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I’d like to dedicate this book to anyone who has
ever struggled to see a way forward in life, and I
want to let you know . . . you’ve got this.
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INTRODUCTION

Hi there,

Thanks for picking up You’ve Got This!

They say that change is life’s only constant. It can come in many forms, whether it’s the end of a relationship, a new career, a loss or even some kind of opportunity. Even though allowing change into your life can be hard, it can often be for the best. Change allows us to grow and pursue our dreams.

For a long time, I ticked all the boxes of being the ‘picture-perfect’ wife. I smiled and said the right things at the right times, and tried very hard to maintain that image and make everyone else happy. The truth? For a lot of that time, I actually felt lonely, anxious and unimportant. Many of us believe what we read, and see what we want to see, but often we can’t really know or understand someone else unless we’re walking in their shoes.

I’ve been in the public eye since I was just fifteen. Throughout my career, I’ve always said a lot and been honest, while at the same time trying to reveal as little as possible about myself. No one beyond my close friends and family has ever really seen the real me. For my whole life, I’ve been described as ‘nice’. There are a lot of words I would use to describe myself – passionate, kind and emotional are just a few of them – so I hope this book will show that ‘nice’ Lou is not the only side of me.

Writing this book has required me to talk openly and address head-on some things that I would rather not have thought about, even though I knew I needed to. And I hope reading it gives you the strength to do the same. I want to share with you some of the lessons that I have learned over the years; not just in my personal life, but in my professional life, too. Much of what I have gone through has been very bittersweet; often, I knew I needed to do certain things, even when they were tough and scary. There have been times when I thought I would never get through it all. This is a good opportunity for me to talk about what I have learned, from both the good times and the bad. Some of these lessons have been hard-won, but I’m finally in a happier place, and I feel more optimistic and stronger than ever. I don’t want to hide any more. I want to celebrate all the unique sides of myself without apology, and I’m excited about the possibilities in my future.

I want to empower you to be fearless so that you can be excited about what your future holds, too. Most importantly, I want you to know that, whatever you are going through – whether you want to overcome heartbreak, kick-start your career, deal with criticism, tackle negative body image, or redefine another part of your life – if you are positive and passionate, you can do it. You will come out the other side feeling a lot stronger and more resilient than you previously thought. Anything is possible when you have the courage to trust yourself.

Let’s do this!

Love Lou x




Chapter One

OWN YOUR FEAR

‘Becoming fearless isn’t the point. That’s impossible. It’s learning how to control your fear, and how to be free from it.’

Veronica Roth

‘What are you going to sing for us today, Louise?’ The panel of judges and teachers sat in front of me at a long wooden table and stared out expectantly. It was like a scene out of Flashdance.

‘I’m going to sing “I Will Survive” by Gloria Gaynor,’ I replied. Bubbles of excitement fizzed inside my stomach, drowning out the sharp prick of nerves. I was auditioning for a scholarship at the Italia Conti Academy of Theatre Arts.

There was an uncomfortable pause. Four sets of eyebrows raised slightly.

‘Go ahead.’

I fumbled in my pocket. ‘I have a tape. Is that OK?’

Someone nodded, and the pianist sitting in the corner turned away from me. I shuffled towards the cassette player, fumbling as I placed the tape into it and pressed play. The quality was very fuzzy, like a poor radio connection. I was using the backing track on the B-side, which I had recorded from the original. It was a long way from the polished performance that I imagine many of the other kids were going to present to the panel that day. I had no professional sheet music like the other girls and boys outside, who had been practising their melodic warm-ups before launching into songs from Annie and The Sound of Music.

I walked back into the centre of the room, my footsteps echoing across the parquet floor.

I took a deep breath and began to sing.

As I started to sing, my nerves fell away and my voice grew confident and bold. I had always been told that my voice was quite low and mature, and not what anyone expected from a skinny ten-year-old. I had grown up on a musical diet of the Motown greats, with Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, Randy Crawford and Diana Ross firm favourites. Pop music wasn’t on my radar; these were the songs I knew and loved. For me, music was all about driving bass lines, gospel-influenced harmonies, and bags of sass, guts and soul.

As the chorus kicked in, I launched into the dance moves I had practised in front of my bedroom mirror with my hairbrush as a microphone. Singing and dancing were always what made me happiest, and I quickly forgot about where I was and the faces watching me.
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I had discovered when I was very young that there was something about performing that made me come alive. Mrs Miller, the softly spoken and kind-faced headmistress at the small Catholic primary school I attended, St Thomas Moore’s in Eltham, had suggested to my mum that I try out for an ILEA scholarship, which would allow me to attend a performing arts school. She could see that performing was what made me tick. Although I’d never done anything like it before, the audition sounded like a fantastic opportunity. Mrs Miller encouraged me to just go along for the experience, and Mum agreed.

I still remember the incredible kindness Mrs Miller showed me as a child; she really went out of her way to help me and took both Mum and me under her wing. And although I struggled through maths, English and other schoolwork, which affected my confidence, I lit up on stage. Mrs Miller saw that I became someone else when I was performing – a bolder and more confident version of myself. I have many fond memories of our school shows. One of my highlights was when I played the role of the Christmas Rainbow. I wore a white leotard covered with coloured streamers, which my mum had spent hours sewing on. I was always full of energy, which meant I was never calm enough to be Mary in the nativity. In fact, I sometimes wonder if the teachers were forced to write special parts for me – ones that involved spangly leotards and jazz hands. Not that I complained. I’ve always given my all to every performance, so although the Christmas Rainbow was only a small part, I really belted out my lines.

Every year, I entered the singing, dancing and drama competitions at the Lewisham Dance Festival. Once, I even entered a TV competition for schools to write and perform a song on the day of Prince Andrew and Fergie’s wedding. I composed a song with a boy in my class named Andrew – and we won. The whole class had to perform our song live on Breakfast Time. While the other kids sang with straight faces, looking as if they would rather be anywhere else but on TV, I was standing on the edge of the row, clicking my fingers and wiggling my shoulders, with my pink jazz shoes on, having the time of my life.

Despite all the encouragement I was given, I don’t think anyone thought that I had a chance of being awarded the scholarship. There were around a hundred children outside the room that day, waiting for their chance to sing and impress the panel, and I knew there were auditions being held every day that week, but just four scholarship places were available: two for Conti’s and two for ArtsEd.

‘Just have a go, Lou, and see how you get on,’ my mum had told me. ‘You have nothing to lose.’

That morning, we had travelled to the Barbican from our home in Lewisham. It was rare for us to travel into central London, and as we walked hand in hand along Goswell Road, I remember staring up at the high-rise concrete in wonder.

Mum dropped me off in the grand reception hall, where pictures of the famed and celebrated alumni hung from the walls. I felt the pins and needles of nerves, but these were extinguished by the anticipation and exhilaration of simply being there. I was totally fearless, and I felt no expectation or pressure to succeed. It was just one big adventure.

I was aware of the other kids around me, with their Head bags and professional dance shoes and kit. They had a quiet, shiny air of self-assured confidence about them, as if they were regulars on the audition circuit, but that still didn’t faze me. I was convinced that the academic entrance exam had gone awfully. In the morning, there were dance classes – ballet, modern and tap – and I had done my best, performing everything that I had learned from my dance teachers, including Della Pointer, my strict elderly ballet teacher, who was renowned throughout Lewisham for her sharp words and impeccable standards. It had all been a bit of a whirlwind of leg warmers and leotards.

The singing audition was the last part of the day.

As I finished the song, the teachers’ faces were impassive, giving nothing away.

‘Thank you,’ one of them said, and I took that as my cue to leave.

I don’t think they liked Gloria Gaynor, I mused as I closed the door behind me with a click. Maybe they would’ve preferred ‘A Spoonful of Sugar’? I thought I’d blown it, but nonetheless a burning ambition started to grow. Whether I got in or not, I knew I wanted to be a performer.

Growing up, I was my mum’s shadow. We led a pretty humble and simple life; it was an uncomplicated time. Mum had given birth to me on her own when she was just twenty-three, and after a year living in a mother-and-baby home, we had moved into a one-bedroom council flat in Lewisham, near her family and where she had grown up. Mum and I had a special bond: we were each other’s whole world. Everything my mum did was about me and my happiness, and vice versa.

I never knew my father. He walked out of my life before I was born, and I’ve always been OK with that. Sometimes I think it’s pretty strange that I could get on a train one day and not know that the person sitting next to me was my father, but I have no bad feelings towards him. There was always so much love in my life that I never felt like part of the jigsaw was missing. One of my aunts is still in touch with him, and I know he has his own family now. He once suggested to her that he would be open to meeting up and getting to know me, but I never wanted to create heartache for his family or my mum. Mum never asked him for anything, so now I feel that I owe it to her to never explore what could’ve been. Growing up, I never asked any questions, and now I’ve made peace with the fact that he is just part of my history.

My life was filled with laughter and love. I was very close to my nan and Grandad Malcolm, who owned an old-fashioned pub called the George Inn in Lewisham. Grandad Malcolm wasn’t my mum’s dad, but he’d been married to my nan since before I was born, so he was in my life from day one. He didn’t have any children, so he always treated me like one of his own. I adored him and my nan, so I spent a lot of time at their pub during the holidays and on weekends. I played the Motown music that I loved on the jukebox in the corner of the pub, selecting my favourite tracks over and over again. Sometimes I would sit on the beer-stained bar and entertain the regular punters with a Motown or soul song through foggy clouds of cigarette smoke, and they always clapped and cheered at the end. After the lunchtime rush, the pub would shut for a couple of hours in the afternoon, and we would head upstairs and watch game shows like Going for Gold and Bullseye, with a packet of prawn cocktail crisps from the bar and a Kit Kat.

My other grandad, my mum’s dad, whose name was Charlie, was a market trader at Lewisham market. Grandad Charlie was larger than life and such a gent; he was one of those people you could hear from a mile away cracking a joke as he sold his colourful medley of fruit and veg. He wore a crisp three-piece suit every day, with a waistcoat, cravat, hat and Crombie coat. He was the smartest man you could meet and such a character. He always had a fifty-pound note in his back pocket. He simply worked until he got what he needed through the strength of his personality and work ethic. Mum says that I was always his favourite; I never went without when Grandad Charlie was around, and he used to sneak me notes and coins from his money belt with a wink every time I saw him. Our family was one big gang. My mum was close to her sisters and brother, and at Christmas we would all spend time together, inviting Grandad Charlie so he was never left on his own. Even now, it’s the same. When it’s someone’s birthday or we have something to celebrate, family is always at the heart of it, and everyone piles around the table.

Mum worked hard to survive and get me everything that I needed – and I’ll be forever in awe of her. Some days she worked on Grandad Charlie’s stall; on others, she’d take on cleaning and ironing jobs to make sure she was earning enough to keep a roof over our heads. Often, she would pick me up after school and bring me along to the office she cleaned at night, and she’d give me a couple of small jobs to help out with. She was a grafter. When Mum was working on the stall, I would sit with my cousin among the cardboard boxes beneath the green tarpaulin-covered tables, listening to my Walkman or drawing.

As soon as I was old enough, I was at singing, dancing, or swimming lessons almost every night of the week after school. Mum was determined to give me a good start in life. She didn’t want me to be watching TV and sitting around doing nothing in our flat. Even at age four, I would put on shows for Mum in our living room and sell her a twenty-five-pence ticket to watch. I would strip the furniture to make a stage, and God help anyone who tried to leave before the final curtain! Mum even arranged for me to have speech and elocution lessons with a drama teacher who lived nearby. She said that she wanted me to be able to hold my own in any room, anywhere in the world, and not be held back by where I was from. We joked that I was the poshest council flat child in the area. She opened up the world to me, and I will always be grateful to her for that.

On the evenings I didn’t have any after-school classes and Mum wasn’t working, we would go to the nearby park or Eltham Common, and she would do her knitting, her needles clicking together, while I played on the swings or the slide. Although we never spent much time in the flat, she would always urge us to get back home before it was dark outside. We lived on the thirteenth floor, and we never knew who we might meet in the lift, or in the dark and evil-smelling stairwells when the lift was out of order. I was pretty streetwise, having grown up in the area, but I also knew to always try to avoid trouble. On the whole, though, I loved Lewisham, as it was such a melting pot of cultures and people. For a long time, my best friend at school was a girl called My, who had come over to live in London from Vietnam with her family and spoke no English. Somehow, even though we didn’t speak the same language, we struck up this fantastic friendship. When Mum asked who I would like to come to a birthday tea in the flat when I turned six, My came, and we sat around the tiny table with my dolls and teddies. Sometimes, when you click with someone, it’s an emotional connection – and the friendship is completely effortless.

When I was eight, we moved into our very own house on Birdbrook Road on the Brook Estate nearby. We loved that little house, and tried to work some magic on the place. The garden had been completely neglected and was overgrown with weeds, and the carpets and wallpaper inside were ugly and faded, but we loved it anyway, because it was ours.

Mum only ever went out once a week, on a Sunday night, and she started dating the man I call Dad, whose name is Tim Nurding. He was a builder. One night, shortly after they had met, she joked to me that, even if the relationship didn’t work out, ‘He might be able to help sort out the fireplace!’ Despite her joke, we had become very self-sufficient, doing lots of DIY and moving furniture around when we felt like changing things – we even earned ourselves the nickname ‘Lynne and Lou’s removals’ at one point. Even now, Mum and I make furniture and do lots of DIY and upcycling together. My mum and dad fell in love, and Dad quickly moved in with us. He was a massive Motown fan, too, and loved Stevie Wonder and Smokey Robinson, so they were always blasting from the stereo. The music used to drive Mum mad, and she would always be turning it down, but Dad or I would turn it up again as soon as her back was turned.

Tim was the first and only dad I have ever known. I remember him telling me one day that if I wanted to call him Dad, I would be welcome to, and it would make him really happy. A few days later, as I left the house to go to school, I shouted, ‘See you later, Dad.’ It was the most amazing feeling: I felt I could burst open with pride.

When Mum and Dad got married a year or so later, Dad legally adopted me. We went to court, where we all sat in front of the judge, and when they asked me if I was happy and wanted to be adopted, I gave them a resounding yes. By then, my little brother Joe had arrived, so we were a family of four. Mum and Dad’s wedding was quite low-key, but lovely, and I walked behind my mum down the aisle. She wore a cool, calf-length vintage dress and I wore a Laura Ashley number in a similar style. My school choir sang in the church, St Mary’s in Eltham, and it was just a perfect day. It made me so happy to see my mum looking so content. It had been just the two of us for such a long time, and as much as I had loved it when it was just Mum and me, now I had a dad and a baby brother, and it was so exciting to be part of a new, bigger family.

Sam arrived two and a half years after Joe, and all three of us have always been extremely close. When Joe was a baby, I was still quite young, so I didn’t get too involved, but I was fourteen when Sam was born, and he always says it is like having a second mother.

When he was small and crying upstairs in his cot, my mum would tell me to leave him to see if he could settle himself and go off to sleep, but I always found it impossible. At even the smallest whimper, I would be up the stairs in a flash to pick him up, give him the biggest cuddle and gaze at his toothless grin. As my brothers got older, I would always look out for them. Sam is smarter and more put-together than all of us, but I am still really protective of him. Funnily enough, both the boys didn’t even realise that we were only half-siblings until they were well into their teens.

Although I got on well with my dad, he could be pretty strict, and his relationship with Mum was volatile and difficult at times because of his unpredictable temper. It wasn’t always easy, but he was a great dad to me. I think he gave me a lot of the fight and resilience that has got me to where I am now, and it’s because of him that I was such a fearless child. Had I looked out of my bedroom window and spotted someone climbing over our gate, I would have called my dad before the police, because I’ve always known that he would protect me from anything.

We’d been living at Birdbrook Road for around two years by the time I auditioned for Conti’s. I think my mum may have secretly hoped I wouldn’t get in, as it would open up a whole new can of worms: how would she get me to school in central London every day, and how would she afford the expensive uniform and school trips? It’s only now that I realise how hard it must’ve been for her to have to think about every single penny we spent.

I remember the day the letter arrived, because it was my eleventh birthday. Mum and I ripped it open. My heart was pounding, even though I fully expected it to be a polite rejection.

‘We are pleased to inform you that we would like to award you an ILEA scholarship for Italia Conti Academy . . . ’ Mum read.

She didn’t need to read much further before I was whooping with elation. I don’t think I could’ve received a better present. And just as they always had in the past, Mum and Grandad Charlie made sure I wouldn’t go without. Between them, they worked out how they would get me to school every day and pay for all the additional things that I needed.

I had no idea what stage school would be like. In my mind, I was picturing the scene from Fame, with everyone dancing on taxis in the street. Obviously, it wasn’t like that – but I still adored everything about the school from the second I set foot there. I was eleven when I started, and it was the beginning of secondary school. All my friends in Eltham went on to the local comprehensive school, so I didn’t know a soul at Conti’s. I just got on with it.

One of my close friends tells me that I walked into Studio 41 on that first day, wearing a blazer that was massively too big for me (so it would last a few years) and, sounding super confident, said, ‘Right, then: let’s go to dance class!’ It’s funny, because confident is definitely not how I’d felt at the time. I quickly found a group of friends – Kéllé, Leticia, Sophie and Catherine – and we became pretty inseparable. My friend Charli joined us a bit later, but at the start, that was our little crew.

For my first few days travelling into Conti’s, Mum came with me on the tube, but it meant four hours a day of to-ing and fro-ing for her, so a week later, she sent me off on my own. I would always get on the fourth carriage, and Mum would be waiting in exactly the right spot on the platform when the train arrived at Lewisham station.

I moved happily through the school days, with workouts first thing, followed by our dance and theatre classes. On some days, I couldn’t believe that they were calling this ‘school’. I loved it, and spent all my time focusing on my dance and drama lessons. Dance was such a big thing in our lives – we were always at it.

There was a studio on the same level as the canteen that was run by an amazing teacher, Chris Baldock, who taught street and jazz. (His sister, Wendy, eventually became one of Eternal’s managers through the years.) We loved his class; it was an absolute favourite. We told him we’d been asked to cover up the glass door with paper because there were so many people coming in and out of the canteen. In reality, we just wanted to spend all afternoon in his classes, missing our ‘proper’ lessons, and we wanted to make sure no one spotted us. His class would last for at least three hours, and by 3 p.m. we’d have nailed the routine.

Our lessons for academic subjects were always in the afternoon. English and maths were tricky for me because I’m dyslexic. One of my least favourite things was sight-reading in our English class; I would always read a couple of paragraphs ahead, so that I was prepared and knew what I had to say when it was my turn to read. I had great relationships with my teachers, but I was hopeless at lessons. I still worked hard, though, both because of the work ethic that had always been instilled in me, and because I was determined to make the most out of the chance that I was being given.

People have this idea of stage schools as being hypercompetitive, full of kids pushing themselves to the front, but that really wasn’t my experience at all. My friends and I just did our own thing and had a laugh. Nor was it the hotbed of privilege you might imagine. Like me, many of my friends were from ‘normal’ homes and their parents worked really hard to afford the fees.

When I was fifteen, we moved out to Surrey. Joe and Sam were getting older, and Mum and Dad wanted to be able to afford a bigger home. My dad ended up doing a lot of the work on the house himself. Soon after we moved, a letter arrived stating that because I was no longer living in London, I had lost my scholarship. I tried for another one, but it didn’t work out. I was devastated. But as was so often the case in my childhood and teenage years, I was shown real kindness and generosity. The school had invested a lot of time and energy in me by this time, so they told me to keep coming to class even though my fees had not been paid, saying they would sort something out. In the end, the wife of a local MP, who was very involved in a charity that helped young people in the arts, arranged for half of my fees to be paid, and my Grandad Charlie paid the other half. I will be forever grateful to them for helping me continue my journey at Conti’s.

Sometimes there would be auditions for commercials, or TV shows like Grange Hill and Brookside. One of the first things we learned at school was that we wouldn’t get every job we went for, and that auditioning was a process: it was about going along and having the experience, in much the same way that Mrs Miller had encouraged me to go for the ILEA scholarship. There would be times where I would go to auditions with ten other kids in my year, and no one would get the job – and it never mattered. At that age, I was just willing to try and embrace every opportunity that came my way. Being able to train with so many talented friends was an incredible experience. I did do the odd thing, like a Kool-Aid commercial, a panto and the Children’s Royal Variety Performance. There were performances all the time and open classes for people to come in and watch us. I never got the lead parts, but I didn’t feel envious of the girls who did. I just hoped that if I kept working hard, success would follow.

As I moved up through school, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when I left. I’ve always been a live-in-the-moment kind of a person, so I took every day as it came. A lot of the older kids went on to get jobs in the chorus of shows like Cats or 42nd Street, and the school fostered such a sense of camaraderie that we were all really excited whenever anyone went for something and got it. It was a really supportive environment. I hoped that, when my time came, I’d follow in their footsteps and get a job in a chorus in a show on the West End or a small role in a touring production. Although I could never quite picture my future, it felt like I was on my way to good things.

Like any teenager, I spent a lot of time with my friends. We adored each other. I still love my friends now, but at school you are completely immersed in each other’s lives, and you know each other inside out. Catherine lived on an estate in Pimlico, which was closest to the school and the main parade of shops there, so we would often hang out on street corners – not doing anything bad, just being teenagers. Leticia was always the naughty one with the boyfriends, but the rest of us never really attracted male attention. We had mates who were boys, and there were other local kids around who we might hope to bump into outside the sweet shop, but we were very innocent. My favourite thing from the off-licence was sucky sweets, a bag of crisps and a bar of chocolate. It’s only now I’m in my forties that I’m being badly behaved!

On weekends, we would hang out or go shopping. We used to go to an indoor market which was by the Bluebird on the King’s Road. I was one of those girls that saved every bit of my Christmas or birthday money for one thing that I would have my eye on for months. While my friends would buy whole outfits from Tammy Girl every week, I would save up my pennies for that one single thing. I remember one pair of John Paul Gaultier shoes that caught my eye. They were these flat trainers with an open back – pretty hideous, in retrospect – but I loved them, and when I could finally afford them, I was delighted. I’m still really into fashion, and I think it’s my mum who got me into clothes. When I was younger, I used to love looking at what she wore when she went out, because she was always super-stylish. My favourite outfit of hers was a pair of cream-coloured, wide-legged suit trousers that reached right down to the ground, which she’d pair with a cream Jimmy Choo-style high heel, and a shirt and jacket. Looking at her, I’d glow with pride, because I always felt that she was the most fashionable woman ever. She was also the first person I knew to have a Club Sport tracksuit – they were massive in the 1980s. If my mum was wearing it, it was bound to become a big trend sooner or later.

From time to time, my friends and I used to go to clubs to dance, and it could be a real challenge getting past the doormen because I looked about
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