “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary”.

The band got booked to perform their first single on The Harry Secombe Show, and people were saying they might be the biggest thing out of Liverpool since The Beatles.

The Petticoats performance happened to be shown again on Harry Secombe the day Mum and Dad married and held their reception party at the George Henry Lee Social House, West Derby, where Grandad Vincent was the gardener. The entire wedding party crowded into the television room to watch it, Mum in her wedding dress, crouched on the floor watching herself on the box.

It was a big deal, a working-class girl from Huyton being on the telly, making it as a musician.

Well, almost making it.

It didn’t quite work out for Mum. She ended up leaving Petticoat & Vine and later joined a new band called Love Potion. They also looked like they might do well. They signed to Polydor Records and were managed by a guy called Tony Hall, who had worked with everyone from Jimi Hendrix to Joe Cocker. It felt so promising, like she was on the periphery of success. Mum had toured with Harold Melvyn and the Bluenotes and the Manhattans and The Real Thing, and was kept busy with various bookings, but maybe things didn’t progress as much as she’d hoped.

That didn’t stop her though. She refused to give up on music, and still sings to this day. Joan O’Neill is a well-known and much-loved singer in and around Liverpool.

Mum was playing gigs until two weeks before I was born at 9.32 pm in Whiston Hospital on Saturday 12th January 1974. Dad was working that day; there were power strikes across the country at that time, and there was only electricity on certain days of the week. Can you imagine that now? Mind you, who knows what future this crazy world holds, so let’s not jinx anything, shall we? Anyway, because of the cuts, Dad worked Friday to Sunday, but luckily, he finished by 5 pm so arrived in plenty of time to see me being born with my thick head of black hair.

My birth was ordinary in many ways, but auspicious in one. The midwife that delivered me was delivered by Paul McCartney’s mum, Mary, who had been a midwife when Paul was a child. Another Beatles link . . . however tenuous it might be!

Saturday’s child works hard for a living, so the poem goes. Combine that with my being the archetypal hard-working, self-reliant, disciplined Capricorn, and it’s not surprising how some things turned out. I was never going to do things by half measures.

My earliest memories of Kendal Drive are all soundtracked by sixties and seventies music: Stevie Wonder, Tina Turner, The Rolling Stones and, of course, The Beatles, but also to the sounds of Mum’s bands too. Various bearded blokes carrying guitars would be in and out to rehearse, to audition, or to talk about the set later that night. They’d squash together on the black leatherette sofa in the living room with its dark red curtains, dark mustard wallpaper and pride of place, a vase of dried flowers in front of an imposing brown brick fireplace.

With all that music around me, it’s no surprise that I was drawn to performing too.

Singing wasn’t my first love though; it was dance that did it for me. I was straight into ballet and tap almost as soon as I could walk. Mum would drive me 20 minutes to Prescot each weekend for dance lessons. I have no memory of my first performance, which I’m told featured me playing a bunny rabbit. I’m sure it was where I got the taste for those bright lights, but possibly no more, or less, than all the other kids that naturally gravitated to dance classes back then.

Those first few years, they were happy. Mum, Dad, music, dance. That kid in those pictures, her life was pretty good.

A few weeks after the Silver Jubilee, we went to Corfu on holiday, which was unusual back then because people didn’t have money for “foreign” holidays. Dad was doing well and Mum had a five-night-a-week residency, so we could afford it. There was lots of swimming in the sea and making new best friends, never to be seen again once we came home. But while I was living my best beach life, there were serious conversations happening between my parents.

It was in Corfu during the summer of 1975 that Mum and Dad discussed divorcing.

Dad was reluctant and they tried to make things work for another year but sadly the marriage was over, and so too was the childhood that, until now, seemed idyllic to me.

“We’re going to live with Nanna Alice,” said Mum, in June 1978 as we left Kendal Drive forever. One minute I lived in a semi-detached in Rainhill with Mum and Dad and the next I was living on the Stone Hay Estate in Whiston with Mum and my grandparents. Without my dad.

I would never again live with my dad. I would never again live with both parents. In fact, I wouldn’t be in the same place with Mum and Dad for another 13 years.

I couldn’t possibly have understood it at that point, but, like I would later say in a song of the same name, things would never be the same again. I would never be the same again.

• • •

Nanna’s house backed onto a graveyard, and we would go to the church there for carol concerts, which I loved. They had a proper stereo system too, a dead stylish sixties home music console that was set into a low coffee table. Nanna used to love crooners like Perry Como and Glenn Miller – “A String of Pearls” and “In The Mood” – and I loved dancing around the living room to her music.

Nanna spoiled me rotten, though being back at home was tough for Mum. Her parents weren’t happy that she’d left the marriage. It wasn’t the “done thing” in the seventies and no doubt they were bothered about what the neighbours were saying. “Oh, that Joan’s back at home with her little one, I wonder what’s going on there.” You can imagine the curtain-twitchers having a field day.

Mum’s parents were very strict, especially on Mum who was the middle of three and the only girl. She always called herself the odd one out because she wanted to sing which, back then, was not something “nice” or “good” girls did. Music was only for lads, you know. Back then, it wouldn’t be uncommon to hear people compare singers and actresses to sex workers. But Mum didn’t care what people thought, she had fallen in love with singing when she was a young girl, and she wouldn’t let anything hold her back. She started performing in bands when she was 14 years old. Grandad Vincent went mad when he found out. He found her this one time rehearsing in someone’s garden shed, and cycled over there, raging, and made Mum run home alongside his bicycle.

But she never gave in, she was a bit of a rebel. When she was 19, she went to Germany on tour to perform for troops on army bases. Things over there didn’t go well, though. The other band members ended up leaving her and an asthmatic drummer in shitty, damp digs with no money. She had to call home to ask for help to get back to Liverpool. She returned with her tail somewhat between her legs and a bollocking, no doubt, from her dad.

A love of music and performance wasn’t the only thing I inherited from Mum. I’ve got her same spirit of adventure, her determination to succeed, whatever the cost. Like her, I would end up leaving home at a young age to follow my dreams too.

We lived with my nanna on the estate in Huyton for about four months until the council eventually gave us our own place. “It’s a flat about 20 minutes’ drive from Nanna’s, across the River Mersey,” Mum said, excitedly. “We’re going to live in a place called Runcorn.” I was sad to leave my Nanna Alice and Grandad Vincent and they seemed upset too. I’d loved the adventure of being in a new place, sharing a room with Mum and getting to spend loads of time with her.

We couldn’t stay at Nanna and Grandad’s forever, though, and on 30th September 1978, we packed up the few belongings we had – a small bag of clothes, my toys, Mum’s guitar – and headed off to Runcorn where a whole new life, and many more changes, awaited us.

Not least of all, our new home: 274A, Falcons View, on the Southgate Estate, in Runcorn.

It was a world away from Kendal Drive. We went from a three-bed, semi-detached house in a good area to a two-bed council flat in a, well, not so good area.

Designed by a famous architect called James Stirling, the Southgate Estate was described as “a Modernist Public Housing Project”. It was brand new when we moved there in late 1978, alongside the 6,000 other people living in the 1,500 flats and houses. Bloody hell was that place ugly! The design was based around boxes of grey concrete with multicoloured cladding in LEGO-like blue, yellow, and orange and these big round windows, like a ship’s porthole, on each floor. We called it the estate, the Washing Machine or LEGOLAND.

It was a sprawling, rough, council block with walkways running across the top of the estate called Streets in the Sky, which connected us to the nearby Runcorn shopping centre and the rest of the town. Like lots of estates built around then, the walkways became a haven for drug dealing and drug taking, and a convenient place to rob people. It got really bad during the eighties, and they eventually started demolishing the estate in 1990.

It must have felt like a very different world to me, but when you’re a kid you get on with it, don’t you?

It’s during that time that little Sporty Spice began to emerge, as I fell in with the other kids who lived on the estate. I made friends quickly. We were right scallywags, running around, snot streaming out our noses, clutching onto our white paper bags of penny sweets.

“Watch me, watch me,” I’d shout in my no-name-brand trackie (no way could Mum afford adidas or “adeeeedus as we say up there), jumping up on the parallel bars in the playground out the front. Parks were made of solid concrete then too – there were no such things as soft play or sprung floors. The sandpits were full of dog poo and cat wee. Not that it bothered us, as we spun ourselves around and around, just one slight slip of our enthusiastic amateur gymnastics between us and a trip to A&E. “I bet you can’t do this,” we’d laugh, clutching onto the bar with just one leg and propelling ourselves over and over in terrifyingly fast somersaults, sometimes backflipping off the bars and onto those brutal concrete floors. We’d make up whole routines and then walk to school with bright red friction burns on the backs of our knees!

The estate kept me entertained. I learnt to ride my beloved blue Raleigh with stabilisers and a white plazzy lunch box stuck on the back, going as fast as I could over the concrete pavements of LEGOLAND. Once the stabilisers came off, I’d wobble along, often crashing to the ground and scraping my knees and hands.

I was always outside. There were no computers or phones to distract me. The telly only had three channels anyway, until 1982 when Channel 4 came along. That’s if you could get a picture on the crappy, tiny, black-and-white boxes we called televisions back then. You’d spend half your time hitting the side of it to try and get the lines to disappear and the other half twiddling with the aerial to get a picture.

Even then, the only kids’ programmes you could watch were between 4 pm and 5.30 pm weekdays and on a Saturday morning from 9 am before the sport started at 12 pm. Not like now with whole channels of kids’ telly and streaming on demand. I have to say thank goodness CBeebies and YouTube existed when my daughter, Scarlet, was little. But I think about what we’ve lost too, because of the constant access to swiping, scrolling, and staring at screens.

Other than Saturday morning telly and Top of the Pops, I didn’t watch a lot on the box. I had my mates, I had school, and I had dance. Well, I’d had dance.

At a certain point, Mum couldn’t afford dance classes; money was tight enough as it was, so I’d had to say goodbye to my ballet and tap lessons when we left Kendal Drive. It wasn’t just the cost of the classes themselves but getting there on the bus or in a car. Also, you needed to buy ballet shoes, leotards, and pay for exams. It was too much for Mum. As much as I wanted to be at dance, it wasn’t possible.

When I started at Southgate Infants, Mum had so little money that I was entitled to free school dinners. We never went without but for a time, anything considered extra (such as dance classes) was off the agenda. I had my school uniform and a couple of other outfits I’d wear at home or out to the shops; a denim skirt and dusty pink cropped sweatshirt with shoulder pads (could I have dressed more eighties?) and later, my favourite look of all, a Liverpool FC trackie. I rarely took it off. Is it a surprise that my nickname would later become Sporty? I think not!

I never felt like we were poor or that we lived hand to mouth because we were the same as everyone around us, but I was aware that we didn’t have a lot. We fixed and made and mended almost everything.

But running outside with my new mates and making up routines on the bars reminded me how much I’d loved those lessons in Prescot. Being out on the estate was my only physical outlet at that time. I was desperate to go back to dancing.

“If I could just get Mum and Dad back together,” I’d think, countless times over the coming years, “everything would be okay.”

We may have lacked money, but, as I mentioned, we were rich in music. Even as young as five, I can remember going to sleep to the sounds of the bass thumping from the living room next door as Mum’s band rehearsed. Music was always around me.

And I remember there was one specific moment when a singer really took my breath away.

Every Saturday morning, me and Mum would do the weekly shopping. She would drag me around Kwik Save (R.I.P.) before, finally, we got to the best bit, the cake shop. It was a local one, like your Greggs today (not fancy like Paul). It was sometime around February 1978, one of the coldest winters on record at that point, and I’d not long turned four years old. We hurried into the shop out of the bitter cold where, as we waited, a song came on the radio. A very striking grand piano rang out, staccato, and then this voice – a voice that I’d never heard before – began to sing. It was almost childlike but very theatrical, completely different to anything I’d heard Mum play, and totally different to how she sang. “Out on the wily, windy moors, we’d roll and fall in green . . . ” I stood, transfixed, in front of the “chocolatey eclairs” (as I called them) barely aware of Mum shaking me to ask what I wanted while “Heathcliff, it’s me, I’m Cathy/I’ve come home, I’m so cold/Let me in your window” filled my ears.

I’d no idea what this person was singing about but I was totally absorbed as Mum dragged me out of the shop. What was that, I wondered, and, more importantly, who was that?

Later that week, on Thursday at 7.30 pm, I sat down to watch Top of the Pops, just as 15 million others around the country did back then. I was allowed to stay up as a treat to watch TOTP on the condition that I went straight to bed afterwards. I sat on the floor, eyes glued to the box, and here she was again. Heathcliff ! She was wearing a long white dress, her dark hair a halo in the bright white light, her strange voice telling an eccentric story.

If I hadn’t heard anything like Kate Bush before, I’d certainly never seen anything like her either. I was mesmerised. It was as though the music was a part of her, it flowed through her body.

Until then, music was what Mum did. It was soul and Motown and rock, and it was something that involved adults. Kate Bush, albeit 21 years old (and therefore ancient to my young eyes), was something new. Something more recognisable and reachable.

I started to explore other music. Adam and the Ants, Michael Jackson and, later, Madonna. They all seemed to have one thing in common: they weren’t just singers, they were performers. Performing was what I did when I danced. That was interesting to me. I didn’t want to do what Mum did. I liked the music, but it wasn’t my music, it wasn’t what us kids listened to. Madonna and Michael weren’t just singing in front of a microphone with a band. It was dancing, moving, theatrics, stage sets, incredible costumes.

I didn’t think about becoming a pop star for many more years, but through the likes of Kate, Madonna, and Michael, the seeds were starting to be sown.

Melanie Chisholm, dancer. Yeah, I liked that. Melanie Chisholm, pop star. I really liked that!

• • •

November 1978 and there was a knock at the door. I heard Mum take a deep breath and go to answer it. When she came back, there was a man standing behind her. He was quite tall with long, shaggy, brown hair, and a big, scraggly beard. He smiled at me, uncertainly, and I looked back at Mum, confused. “Melanie, you remember Dennis, don’t you?” she said, a huge if not slightly nervous smile across her face. “Call him Den.”

I didn’t know who this Den was, though he looked like a lot of the hippy musicians Mum sang in bands with. Den seemed to have a suitcase with him. And bags. This was weird. Even more strange, he brought them all in and didn’t leave after he’d had his coffee.

In fact, Den didn’t leave at all.

At four years old, it’s hard to comprehend a lot of things, especially adult relationships. I didn’t know who this bloke was, but I didn’t want him living with me and my mum.

Mum had met Dennis O’Neill a few years back when he joined the Ken Phillips New Era Band, and they had been in a couple of other bands together since.

It was at bedtime that I’d get the most upset. “I want my dad, I want my dad,” I would scream, stomping my feet on the gloomy brown carpet, tears streaming down my face. I’d wake up in the middle of the night, push open the bedroom door, and slip in beside Mum. Eventually she took to locking the door. I’d push and push against it until, exhausted and unable to get in the door, I would eventually go back to my bed.

Den wasn’t the only new person I had to get used to. He also had two boys from his previous marriage, Stuart and Jarrod, who were seven and three years older than me. We didn’t say much to each other at first. With so much going on in my tiny world, these new people just added to the confusion. If they were hanging about at ours all the time, how was I ever going to get Mum and Dad back together? I looked on quietly as these two older boys would play.

Slowly, though, I joined in.

“Jarrod, put Melanie down,” Den would quietly sigh from behind his newspaper as the boys flung me around playing hide and seek or tag. We’d run off screaming, popping plastic guns in the air as we raced through the living room. If Den or Mum got mad, we’d know to clear off outside. Although I wasn’t happy about Den living with us, having our Jad (what everyone called him) and Stuart (aka Stu) around some weekends became quite fun.

Playing with Jad and Stu added to this increasing persona that was – I really don’t like the word “tomboy” – not particularly “girly”, whatever that might mean. It wasn’t until 2017 when I first worked with the amazing drag queens and non-binary people of the club collective Sink The Pink that I started to think about gender and how crazy it is that we tell children they should be more (or less) “feminine” and “masculine”. It was such an education for me. When I grew up, girls were supposed to wear dresses, play with dolls, and be friends with other girls. But I liked dresses and dolls and I liked ballet and bikes. I loved being around boys as much as girls. I wasn’t afraid to get dirty, and I loved running and jumping and climbing.

We live in much more interesting times now where the gender lines are less binary, and gender is much more fluid.

None of us are just one thing, are we? It’s something I feel we should hold onto today; that we’re all many things, and that’s to be celebrated. Our complexity is what makes us so normal/ brilliant/unique/interesting!

I wonder now if part of how I dressed and mucked in with the boys was about trying to harden up, to close off my feelings (without gendering “strong” and “tough” as masculine!). There were so many changes at that time; perhaps I was trying to feel invincible physically so I could feel the same emotionally. There was so much going on at home that it’s not surprising my feelings started to manifest in other ways.

I had a lot to deal with.

• • •

I was five years old when Mum left me with someone they barely knew for five months.

When an opportunity came up with the Roy Stevens band, who’d been booked to do a summer season at a nightclub called The Showboat in the seaside resort of Rhyl, both Mum and Den were excited. They would be performing the day’s biggest hits to decent crowds from April through to September. It was solid work and well paid. They would initially do three nights a week, starting in April 1979, and then six nights a week from June.

It did pose one problem though: me. It tended to be a less-than-two-hour drive home and, a fair number of times, they would not make it back.

When we lived in Southgate, Mum and Den were in their late twenties and so they had their own dreams to fulfil, as well as put food on the table. It wasn’t uncommon for me to go stay with family while Mum and Dad worked all week and then performed at weekends. As a parent and performer, I appreciate how hard it is to find the balance between raising a child and building a career. On one hand, you want to always be there with, and for, your child. But then in comes that need to succeed and, alongside that, a desire for your kid to see you as an independent person with ambition, drive, and the ability to provide for yourself. In Mum and Den’s case, they were trying to fulfil their dreams while making sure there was enough money to live. They were professional musicians and had a passion to perform.

It’s a tricky one to get right and I’m not sure it always works out well for the child. I say that as both a daughter and a parent.

In this case, Mum and Den were dead set on making Rhyl work. Given how long they were away for, I couldn’t just be sent to an aunt or my nanna’s, and I couldn’t stay with Dad because he was too far from school and was working every day with no one around to help him out. Instead, they found someone who would live in with me while they were away. She was a young woman in her late teens. She came over to the flat with her mum to meet me and my mum. We said hello and Mum asked her about her life, and her experience with children.

It was quickly agreed that she would take the job. The plan was that she would come and live in our flat with me while Mum and Den went away for the best part of five months.

She had the credentials of a nanny, but it turned out, in my experience, that she was barely a babysitter. I had, in fact, been left in the care of a very young, very inexperienced and emotionally immature woman. I wonder if it’s meaningful that neither Mum, Den, nor me can remember the girl’s name, what she looked like, or how they’d found her. But let’s call her Claire, for now.

So, in April 1979, off they went and my life with the baby-sitter began. Initially they did three nights a week, and from the June it went up to six nights. Mum and Den would come back every Sunday overnight and I’d be so happy to have Mum home. She’d do a big shop to make sure me and Claire would have enough food for the week, and she’d let me stay up late with her and watch telly.

In truth, living with Claire wasn’t great. In fact, it was terrible.

I didn’t tell Mum this until years later, but I’d often come back from school, and Claire wouldn’t be home. I’d walk up those cold concrete stairs that smelt of wee and wait on the freezing-cold steps outside our flat for Claire to come home. Hungry, frightened, and desperate for the loo, I remember once having to wait for so long that I wet myself. A neighbour took me in and changed, fed, and comforted me.

Mum quit the job in August. She was five months pregnant at this point. Somehow, she realised that I was being passed from pillar to post and that Claire had moved her boyfriend in and moved me out. Perhaps the neighbour finally told her what had been going on.

I never said a word. Mum would come home every week, and I didn’t tell her anything.

But after that, I’m not sure I ever returned to myself, not really.

There’s another photo of me, around five years old. If I compare that picture with the Jubilee photos, do I see any difference? Not really. On the outside, I was the same sweet, smiling, little girl. I don’t think I ever told anyone, including even myself, the extent of the impact that time had on me. But there were physical manifestations. It wasn’t long after this that I began to get heavy nosebleeds. Sometimes they would be so bad that they’d have to get an ambulance out to the estate in the middle of the night. The nosebleeds eased off as I got into my teens, although I still, occasionally, get them now.

It breaks my heart a bit to look at that kid, at me, and think what must have been going on inside my mind. The security, safety, and comfort of a normal childhood had vanished over those 18 months since I posed for that picture at the Silver Jubilee.

I can only imagine how terrible my mum must have felt when she realised. It was actually she who, while I was writing this book, reminded me that this had happened.

Now I can rationalise the impact that stemmed from what feels like a blip in my memory but was of course a seismic event in my very young life. I realise that times were different back then, that Mum was trying to provide for the family while following her own dreams, that she thought she’d left me in safe hands. But, consciously or unconsciously, I’m sure that period heightened my feelings of insecurity within my own family. I spent years quietly trying to figure out where I fitted in, while at the same time also wanting attention. It was a case of “nobody notice me . . . but also everybody look at me”. That duality, that confusion, hasn’t always benefited my mental wellness.

There was so much upheaval in my young life. Mum leaving Dad, Den moving in, me being left alone with Claire. I saw Dad but only on weekends and holidays. I’d go over and we’d watch Match of the Day and we’d eat tinned ravioli. Or he’d cook me his one speciality meal: chilli con carne. A Dad classic in the seventies. I remember falling asleep on the couch watching Starsky & Hutch snuggled up to him. I should’ve probably been in bed by then, but I guess we both wanted to have as much time together as we could.

Then, when I was seven, my dad went off too. “I’m going to go away for a bit, Melanie,” he told me when I was over at Kendal Drive (he’d remained in what was the family home) one weekend. Dad had taken the breakup hard, and even though it had been a couple of years, he was still feeling it. He’d decided to take voluntary redundancy from Otis, sell the house, and go travelling for several months around the US, Canada and South America.

I was so excited when he rang me every week from exotic-sounding places like New York and Los Angeles. When he did come back, he’d brought me a dress from a shop in San Francisco. It was navy blue with white polka dots and a red carnation. I treasured that dress.

As an adult I can understand why Dad felt he needed to get away, to find himself, to seek out peace and so on. But coming after our abrupt departure from the family home, Den moving in, the arrival of new siblings, the impact of being left with a childminder, this further news impacted me deeply, albeit subconsciously.

It became another event I learnt to suppress.

I really hero-worshipped my dad and put him on a pedestal, yet when he left it seemed not to affect me at all. I must have just blocked it out, got on with life. Mum doesn’t remember me ever crying for my dad, and I don’t remember feeling this huge loss, despite the fact I was so close to him.

I was young and I adapted, which is to say I learned to freeze my feelings – something, as I now know, that isn’t the healthiest thing to do. And it impacted my relationships in later life. I ended up being drawn to men who were fun but unreliable. They wouldn’t commit and they would often let me down.

I understand now it was something my dad had to do. I believe he needed a change of scenery to figure out which path to take next in his life.

And that he did. On his return, he had a career change and became an operations manager at holiday camps in France and Spain, which meant he was away for months at a time. I didn’t get to see him as much as I would’ve liked but I did have great holidays with him.

• • •

My parents’ divorce filled me with guilt. I always felt like it was my fault. When they separated, I took on this idea that I wasn’t enough to keep them together. When Den and Mum got together and had my little brother, Paul, and, later still, when Dad met his wife Carole and had my brothers, Liam and Declan, I felt like a spare part. Everyone had their mum and dad, why couldn’t I have mine? Why was I always the one that needed to be looked after, babysat, or sent off somewhere so the adults could get on with their lives?

It made me feel different. It made me feel like a burden.

This thought started popping into my head, around the time that all this happened. It’s a thought that persisted for years: “Maybe it would be easier for everyone if I wasn’t here”.

It wasn’t that I wanted to end my life, but more that if I were to magically disappear, maybe everyone else’s lives would be easier.

I was very much alone in the world because I couldn’t share these feelings with anyone. I didn’t have any siblings or friends in the same position. It was just me. Everyone else had their nuclear family. I yearned for a sense of belonging and a family of my own because so often I felt like I was outside, on my own, looking in at these happy families that I wasn’t fully a part of.

It makes me emotional writing this, to think that I felt so out of place, so different to everyone else. I know how much Mum and Dad loved me. I’m very close to them both. I was very loved as a child, it’s important that I stress that, but all these things had a huge impact on me, how I saw myself, how I related to other people.

It’s made me the person I am, for worse, but also for better.

I do think the turbulence of those formative years is a big part of my success. It’s what made me so determined to succeed. It gave me a hunger for acceptance and attention. I wanted, needed, people to notice me, to like me, to be entertained by me, impressed by me. I wanted to have a place of my own and to belong.

I found that onstage. Even though back then the stage was a small dance studio with an audience of 10 mums, it filled me with joy, warmth, security, and safety when I performed. When I think of being onstage, that’s what I feel. It’s the place where I’m totally myself and where I feel utterly happy.

When I am performing, I feel unobtainable, like people can’t reach me, my problems can’t get to me. I can be quite shy in social situations, I don’t like being looked at, but when I’m onstage, I want people to look at me, to enjoy my performance. I feel so much safer performing than just being . . . me. I feel stronger, more resilient, powerful.

I might get nervous or suffer stage fright, but I’m still at my absolute best onstage. I feel totally safe.

It was there that I finally got the attention that I wanted and needed. In real life, both of my parents were so distracted with all they were going through: the divorce, finding work, having more children. For a few moments though, under that beautifully warm spotlight, it was all about me. I had everyone’s focus and the only person that could give that away was me.

The solution I thought I’d found to combatting my isolation came with its own issues – chasing that feeling can lead you to dark and unpredictable places as you try to replicate the high when it, inevitably, disappears. I often think that people who become famous are the ones least well equipped to deal with it. We are too vulnerable, too in need of that attention that we feel is lacking elsewhere. When we find it, it’s intoxicating, it’s addictive. But it’s not sustainable. The screaming stops, the bookings slow down, and the venues shrink.

You’re left with a vast, gaping hole.

We fly too close to that sun that shines so brightly because it feels so warm, so safe. Of course, sometimes that means we get burnt.

This I was to find out for myself later in life.



CHAPTER TWO

If U Can’t Dance

One minute it was the three of us in Southgate, the next there were four.

I was a couple of weeks off turning six years old when our Paul was born. We’d just had Christmas and a few days later, Mum came to kiss me goodnight. Which was weird because she’d already done that. “You be a good girl for Nanna and Grandad, won’t you?’” Mum whispered as she leaned over. I looked up, puzzled. “Your little brother or sister is on the way, I’m off to go and have the baby now. You’ll get to meet them very soon.” I shrugged and went back to sleep, wondering what shop Mum would be getting the new baby from. It was 31st December 1979.

My very favourite toys were Tiny Tears and my Sindy dolls so when Mum and Den came back a few days later with this tiny, scrunched-up thing I was excited. “A new doll,” I thought, looking at Paul, all wrapped up in a swaddle.

I was besotted and fascinated with this tiny being. I’d spend hours watching him in his cot and, when he was older and able to sit up, I loved making him smile and laugh. As he got bigger, Mum let me hold the bottle and I’d watch his face intensely as he guzzled down the milk, his hazel eyes staring into mine. I felt an instinctive protectiveness towards this little human who had arrived on this strange planet of ours.

But he couldn’t do much. Eventually I’d get bored and go back outside, setting up makeshift ramps for our bikes and generally causing harmless mischief with my mates on the estate. During those early years, Paul was a cute thing to play with, but not much use.

He was also another mouth to feed. After her divorce from Dad, Mum went back to square one financially. Den was no better off, having left his wife and two kids. When he wasn’t performing with Mum in whatever band they were in at the time, he was an HGV driver and, later, a taxi driver. He wasn’t getting a huge wage and that had to be shared between two households with four kids.

Mum would do bits and pieces here and there, usually in offices, but paying the bills and getting food on the table was a constant source of worry for her and Den. We didn’t have a lot. Mum always knew, to the exact penny, how much she had in her purse. Before we went to do the weekly shop, she’d bang around the cupboards and fridge writing her shopping list. I’d watch, crushed, as she crossed off biscuits or crisps if we couldn’t afford them.

Growing up without much made me very conscious of money. Even now I’m financially stable, I’ll still drive to get cheaper petrol, yet sometimes I’ll spend 50 quid on a candle, which I’m fully aware is ridiculous. Money distorts things – it’s like looking through a kaleidoscope. I’m always mindful of what I’m spending, and then I’ll chuck a huge amount away on something frivolous. Expensive candle addictions besides, while I’m a very generous person, I can be quite careful. Call it a working-class mentality.

With Paul’s arrival, the council agreed that we had outgrown the two-bed flat on the estate. Now we were a family of four, they moved us to 68 St Austell Close, Brookvale, Runcorn, a three-bed place just a few minutes’ drive east from Southgate.

I went to the local primary school, Brookvale, a short walk from the house. My own daughter would be 10 before I allowed her to walk across the road to get the school bus, in our very nice, posh part of North London. And even then, I secretly followed her.

We weren’t in Brookvale for long. We had one more move before, finally, this new family put down some roots.

• • •

Back in the sixties, Paul Simon sat on the platform at Widnes train station, nostrils overwhelmed by the smell of chemicals and wrote the song ‘Homeward Bound’ about returning to his girlfriend in London. “If you know Widnes, then you’ll understand how I was desperately trying to get back to London as quickly as possible. ‘Homeward Bound’ came out of that feeling,” he is quoted as saying.

Over the years, there have been several plaques above Widnes railway kiosk commemorating this magical moment of musical history. Unfortunately, they kept getting nicked.

A mess of factories and power plants, Widnes was renowned for a, well, shall we say unique smell that permeated the air. (I should clarify in case they don’t ever let me back up there again that the smell has long gone.)

So, one day in February 1982 that’s where me, Mum, Den, and our Paul were headed. It’s not classed as Merseyside, even though it’s literally on the side of the River Mersey.

Dad had given Mum some of the money from the sale of Kendal Drive. It was just enough for her and Den to put down a deposit on a three-bedroom terraced house at number 15 Ireland Street, Widnes. There was a living room and kitchen downstairs and two bedrooms and a box room upstairs. It would be the family home for the next 15 years until I became a Spice Girl and helped to buy Mum and Den a new place.

Despite the surrounding factories spewing out their toxic waste, our corner of the world was quite green. We were perched on the edge of a big stretch of greenbelt called The Bongs, an expanse of fields that covered a couple of square miles. It was idyllic in some ways, although there was a huge chemical works just behind my school and a brook that ran through it, which was a minging bright orange from God-knows-what chemicals. There were graffiti-covered bridges with rope swings over parts of the brook and the odd burnt-out car that would appear from time to time.

Think Hampstead Heath but make it Northern.

Number 15 was in the middle of a long row of Victorian terraces. Den pulled up outside our new house and Mum went ahead and opened the front door. I raced through, running around the house, taking it all in, bagsying my bedroom.

In contrast to Runcorn, Widnes was almost posh. Okay, that’s overstretching it slightly, but certainly it wasn’t as rough as the estate had been. There was lots of space and nature, and no crime. Well, no serious crime.

The house was a bit of a dump when we first moved in, but Den and his brother did the place up. They built everything from scratch: cupboards, wardrobes, and they even made a shed from pallets for the narrow garden outside.

A garden! Now that we had a bit of green out the back, I was allowed my first pet. We kept Fluffy the rabbit in a hutch (which I never cleaned out). When I first got her, I treasured the cute little thing, but she turned into a bit of a monster. Fluffy was huge and would scratch you to bits if you tried to pick her up. The reason I never cleaned out the hutch was partly out of laziness, but I was also terrified of that giant, angry, mutant, moody rabbit!

Have you ever worked out your porn name? – the name of your first pet and your mum’s maiden name – mine’s Fluffy Tuffley. I think it kind of works!

Grandad Vincent, our very own Mr Greenfingers, came and did us a vegetable patch, where we grew runner beans, potatoes, and raspberries – very self-sustainable before it got trendy. Nanna and Grandad would visit every Sunday. Mum would push the boat out with tinned salmon sandwiches on granary bread cut into triangles and Nanna would bring ready-salted Marks and Spencer’s crisps, which were the absolute height of decadence back then.

Almost as soon as we got to Ireland Street, I was outside playing. I’d upgraded my blue Raleigh to a gold Tomahawk, the kids’ version of a Chopper – I was the bloody bee’s knees on that bike.

Once again, I quickly made mates and we’d spend hours jumping off the nearby garages, swinging off ropes under the bridge, playing out on The Bongs and getting up to other less savoury pastimes such as putting out fires. Kids would start fires and we’d put them out. It all seemed totally normal back then. “Melanie, teatime!” Mum would yell, and I’d reluctantly return home for turkey drumsticks and beans. Mum often laughs about once overhearing me threatening to kick a boy in the goolies. I still get a bit embarrassed when she mentions it.

I might have been years away from becoming Sporty Spice, but a sporty spice I was, running in and out of dance classes, pegging it to gymnastics, bombing about on my bike or, as I got older, our Paul’s BMX. As I mentioned, I lived in my tracksuits and trainers. When, years later, Peter Loraine at Top of the Pops magazine gave each of us our Spice Girls nicknames, he was spot on with mine.

I was really close to my cousins, especially Neil, who I knocked around with all the time. He was the son of Lynne, my dad’s elder sister. There were only 11 months between us, and he was like a brother to me. There was me, Neil, and sometimes his older brother Roy, and then Paul and my maternal cousins, Jennifer and Yvonne. We’d dress Paul up, make up random plays, and force everyone to watch.

Roy was a body builder (maybe I was inspired by him in later years). He would chug raw eggs and do his posing routines for me and Neil in my Auntie Lynne’s garden. This was after his New Romantic phase when he painted a huge picture of Phil Oakey from Human League on his bedroom door and wore kilts and makeup. Ah, those teenage years of trying to find yourself!

My bedroom was my sanctuary. It was tiny, mind. Me and our Paul had bunk beds (I was the top, obviously) and I had my dolls lined up on one wall with all my Look-in and Smash Hits 
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