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To my first best friend, my first love; my mother Agatha.

Pepsi

 

To Martin, Harley Moon and Roman; I love you.

Shirlie
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Introduction

Over the last 40 years, we’ve lived a thousand lives. We’ve travelled the world together and watched each other fall in love, achieved our wildest dreams, had our hearts broken, grieved, grown, learned and evolved. We celebrated each other’s successes and were there for each other in times of need. We’ve changed, but part of us has remained the same: we’ve stayed the best of friends.

Our friendship began one windy day in 1982, in less-than-glamorous surroundings. We met for the very first time outside Finsbury Park tube. We feel it was like at first sight. Over a car stereo, a cassette tape and a journey to Bushey, Hertfordshire, we bonded. We had no idea that we were on the first of many journeys together and that soon we’d be travelling all over Europe, Australia, America, China and Japan. Or that no matter where we went, together, we’d find a way to make every exotic destination feel like home.

At the start of the eighties, the world felt very different. We’d both been teenagers during the seventies – a dreary and difficult decade, especially if you were young and in London and you didn’t have much money. The era was defined by political and economic turmoil and as young kids, we felt it. It’s remembered as a period of power cuts, strikes and bad fashion. We remember it as a time when most families struggled to get food on the table, when everyone was worried about staying in work and when sexism and racism were rife among society. Pepsi’s parents, Agatha and Roger, had arrived in the UK in the late fifties from St Lucia, keen to do their duty for the Commonwealth, to work hard for the ‘Mother Country’ and create financial support for home and family. The British government had promised that they would be made welcome and that Britain needed them to come and work. The 1971 Immigration Act was supposed to preserve the rights of Commonwealth citizens, but it did not protect them from the racist abuse, instead it confronted them with the slogan, ‘No Dogs, No Irish, No Blacks’ when trying to find somewhere to live. However, it was also a time for young people to be daring and creative. Everything was up for grabs, everything could be destroyed, then reinvented. Punk revolutionised youth culture and gave us a space to express ourselves. We knew we didn’t want to live the same lives as our parents and for the first time, we were starting to see that it was possible to do things a different way. We were dreaming of a thrilling future – and our musical heroes were showing us how to rip up the rulebook and do it for ourselves.

So, in 1982, anything was possible for us – a pair of twenty some things who hadn’t been to university, who didn’t have any money, who dreamt of singing and dancing, but ultimately lived for fun. Everything felt new and life was a shiny question mark. We had no idea what was lying ahead, but we wanted to say yes.

This is our story from the beginning to the 'till we meet again'. It's all here. We hope it inspires you. No matter what highs, lows and challenges lie ahead, we want to show you how we found the strength to get through it all, how we have embraced so many changes and surprises, and how our friendship has evolved throughout it all.

 

Lots of love, 
Pepsi & Shirlie
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Pepsi – A little girl with a big dream

Can you dream while you’re awake? The therapist and spiritualist Dr Wayne W. Dyer wrote in his bestselling book, The Power of Awakening, ‘Dreaming while you’re awake can make you feel limitless.’ By the time I read those words, I was an adult woman who had travelled all over the world. I’d experienced fame and fortune. I knew how it felt when your dreams come true – and also how it felt when life becomes tough and those dreams no longer nourish you. But I was startled. ‘Dreaming while awake’ described so many moments of my life, especially a strange feeling I struggled to explain to others. ‘Déjà vu’ might be the closest expression we have.

Something can be wholly new, while feeling completely familiar. When something happens that you couldn’t possibly plan for – and yet, it feels as though it was always meant to be. And for as long as I can remember, my recurring dream, sleeping and waking, was the same: I was by a microphone. Strangely, the dream was silent – soft without sound, as though someone had muted a television – but I could feel the vibrations of the music. A vast crowd pulsed and swayed, and I swayed along with them. I knew they were all dancing to the sound of my voice and yet, the silence was peaceful and freeing, as though we had all been submerged underwater. As a very young child, as a teenager and as a grown woman, I would have that dream. And I’d never stop seeking out the feeling that matched it. The giddiness, the elation, the euphoria and the sense that anything and everything was possible.

Aged five, I found the feeling in the playground. I’d persuade a friend to lift me up, hooking her own arms under my armpits, so that together we’d become a human carousel. She’d spin, gathering force and speed, and I would carefully point my feet, in their tiny white plimsolls, in imitation of a ballerina. That sense of being up in the air, maybe about to take off at any moment, was euphoric. I can still remember the specific sensation of being let go, my feet suddenly reaching solid concrete, not knowing whether I was up or down – and finding it thrilling, exciting, addictive. Aged twenty-two, I found it at PAs and stadiums, riding the roar of the crowd, boosted by their energy, dazzled by the chance to entertain them, honoured to share in their joy and delight. Those were the rare and wonderful moments where the way I felt inside seemed to match what was going on outside. I was a dreamer and I grew up in my own little world, and in my own company.

Looking back, I realise that I’ve always been someone who likes to fantasise and who has a big imagination but at first, I dreamed in secret. No one I knew had ever shared any desire or a dream to go out and do exciting things, or see the world and experience all it had to offer. Life was tough and complicated enough without wanting too much and letting your big, messy ambition get in the way . . . that way surely lay disappointment. Most of the time, I didn’t get the little things I longed for, never mind the big ones due to many mouths to feed and money being tight. And sharing my dreams would make me vulnerable. What if people laughed at me? I still can’t get over my good luck. It was hard for women like me to make those dreams realities, yet I manifested it.

*  *  *

I was born in West London, in 1958, but my story really begins in a different West, thousands of miles away, on an island in the West Indies called St Lucia, in a small fishing village called Canaries. Its history dates back to the seventeenth century, when settlers moved over from the neighbouring French island of Martinique and embarked upon a sugar plantation within the Canaries valley. They brought with them French customs, culture, words and an enslaved population to work the fields. This is my heritage and where patois or Kwéyòl comes from – a language that evolved within the slave population as a mixture of French and African dialects. It is still widely spoken by islanders today. Canaries is a beautiful place. Tucked into the coastline, there’s a stunning view everywhere you look. Until 1960, it wasn’t even possible to get to the village by road – you had to go by boat. It was calm and quiet, with sunshine, ocean, tropical plants and warm breezes. Why, you might wonder, would anyone ever want to leave?

In the twentieth century, two things happened.

The first hit Canaries particularly hard when the price of sugar dropped and the estate and the sugar plantation upon which the village relied for work closed and was abandoned by the owners. Without another source of employment, it was very hard for people to support their families; fishing and farming were all that was on offer, life was tough. After the Second World War the opportunity arose to help rebuild England from the rubble of the Blitz.

The British government actively encouraged Common-wealth citizens to do their patriotic duty and help out. My parents were among them. In 1956, my father moved to London and my mother followed him in 1957.

We’re used to hearing about how hard life was in Britain after the war but there are details missing from the story; those of the Caribbean men and women who served in the British Forces – wanting to help and do their best for their country even though Britain was thousands of miles away. The Commonwealth had a complicated infrastructure and while it was hard for everyone everywhere to get back to normal, it was especially difficult for Islanders, who were quickly discovering that you can’t live on sunshine alone. During their war work, many had developed an affinity for the UK and they yearned to return. They opened their minds and hearts to the people and culture that felt so different, yet so familiar. For tea, biscuits and the BBC, they didn’t mind a little cold and rain.

I think my mum, especially, was very keen to help Britain ‘get back on its feet’. Like many St Lucian women, she loved the Queen. It wasn’t just a case of listening to the speech at Christmas or knowing the words to the national anthem, in her family home in St Lucia, a picture of the Queen took pride of place on the wall. To Mum and her friends, the Queen was a fashion icon and no matter how hot it got on the island, she’d emulate her by copying her outfits as best she could. I’ve seen pictures of her, dressed like the Queen. I love imagining her on the ocean liner bound for England, one of hundreds of beautiful black women, smartly dressed in pretty dresses with matching hats and white gloves. There would have been many brooches too, I’m sure.

Sadly, like so many others, my parents did not find a warm welcome waiting for them when they reached the UK. Racism is still a terrible fact of life, but now, it’s not tolerated in the same way. We recognise the breadth of it and we challenge it. There are laws that have been made to protect the rights of all citizens to live, work and exist, even though it’s not always easy to ensure that these laws are upheld. But when my parents arrived, racism was something they were simply expected to live with.

It must have been the worst, cruellest shock to them both. They came to London, believing there was work for them to do and that they were needed. But, like so many of their friends and family members, they weren’t welcomed. London was a dangerous place for them. There was an increase in racist attacks in the summer of 1958. The Notting Hill race riots would break out, in which young white men – Teddy Boys – violently attacked the homes of black families in West London, causing injury, chaos and devastation.

Teddy Boys were one of the youth subcultures to emerge after the war. They were gangs of young men who dressed in an elaborate Edwardian style – hence the ‘Teddy’, listened to the rock’n’roll music coming from America and rejected the UK government’s call for post-war austerity. Not all Teddy Boys were racist, but there were many young, disaffected men who fell for the fascist message. Of course this was at the time of Enoch Powell’s Rivers of Blood speech which my dad found amusing because it was so ridiculous. Many newspapers were also publishing the same racist messages and calling for an end to immigration.

Some years after he had arrived in the UK, Dad was violently attacked by Teddy boys and stabbed. He shrugged it off and simply turned up at the nearest hospital, asking for stitches. I often wonder what it must have been like for him, having to walk the streets in fear. He didn’t want to speak about what happened to him. I think he wanted to think of it as a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time and leave it at that. But I don’t think Dad wanted to think about how vulnerable he was, or to consider the reality of the country he’d already given everything up for. These days, knife crime is sadly all too familiar and on the news constantly, especially in London. It pains me that it is still so prevalent to this day.

Dad always enjoyed a drink but after his attack he started to drink more heavily. As well as being filled with St Lucian friends and family, our neighbourhood was where many Irish people lived. At the time, Irish folk were treated badly too and sadly experienced much of the same prejudice as us. Dad found work as a labourer and his Irish colleagues took him under their wing. They were the ones who got him interested in racing and taught him how to bet on the horses – a passion that remained with him throughout his whole life. They were also the ones who encouraged him to the pub after a hard week’s work on the construction site.

As you may have gathered, life was very hard for everyone. Our family was managing on very little money. Dad’s work was back-breaking but now he also knew that wherever he went, he might be attacked – and he’d usually be treated appallingly. He didn’t have the same freedom of movement that he’d been able to enjoy back home. Now, as an adult, I can understand why alcohol provided a temporary answer. The only men who offered him friendship and support loved drinking. Together, they could drink to forget and drink until they fell over.

During the working week, Dad didn’t touch a drop, but he was a Friday binge drinker. As soon as he got his wage packet, the pub would be his first stop. He was usually a happy drunk, singing, dancing and being too generous with his friends – but there was never enough left for his growing family.

‘Go on down to the pub, get your father out,’ Mum would tell my brothers and me. We dreaded Fridays. The moment we dragged my father through the door – no mean feat when you’re a little kid – the screaming would start. Mum was frightened, frustrated and furious. And sometimes, Dad would raise his hand to her. It takes a long time to get over a trauma like that. I still remember my brothers and I making ourselves as small and still as we possibly could – and worrying that the anxious thump of my heartbeat would draw attention to me. Years later, I’d find a kindred spirit in Shirlie, who had gone through some of the same difficulties with her own mum and dad.

It took me a long time to realise that this experience had a major impact on me. When I look back, I feel heartbroken for that little girl. She should have been outside, playing and feeling carefree. Not standing in the darkened doorway of a gloomy pub, begging her daddy to come home. I was forced to grow up very quickly. The other hard part of this was always wanting to protect Mum and keep her safe. I worried about Dad, but I worried about worrying too. I never wanted to add more to Mum’s plate – not when just putting food on it was a major source of stress for her. She did so much to make our home a happy one, but when it came to sharing my hopes and fears, I didn’t want to overwhelm her, or ask for anything she might not be able to give me. Also, in the sixties and seventies, we just didn’t share our emotions in the way we do today. I’m so glad this has changed and I think we’re all happier and healthier for it, but back then, ‘feelings’ meant being hungry or sleepy, not sad or scared. I think that’s why I bonded so quickly with Shirlie – she was the first person I’d ever met who’d ask, ‘How are you feeling?’ and really want to know!

Life was difficult for my mum. Dad did not treat her well and she struggled. They were very different. Dad could be charming, but he was completely unreliable, never where he said he’d be, when he said he’d be there. He didn’t seem to care about all of the things that held a family together. But Mum cared deeply. When I think of everything she did for us, I think of that Peggy Lee song ‘I’m A Woman’. She cooked, she cleaned, she held down a job and she was passionate about making sure that my brothers and I were both well fed and well presented at church on Sunday. But I think she was exhausted. ‘Mummy, why don’t you come to my school open day?’ I’d ask her. I wanted her to be proud of me and how hard I tried for her. ‘I don’t have the time,’ she’d say, honestly. ‘Look, as long as you’re good, I’m not worried about you. All I ask of my children is to go to school and don’t bring a policeman to my door!’

Church brought her a lot of comfort, and I think that she found structure, community and support there. Every Sunday, she would bring me to Mass. Over time, I’d be joined by my little brothers, David, Max and Robbie. Mass was something I had complicated feelings about. On the one hand, it was so long! And so boring! And Mum would get so grumpy, as we fidgeted and whispered and climbed all over the pew. (What was it about sitting still that made my ankles itch?!) On the other hand, it was a chance for me to dress up. When I was little, I loved dressing up. No matter how hard up we were, Mum cared passionately about making sure we all had ‘best’ clothes. I’d have a bright, colourful dress, often covered with pink or blue flowers. Now I know that the fabric was probably polyester, which was very popular at the time, but to me, it felt like gossamer, shimmering and fluttering around me. My hair was tied up with shining red satin ribbon, but my shoes were the very best part of my outfit.

Most of my shoes were bought for substance, not style. My feet grew fast and it wasn’t worth spending a lot of money on something I wouldn’t be able to wear in a couple of months, so Mum favoured canvas shoes – or jelly sandals. The second-hand stall at the market always seemed to have jelly sandals, no matter what time of year it was. Who was donating all of these shoes? Where could they be coming from? Even now, if I see a pair of jelly shoes being sold in a beach kiosk, I’m transported straight back to Portobello Market. There’s Mum chatting to a neighbour, loaded down with bags of fruits and vegetables, as I fiddle with a buckle and wonder whether it’s actually possible to die of boredom and who the shoes used to belong to. If the stall’s stock was anything to go by, West London was populated entirely by giants and dolls. We wore those shoes all year round, too. In fact, it didn’t matter if they were a little bit too big, because in winter, you added thick socks. And in the summer, when your feet got a little sweaty, you could rinse your shoes out in the sink and the next day, they’d be ready to wear again!

Once a week, I had freedom from jelly shoes and I could wear my beautiful black patent leather shoes to church. When we could afford them, these were from Clarks, which was, among our community, the very last word in smart footwear. They looked especially good with crisp white ankle socks. Carefully, so my mum wouldn’t notice, I’d sit in the pew, pointing and admiring my feet. I felt like a ballerina again. It wasn’t as much fun as being whirled around the playground, but Mass was a good place to lose myself in my daydreams and fantasise about that moment when I’d be singing in front of an audience.

In a strange way, church was a great rehearsal for what was to come. When I was seven, I made my first Holy Communion and I loved dressing in white, with a special veil, and feeling the congregation’s eyes on me as I sipped the sweet wine – the Blood of Christ – for the very first time. At home, I rarely got to be the centre of attention. Usually, it was something I wanted to avoid. When things were bad with Dad, it was safer to escape, to hug the walls and try to disappear. But when I was in church, I knew everyone was looking at me with joy and approval. I was safe and when everyone stared at me, I knew they were admiring me. But as much as I loved the feeling of having an audience and wearing a special outfit, I was relieved when I could go home, put a T-shirt on and play outside with my brothers.

Years later, I’d remember this feeling when I was with Wham! I loved the thrill of running on stage, dressed in a great outfit, and seeing a stadium crowd roaring with joy. I also loved the relief of running off the stage, knowing that soon I’d be taking off my great outfit, putting on a dressing gown and slippers and curling up with Shirlie for a good gossip!

*  *  *

Mum taught me to celebrate femininity, creativity and ritual. When I was little, I thought that a lot of her habits, tips and tricks were slightly embarrassing or ‘just something mums did’. Now, I realise just how amazing she was. With almost no money and even less time, she looked for ways to express herself, colourfully and joyfully. She never complained and she never, ever gave up. She was brilliant at conjuring up something out of nothing.

There was nothing Mum couldn’t do with a sewing machine. Even though she grew up admiring the more formal British fashions, I think that arriving in London made her miss the bright colours and bold patterns she used to see in St Lucia. She was always looking for bargains to surprise us with, and even when things were especially difficult with my dad, she’d look out for smart, colourful shirts and leave them for him to find in the wardrobe. Dad loved them. He’d strut proudly, as though he was wearing catwalk couture. ‘It could have been made for me!’ he’d announce in delight. And sometimes, it (sort of) was, if Mum had altered the colour or changed the buttons.

Jeans were Mum’s favourite – no denim item could escape her scissors or her imagination. At this time, bell bottoms were all the rage. Mum loved to make them, cutting along the seam of your jeans and sewing in a panel of bright fabric. In the seventies, there was a bit of a make-do-and-mend hippy ethos and I sometimes wonder whether that was why bell bottoms were so popular. They were an affordable craft project! In years to come, I’d be stunned when I discovered the strange tips and tricks that stylists used in order to create iconic looks for stage shows and photo shoots. Perhaps if her life had turned out a little differently, Mum could have been a stylist or a designer.

That wasn’t the only way in which Mum predicted parts of my future. Shirlie, George and Andrew loved the pool and the leisure centre – and later, Shirlie and I would get seriously into spas. But my first experience of public bathing was far from luxurious. Every other Saturday afternoon, I’d make my way to Wedlake Street for a trip to the public bathhouse.

We did have a bath at home, but the gas used to heat the water was so expensive that this worked out a little cheaper. It was a treat to have as much hot water as you needed – and the best days were when it was just Mum and me. This meant we both got a bath to ourselves and I’d luxuriate in the water. I loved being alone and being by myself in the bath felt so peaceful. Everywhere I went, I’d be told off or laughed at for daydreaming. When I was in the bath, I could dream to my heart’s content.

However, it wasn’t the same story when my little brothers came along with us. They’d share a bath, and I’d go in with my mum, and it was impossible to relax. First, my brothers loved to mess about, laughing, joking and splashing each other. Thanks to the tiles and high ceilings, the sound echoed and every single bather was disturbed. To be honest, they were probably even more disturbed by Mum, shouting ‘SHUSH!’ and ‘Don’t do that!’ from across the way.

If I was sharing a bath with my mum, it also meant that she’d be scrubbing me. It was a little bit like having my own personal massage therapist. The only difference is that Mum would never ask, ‘Is the pressure OK? Is that too hard?’ She’d go at me with the soap until she was convinced that even my bones were clean. Still, I have very happy memories of the bathhouse. I loved curling up on the chair, feeling the heat and steam, soft as a blanket, as I waited for the bath to fill up. And I loved the thought of my mum occasionally getting a little bit of time for herself, when my brothers weren’t in tow. I don’t think I realised how much I was constantly worrying about her until I saw her in the bathhouse, when that worry was released for an hour. I knew my dad wasn’t causing her extra worry in that moment and no one was asking her for anything, so I could relax too.

The bathhouse was closed in 1980, although the swimming pool remained open. I can understand why they were phased out. As living conditions and sanitation improved, there was much less of a need for them, which was as things should be. I don’t really think we should go back to a time when families had to go out to bathe once a week. However, I do think about how important the bathhouse must have been to my mum, who was constantly working, worrying and doing things for others. Even though modern life is easier, I’m certain there are still many stressed women who need a quiet hour by themselves once a week. Back then, the bathhouse gave those women somewhere to go. Years later, I’d learn that Shirlie’s husband Martin used to go to the public bathhouse in North London with his family. It’s funny to think that so many people of our generation were in that position, watching their parents scraping together the pennies in order to prepare for their weekly wash.

*  *  *

Parts of my childhood were painful, but I truly believe I was meant to grow up in the exact way I did, with all of the ups and downs that my family presented me with. Both my parents taught me so much. Through Mum, I learned about positivity and perseverance. She showed me that it’s possible to find joy during the darkest days and that most of the time, life isn’t about major highs – often the greatest achievement is to keep on going, looking for reasons to be cheerful. Mum inspired love in everyone she met, usually by showing them kindness. I think that’s the best way to be. Even to this day, members of my extended family often remind me how much love they had for my mother for the many kindnesses she showed them.

My dad taught me some more complicated lessons. He had traumatised us, disappointed us, badly let us down and failed to provide for us. Looking back, I think he just couldn’t handle the responsibility of a growing family to look after. He left that to my mother, and deep down, I think he knew he had let us all down. Perhaps he wouldn’t have needed to seek solace in alcohol and his life could have been very different if only he’d had the courage to take full responsibility and face his inadequacies.

Long after I left home, my youngest brother Robbie had the courage to confront him. Robbie had grown up cowering and afraid, with the rest of us protecting him when Dad was really ranting and raving, but over time, he grew into a young man – a young man who was taller and broader than his father, from being a hod carrier on a building site. One night, he heard my mum’s voice, pleading with Dad to leave her alone.

‘You’re not to touch her again,’ he told Dad, pinning him against the wall.

Miraculously, this altercation was the beginning of my dad changing his ways. Perhaps it was a combination of shock and shame. As his youngest son looked him in the eye, he was forced to confront the fact that this was a stronger man, and a man who would stop at nothing to protect his mother. He knew he had to change. Dad’s binges had been getting longer and longer. As he became more dependent on drink, he was no longer waiting for the weekend and so the amount of alcohol his body had to metabolise was making him seriously ill.

After my brother shouted at him not to raise his hands to our mother again, and Dad finished his binge, his body went through delirium tremens (DTs), a full and very physical alcohol withdrawal. The symptoms are serious. It causes extreme shaking, shivering and sweating. Sometimes you feel as though you’re freezing to death and sometimes it’s as though you’re burning up – and the irregular heartbeat might be the scariest part of all. I think Dad thought he was dying – well, I suppose he’d come close.

As Dad sweated out the alcohol, he had a series of terrifying fever dreams that he could barely bring himself to talk about. All he would say was ‘God spoke to me’ – and he never touched alcohol again.

Dad taught me that who we are is never set in stone. He hurt so many of the people he loved, but he showed me that anyone can change. I learned that disease and addiction are powerful and painful, but it’s never too late to alter your course and say sorry. As well as the hurt he had caused his family, the alcohol must have done untold damage to his body but when he passed in 2002, he was sober and relatively at peace.

I think Dad also taught me a form of independence. It’s funny that Shirlie and I had such similar upbringings but have such different approaches to love and romance. Shirlie’s Dad was so angry and unpredictable that I think it made her want to seek out someone kind, loving and gentle, who would always protect her. My dad’s anger and alcoholism made me realise that I couldn’t rely on any man. I was never especially bothered about boys. My girlfriends would get very excited about crushes, but my brothers cured me of any silliness or sentimentality – ‘They’re just boys,’ I’d sigh. Good for climbing trees with, not falling in love with. But more seriously, I think I saw how much my mum struggled and suffered. She had such an independent spirit and could have done so much with her life, if only she’d had a little bit of luck and a few more opportunities. I never wanted to be trapped. I never, ever wanted to have a husband who always made me worry about where he was, who he was with or what he was doing. I certainly didn’t want to rely on my children to bring my partner home from the pub, before going through his pockets in search of any remnants of the week’s wages.

I knew that all I wanted – needed – was to pursue my waking dream. The on-the-stage feeling. The flying-through-the-air feeling. And it didn’t matter if anyone thought I was strange, or silly, or just another dreamer. I knew, in my bones, that there had to be life beyond my little patch of Paddington and I was going to look for it.

I was going to follow the music and dance to my own beat.
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Shirlie with an ‘ie’

My hand swooped, forming extravagant loops and curls: Shirley. Shirley. Shirley. My name was the only thing I could write without too much trouble. School was scary, and no matter how hard I tried to learn, nothing ever seemed to stick.

The sixties were supposed to be an era of peace and love, but that message had yet to reach our school room. Now, I know that so little was understood about children and how to encourage them and support them. Child development wasn’t something anyone ever talked about. We certainly didn’t know that there was a word that explained why I had so much trouble keeping up with my classmates. I guess because I missed so much school through illness, it was a difficult task to catch up every time. Although I was never diagnosed, I am sure that I may have had some sort of dyspraxia and possibly attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Even with friends around me, I felt so shy and insecure. I really didn’t have much confidence growing up and certainly not at school. It slows everything down as you’re battling against your own fear of getting it wrong or making a mistake. I spent a lot of my lessons daydreaming, gazing out the window until I heard an inevitable, ‘Shirley Holliman! What did I just say? Why aren’t you paying attention?’

Every day, I hoped that, against all odds, school might get a little bit better. Every day, I was disappointed. But when we were practising our handwriting, I found a release. My name was the only word that I was confident I could spell. Actually, I was more than confident.

I didn’t particularly like the name. But seeing Shirley Bassey share my name made me feel extra special. Sometimes I would spend hours practising my autograph as if I was about to go on stage. I had no idea why that was, and still don’t but back then it seemed a lot more important than writing my times table. Shirley Bassey was also my dad’s favourite singer, and I liked that we had that in common. Dad was a difficult man – he’d roar and rage, and sometimes he’d make our little house shake with his angry outbursts. But when he was in a good mood, there was no one I felt closer to. Music meant almost everything to my dad and being another Shirley was an honour. I liked Shirley Temple too. I’d seen some of her old films and I loved her dancing. I often secretly thought it would be fun to have a life like hers and that I’d be so much better at singing and dancing in Hollywood than simply surviving in Bushey. Still, if I ever got to Hollywood, or even down the road, to the West End, I’d need to make myself stand out. Perhaps there were too many Shirleys. Was there a way I could make myself a little bit more eye-catching? Was there a way of becoming more memorable? Here I was, little Shirley Holliman, sometimes ‘Snagglepuss,’ when my dad was in a good mood. I was small for my age, easy to overlook – and when I wore my sisters’ hand-me-downs, I’d pretty much disappear.

Shirley . . . One interesting thing that we had learned in school was that there were different ways to make the sound that came at the end of my name: Shirley . . . Shirlee. I wished we could slow down and study this; I loved playing with words, finding the jokes, tricks and double meanings. I loved telling stories, creating things, but there was never any time to play: we had to do everything perfectly, first time, without making any mistakes or we’d be punished.

Shirley . . . I permitted myself a tiny, secret smile as the rain drummed against the window pane. Maybe one day I’d be leaving a theatre, or in a beautiful big car, one of the American ones my dad adored, signing my name for someone who had seen me sing or dance . . . Shirley . . . Shirlie.

Shirlie looked just right. At the time, I was too little to put that feeling into words, but it looked happier and brighter. It was just me – there was something extra-feminine about the ‘ie.’ I was putting my individual spin on my name. Making it truly belong to me.

At home and at school, I often felt lost. Now, I think we’d call the feeling anxiety. Back then, we weren’t having conversations about mental health. We’d go to see a doctor if there was something wrong with our bodies, but no one ever spoke out loud about this feeling of uncertainty – I think it was just down to being alive.

Back then, big families were much more common and I was a typical fourth child. I shared a bed with two of my sisters because there wasn’t much room in our terraced house. It was noisy and constantly chaotic. It made sense – when you have lots of children, cooped up in a small space, life will get loud and messy. But the only way for me to deal with the drama was to get very, very quiet.

I didn’t realise quite how anxious I was until I went to tea at my friend Jocelyn’s house. She was my next door neighbour, but living on a council estate back then no one’s front door was locked so we would just wander in and out of each other’s houses freely. And most days I would wander into Jocelyn’s back garden. She had a family who wanted to keep things calm and quiet. Even now, I’m transported straight back there, where we’d play dolls. She had a beautiful little wooden playhouse called Wind Whistle, which looked like a little beach hut painted in pastel colours. It was so orderly and neat. Wind Whistle in our imaginations turned into a cinema and dolls’ hospital. Mum never had any time so I would walk myself over to Jocelyn’s house to sit on a nice blanket. Her back garden became our playground and our dolls all had starring roles in our make-believe games. I loved mini doll tea sets and I would take mine with me in a basket. Our days were simple: there was no big adventure, in our imaginations Wind Whistle was always a beach hut or a hospital, there were jam tarts and orange squash. My own back garden was a builder’s yard, while my friend’s was a place to go and feel safe – I just wanted to make the dolls go to tea and talk quietly and politely to each other.

Years later, when I was getting into art and photography and needed a creative space, I built an outdoor office in the garden. ‘You need to think of a name for it!’ said my husband, Martin. “Oh! I think I should call it “Wind Whistle”’ I said, startling myself. I hadn’t thought about Jocelyn or her dolls’ playhouse for years! But Wind Whistle is a word that perfectly evokes creativity and calm for me. A place of refuge and peace, for when life is getting a little bit too much.

*  *  *

I wish five-year-old Shirlie had known about all of the joy in store for her – and that some of the mad adventures lying ahead would be wonderful ones. But back then, afternoons at Jocelyn’s house were the high point. School was terrifying and overwhelming, a world of slammed wooden desktops, scratchy blackboards, cruel teachers who didn’t care if they made you cry, and written sentences so confusing that they might as well have been in code. Home was better, because it was where my lovely, cuddly mum was. And when my dad was in a good mood, it could be the happiest place on earth. But it was also shabby and dowdy, where the cushion on the sofa was only there to cover a huge hole and our dining room table would often be covered in oily car parts, thanks to Dad’s experiments in mechanics. And because I shared a room with my big sister Lorraine and my little sister Nicola, I had nowhere to go for a quiet five minutes by myself – you couldn’t even be in the bathroom for two minutes without someone banging on the door.

It was amid all this chaos that I became seriously ill. When I woke in the early hours of the morning, sandwiched between Nicola and Lorraine, I hoped I was just having a bad dream. A very bad dream. Our little bedroom was melting. Even though the lights were off, there was a strange brightness, a flickering. The walls were pulsing – no, melting. Somehow, the sides of the room were sliding down into puddles, hitting the threadbare carpet. Frightened, I screwed my eyes up tight, but that didn’t seem to help.

It couldn’t be a dream, because I was hotter than I’d ever felt in my life. I had to get up, I had to get out! The trouble with sharing a bed, and being in the middle, is that the covers are weighed down at either end. It was as if I was stuck in a straitjacket, but I wriggled out and my temperature was only going up dramatically to the point where I was aching and stumbling, trying to get to my parents.

I had to get to Mum and Dad.

Everything was distorted, I was unable to see and I felt so fuzzy and hazy. I was so out of it and I really didn’t know what was going to happen. It was such a whirl.

It was hard to get across the landing as the floor kept swirling and spinning. The next thing I remember is leaving the house on a stretcher, wrapped in a thick red blanket. Everything seemed upside down as they held me and took me to the hospital. By then, the pain was unendurable. Unable to hold back anymore, I screamed and sobbed, ‘I want my mum!’

‘Don’t worry love, she’ll be here soon,’ said a kindly paramedic. ‘But we need to make you well again.’

In the ambulance, the paramedic did his best to keep me conscious. ‘Well done, you’re being so brave,’ he told me. But I didn’t feel remotely brave. I just wanted to be at home. I wanted to shut my eyes tight and discover this had all been a dream after all. The worst was to come. As soon as I arrived at the hospital, I was taken to a big clinical room with bright lights. I was laid down on a red leathery couch, although it may have been a plastic bed that was really hard, surrounded by nurses and doctors. They grabbed my arms and legs and pinned me down to give me a lumbar puncture. This is sometimes called a ‘spinal tap’ and I often wondered if it’s because the pain is turned all the way up to 11! A long, thin needle was pushed into my lower back to collect my cerebrospinal fluid. I could hear my mum crying as she watched this horrific scene in front of her. I was screaming so hard and thinking, how can my mum let them do this to me?

Mum, Mum . . . 

They must have thought it was better she wasn’t there so they told her to leave. Before she left, she put her coat near me and that was the only thing I could squeeze for comfort – I think she understood how grave the situation was and she had to let the doctors and nurses do their best. I had meningitis and getting this painful treatment on arrival almost certainly saved my life. Usually, an anaesthetic is given before the procedure but in my case, there simply wasn’t time.

Fortunately, meningitis was and still is very rare. (When I was ill, some of the vital vaccines in use today had yet to be developed.) It’s usually caused by something airborne, but it’s very difficult to ‘catch’ it, or work out where it came from – or why some people are more susceptible than others. I’d been sharing a bed with my sisters, but they were absolutely fine.

I’ve often wondered whether the stress and anxiety that I was experiencing at school made me especially vulnerable to the illness. It probably didn’t help that I was always very small for my age. When I was born, even the smallest baby clothes were too big for me. Lorraine’s old babygros wouldn’t fit – Mum had to dress me in clothes from Lorraine’s dollies instead! Later in life, I’d become fascinated with the work of the bestselling writer and motivational speaker Louise Hay and the link between the brain and the body and how different thoughts and emotions can sometimes make us ill. Of course, I didn’t know any of that at the time and although I sometimes felt a little homesick in hospital, I soon learned to love it.

Once the infection had been treated with antibiotics, I felt tired and weak, but I started to get better almost straight away. In hospital, everything was clean, organised and ordered, and no one was allowed to make too much noise. I had everything I craved. At school, I was being constantly told off for things I didn’t even know I’d done. In the hospital, the doctors and nurses told me I was a good girl if I managed to eat most of my dinner, or sleep through the night. But best of all, in hospital, my parents were loving and tender. Usually, at home, my dad would shout at my mum and it would make her cry. But when they visited me in hospital, they knew that it wasn’t the right place to argue. I think they made a real effort to try and get on with each other to make sure that I recovered. Now that I’m a mum, I know what they would have gone through and how the worry would have made them worry about each other. After all, I nearly died and when I think about going through that experience with Harley Moon or Roman, I feel quite sick so I’m sure that almost losing me made them appreciate each other so much more. In hospital, my world felt so much safer. Everyone was kinder, gentler. I was still shaken up after my traumatic ordeal, but I have many happy memories of that time too.

*  *  *

Even after I left the hospital, I was treated a little differently by my family. Home was still loud, messy and intense, but when I came back from hospital everyone made an extra-special effort to keep quiet so that I could recover better. I could feel that they were being quieter, gentler, and the chaotic atmosphere had disappeared. Being little made everyone much more protective. To my dad, I suddenly seemed even smaller and more vulnerable, and he was desperate to protect me and wrap me up. I could see how this whole experience had scared him into thinking that he might lose me.

One Saturday, Dad took me to the Wimpy in Watford, where I loved sitting at the bar on the red leather stools. It made me feel so grown-up, sat next to my big dad like we were in an American diner just like the ones you see in films. I remember my dad ordering this amazing strawberry milkshake. That was my first milkshake and it started off my lifelong love for them. Taking my last slurp, still trying to get the remains of the milkshake out, Dad said, ‘Come on, let’s go down the road and get you a Snagglepuss coat.’ I didn’t quite know what this coat was, but I was loving the attention. We then went to this shop which I hadn’t ever been to before. Certainly upmarket from C&A, it was very old-fashioned with big wooden floorboards and well-spoken sales assistants who seemed to know my dad. At least, I felt like they knew who my dad was, so when I saw the leather jackets hanging up, I wondered if that’s where he got his coats from. As a child, I loved fur coats but I didn’t quite equate that they were from the animals I also loved. Of course, wearing a fur coat now would be the last thing that I would ever do.

My dad said, ‘I’d like to get her a coat, that cream and white speckled fur coat.’ When I put it on, I saw the biggest smile on his face and was delighted because once I was wearing it, I truly became his Snagglepuss. Then the sales assistant placed a big furry hat on my head with these big pom poms to tie it as my dad continued smiling – ‘Oh, she has to have a fur muff to complete the look!’ My dad totally agreed. Wearing all of those items together, I truly felt like my namesake ‘Little Miss Snagglepuss,’ all soft, warm and cosy like the Hanna-Barbera character from the cartoons.

But of course, Dad could make life very difficult for everyone too. Sometimes it was as though he was operating under his own weather system. When he was in a good mood, it felt as though the sun had come out, but suddenly huge grey clouds would loom on the horizon and no one would understand why. He marched to his own beat. I knew what made him happy – music, especially old rock’n’roll and jive tunes – and huge old American cars. But no one could work out what was making him angry. And he was angry often.

Just as I didn’t really have a word for my own anxiety, I didn’t have a word for Dad’s moods either. Now, I realise he was probably struggling with depression. If he’d had the help he needed, his life, and ours too, might have been completely different. But I think it was a very hard time for both of my parents. Anger was the only emotion that men were allowed to express and although my dad seemed especially furious, my mum was under plenty of pressure to simply put up with it, just because of the times we were living in. I can’t stress enough how different the world felt then. It was very, very hard to end a marriage, no matter how painful things felt, or how unhappy you made each other. You were expected to put up and shut up, and keep up appearances. Mum always had people in the house having tea and talking. She was the agony aunt of our neighbourhood. One of her biggest strengths was having so many friends and family members that she could listen to, help and in turn confide in. Maybe I learned through her how important friends are when times get too tough.

This is also why I’m so proud of my son Roman for doing so much work around mental health in 2021. I never want to go back to those dark
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