

Chapter 1

THE PRINCE
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How does a prince meet a showgirl? Well, first he has to get out of the armed forces and risk doing something totally left-field for a royal. Get a job in theatre, for example.

I met Prince Edward for the first time in 1988, when I was twenty and he was twenty-three. Rather controversially, he’d just left the Royal Marines to begin working for Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Really Useful Theatre Company, and I was playing Jemima, one of the Jellicle Cats in Andrew’s hit musical at the New London Theatre. Cats was my West End debut, and I was probably the most single-mindedly ambitious young dancer you could meet! I’d been out of theatre school for just a year but I was determined that one day I’d be a star.

I’d only been in Cats for a couple of months before there was a rumour that a certain Edward Windsor was joining the production company. ‘Who is Edward Windsor?’ I asked innocently. It only turned out to be His Royal Highness Prince Edward. Oh my God, we were getting royalty in the building.

I remember Edward’s first day – not just because it was Valentine’s Day but because there was a picture on the front page of a national newspaper of him carrying a box of PG Tips. It was his little joke, because although he was joining as a production assistant, the press meanly said he was just the tea boy.

The first time he turned up, the news that he was in the company office flew round the theatre within minutes. I headed straight over to say hello. He was easy to spot. Nobody walks like Edward or stands like him, and no one else was accompanied by a burly policeman. And let’s be honest, he was one of the most famous people on the planet. He was tall, blond, very calm. He has such a gentle, lovely manner that it leads when he’s in a room. I was pleasantly surprised by how attractive I found him, although it wasn’t an overwhelming feeling of phwoar. He was not my usual type, being as far from a bad boy as you can get!

I gave him my best smile and said, ‘Welcome to the litter.’

‘I’m the runt,’ he said, making me laugh. And I thought, You are not what I expected.

Whenever Edward was in the building, I’d make a beeline for him, partly because he was royal and it was a bit of a coup that he knew who I was, but also because I liked him and got a buzz from seeing his reaction to my cheeky, slightly irreverent sense of humour. I’ve always had a potty mouth, and I don’t suppose that up until then he’d had many chorus girls flirting with him with such filth. At royal gala performances, the protocol is that performers are only to speak to members of the Royal Family when they’re spoken to. Even when he was in the company office, most people treated him with some deference. But no one ever told me off for being forward with Edward, not even our company manager, Hilary Gagan, who was usually with him. Musical theatre people are tactile. You’re hugging and cuddling people all over the place. The fact that I was flirting with him hardly raised an eyebrow. I’d compliment him on his clothes or ask him about his plans for the weekend. When he told me he was spending the weekend at Windsor I smiled and said if he ever needed company, I was his girl.

One day I sashayed up to Edward wearing a very short ra-ra skirt with matching socks that went up to my thighs. I grinned at him, and said, ‘Too much?’ He dissolved into laughter.

To tell the truth, I think the phrase ‘pussy pelmet’ was coined by someone who’d seen me walking down the street. I loved a ra-ra skirt, the shorter the better. Us young dancers didn’t care if you could see what we’d had for lunch!

In retrospect I think Edward had been living a slightly lonely existence at Buckingham Palace. Prince Charles had left seven years previously when he married Diana, and they now lived mainly at Kensington Palace with their little boys. Princess Anne lived with her own family at Gatcombe Park. Prince Andrew still had an apartment at Buckingham Palace but he had married Sarah Ferguson two years before – and she was now pregnant with their first child. The Queen and Prince Philip were not often there – in those days the Royal Standard was the only flag raised at Buckingham Palace, although since 1998 the Union Jack is flown in the sovereign’s absence. It seems a very formal way to know when your parents are at home. The camaraderie of the theatre must have made a nice change. It’s about as close to family as you can get and he was part of ours.

We all thought Edward’s new career was a brave move. After all, he’d started out following a very traditional royal path. Like his older brothers, he had attended Gordonstoun, the famously tough Scottish boarding school. Unlike Charles, who had hated the school’s regime of cold showers and freezing dormitories, Edward had been popular and gregarious. It may have helped that, by his time, the school was co-educational, with equal numbers of boys and girls. Though not a total goody-goody (his Scottish protection officer Andrew Merrylees kept him out of scrapes), he passed three A levels and earned his private pilot’s licence at the age of eighteen.

But there was no doubt acting was his consuming passion. Gordonstoun put on lots of plays and Edward had produced and starred in the Feydeau–Desvallières farce Hotel Paradiso. Prince Charles and his new fiancée Lady Diana Spencer had come to watch him. And when he appeared in Noel Coward’s Hay Fever, the Queen and Prince Philip had reserved seats (touchingly Edward wrote labels for them that read ‘Mum’ and ‘Dad’).

While he was studying history at Jesus College, Cambridge, he spent three years in the Royal Marines as a university cadet. But he also joined the Cambridge University Light Entertainment Society and discovered his real interest lay in stage management and production rather than acting. Obviously, the Royal Family believes strongly in service, and it was (and is) the norm for royal princes to serve in the forces (Prince Andrew was in the navy for twenty-two years, while Charles had trained as a jet pilot in the RAF before spending five years in the navy), so Edward did what was expected of him and, after graduating in 1986, signed up for the Royal Marines Young Officer training programme. But then in January 1987 he resigned his commission after only eight weeks of initial commando training. That set off rumours of him being gay. You leave the marines and go into musical theatre, so obviously you must be a ‘Friend of Dorothy’, a coded euphemism for a gay man, based on the fact that Judy Garland, especially beloved in her role in The Wizard of Oz, was seen as a gay icon.

Later Edward told me that if he hadn’t come across the drama society at Cambridge he would have stayed in the military. But having discovered that he absolutely loved theatre, he knew it was what he wanted to do. He had already confided in theatre producer Biddy Hayward, an executive director of the Really Useful Theatre Company, that he was having second thoughts about the Royal Marines. They’d met in 1986 when he asked composer Andrew Lloyd Webber and lyricist Tim Rice (the duo behind smash-hit musicals Jesus Christ Superstar, Evita and others) to compose a mini operetta for the Queen’s sixtieth birthday.

He and Biddy had kept in touch, and she took him to meet Lloyd Webber, her boss at Really Useful, who offered him a job as a production assistant, the lowest rung of the ladder. So he became the first member of the Royal Family to try to make his way in the real world.

The Queen was flabbergasted. I’m sure there were serious conversations with both his parents about his leaving the marines, but his mother wanted him to be happy, even if she had some worries about the future. Prince Philip wanted him to become an accountant but Edward was resolute. He had decided to pursue a career in theatre production.

His valet Brian told me later that when Edward joined the theatre the Queen said, ‘I hope he doesn’t bring home any chorus girls.’ Enter Henshall!




Chapter 2

THE SHOWGIRL
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As a little girl, to be noticed and important was everything I craved. As the youngest of four sisters, I felt I had to fight for attention.

I was born in Bromley, Kent, on 7 March 1967. My mother named me Valentine, after watching Judi Dench play a character of that name on TV when she was pregnant. But it never caught on in the family, and they soon switched to my middle name, Ruth.

My sister, Abi, was eighteen months older than me, a classic middle child who often gets lost in the scrum of our large family. Then there were the twins, Noel and Susan (Sue), nine years older than me. Abi was not happy when I was born, but she soon decided I was a cute baby. She’d pinch me to make me cry just so she could comfort me afterwards. But neither of us got much attention as our extrovert mother Gloria would suck up all the oxygen in any room. She was one of the most complicated women I have ever known. A mother who would happily kick over my Lego if it was in the way.

My first summer, 1967, was dubbed the ‘Summer of Love’. Jimi Hendrix performed at the first Monterey Pop Festival, The Doors released their first album and Aretha Franklin sang ‘Respect’. But life was a little more traditional at home. My parents had bought a four-bedroom, semi-detached Victorian house in Shortlands for £6,000, with original period features such as fireplaces and dado rails.

Shortlands, though part of Bromley in Greater London, still had a village vibe. My father, David, a journalist, commuted to Fleet Street every day, where, during my childhood, he worked on the Daily Mail. All the London newspapers were in Fleet Street back then and it was an absolute hub of activity. No quiet tapping on computers in the newsroom. It was loud typewriters and everyone shouting to be heard over that noise. My mother was a housewife for my early childhood, though she later trained as a drama teacher.

I attended Valley Primary School, which was at the end of our road, so Abi and I would walk to school together from the age of six. How times have changed – you’d never let your child do that now. We also drank from garden hoses, climbed Jungle Gyms that had concrete below and risked bruised wrists and black eyes playing with Clackers. I even used to go to the shops to buy Mum’s cigarettes, Embassy No. 1. Shortlands had an off-licence, a sweet shop, a hairdresser’s, garage and village grocery shop and that was about it. There was also a fantastic park, ideal for kids. The local bad boys congregated next to the sports shed and toilets but never actually used them; they just relieved themselves against the walls, which had to be hosed down every day and reeked of disinfectant.

The sweet shop, which was run by an older couple, had pretty jars full of multi-coloured treats on shelves behind the counter and it smelt like you had entered the world of Willy Wonka. I went early every Saturday, clutching my ten-pence pocket money, and watched wide-eyed and mouth watering in anticipation as the lady popped my chosen items into a paper bag – with her fingers, may I add. Pink shrimps, bananas, flying saucers, with that brilliant burst of sherbet in the middle as you either sucked until the rice paper melted or went straight for the bite, the instant explosion of sourness making you wince. In those days you could get sweet tobacco (actually grated coconut with colouring to make it look like the real thing) and candy sticks, white sugar sticks with a red end to imitate actual cigarettes! Abi and I had hours of fun playing two older ladies with a cig hanging out of our mouths, pretending to talk over the garden fence. I was ‘Mrs Dear’ and Abi was ‘Mrs Darling’. Everyone smoked back then, because it was acceptable everywhere. Restaurants, pubs, clubs, the office, trains, the underground.

My mother smoked about ten cigarettes a day and my dad, David, had a pipe. I loved watching him fold his tobacco into the bowl and then chuff away as he lit it. He also enjoyed a cigar on special occasions, and I adored that smell too, because it meant he was in a good mood.

My parents were children of the 1930s and youngsters of the 1950s, so they were dapper. My mother was stunning, with her long red hair piled up in a classic style, never messy. My father left for work at seven o’clock in a smart suit and arrived back home at eight at night. He got a huge kick out of life. He loved his family. He was a handsome man and he had been a real catch for my mother when they met, as he was middle class and going places while my mother was working class and powering her way up the ladder, although she was always ashamed of her upbringing and intimidated by anyone with class or status. As my father became more successful in journalism and moved up the ranks, they were often at parties and premieres, where Mum’s insecurity could lead to some awkward moments. She once approached the film star Diana Dors at a party. ‘I just wanted to say hello,’ Mum gushed, ‘so I can tell my girls I’ve spoken to Diana Dors.’ And then she added, ‘Oh, you are as fat in real life as you are on the screen!’ Miss Dors told her to f*** off.

Home decor back then was dark and utterly hideous to the modern gaze. I remember my father painting the hallway a muddy brown with deep green skirtings. The front room had a pink-and-green Sanderson-style flower-pattern wallpaper and a purple swirly carpet, and the back room had a sofa with a white wooden frame and nasty green hard cushions. So very 1970s.

The back room was mainly Mum’s smoking room, where she would listen to records and, after quite a few whiskies, dance like Isadora Duncan. But as soon as my father entered, she would sit down as if nothing had happened. He could never catch her out until one day he went out of the front door in his dressing gown, round the side passage, and sat on the wall with his pipe, just watching her through the window. My mother was furious when she found out and told him he was weird! But my father was very pleased with himself and would often laugh about watching my tipsy mother pulling ballet moves and falling over the furniture.

My father loved my mother with a passion and always put her first, no matter what. I was never in any doubt that my father loved me. But I always suspected he loved her more.

Dad would spend time with us girls, play rough and tumble and take us out for day trips, but my mother didn’t have much of that in her. We very rarely had birthday parties as she couldn’t bear the mess and the other children. It was painful for her to watch cake being trodden into her carpet. At one party she spent the whole time on her hands and knees with the Vim and a J-Cloth, scrubbing away as a dozen youngsters played musical chairs and pass the parcel.

She always talked about how her childhood home was not clean and said that her mother, my grandma Dolly, was not particularly house-proud. As a result, Gloria was fastidious. Every morning we were woken up by the sound of the Hoover being slammed against the skirting boards. It was one way of getting us out of bed, I suppose.




Chapter 3

IS IT A DATE?
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Everybody at Really Useful could tell Edward loved theatre, and we felt quite a boost from a royal joining us in showbiz. He’s in our gang, we thought. Though he was based at the company’s open-plan office at the top of the Palace Theatre on Shaftesbury Avenue (where Les Misérables was playing to packed houses), he was sent to us at the New London to help Hilary, the company manager, coordinate auditions and production meetings, and take notes. When Biddy first told Hilary that she wanted Edward to shadow her on Cats, she panicked slightly and thought, Oh God, what am I going to do with him? She didn’t want to mess things up, but then he threw himself into the job and everyone found him very likeable. ‘He’d make tea and talk to anyone,’ she said, ‘so I remember that time fondly.’

The company office on Cats was just opposite the warm-up space for the dancers, and I would look out for Edward as I stretched, in full make-up and costume, before each performance. It’s amazing quite how loose one can get when one is being observed by a prince – I could have been a contender for Cirque du Soleil when he was in. And Edward couldn’t help chuckling when he saw how flustered his protection officers became, watching us warming up in tight Lycra costumes that left nothing to the imagination.

Edward’s passion was stage management and he assisted the creatives looking at how the production worked, solving problems. He spent most of his time at the theatre, where there were always rehearsals and auditions. He was very much part of the company. As he came in to watch the show most evenings, he helped to sort out any hitches. ‘I did notice he was hanging around a lot,’ Hilary remembers, ‘and there was definitely a vibe between you, but no one mentioned it!’

He would read through show reports, which are kept as a post-mortem in case anything ever goes wrong technically. In theatre every little detail is logged (even more so now with the all-important health and safety). If you fluff a line, miss an entrance, are badly behaved, or if there’s a show stop due to a set malfunction, it’s recorded. Then the report is sent to the production office to look at next day.

As a performer back then, if you were responsible for too many mistakes, or lateness or high jinks, the company manager would be told and you would be called in for a ‘chat’ in the company office. A second time there would be a warning letter and then (and I can only remember it happening to a performer once in my career), there’s a third summons and you are sacked.

The fact that Edward watched the shows in the evening after work was a real testament to how much he loved the art form. And maybe, just maybe, the regularity with which he showed up at Cats was a hint that he was becoming especially interested in a certain feline called Jemima. At the beginning of the show, all the actors playing the ‘cats’ would run through the audience with flashing lights on our eyes, making people jump. If I knew Edward was in, standing at the back of the stalls in his usual spot, I’d flash my lights at him and hope to catch a glimpse of him smiling as I passed.

But Edward and I really began to spend more time together when, to my delight, I was asked to audition for a role in Aspects of Love, a new musical that Andrew Lloyd Webber was writing. Andrew said he loved my voice, but in the event, at twenty, I was too old for the young female role, and too young for the older part, which was frustrating. But he added that he was also creating a musical version of A Star Is Born (based on the Judy Garland film version) and that he wanted me to work with him and his musical director on songs for it. He was positioning me for the young lead. Judy Garland was only twenty-three in 1945 when she made the movie. And Andrew saw something similar in me.

It was a wonderful project, and I worked on it for quite a few months, as well as performing in Cats eight times a week, but it didn’t progress in the end because Andrew couldn’t get clearance on some of the songs. But the best thing about it was that Edward was my point of contact for all the arrangements. I remember the first phone call. ‘Hello,’ the voice said, ‘it’s Edward, I’m liaising with you to get you to come in and start working on A Star Is Born.’ He would phone me once a week to arrange rehearsals at Really Useful’s offices. He also had to make sure there was a pianist available. I’d go through the music with Andrew’s musical director, Laurence, and sing some of the songs, including Judy Garland’s classic number, ‘The Man That Got Away’.

The Really Useful offices were above the rehearsal rooms, accessed by a creaky old lift we called the old gurner because it sounded like it was moaning under the strain. It felt as if you were taking your life in your hands every time you got in it, and most of the Les Mis cast would rather walk up to their dressing rooms than wait for the contraption.

Edward would meet me by the lift and take me to my rehearsal, sometimes sitting in. Obviously I couldn’t wait for him to hear me sing. He’d collect me when I had finished and walk me back to the lift again. After a while he started to kiss me goodbye on the cheek. Just a single kiss. Theatre people are very demonstrative, but I did think, Oh, that’s really friendly. He never did it to anyone else in the company. He was totally professional with them. It was just for me.

I found him charming, funny and approachable. He dressed like an off-duty royal and always wore a shirt and a jacket or a round-necked jumper with jeans or slacks. The men around me were usually in tracksuits, standard rehearsal gear, but Edward was classy.

We were just casual friends at this point, but as I became more involved with Andrew and Really Useful, we kept bumping into each other. There was a kitchen in the Really Useful Group offices, and a couple of times he asked me if I wanted a cup of tea. I don’t usually drink tea as I can’t bear it. But when Edward asked, I did!

As the weeks passed I started to look forward to seeing him and would make sure that I went in early and had time afterwards, so I could hang out by his desk before heading off. We would chat about whatever he was working on or I would jokingly ask how many times I’d been logged in the show report that week. He would say, ‘I could tell you but then I would have to kill you!’ or he’d just roll his eyes and say his lips were sealed. I remember seeing his handwriting for the first time, and I said, ‘Cor blimey, mate – you didn’t go to a comprehensive school!’ It was really beautiful writing, as opposed to mine, which still looks like I’d never passed English O level.

I’d quiz him in what he’d been up to outside of work. He’d mention royal engagements and his charity work. Sometimes he would have had a few friends over to play board games or to put the world to rights. I noticed, with some relief, that he never mentioned a girlfriend and the press hadn’t linked him to anyone.

The Really Useful offices certainly weren’t glamorous. They were at the top of the building so at least light flooded in, but there wasn’t a lot of space and people worked cheek by jowl, Edward included. No private office for him just because he was a royal. He always got on well with the other staff, but that is Edward all over. Like me, he is the youngest sibling, and we are great at fitting in, because by the time we come along there are big personalities in the family already.

The other coup of A Star Is Born was getting to work so closely with Andrew Lloyd Webber at such an early stage in my career.

I think it’s fair to say that Andrew is a genuine eccentric. For such a brilliant man, he’s quite socially awkward and very earnest and direct. I never felt quite at ease with him, even though he often invited me to events and parties, and once I went to his house in London and sang while he played the piano. He always seemed more relaxed when he’d had a drink.

Andrew always seemed very focused on the business, and he can be quite cut-throat as an impresario. He knows what he wants and likes, and if, as a performer, you’re not cutting it, you’re not cutting it. The legendary Patti Lupone was in London playing Norma Desmond in Sunset Boulevard in 1993, and believe me she was cutting it and had a contract to open the show on Broadway a year later. But then Lloyd Webber decided he’d rather have Glenn Close, and Patti was informed when she went in to work one day that she would not be taking Sunset to NY. Rumour has it Patti got a cool million pounds to be bought out of her contract. Andrew also struggles to remember people’s names; even if he’s worked with someone before, he’ll need reminding. A story has it that he took one particular musical director out for drinks after rehearsals thinking he was the PR person.

He was my boss and a very powerful one, and power can put a wedge between you. I never felt as if I got through the professional wall to know him, and when I performed in his shows later in my career, I was never sure whether he liked what I was doing. He’s not a gushy person (unlike so many in our industry) and on opening nights, when I longed for affirmation from him, it was rarely forthcoming. I just assumed he felt a bit meh about me.

But when I was working on A Star Is Born I felt incredibly special. I’d been plucked out of the ensemble and offered the chance to play a lead role. And I was young and full of confidence and drive.

One day in May, two months into rehearsals, Edward asked me whether I had seen the Judy Garland film. When I said I hadn’t, he said, ‘Would you like to come to mine to watch it and we can have a bite to eat?’ He lived in the Palace. I was being invited to dinner with the Prince at Buckingham Palace!

The date was set for the next Sunday, because of course that was my only day off.

I drove down the tree-lined Mall, in my beaten-up Vauxhall Nova, and past the Victoria Memorial (nicknamed the Wedding Cake). The car exhaust was falling off and the brakes were dodgy. At the famous wrought-iron gates adorned with heraldic gold lions, I gave my name to the policeman, who was expecting me and let me in. I couldn’t quite believe it. They let me in!

Buckingham Palace has three arches (the larger main arch has armed guardsmen in bright red uniforms and bearskin hats standing either side). I was told to drive through the smaller right-hand arch into a quadrangle and park on the right. I can still remember the crunch of the reddish-pink gravel underfoot as I walked towards a black door which had a tiny oval brass handle. As I walked up three stone steps Edward opened the door, welcomed me with a peck on the cheek and showed me to a creaky old lift. It was only big enough for two people and, as he shut the gates and pressed the floor button, I was enjoying how close I was to him.

I was wearing denim dungarees with a leotard underneath. No coat. Like all young people, I’d go out in the middle of winter with nothing on if it looked good. And it was the 1980s, so dungarees with a tight belt were in! I really didn’t understand the Palace dress code.

Edward’s quarters were on the second floor, on the front right-hand corner overlooking the Mall. As we walked down a long corridor, I took in the high ceiling and walls papered in green silk, the deep red carpet. On each door was fixed a typed card in a brass holder, naming its royal residents. Andrew and Sarah were on the same floor, but not in close proximity. Which tells you how big the Palace is.

We entered a beautiful apartment that wrapped around the side of the building and looked unbelievable to me. I don’t know if Edward had had anything to do with picking the furniture, but this twenty-four-year-old Prince was living among stunning antiques and decor that wouldn’t look out of place in House & Garden magazine. There was a huge ornate fireplace, decorative cornicing and grand oil paintings hanging from the dado rail. He even had his own drinks cabinet. I could not believe my luck! (We thought very little back then about drinking and driving. I don’t mean getting pissed, but a couple of drinks wasn’t a big deal.)

On that first evening, we had a leisurely drink and I then asked him to show me around. His apartment had originally been the nursery area for Andrew and himself. I was fascinated. I wanted to see every inch. The bathroom alone was the size of my whole flat, with a huge old bath and shower, but my favourite part was the loo. It had a big square wooden seat (none of your cheap plastic), a chain pull and a curtain around it. So someone could be in the bath and someone else could privately relieve themselves without being on show!

We were served dinner by Edward’s valet Brian in the huge living-cum-dining room on a beautiful antique oak table so highly polished I could see my refection in it. In the corner I could see his work desk. I’m sure he had no idea who had actually cooked the food but I ooh-ed and ah-ed about how lovely the beans were, and how tasty the chicken was, and how the salad dressing was out of this world. While we were eating, I suddenly thought, How the f*** did I get here? I am in Buckingham Palace, sitting next to a prince, with a Bacardi and Coke, and I’m about to watch A Star Is Born. How much camper does it get?

Each side dish had its own bowl with a serving spoon. Not like my house, where it just got plonked on the same plate from the saucepan. I remember I was starving but I didn’t want to look like a pig, so I only took a little of everything. My proudest moment was sending the peas flying all over the table, picking them up with my fingers and eating them one by one as I cleared them off the tablecloth. Classy bird! We had beautiful wine in crystal glasses and dessert was served in the finest china, and then we sat down to watch the film.

I can honestly say I don’t remember much about it. It was very long, I will tell you that. It’s a brilliant film that I’ve seen since, but on that evening I couldn’t concentrate. I was too busy trying to work out if this was a date. I knew we got on really well. And I knew that there was a bit of flirtation going on. But Edward had made it seem more professional by saying: ‘Let’s watch the film we are working on.’

His apartment had two big sofas facing each other. To see the screen, we needed to be on the same one, so he gestured to me to sit next to him. At first I sat completely upright. But by the end of the evening, we had relaxed with our hands very, very close to each other, our little fingers touching. And neither of us moved them away. When I left that night. Edward kissed me on the mouth – not a huge, passionate kiss, but it wasn’t a kiss on the cheek, which was what it had been before. It was a gentle kiss on the mouth. And I thought, Ah, okay.




Chapter 4

SHE DRIVES ME CRAZY
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We had no central heating when I was little. There was a three-bar electric heater in the back room where my mother would lay out our clothes in the morning to warm them, and an open fire in the lounge. Winters were bitter and we would leave the warmth of our beds reluctantly, putting on our thick towelling dressing gowns and making a mad dash downstairs to the back room where we’d huddle in front of the heater until we could bear to undress to put on our school uniform.

My school was just a large hall with a few classrooms. If you misbehaved, your punishment was to stand facing the wall for the whole of playtime, while you could hear the happy screams behind you of children tearing around playing whatever their little imaginations dreamed up. These were the days when a teacher could get the ruler out if you were naughty and hit you across the back of the legs in front of the whole class, while you tried not to be seen to cry. Once I had my hair clips confiscated by the headmistress because they were sticking out of my bun like chopsticks. My hair was so thin that the bun looked like a pea on a drum. The headmistress thought they were a danger to other children and could take someone’s eye out.

I think I was fairly well liked at school, probably because I would mould myself into whatever persona would get me the most friends. I had learned that if I made people laugh, I would be popular. It’s the same today. If someone needs funny, I’m in there with funny. Equally, if someone needs a sympathetic ear, I will listen. Whoever I am with has my total attention. I will never, ever look over your shoulder to see who else is in the room, even at a party!

This need to people-please was born out of my childhood. It still feels terribly disloyal to say anything negative about my parents, but the reality was that they fought constantly and there was a terrible amount of violence. One evening they were arguing so loudly that all four of us girls came out of our bedrooms to plead: ‘Stop. Please just stop.’ Dad burst into tears and wailed, ‘She just drives me crazy.’

When I was younger and the rows happened, under my bed was a good place to be. It would all go away if I could hide. I had a teddy called Coco who wore a little tutu skirt, and I’d hold her tight and talk to her while the shouting escalated and furniture was thrown. My mother would scream and then I’d hear her trying to run. She would shout for help, and I had no idea what to do. It was always alcohol-fuelled on both sides.

Dad was never violent to us girls (I can count on three fingers the number of times he smacked me, and it would just be a slap on the bum for being naughty), whereas Mum would slap and kick us when infuriated. But we were frightened of Dad when he had one of his drunken rages. Susan in particular was very scared of him. He literally changed character in front of us. It was very Jekyll and Hyde.

Sometimes Mum or the neighbours called the police, and once or twice it was one of us girls, scared that this was the day someone would die. They would separate Mum and Dad in different rooms. I would hear my mother sobbing, telling the police officer her version of what had happened. The police would calm the situation and leave. My father was never arrested and my mother was never questioned any further. It de-escalated the situation, both would pass out, and the next day it was never talked about. It was just a normal part of our weekends.

We could be out for a lovely family meal, feeling happy and relaxed, when suddenly Mum and Dad would kick off. I’d have that sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, knowing things would get worse once we were back home. I’d look to my older sisters, Noel and Susan, begging with my eyes for them to make it all better.

Mum loved pottery. It was her hobby and she was good at it. But when Dad was cross with her he would throw her pots at the wall. Once we came home and the kitchen was smashed up – dented pans scattered across the floor. He would destroy her clothes too – they were her most-prized possessions and that for her was as bad as any violence.

From a young age we learned that Saturday and Sunday were hangover days. And yet I adored my parents. I said the same prayer every single night as a little girl: ‘Dear God, I ask you infinity of times to not let my parents die.’ I felt that if I didn’t say it, something terrible would happen.

At times my mother would sink into depression, and in her darkest moments she would sometimes say she was going to give us away. My sister Abi would become hysterical while I would tell Mum how much I loved her and promise that we would look after her and be no trouble. From a young age it became my mission to try to fix her. I would sit on her lap and stroke her, make her laugh and try to lift her spirits. Looking back, it was like I was the mother and she was the child.

When I was about seven, my mother told me that she was going to kill herself but that I should remember she loved me. I knew where she kept her sleeping pills, which she said would be her way out. In total panic, I stole them and hid them in the box where I kept my dolls. She stood on the landing, screaming, ‘Where are they? Where are they?’ She guessed I had them and made me hand them over. I sat up all night, terrified, feeling that I would be responsible if she took them. It wasn’t the only time she talked of suicide and I was constantly waiting for it to happen. My parents were not bad people, but their behaviour made me hypervigilant, then and now. A loud noise – someone shouting or a confrontation – is agony. I am forever changed by the violence.

Motherhood was not fulfilling for Mum but she suddenly found her passion when she trained to be a drama teacher and as a result the depressions became a little less frequent. Anyone who was ever taught by my mother remembers her vividly. She was charismatic and outspoken and never pulled a punch if she thought it would help someone reach their potential. Her students always seemed to get the best of her. She was an inspiring and fun teacher. Qualities we saw rarely in her at home.

Mum always dressed beautifully, in labels like Jaeger and Aquascutum. Dad paid all the bills, but Mum’s salary was obviously not enough to fund her designer habit as she seemed to be using the housekeeping money to buy more clothes. She was a compulsive shopper all her life. Dad would open the kitchen cupboards and declare theatrically, ‘Oh look. Beans, beans. beans.’ She’d stack the cupboard with Heinz baked beans, packets of Smash instant potato and Colman’s cheese-sauce mix to make it look like it was full. It was all convenience food. Mum rarely cooked.

As little ones, I can’t tell you how many times Abi and I were left in cars, or forgotten in shops, because Mum was going crazy trying on clothes. It was as if she was in a trance, going from shop to shop and losing all track of time. Once when she finally came back to the car, Abi, who was in a state of anxiety, burst into tears saying, ‘I thought you weren’t coming back.’ And my mother screamed at her: ‘For God’s sake. Of course I was coming back.’

I learned never to show my panic. I’d casually say, ‘Hi’, even if she’d left us alone for an hour, sometimes two.

As my father’s newspaper career progressed and they were invited to more glamorous parties, she adored getting dressed up to the nines. I have one photo of the two of them at a garden party at Buckingham Palace, Mum wearing a huge-brimmed hat. She loved sparkly headbands, sequinned hats, velvet jackets and gypsy dresses with appliqued embroidery. And her beloved kaftans, which she bought at the Indian shop in Ipswich. She also had an amazing tweed man’s suit. She looked very classy and had a great figure because she was always on a diet. Years later when I was performing at a concert she turned up in a tiara. ‘We’ve got royalty in tonight,’ the house manager joked.

She converted the fourth bedroom into a walk-in dressing room and had huge wardrobes built. None of us were allowed in there. Once when I was about twelve, I snuck in to try on her lovely clothes. She caught me and was furious. I shouted at her, ‘You love your clothes more than you love me.’ And she shouted back, ‘Yes, I do!’

In 1968, when I was a year old, my father had made a deal with the newspaper he was working for to lend him the £1,500 needed to buy Pond Cottage in Stutton, Suffolk, as our holiday home, with no interest to pay on the loan. And the happy place was born.

My mother’s family was from Ipswich, about eighteen miles away, and as a child my father had been evacuated to his grandparents in Norfolk, so no wonder they both loved the area. My father’s parents, Rose and Wilfred, had moved to the village after the war and still lived there, in an old cottage with steep, winding stairs and a garden full of home-grown produce, apple and plum trees, blackcurrant bushes and vegetables growing in neat rows. My favourite thing was the toilet-roll cover, which was a crocheted lady whose long skirt held the toilet roll! Stutton was small and had only one shop, a post office, sweet shop and grocery store combined. We would bike or walk there and buy Funny Face ice creams and something delicious for pudding that evening. We biked everywhere, took boats out on Stutton Shore, a beautiful estuary you can only reach by walking, not driving. In the summer, when the tide was in, we’d go swimming. If it was out and we were faced with a huge expanse of black mud, there was always a tyre swing; whenever it broke, some kind villager would always string another one up.

I call Pond Cottage the happy place because it was our weekend and holiday escape, and the atmosphere was so much more relaxed. There were far fewer rows between my parents there than when they were in London. They still drank a lot, but family lived close by so there was always someone around, and that’s what I loved.

We would drive down on a Friday night, arriving around nine o’clock, usually to be greeted by an enormous wolf spider in the bath. I loved the smell of the cottage, a mix of the oil and coal used for fuel. It was a tiny two-up two-down with a downstairs bathroom that had been built on. Dad would light the fire as soon as we got in. In the winter the bunk beds were freezing and slightly damp, but Mum would put a hot-water bottle in half an hour before bed and we would soon drift off. Then my parents would head to the pub, the Gardeners Arms, because it was safe to leave us back then. Or so everyone assumed. When we all popped into the pub on a Saturday lunchtime, they’d treat us children to a packet of Salt & Shake and a Coke with a straw that always became soggy paper by the end of the bottle. Bliss.




Chapter 5

A PICNIC AT WINDSOR
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The day after our Star Is Born date, Edward called me to say how much he’d enjoyed the evening. Then two weeks later he invited me to join him at the Palace again. Grand as it felt to me, I realized that it was the place where he could just be himself. I was very excited about what I hoped was a second date. In the days after that first gentle kiss, I had wondered if I’d misunderstood the situation.

I drove down the Mall once again, parked my car and went up in the rickety lift. Edward was on his own. He shared a maid and housekeeper, who still turned down his linen sheets and drew his silk curtains, with those of other members of the family. But he was very self-sufficient and never grand. I very rarely saw staff apart from Brian, who would come in and out, preparing drinks and snacks for us in the kitchenette down the corridor, just off the main apartment.

This time Edward was so attentive I knew it was more than work. And once again the date ended with a gentle press on the lips. Not a passionate, long, lingering kiss, but it was enough.

After that, Sundays became our day to meet, because it was my one day off from performing. He’d say, ‘Come for lunch and a walk.’ At first we’d walk around the Palace grounds, which could take an hour. I felt very important coming out of the big French doors of the ground-floor Bow Room, in the centre of the West Wing, and going down the grand steps into the garden. I knew there were very few people who had done that, unless they’d been invited to a royal garden party.

Buckingham Palace’s walled garden is the size of a park – over thirty-nine acres – with a rose garden and a wildflower meadow. The Queen made sure it was an oasis for her family. It’s the largest private garden in London, and even has a small man-made lake with an island, which you approach through a little wooden gate. It was created in the nineteenth century by Prince Albert for Queen Victoria, as a wildlife sanctuary and to keep bees. Edward and I spent a lot of time together there.

My first passionate kiss with Edward happened at Windsor in summer 1988, three months after our first Palace date. I’d been there with him before, and this particular day we had packed up a picnic. Well, let’s be honest, someone in the Palace kitchen had packed up a picnic. It was absolutely how you would expect it to be. In a wicker basket with tubs of sandwiches, the crusts cut off, and salad with dressing; sometimes there was even quiche, and always something sweet like scones with jam and cream.

As usual, I’d met Edward at the Palace, parked my knackered old Vauxhall Nova and then he’d driven us
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