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Home Is Where the Heart Is

When I’m asked where I’m from, I don’t really know how to answer. It’s easier to say London because that’s where I went to school from the age of seven and it’s the place I’ve had the most consistent relationship with throughout my life, but the truth is I don’t feel like I come from any one place in particular. My dad was in the army, so we moved around a lot as a family. My sister, Julia, was born in Germany and then I arrived a couple of years later when they were stationed in Southeast Asia before we returned to the UK when I was six months old. From Singapore to Scunthorpe! That could have been a good alternative title for this book.

Wherever we laid our hats, Mum skilfully turned it into a home. The army had a rule about the size and number of wooden crates we were allowed to move around with, so we were quite restricted about what we could take, and this made Mum an expert at organisation and packing. Our belongings were squeezed tightly into boxes emblazoned with ‘Langsford’ and shipped off to the next base, ready to be unpacked into the regulation-style quarters with its standard army-issue furniture. Every flat and house looked pretty much the same, a blank canvas until my mum arrived with her collection of blankets and cushions to throw over the sofa and chairs. She was a magpie, collecting little treasures from each country we lived in, which told a story of our travels, and she still has some of them now.

I thought this was how everyone lived, moving on to pastures new every two years. I didn’t know any different and I certainly didn’t stop to analyse our lifestyle as I was busy being a happy, well-adjusted kid. Each house was a home to me because my parents and my sister were there, and we were surrounded by our own things. I felt loved and safe no matter where we were.

Many years later the four of us were reminiscing about the army days, telling stories around the dinner table of countries and houses we had briefly settled in. It was fascinating to hear my parents share their adult perspective on things while my sister and I wore the rose-tinted glasses of childhood nostalgia.

‘Oh my God, Dennis, do you remember those awful quarters in Oxford?’ Mum said, throwing her hands up in horror. ‘We turned up with all our belongings, and the house was absolutely filthy!’

‘Yes! Terrible! It stank of dog wee. Do you remember that, girls?’ Dad looked from me to my sister, surprised by our confused faces.

‘No, where was that?’ We didn’t remember there ever being a problem anywhere we moved to.

‘You know, the one in Oxford!’ our parents chorused and shook their heads in disgust at the memory of it.

And do you know, I do remember arriving at the Oxford house, but it’s a very different memory from the one my parents had. It was winter and already dark, and Julia and I were put straight into the bath. Mum had pegged our pyjamas in front of an electric fire, so they were toasty warm when we climbed into them, and we drank mugs of Horlicks before being tucked into bed. We drifted off to sleep while, unbeknown to us, our parents had begun the deep clean, staying up for much of the night to bleach everything they could get their hands on. The realisation that our parents had protected us from that, and that we had no idea until many years later, was another example of an untroubled childhood.

I loved army life. I liked all the moving around, the different places, the foreignness of things in other countries. My earliest memories were of living in Scunthorpe, where we settled when we came back from Singapore. Julia was at school but I wasn’t old enough, so Mum and I would take her every morning and then we would go back to pick her up at the end of the day. While she had her head stuck in boring times tables, I was at home surrounded by her toys, knowing she wasn’t there to tell me off if I played with something I shouldn’t. One time I took a turn on her bike, which I was absolutely not allowed to do, and I fell off into a patch of stinging nettles. What do they say about karma being a bitch?!

Dad was working nearby and came home for lunch every day, so I would wait, watching out of the window for him to walk up the garden path. It was from there that we moved to the filthy, stinky house in Oxford and then it was my turn to start school just before we headed off again.

Dad’s next posting was to Tripoli in Libya when I was five. He went ahead of us, which he often did, and when we arrived at the new flat he had left a teddy on each of our beds, along with snorkels and flippers. I was thrilled, even though I had no idea what they were. I’d never seen this sort of kit before and couldn’t wait to try it out. I just had to learn to swim first, which was a minor detail.

My teacher at my new school was young, blonde and very pretty, with a stack of silver bangles up each arm that tinkled when she played the piano every morning. The school day was rather different from the one in the UK, partly because it was so hot. Lessons would be in the cool of early morning, then at lunchtime the mums would pick us up and take us straight to the beach. The dads would finish work in the afternoon and come down to join us. I couldn’t imagine a better way to live!

Our family embraced the lifestyle, and we spent a lot of time on the beach, as proved by all the photographs – so many photographs! – from that time showing Dad soaking up the sun, his Cornish genes turning him as brown as a berry. And red-headed, fair-skinned Mum in the background, wearing a hat, a towel covering her legs, sitting under a large umbrella while we ran about without a care in the world. We didn’t know about the dangers of too much sun in those days and would have the barest smear of sun cream. I now go twice a year to have my moles checked.

I have vivid flashes of memory from this time. My first taste of a weird and wonderful fruit called watermelon. Seeing bananas growing on trees near our flat. The intensity of the heat. The dust (oh my goodness the dust) in the air, on our clothes and coating the car. Dad had bought a big second-hand American station wagon with one long bench seat in the front, which was quite an eccentric choice, but I thought it was so cool. He also treated himself to his dream Rolex Submariner watch, as it was duty-free and much cheaper. I was fascinated by it because he would dive into the water still wearing it. He taught us to swim while we were in Tripoli, so our snorkels and flippers got a lot of use.

What our photo albums from that time don’t show is the undercurrent of tension that was building. The Libyans wanted the British army out. While we children were mostly oblivious, our parents were very aware of the growing unrest. One day, we were standing at the bus stop outside our block of flats, me holding one of Mum’s hands and Julia holding the other, and a man cycled past and hissed at us. Mum gently pulled us back from the road, tucking us behind her. I think I remember this, but it could be one of those events that I had been told about and so it etched itself second hand into my memory bank.

We left Tripoli slightly sooner than we were supposed to as the political climate shifted and we moved straight to Berlin, swapping intense heat for freezing cold. There was thick snow on the ground when we arrived, and I was captivated by it.

My parents, then in their thirties, had the most fantastic time there. It was the mid-sixties, and they became the best of friends with their neighbours, Arthur and Rosa, who we called (and still call) Uncle and Auntie. Their social life was full of trips to restaurants, the theatre and the opera, made easier by the fact that they were child free for long periods of time because Julia and I, aged ten and seven, were off at boarding school, back in England.

Our family lived in three different places in Germany – Berlin, Celle, an historic town of half-timbered houses set on the banks of the river Aller, and Bielefeld, one of the largest cities in the country – before Dad was posted to Malta. I loved it because it was hot, and we had an amazing apartment overlooking Sliema Bay and the old town. I had my first boy crush there: he was the blond brother of a friend of mine who was paid to take us to the cinema, but I decided we were on a date even though he didn’t speak to me and sat four seats away. Another time, I arrived home for the school holidays with a head full of nits and spent hours sitting on the balcony while Mum combed the ghastly shampoo through my hair. Julia was so fascinated she got a live one and put it under the microscope from her science kit to have a closer look.

Weekends as a boarder were fun and filled with the same sort of stuff we would have done if we were at home, like reading magazines, shopping and listening to records. Those weekends when we were allowed to go home were trickier for Julia and me because it was too far and costly. We would occasionally go and stay with Uncle Arthur and Auntie Rosa, who had moved back to the UK by then. Julia was in charge of our safe travel from London, which was a responsibility that weighed heavily on her and one she wasn’t really old enough for. Once, as we pulled into the train station Uncle Arthur was collecting us from, we found we were in the wrong carriage as the platform was too short. Committed to getting us to our destination, Julia flung open the door, chucked our suitcases out and told me to jump as if we were parachuting from a plane. Uncle Arthur was perturbed to see us rolling in the dusty sidings.

For half-term holidays, we stayed with our grandmother in her cosy council flat in Portsmouth. I loved my grandma and Patch, her canary, and it felt like home whenever we visited. There was only one bedroom, with a double bed, so my sister and I slept ‘top to tail’ in an old camp bed, with a crochet blanket and a hot-water bottle for extra warmth. Grandma was a big knitter. I would sit in front of the open fire with my back against the sofa and listen to the sound of her needles click-clacking. I was amazed that she could knit while she was watching TV and not even look at her hands. Her cooking was like a big hug, very meat and two veg – maybe pork chops, chips and peas with a generous helping of gravy, and baked apples for pudding.

She smoked Guards cigarettes; there were packets of them in every drawer in the flat, and she would rest a cigarette in her mouth, the ash growing. I sat, fascinated, waiting for it to drop, and just in time she would stop knitting and tap the cigarette into the little brass ashtray on the arm of the sofa. I remember years later, when I was a teenager, the government was due to announce a budget, and Grandma said if they put up the price of ciggies then she would quit smoking. They did put the price up and sure enough she never smoked another cigarette from that day. She didn’t even mention it. You would never have known she had been a smoker.

When we did go home for the holidays, it felt awkward to start with while we settled back in with our parents, who felt a little bit like strangers. That didn’t last long though, and we were soon a tight family unit of four again. We didn’t need anyone else, although, frustratingly, Mum would try to hook us up with people of our own age, which resulted in uncomfortable play dates while the adults chatted and us children sized each other up.

I know this lifestyle may seem transient and discombobulating to some. There is a smallish part of me that wishes I had grown up in a rambling farmhouse in Dorset where my childhood bedroom would remain unchanged, with pop posters on the walls, gymkhana trophies on the shelves, my growing height marked on the doorframe, the family dog curled up on my bed and a view of a blossomy apple tree with a creaky swing. That sort of thing. I wonder what it would have been like to be rooted to one place, with the same group of friends, and years later to return to it with my own child and push him on my old swing. But then, how many of us can do that?

My early years may have looked unconventional to some, and I can see why, but I know how lucky I was. I had an incredible childhood, full of exotic adventure, independence and family. I didn’t miss out; instead, I was enriched by it all. It instilled in me a sense of curiosity, an interest in different cultures and an empathy with others that has benefited me in my career and life.

It also taught me the importance of creating a home wherever I end up and how little I really need to enable that. Many of us have too much stuff. I find it fascinating that when we are asked the hypothetical (and admittedly dramatic) question of what we would rescue from our house in a fire, the most common response after ‘people’ and ‘pets’ is ‘photographs’. What we really mean by that is memories, the most precious things of all. Now my mum is in an assisted living home around the corner from me, she has very few belongings, but what she does have carries great significance for her, and I can tell you the story associated with each of them.

I think I get my love of homemaking from my mum after watching her achieve it repeatedly over the years with apparent ease. She didn’t always have much to work with, but as a child I didn’t notice peeling wallpaper or unattractive decorative features because, like my grandma, Mum filled our home with warmth and love.

While houses are just bricks and mortar to me and I don’t get emotionally attached to a property, I am a very good nest-builder. Even when I’m in a hotel room, I unpack immediately. I could have arrived at 3 a.m., but I still empty my bag, hang up clothes, line up beauty products in the bathroom and spritz the pillow with sleep spray. I can transform a space into my own and have the kettle on in minutes, like it’s an Olympic sport. Perhaps it should be. I would be in line for a medal.

I am proud of being a homebird. My favourite type of day off is to potter around the house, tidying up, doing a little bit of cooking, drinking tea, reading the papers and enjoying the quiet after a busy week. It’s my safe place, where I can be completely me, with no make-up and my bra off! On the flip side, I am a little territorial as I don’t like my things being moved around, it unsettles me. I want to feel totally comfortable, and I want guests to relax the instant they walk through the door. When family and friends stay over, I make their bedroom an almost hotel-like experience, with dressing gowns, flowers, candles and even a travel kettle for those early risers, like my mum, who may want to make a cuppa and drink it in bed before the sun comes up.

Have you ever thought about what ‘home’ means to you? Is it where you were born? Where your parents are or where your children grew up? Maybe it’s something you can’t put your finger on or haven’t found yet. Our definitions of it vary. For me, home truly is where the heart is. And where the dog is. Where I can be just as happy alone as I am with my loved ones. That’s not about a building or even a location, it is a feeling I carry with me wherever I go. It’s the foundation from which everything else flows: a superpower that can ground me whenever I need it most.
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She Looks Good . . . For Her Age

I know I shouldn’t take any notice of what people say about me, particularly when they are complete strangers, but in these times of the internet and social media, it’s not always easy to avoid. The other day, for example, someone called me Wrinkly Ruth. Yep. The context was even worse because it was linked to a story about my marriage break-up and they said, ‘Good on you Eamonn, for getting rid of wrinkly Ruth.’

I know a troll when I read one and I rarely look at the comments. I have been in the public eye for a long time, and this sort of heckling comes with the territory, so I am used to it. And yet this insult infiltrated its way through my thick skin. ‘The truth is,’ I said to myself, ‘I am quite wrinkly.’ And just like that, I went from feeling fabulous to falling into a tearful slump about ageing.

I realised they had hit a nerve, which was why I was upset. If they had called me Stupid Ruth, I would have taken no notice because I know I am not stupid, but they threw something at me that I couldn’t easily bat away.

The ageing process is highlighting parts of myself that I have never thought about before. I know I should just give myself a break and I never notice these things with others, but I am self-conscious about my neck, particularly if the camera gets too close. It’s all I can see on screen.

I work in an industry where a lot of people choose surgery. There is nothing quite as exposing as television (and the way it can add ten pounds and show every single wrinkle and the turkey neck) or the dreaded red carpet at high-profile events. I haven’t had Botox or fillers. I am often tempted and never say never, but taking such invasive action doesn’t sit comfortably with me. No shade on others who have ‘tweakments’ and plastic surgery; each of us needs to feel empowered to do what we want to our own bodies and faces. I am more interested in the motivation behind it. Are we doing it for ourselves, are we doing it for men, or are we trying to keep up with other women? Perhaps all three. Although I would be tempted to say it’s more likely to be for other women. That is where we may fear judgement and feel the need to be in the tribe, which can mean wearing the right clothes and looking a certain way.

I am sixty-six. This is how I look, people! When we say that someone ‘looks good . . . (pause) . . . for their age’, what is that age supposed to look like? My mum’s generation had a sort of uniform of elasticated slacks, comfy shoes and short hair that they adopted at retirement, but thankfully times have changed, and our wardrobe can be a reflection of who we are whatever our age, not who we feel we should be. Let’s not ask ourselves if this dress/skirt/top is appropriate, let’s ask whether we like it and if we feel good in it.

We may be better at not defining people by their appearance, but weight, looks and age are still matters for public and media debate and for our internal monologue. We can tell people to #bekind and #loveyourbody but this is #bullshit because most of us don’t love our bodies. Of course, it is brilliant if you do and you are the sort of person who genuinely doesn’t care about your size, shape and ageing. Good for you! I salute you and I am also hugely envious because I don’t feel like that.

In fact, I’m a bit sick of being told to love my body. I will decide if I do or I don’t and at this age, I don’t love it. There, I’ve said it. This isn’t just about growing older; I have never been #bodyconfident. Even in my youth, I wasn’t a skimpy dresser who was relaxed about displaying lots of cleavage and I never wore really short skirts. My idea of a hellish invitation – then and now – would be to a pool party where I might be expected to lounge around in a bikini. Like those Ibiza raves where everyone is bouncing about in thongs the width of dental floss or lazing around in Love Island with a #beachreadybody. That sort of situation would have me running for the hills. No thank you very much.

Some years ago, I was asked if I wanted to take part in a body-positive campaign, which would mean having a photo taken of me in my bra and pants. I said no for a couple of reasons. First, my son, Jack, was a teenager at the time, and I don’t think he would have appreciated seeing his mum plastered on huge billboards in her underwear. Or how he would feel going into school knowing all his mates had seen it too. Secondly, the premise of being aware of our bodies is tied into being completely in control of them and making our own decisions. It was my prerogative to say no. That’s body positivity for me, not to feel the pressure to embrace the bits of myself I am not fond of. I know how empowering that is for some and I champion them, but I do not want to strip off, and I hope this attitude can also be respected.

There is such a pressure on women to look good whatever their age, and looking good basically means to look slim, fresh-faced and youthful. Personal grooming, from dyeing hair and false nails to fillers and face lifts, is a continually growing and evolving industry, targeting women far younger than is healthy. Sometimes I would pick Jack up from school and all the girls coming through the gate looked so glamorous. I didn’t have my nails done until I was in my forties and the first proper pedicure I had in a salon was when I was pregnant. I am so glad I didn’t grow up against the backdrop of expectation of beauty perfection and social media judgement, particularly as I had my own insecurities to deal with.

I have never thought of myself as a natural beauty – I need to put in some work to help me feel more confident. Whether that is to blow-dry my hair and pop in heated rollers or put on mascara, it takes maintenance and effort. I can’t roll out of bed and out of the house. This has nothing to do with the industry I’m in and the job I do. I have always felt like this; it is part of who I am.

If I am at an event, Ruth from the telly kicks in and I make sure I have done my hair and face and chosen an appropriate outfit, often clothes from my own collection at QVC. There’s something of the fairy tale about my job and needing to look as people expect me to. I find it inspiring when I see other women looking great, so I know it matters.

I was once invited to the Brits, many years ago. Only once. I’m not sure why they asked me or why I accepted, but the thought of hitting the red carpet at this sort of achingly cool event sent me into a tailspin. It seemed fashionable at big music events to look like you hadn’t made an effort, but that wasn’t very me. I knew my usual glitzy frock choice wouldn’t cut it, so I opted for a leather blazer and then spent the entire night thinking I looked like someone trying too hard.

In contrast, I have been to the National Television Awards over the years many times, an event I enjoy and feel comfortable at, but the red-carpet angst remains the same. I always plan to lose some weight in the run-up and then I forget about it and suddenly it’s the week before and I have to tear around in a panic trying to find something to wear. This is what happens to me, and to many of the women I know, before any big event like a wedding or a party.

Getting ready is a big old palaver, even when I have a helping hand (several) for something like the NTAs. The event begins at 6 p.m. so I have to start primping at lunchtime. The glam squad pitch up to my house to do my hair and make-up, for which I am eternally grateful; they get me into my dress, sparkling jewellery, a pair of heels, and then I am in the car and on my way. I have to sit bolt upright in the back because I often have my hair up so I can’t lean on the headrest in case it messes with the perfectly coiffured look. The dress is usually uncomfortable because the bodice is tight so I can hardly breathe. And then I hope to God I don’t need a wee before I get there. I have been known to stop at a roadside garage and swish out in a long dress, desperate to find the loo and feeling ridiculous.

Once I get out of the car at the event I can feel the anxiety rise, because all I can see is a bank of photographers and flash, flash, flash on one side and then lots of people on the other side with camera phones. There is a moment when I check myself. Hold in your stomach, Ruth. Where is my bag? I hope my hair looks OK. Don’t fall over! I hate this! Why do I put myself through this?! And then I’m off, posing for the photographers, chatting to reporters on the red carpet, being on my guard for any sneaky questions, stopping to talk to the crowd and have selfies taken. I would love to see the result of those hurried phone pictures because they are probably of my ear or up my nose.

Now, here is what we must all remember, whether we are going to a party, a wedding or wafting down a red carpet: looks are deceiving. There is usually somebody extremely glamorous in front of me who appears to have no fear about the red carpet and glides along it looking amazing while the photographers fall over themselves to get the best shot. I wonder, if I were to stop those women (and men, but let’s face it, mainly women) and ask them how they are really feeling, how many would say they are racked with nerves, haven’t eaten for two days, are sure that everyone can see the big spot they have tried to cover up and feel their dress is too short/exposing/tight/boring/flamboyant? I would put a large bet on the fact that many of them feel like me.

We shouldn’t compare ourselves to other people and think they have found their fabulous because they are slimmer, taller, prettier, wear lovely shoes and are always smiling. I know I am guilty of this and social media doesn’t help as it gives a constant window into other people’s lives. Many of the high-profile people we follow have had a lot of help from hair, make-up and wardrobe stylists, and I speak as one who knows. As tempting as it is to turn up for work and go straight into the studio, I’m not sure you would want to see me in my curlers, no make-up and an old sweatshirt with a coffee stain down the front!

The first time I ever walked the red carpet, I was completely clueless. I had chosen a peacock-green/blue satin cocktail dress, which I loved, yet when I saw the pictures the following day, I thought I looked terrible. I was so upset. The camera flashes had caught the satin in such a way it made me appear as if I was six months pregnant, and I looked startled, like a rabbit in the headlights, my nerves clear to see. I had no idea how to stand for the cameras and I have learned the hard way, by seeing awful photos of myself looking like a sack of spuds. I watched how other women did it: one hand on the hip, lean on the other hip, shove that hip out and put one leg in front of the other. It looks ridiculous in real life, but somehow works on camera.

I remember worrying I was fat. I look back and think, I wish I was that fat now! What the hell was I worried about?

This is absolutely not a complaint about red-carpet anxiety. I love my job, and this is a privileged part of it. I never forget how lucky I am to be invited to these events. My point is not what I am doing, it is my attitude to myself while I am doing it. I think I can give myself an incredibly hard time before an event and imagine I am the only person who feels vulnerable on the red carpet. My worries really stem from how I look and, more importantly, how that will be perceived. Will I be in the press the following day for being one of the worst dressed? Did I get it right or wrong? Will the picture haunt me on the internet forever more?!

The media aren’t quite as cruel as they used to be. I remember one headline, attached to a photo of me with a protruding tummy, stating that I had ‘embraced my curves’, but what I think they were implying was that I looked fat. I was called Curvy Ruth, which I guess is better than Wrinkly Ruth.

Then there was my gorgeous red evening dress that was rather low cut, which was unusual for me, and it was quite expensive, so I wore it to several different events. This resulted in an article that basically said Gosh, Ruth really likes this dress, doesn’t she! as they listed the number of times I had been seen out in it. What felt like a sly dig actually backfired because I am very proud of re-wearing my clothes from an economical and sustainable perspective, and I was not about to be shamed for it.

Of course, to quote Oscar Wilde, the only thing worse than being talked about is not being talked about, and the morning after a big event there are likely to be a lot of high-profile people and their stylists checking to see if they made it into the press. I confess that this used to be me, slightly disappointed the following day if I hadn’t been featured somewhere after running the gauntlet of the red carpet. I would think, well, what was the point of all that then? Sometimes the pictures surface months later in weekly magazines, where they choose a photo to try to match the story of whether I am ‘broken-hearted’, ‘moving on with my life’, ‘dishevelled’, ‘smug’ or ‘fuming’. I find it amusing, which is just as well because I can’t do anything about it.

Men do get an easier deal, and they don’t tend to start getting ready six hours before an event. I hate to say it but there we are, and I wish there was an equivalent female version of the tuxedo. A suit or a black dress that we were allowed to wear on repeat and look the same as the woman next to us. Maybe just change the tie or jazz it up with some jewellery.

How we look is still a big part of what defines women. Forget the reason why we may be at an event, everyone just wants to know where the frock came from. And do you look good? Do you look hot? Do you look young? Do you look thin? Even better if the evening ends with a shot of someone falling drunk into a taxi with someone inappropriate! I must make a note to try that some time. Joking! Or am I . . .

I don’t tend to
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