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For Eva, Kit, Noah and Boe, the best gang in the world. For James, my big Northern bull. For Mum and Dad, thank you for everything. And for Daisy, it all began with you.




Introduction

‘You have to have made it by the time you’re thirty’

April 2006

I was working in a shoe shop in East Dulwich when I got the call. I was inside a massive cardboard box full of loose Crocs and I heard the faint buzz of my mobile phone coming from the other side of the stockroom.

I almost didn’t answer it. I was too busy rummaging around trying to find a men’s size twelve in brown to make up a pair for a customer waiting out front. And it would only be my mum or my husband, James, ringing for a chat, I thought. I could phone them back later.

But then I remembered that James was spending the day locked in a studio, recording voiceovers, so it wouldn’t be him. And Mum, who only ever used her mobile phone in dire emergencies, was off visiting my Auntie Kirsteen, so it wouldn’t be her, either. My friends all knew I was working at the shop, or they were working themselves, so that left … who? Who would be ringing me on a Tuesday afternoon?

Oh my God! I thought, with a sudden rush of excitement.

My. Agent.

I shot out of the cardboard box and across the stockroom floor faster than you could say Kenneth Branagh. As I reached my phone the screen went dark, but not before I’d caught a glimpse of that longed-for number – the main switchboard of the talent agency, Peters Fraser + Dunlop. I quickly called back, pushing aside the doubts I’d lately been having about ever getting another acting job again. I hadn’t worked all year, but maybe my luck was changing. I was desperate to act again.

My agent was a legend in show business – some of the actors he represented were my absolute idols. He had put me up for some fantastic parts in the time I’d been with him and, although I was still a jobbing actress (currently working part-time in retail), I couldn’t help my imagination running away with the possibilities as to why he might be calling. An audition for a costume drama at the National, perhaps? A screen test for a big-budget TV drama series? Maybe even a movie?

‘Darling, how are you?’ he asked, in his deep, smouldering purr.

‘What’s the news?’ I asked him breathlessly, once we’d said our hellos and how-are-yous.

But it wasn’t what I was hoping for.

‘They’re turning Dirty Dancing into a musical and putting it on in the West End,’ he said. ‘Will you go and audition for the part of Baby’s older sister, Lisa?’

I hesitated. I loved the Dirty Dancing film – I knew it inside out – and a role in a West End production was a big deal. But this wasn’t the sort of thing I normally went up for; I saw myself as a serious dramatic actress, and I thought my agent did, too. I wanted to be the next Kate Winslet. I didn’t do musical theatre – I’d hardly done any singing in the eight years since I’d left drama school – and I was usually cast as the sweet, innocent type, the ‘ingénue’, so I couldn’t see myself playing a character like Lisa – vain, sexy and sure of herself. That wasn’t me.

But there’s a first time for everything, isn’t there? And who was I to turn down the chance to be in a massive new musical with guaranteed regular earnings? I’d be part of a company again, in a tight-knit group of actors and the backstage crew. After months without acting work, I suddenly wanted the part of Lisa more than anything.

‘What shall I do for the audition?’ I asked my agent, in a panic. ‘I’m fine with the acting side of it, but what shall I sing?’

He had some sheet music ready. ‘Lisa’s song is called “Hula Hana” and I’m going to email it to you. Can you work on it before you go?’

‘I’ll try,’ I promised.

‘And it’s a General American accent. Just do your best.’

I swallowed. ‘Okay.’

I was used to having to perform in an accent that wasn’t my own. Welsh parts were practically non-existent, so if you were Swansea born and bred like I was, accents came with the job. I’d worked in a northern accent, Scottish, cockney, New York, American southern and many times in standard southern British – or RP, as it is usually known. It wasn’t easy, because there is only so much you can give to a role when you’re not speaking with your natural accent, but I could more or less do them all. And a few years earlier, I’d played a New Yorker in a production at the Almeida Theatre in London. Even though I wished that for once he’d say a job had come in for a Welsh actress, at least I knew I could do the American accent.

‘Any luck with those size twelves?’ came a call from out front in the shop.

‘Give me a second!’ I yelled back, my hand cupped over the phone.

I quickly said goodbye to my agent and jumped back into the enormous box of Crocs.

Later, at home, I sank into gloom as I looked over the sheet music for Lisa’s song. What’s the point? I thought. I wasn’t a singer. I didn’t even know where to start, and there wasn’t time to book a session with a singing teacher before the audition. So I did what I always do in an impossible situation: buried my head in the sand, right up until about two hours before I was due to meet the director and his team at Pineapple Dance Studios in Covent Garden. Then I frantically started preparing – too late. I’m glad there isn’t any record of my attempt to sing ‘Hula Hana’ at the audition. It was so much more difficult than anything I’d attempted in drama school. Flipping heck, that was terrible! I thought when I’d finished. I left Pineapple Studios expecting never to hear from the Dirty Dancing team again.

On to the next thing, I mused dejectedly, hoping there would be a next thing.

But to my surprise the casting director got in touch the next day. ‘We really like you,’ she said. ‘We’d like to meet you for the part of Baby.’

My hopes soared again. Lisa’s innocent younger sister, Baby, was much more my kind of role. Innocent and idealistic, she’s on the cusp of womanhood when she falls in love with a dance instructor while on holiday with her family at a smart vacation resort. Their romance is at the centre of the drama.

I’d practically been brought up on Dirty Dancing! What young girl hasn’t imagined writhing around on Patrick Swayze while carrying a watermelon? We’d all practised the bit with our friends when he’s being all sexy stroking down her arm, and she gets a fit of the giggles! And now, this was my chance to play the Jennifer Grey role, my dream – could this really be happening?!

‘And she’s the only main character in the production who doesn’t have her own song,’ the casting director added.

Even better! If I didn’t have to sing a solo, it was the perfect part for me. Like Baby, I was naive, shy and unsure of myself. Yes, I am Baby, I thought. I can play this part.

Back at Pineapple Studios a couple of days later, I did a reading from the script and someone from the creative team joined me. ‘I thought you were Baby from the first minute I saw you,’ she gushed. ‘You are her. You are Baby.’ She gave me a lot of encouragement.

Maybe I’ll get the part! I thought, although I’d had enough near misses to know I couldn’t take anything for granted.

I flashed back to a memory of a film director who’d kept saying, ‘I think you’re wonderful. You are perfect. Your face is wonderful,’ and then given the part to another actress. I pushed the thought away. Be positive, I told myself.

Over the next few months I went back to read for the Dirty Dancing team over and over again. I started to pin my hopes on getting the part, especially as nothing else was coming in from my agent. I tried to imagine every aspect of Baby’s character, and practised my American accent to myself all day long in the shoe shop.

It was a gorgeous summer and James and I were living a happy, carefree life in East Dulwich, a pretty area of South London with lots of green spaces and little restaurants. We’d come home from work each day and spend our evenings making dinner and watching Survivor; our favourite John Mayer CD was constantly on loop; it was a wonderful time. And it was fine working at the shoe shop. It was a simple enough job, pressure-free. I didn’t really like being out front and having to deal with customers – I preferred being in the stockroom – but it was a lot better than sitting at home fretting about when my next acting job would come in. That’s why I had applied to work there in the first place – to have something to do. The teachers at my drama school had often talked about how long you could last as an actor. You needed nerves of steel to get through the times when you weren’t working, and I had this constant, gnawing sense of time slipping away. I’d read somewhere that Hugh Grant had said you had to make your name in the industry by the age of thirty, or it wouldn’t happen, and this thought kept whirring around my mind. I was twenty-nine.

At last my agent rang and said, ‘You’re getting really close now. You’re down to the final three.’

I bit my lip. I’d been in this situation so many times before.

My heart was in my mouth when I went to the next audition. As I waited to be called, the same enthusiastic creative started chatting away like mad to me again.

‘You’re perfect for Baby, even your outfit is perfect,’ she raved, admiring the spotlessly white vest and tracksuit bottoms I was wearing. ‘Great choice! You are Baby down to a tee.’

She’s behaving as if I’ve already got the part, I thought with rising excitement. By now I could absolutely see myself playing the role of Baby. This has to happen, I kept thinking. It will happen. I will succeed.

We spent the morning learning a dance routine. I was partnered with a West End star who was up for the part of Johnny, Baby’s love interest. He was six foot four, massively built and very extrovert. I felt tiny next to him, in every way. And maybe it was because I came across as small and shy, or it was just his way of dispelling his own jitters, but as we went through the moves he was talking to me as if I were a nervous wreck. ‘You’re going to be fine,’ he kept saying. ‘Just relax. You’re all right.’

‘I’m fine. I feel confident!’ I wanted to tell him. ‘You don’t need to keep going on and on.’

We spent hours rehearsing, which was exhausting, and during one of the breaks I quickly wolfed down a family-sized chocolate bar to keep me going. It worked and I bounced back into the studio, raring to go again. But then – oh the horror! – when I looked at my reflection in the mirror on the wall, I saw a great big smear of brown chocolate across my white vest top. I was furious with myself. Why hadn’t I brought a change of clothes?

The next stage of the audition was doing a scene with Josef Brown, the actor who eventually got the part of Johnny (played by Patrick Swayze in the film). Josef was a trained dancer with model good looks – he was absolutely gorgeous. He was wearing a black singlet and tight black trousers, just like Patrick Swayze had in the film.

‘This is the scene where Baby goes up to Johnny’s hut before she sleeps with him for the first time,’ the director said.

I drew an anxious breath. It was that pivotal moment where Johnny opens up and shows his vulnerability, and Baby passionately declares her feelings for him. They have an intense exchange, charged with awkwardness and sexual tension, and Baby asks Johnny to dance with her. Things develop from there.

All the key members of the production team were lined up to watch. A stagehand dragged a mattress into the room and dropped it on the floor. The director said, ‘Just keep going until we shout stop.’

Josef, who no longer had his top on, started acting out the scene, and I joined in. We ran it through to the end, until there weren’t any lines left to say.

By now the atmosphere was quite charged, but no one shouted, ‘Stop!’ So we had to keep going.

Oh Jesus, what does she do in the film? I thought.

Then I remembered: as they are dancing, Baby begins to stroke Johnny’s arms and shoulders. Breaking away, she walks around him and brushes her lips against the dip in his muscular back. And then she trails her fingers down his spine and touches his bum.

Oh my God! I could feel myself blushing at the thought of it. I’ve always felt uncomfortable playing this sort of scene. I think it’s because it’s inbuilt in me to be the ‘good girl’ and ‘Head Girl’, after going to an all-girls comprehensive school. Still, Josef was incredibly chiselled and had a lot of charisma, and I told myself that we were only acting, after all.

I tried to take it slow and sensual as I caressed him and touched his back, but I was trembling slightly. And then I reached down and felt his bum.

In one very swift move, Josef lifted my leg up onto his thigh and spun me around. It was so sudden that it shocked me, but he was so strong and in control that I couldn’t help enjoying the sheer thrill of it. Before I knew it, he’d pushed up my arms and was lifting up my top.

I had completely forgotten that Johnny starts undressing Baby as they dance. I hope he’s not going to try and take my top off! I thought in alarm. Although I have to say, I was thoroughly enjoying it, and one hundred per cent had now experienced real life Dirty Dancing!

He went on lifting it until it was all the way up to my bra – and I just let him do it! Then, oh my God, he went even further and started taking it up over my bra …

‘Stop!’ the director shouted.

I quickly pulled my top back down and walked out of the studio, feeling completely flustered and, I imagine, exactly how Baby would’ve felt! I paced up and down the corridor, fanning myself with my hand, and tried to collect my thoughts. Had it gone well? Actually, yes! It had been good. I was excited to hear what the casting director would say.

A couple of minutes later, she came out to find me. ‘Thank you very much, Jo,’ she said briskly. ‘We don’t need you any more. You can now leave.’

I stared at her blankly as the meaning of her words caught up with me.

‘Oh! Oh my! Okay,’ I stuttered.

I’ve been cut! I thought, reeling in shock as she walked away. After all these months. After doing that!

In the blink of an eye, my dream of playing Baby was over.

I was too stunned to think; all I knew was I had to get out of there fast. Don’t cry, don’t cry, I urged myself, as I hurried to find my coat.

The other two actresses trying for the part were in the dressing room waiting to be called. It was between them now: one of them would get to be Baby. I was out.

‘Bye, everybody!’ I said, brightly. ‘Good luck. Hope it all goes well.’

I rushed out of the building onto the street, turned and stumbled blindly down to the Strand, barely able to see where I was going through the tears welling up in my eyes. Just then, a taxi sped past, flanked with a poster blazing the words, ‘Dirty Dancing The Musical – coming soon!’

It was cruel timing and, despite myself, I couldn’t stop the tears. After months of suspense, after a summer of hoping and fretting, I’d been left with nothing. The words of the creative echoed in my mind: ‘You’re perfect for Baby. You are Baby.’

I can’t believe it, I thought. I hate this industry! This has happened too many times. I just can’t take it any more. I didn’t know what to do with myself, but I knew I didn’t want to stand around in the street crying and attracting attention. I needed somewhere to hide away and lick my wounds – and it had to be somewhere close by, because I really didn’t want to go home and face reality yet. Reality was a huge gaping hole of nothingness. It was the constant worry of waiting and hoping for another acting job to come in.

I looked around and saw the Savoy Hotel on the other side of the road – the flamboyant, opulent Savoy Hotel, a favourite haunt of theatre lovers and performers for more than a century. Suddenly the Savoy was the place I wanted to be. I crossed the road and walked through its grand entrance into the art deco foyer, where hundreds of actors and actresses had walked before me in years gone by.

I was in my trackie bottoms and this white vest. I’d literally just started my period, and there was chocolate smeared down my top.

Sobbing, I went up to the desk and asked, ‘Do you have a room?’

‘Yes, miss,’ said the concierge. I stopped crying and gave her my credit card. She looked at me suspiciously; I must’ve looked a right state. I’d just dropped three hundred quid on a room, was covered in chocolate, sweaty and sobbing, but I was past caring. ‘Do you have any bags that you need taking up?’

‘I haven’t got any luggage. I haven’t got anything,’ I said miserably.

‘I’ll show you upstairs,’ one of the porters offered.

As I got in the lift with him, I burst out sobbing again. His rugged face broke into a sympathetic smile.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m an actress and I’ve just lost out on a part, and I don’t want to go home, and …’

‘Don’t worry, miss, you’re here now,’ he said.

I don’t know what it is about hotel porters, but they always seem to say the right thing at the right time. And all dignity had certainly left me at that point.

After he’d shown me my room and the door had shut behind him, I threw myself on the bed and sobbed and howled into a pillow, pummelling the mattress with my fists. It was a relief to let out all my frustration and fury with nobody around to see the mess I was in. I had never felt so low in my life.

Five minutes later, I heard a knock at the door. Worried that I’d been making too much noise, I quickly sat up and tried to compose myself. I grabbed a wad of tissues, dried my eyes and opened the door. A young waiter stood in the doorway, holding out a plate of handmade chocolates. ‘We thought these might help cheer you up,’ he said with an embarrassed smile. ‘Compliments of the Savoy.’

It was such a nice thing to do. ‘Thank you,’ I said, trying to smile back at him. Then my face crumpled and I quickly shut the door again.

I felt utterly hopeless. I didn’t know what to do. I popped a chocolate into my mouth. It collapsed and melted on my tongue. I took off all my clothes, because I’d bled through my pants and I was covered in chocolate. I washed my pants and stood under the shower, feeling like I was drowning in sorrow.

After my shower, I wrapped myself in a towel, sat on the toilet and stared at the tiled wall for a very long time. Eventually, I went to find my phone, called James and left him a message saying that I wasn’t coming home. ‘Going to switch off my phone now,’ I added. ‘Just can’t face speaking to anybody.’ I think it was the lowest I’d felt in my life.

Next, I opened the mini bar and inspected the drinks inside. I went for the bottle of champagne first. I popped it open, filled a tall flute glass and drank it down in one. Then I poured another and put on the telly. The Labour MP John Prescott’s face filled the screen. He was giving a speech, looking a bit downcast, I thought. I sat on the bed and ate a whole packet of Pringles as I watched him.

Then I slowly worked my way through the mini bar, naked, while my pants dried on the radiator in the bathroom. I went on pouring myself drinks until I’d drunk the mini bar dry – wines, spirits, cocktails, the lot. And then I collapsed in a heap on my big, luxurious Savoy bed and slept like a baby.

The next morning, James kept trying to ring me, but couldn’t get through to my mobile or the phone in my room, so he rang the Savoy reception and asked them to go up and check on me. ‘Can you just make sure she’s okay?’ he said, in case I’d done something stupid.

I called him blearily a few minutes later. ‘I’m fine, except my head hurts,’ I said.

‘Come home,’ he said. ‘I’ve been worried about you.’

‘Not yet. I can’t face it, sorry.’

It was check-out time, so I hurriedly put on my damp rag of a vest and grubby trackie bottoms and went downstairs to settle my bill. Then I headed to Topshop on the Strand and bought myself some new pants, a pair of tracksuit bottoms and a top. I strode to Charing Cross train station with my carrier bag, went into the women’s toilet, had a wash in the sink and put on my new outfit.

God knows why I didn’t just stay in the Savoy, nip out and get some clothes and come back! I can only think that after my failed foray into musicals, I was so engrossed in the drama of it all, I was now finally living it. There was no bringing me back from this one.

I spent the next few hours walking dolefully around town, a symphony of depressing thoughts playing in my head. Then, at last, I got on the train and made my way back to our house in East Dulwich.

I burst out crying when I saw James. ‘I just feel such a failure,’ I said.

He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. ‘Don’t worry, something else will come along.’

‘No, it won’t! That’s it – my acting days are over,’ I wailed. ‘I’m no good – I’m rubbish, and I hate it! I hate this feeling so much. I can’t do this any more!’

In the days that followed, I completely bombed. It felt as if my whole life to this point had been focused on acting and now my dreams and everything I had worked for had been smashed to bits.

‘I’ve tried as hard as I can, but I’ve reached a limit where it’s just not working any more,’ I told my mum and James. ‘I’m never going to work as an actress again. I’m going to have to find something else to do. That’s it.’

They kept trying to reassure me, but soon I was running through new career possibilities in my head. Interior designer, yoga teacher … I could retrain as a nurse … I kicked myself for not facing reality sooner and starting earlier. If I’d started a year ago, instead of waiting for a job to come in and panicking all day long, I could be a trained yoga teacher now, I kept thinking.

Of course that’s the life you choose if you decide to be an actor – only, I’d been lucky and had constant work until the last year. But I couldn’t stand it any longer. In my mind I was a rubbish actor. I was worthless. My anxiety about not working had led me into an unbearably negative space and I was terrified of how much further down I would spiral if I didn’t walk away.

Two weeks later, while I was still licking my wounds, my agent phoned. ‘A TV script has just landed on my desk and I think you’ll like it,’ he said. ‘It’s a sitcom about a Welsh girl and an Essex boy who fall in love, and it’s very funny.’

I hesitated. A sitcom? But I was a serious dramatic actress … wasn’t I?

‘Wait a minute. Did you say a Welsh girl?’ I asked.




1

A Swansea life

There was a big wooden cupboard on the landing at my Auntie Iris’s house and when you opened it all her costumes and clothes tumbled out. Amid the satin, lace and sparkly trim, the gauzy petticoats and military jackets, I remember a turquoise feather boa so soft and iridescent, so floaty and sinuous, that it almost came alive when you wore it. I was obsessed with that turquoise feather boa. It was a little piece of magic, from a completely different world to mine.

Auntie Iris did am dram and threw fancy-dress parties. She had a piano, and I had never seen a piano in anyone’s house before. I know I’m Welsh, and everyone is singing and there’s music all the time, but that was at school or in chapel or in church. To actually go to someone’s house and see that they owned a piano was amazing and exciting in my eyes.

Auntie Iris lived in Mumbles, a pretty seaside village on the western tip of Swansea Bay. Her house was full of exotic things. She had an antique Singer sewing machine. She had a little blue budgie in the living room. And at Christmas she had Thornton’s Viennese truffles – just one layer in a really nice little box. I had to really hold myself back from those truffles. I’d head straight for the box, let myself have one, then find myself stealing another one, and then another. But obviously you couldn’t eat them all, because it was just one layer.

Everybody on my mum’s side of the family – the Fosters – lived down in Mumbles. Mum’s family prided themselves on having good manners and being polite, hard-working, well-respected people. ‘You must say lady, not woman,’ my gramps once told me, after I’d got it wrong in a sweet shop in Mumbles. But I was the first grandchild on that side, and hugely adored.

My dad’s family – the Pages – were in the more built-up areas of Swansea, in Blaen-y-Maes and Mayhill. Although, when they were small, they lived in the beautiful countryside of Parkmill. I think that’s where my Dad’s fear of snakes came from. Many a time his older brother, Bobby, would chase him through the fields holding a grass snake in his hands, trying to get him with it. My dad was one of eight, so I had loads of cousins, which was really exciting, and when I went to see Auntie Wendy – my dad’s sister – everything was loud, vibrant and busy. It was noisy, full-on fun. You were out playing. It felt free. Mum would pick me up from there, and Auntie Wendy would let her know what I’d had for tea. ‘Mandarins! She doesn’t eat mandarins! She won’t even try them!’ Mum would exclaim. ‘She does in my house,’ Wendy would say with a laugh.

My mum, dad and I lived in Treboeth, in Swansea, and we were a tight, happy unit of three. My father, Nigel, was a mechanic who specialised in MOTs; my mother, Susan, had worked in a bank until she got pregnant with me. I was their only child. They wanted more, but my mum had two ectopic pregnancies and other complications after she had me. She lost babies and must have gone through a lot of disappointment and sadness. Eventually, she and Dad decided to stop trying. They accepted they weren’t having any more kids and poured everything into me. I was showered with love. I had a very happy childhood.

We lived in a little semi-detached house on a sloping street called Llangyfelach Road. There was a living room and a kitchen downstairs; upstairs there were three small bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. When we moved in, my parents put an extension on the back of the house, a little porch, where our two cats, Smarty and Sooty, used to live on either side of the window in their little baskets.

I also had a cat called Tiddles. When I was about seven, I was told she had run away because she’d found another family who really, really loved her. For years, I couldn’t understand how I’d loved this kitten so much and she’d just abandoned me. It really affected me to think that I’d given so much love to this little cat, and she just left.

It was only when I got to thirty-five that Mum told me that Tiddles had, in fact, been found run over on Rogers Street. They’d decided not to tell me that my cat was dead, but instead to tell me that she had basically abandoned me and found somebody else who loved her more.

I absolutely loved our house. Even though it was small, it felt big enough for us. Mum and Dad would move the light-pink leather sofa round to watch telly in the evenings, and I’d be under the stairs on the other side of the living room, either pretending to be someone else in a makeshift den, or with my little ghetto blaster, making up dance routines, singing and acting. Or I’d be playing out the back in the big piles of sand Dad left after he cemented over the garden, and later with my netball, hitting the wall constantly.

Aside from me prancing around in my own magical world, there was no one else. It was very quiet: I did a lot of reading, and I loved being on my own. My room was neat and tidy, and I was proud of my things. I looked after everything incredibly well. So it felt very strange when my cousins, Claire, Ian and Paul came to stay and were suddenly in my space. They wanted to play with all of my toys and basically trashed everything. This was my space. ‘Only child’ vibes were starting to seep out.

At one point, they told me it was a good idea to get into a sleeping bag, and Ian tied the top and started swinging it around his head with me inside. I was enjoying it – it was good fun – and I don’t think any of us realised how dangerous it could have been. They were the brothers and sister I never had, and I loved them with all my heart and sank myself into the energy and vibrancy and love they brought with them.

Mum went back to work when I was three, but she didn’t return to the bank, even though she’d been to grammar school and was brilliant with numbers, systems and counting money. I’m told that Mum had been the best worker in her section at the bank, so good that they put her in charge of foreign money. She was also declared the Best Legs in Swansea Lloyd’s Bank by all the boys. So she was pretty popular.

But when Mum returned to work, she took a part-time job at Mothercare in Swansea, so we could still spend as much time together as possible. She says she enjoyed chatting to people, helping them to find what they needed and organising the stock. And she took great pride in being able to wear sky-high heels all day long on the shop floor. Mum was gorgeous: five-foot-four tall, slim and fashionable, with beautiful long dark hair, which she later cut into a Mia Farrow crop. She always says that she wonders if I was swapped at birth, because I’m nothing like her, and I look nothing like her either. She’s always been taller and slimmer, and I’ve always been shorter and rounder. But the undeniable proof that she is my mother is that we have exactly the same voice!

I was always aware that something was going on with Mum’s pregnancies, even though it was never spoken about. I remember sitting on the top bunk bed, saying goodbye to her. She said she was going to visit someone, but I knew she was going into hospital, and I knew it was serious. I wasn’t told the truth, but I sensed it.

I remember me and Dad wheeling her on a stretcher down to the operating theatre at Morriston Hospital. We wheeled her all the way to the theatre doors and said goodbye. There was always a lot of medical stuff going on; there was also a lot of death. Nan’s mum Nanny Jones died first. Grandpa Jones died. Then Gramps. Then Grandpa Page. A lot of people died when I was still quite young, but it never felt frightening. It was just something that happened. Nan was a nurse, Auntie Iris worked on the reception desk at the hospital. And Kirsteen and Uncle Leslie worked for the NHS. There was always something medical going on.

I think I dealt with a lot of grown-up things when I was little. They probably thought I could handle it – and I just got on with it. I was an only child. I spent a lot of time with adults. I listened, I picked up on things that they didn’t realise I was noticing.

My mum is very methodical, organised, loves counting money and making lists, is very precise about everything, and that’s where I get that side of me from. Dad is creative and brilliant at drawing, and would have made an amazing archaeologist. But he never had the chance to do anything like that, because they had a very big family, not much money and there were a lot of them to support. He left school when he was fifteen and had to go out and get a job.

Some Christmases, when he was little, he had no presents. He was completely selfless and always made sure the younger kids, his brothers and sisters, were looked after and had gifts. That’s Dad, through and through. He will sacrifice anything for us. He is a giver and a feeder. He wants to look after you all the time. His mother was the same. Nana Page died when I was two years old. But for those two years she had me, she used to wrap me in a shawl ‘Welsh fashion’ and hold me to her bosom. She was a true Welsh matriarch. She’d sit by the table, next to the window downstairs, wanting to know all the news and everything that was happening with her children. She had a frying pan that was never washed, and loved it when Mum took me to visit her.

Originally, Dad applied to work at the Post Office, but eventually ended up at WG Davies, a car-servicing garage, doing MOTs, which was much more his cup of tea. Everybody knew Nigel Page in Swansea, from the council to the fire service, and everybody loved him. Dad gets on with everybody, no matter what class they’re from, who they are or what they do. He’s a big, solid Welshman, very gentle and unassuming, and people are drawn to confide in him. He only has to go for a walk down the beach and he’ll meet someone who will tell him their life story.

Dad’s customers were always giving him bits and bobs as thank-yous. He’d come home with anything from a big crate of pop to a new settee. And if you wanted something, you just had to ask ‘Pagey’ and he would get it for you. No questions asked.

I get my impulsivity from Dad. He was wild when he was young, full of energy and freedom. He had long, flowing blond hair and he’d put flowers in it. Dad was a catch. Women loved him. He had trials for Swansea City Football Club, but didn’t turn up for them because he was too busy going out on the town. There’s a Peter Pan quality to him, as well. Even now, in his seventies, he looks incredibly young. I take after him much more than I take after my mum, and physically, as I get older, I seem to be turning into him.

I was a very confident little girl around my family. Nan used to take us to the Kardomah, a coffee shop in the centre of Swansea where they served the most wonderful pancakes with ice cream. Mum and Nan would sit and gossip about everything, and I would lean over and put my hands over their mouths when I wanted a turn to speak.

Growing up in Treboeth, life was simple. Everywhere was within easy walking distance. My little school, Gwyrosydd Primary, was just down the road. Mum would take me in the mornings and I would happily run through the gates to meet my friends. I was so excited about going to school, about learning.

On my first day in Reception, I marched into the classroom and straight up to the teacher and said, ‘Miss, here is a picture I’ve drawn for you.’ I gave it to her proudly.

Shortly after that, a boy came up to me and whispered, ‘Come under the table with me.’

I straight away dipped underneath the table with him, and I don’t think I surfaced for the rest of the day. His name was Michael and somewhere along the line, he asked me to be his girlfriend – and I stayed his girlfriend for the rest of our time at Gwyrosydd. Michael would give me a single rose on Valentine’s Day; he came to my birthday parties bringing cards, boxes of chocolates and teddy bears. Throughout junior school, my parties were all little girls and Michael, the only boy.

I was more reserved at school than at home. My reception teacher told my mum, ‘Joanna’s very quiet. She doesn’t really talk to anybody when she comes in.’

‘What does she do, then?’ Mum asked.

‘She goes straight to the dressing-up box and becomes somebody else for the day,’ they said. ‘And every day it’s a different person.’

After school, I’d go up to my bedroom and start being someone else – a princess or a queen. I’d dress up, come downstairs and prance around, pretending to have an argument with a prince or fight a baddie. I was already quite dramatic, even then. When that scene was over, I’d go back upstairs, change and start acting something new: a doctor, a fashion designer or a rock star.

I had a Wonder Woman costume and a nurse’s outfit. Everything else was conjured out of my dressing-up box with beads, scarves, a pair of shorts, a dressing gown, my mum’s blouse, different belts and other accessories that would help me become different people. One day we went to London and Mum took me to Hamleys, where on the second floor I bought a long blonde wig. That wig was incredible.

There’s a photo from my childhood that makes me laugh. I must be about seven and I’m in the living room. I’m wearing a pullover, a tartan skirt and long socks, and my hair is in the Lady Diana style, which I’d requested from Mum’s hairdresser. I’m leaning against the wall with one hand on the radiator behind me. In the other hand I’m holding up a glass of sherry.

The sherry was my nan’s suggestion. She thought it would cure my fussy eating, which had developed after a bout of chicken pox several years earlier. ‘It’ll be good for her appetite,’ Nan told Mum.

So Mum would occasionally give me a small glass of sherry before a meal. Or I’d have melon with sherry poured all over it. I don’t know if it worked as it was supposed to, but it explains why I’m so fond of sherry now and find it so comforting – I was practically weaned on it!

Nan had some strange suggestions. If you didn’t like veg, she would say, ‘Just put sugar on it.’

My uncle Anthony, her son, had hated vegetables, so she’d give him lettuce and cover it in sugar; she’d give him broccoli and cover it in sugar. She’d cut up an apple and put a little sugar on the side to dip the apple into.

If in doubt, Mum would give me an omelette. I’d always eat those. She made a lot of omelettes during my childhood. And still makes the best to this day.

Mum worked at Mothercare on Saturdays and Dad did MOTs at the garage, so I would either go to Auntie Iris or Nan and Gramps for the day. As the first grandchild on Mum’s side of the family, I was absolutely adored. Every work surface in Auntie Iris’s kitchen would be covered in flour and pastry when you arrived, because when she wasn’t giving parties or doing am dram, she was cooking. Pasties, pies, cakes and sponges: she baked them all. Dad loved going there. We all did.

Auntie Iris didn’t have children, so she could still run around in her lovely high heels and spend money on nice clothes and shoes. I remember her bedroom so clearly. She had all her shoes lined up under the window. ‘You can wear those ones, those ones and those ones,’ she’d say. ‘But not those – they’re new and for best.’

Every other Saturday I would go to my nan and gramps, who lived in Newton, above Mumbles, in a flat attached to the Glynn Vivian Home for the Blind, where Nan was the matron. Nan had been headhunted from her role as matron on the ENT ward in Singleton Hospital, where she ran a really tight ship and was feared and respected by the nurses.

From an early age, I’d help Nan with the cleaning and dusting there on a Saturday. She had me cleaning the toilets and all the rooms, nothing was off limits. She would come in behind me, wipe the top of the door, find a bit of dust, and say, ‘See, you haven’t done it properly.’ She always found something.

I liked the practical work, and I liked caring for people. The residents were a captive audience for me. All the old people wanted me to sit with them, have lunch with them, perform for them, dance and sing. I remember once, Auntie Ethel and Auntie Winnie had a full-on tug of war over me in the day room. Each one had an arm and was pulling me from side to side.

Every time I saw Nan she’d say, ‘Have you opened your bowels today?’ I’d laugh, while Mum would be mortified. I was fascinated by Nan’s hospital stories. Tales of worms being found in bed pans, disgusting eye infections, Nan performing the Heimlich manoeuvre on Gramps, in the middle of the living room, when he was choking on a piece of steak! They would make Mum heave, but I loved it and took them all in.

The only reason I wouldn’t want to go and visit sometimes was that Nan and Gramps would argue and bicker. Nan was a lovely, interesting and incredibly strong woman. She was amazing, but she’d been affected by the difficulties she’d had in life. Sadly, she had married an alcoholic, my grandpa – Gramps – who was charming and lovely when he wasn’t having a drink. But most of the time, he was.

Alcoholism is an awful disease, because it’s not just the person who is addicted who suffers, but also everybody around them.

It was a double-edged sword staying at Nan and Gramps’s house. Nan could be irritable and would shout at Gramps. He would sneak off with his bottles of whisky. Mum and Dad didn’t really argue, so hearing Nan and Gramps bicker felt uncomfortable. But they were both loving people, and they were my grandparents. Gramps used to put me to bed and I would always be homesick and have trouble sleeping, so he made me a cassette tape of Beatles and Mantovani songs to play to soothe me. I had no idea who I was listening to, no idea who The Beatles were, but I would lie in bed with the instrumental ‘Eleanor Rigby’ hypnotising me to sleep, all as chosen by Gramps.

There was a lot to admire about Nan. She worked hard all her life. She was very strong, physically and mentally, and she wouldn’t let anything beat her down. I think of her often. Any time that I’ve been low in my life, I think of Nan telling me, ‘Shoulders back, head held high, you’re just as good as anyone else.’

Sometimes we’d visit my gramps’s brother, Uncle Leslie, who was married to Auntie Kirsteen and also lived in Mumbles. Mum and I used to get nervous going down there, because Leslie and Kirsteen didn’t have children and were always just a bit posh. I wanted to make a good impression, so I’d be on my best behaviour and try to be perfect.

My whole existence was about having to be perfect. When I was small, I was perfectly dressed and my hair was always perfect – I looked like a doll. But the pressure to be perfect growing up didn’t come from my parents, it came from me. As an Aries I was a determined child. I felt this drive, this ambition, this need to be the golden girl.

I was a good girl at school and was only ever told off once. I can still remember how mortified I was. It happened because I was walking along a corridor and a group of boys started running alongside me, just as the headmaster was coming the other way. I wasn’t running, but the head saw us together and said, ‘You shouldn’t be running in the corridor. Go and stand in the assembly hall, until I come and get you.’

I hated the idea of being naughty and this felt like serious trouble. What made it worse was that the head promptly forgot about us and so we stood in the assembly hall for the rest of the day. Some of the others left, but I wouldn’t budge.

Finally, one of the mums came into the assembly hall. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

When we explained, she went and found a teacher and really shouted at them. ‘This is absolutely ridiculous. They’ve been there all day.’

I was still very quiet when I wasn’t with my family. When I was about nine, my mum was chatting to my Auntie Diane, who was just my mum’s friend, not my real auntie. Auntie Diane was talking about her daughters, Karla and Sasha, going to elocution lessons and doing LAMDA exams with a teacher called Ros Taylor. We didn’t have a clue what LAMDA exams were, but Mum liked the sound of me learning elocution. She wanted me to be able to speak confidently, so she enrolled me for lessons with Ros Taylor.

For the LAMDA exams, you recite a piece of prose and a poem. Ros Taylor said to Mum, ‘She’s good at this. Have you thought about signing her up for the drama classes?’

‘She’s so quiet that I can’t imagine she’d want to, but go on then,’ Mum said. So I started doing the drama classes too.

Every year at Swansea Grand Theatre, there was a show called The Bumbles of Mumbles, which was about a group of imaginary creatures that could be found on Mumbles Beach. All the local dance schools would take part and do a big dance routine and a song.

My first year I shared the main part of Dearlo with another girl. I danced and mimed on stage wearing a big gold puffball skirt, a gold hat on my head, pink ballet tights and ballet slippers. It went really well, and the next year I did it alone. I’ll never forget standing in the wings, seeing all the lights, feeling the electricity of the audience – and then going out on stage. It was my first real experience of acting. It’s where it all began.

I really enjoyed performing. Soon I was winning awards for performing songs, reciting poems and acting out scenes at the school Eisteddfods. The Eisteddfod is a massively important date in the Welsh calendar. It’s a huge annual celebration of Welsh culture, with arts and music competitions, concerts, gigs and exhibitions. If you did well in a school Eisteddfod, you went on to compete against other schools. Then you might be selected to go the National Eisteddfod in August – and if you did well there and reached the final round, you had a chance of appearing on Welsh telly. That was my dream.

I went on to be head girl in my last year at junior school. When I was eleven I moved to Mynyddbach Comprehensive School for Girls, which was directly across the road from our house. Mynyddbach was a hard, rough school. You’d see girls pulling the taps off in the science block, so the water would shoot out like a fountain; you’d see them sitting on the bathroom floor with lighters and cans of hairspray, making flamethrowers so teachers couldn’t come in, and supply teachers were always getting sanitary towels stuck on their backs. I remember seeing two girls fighting once. In the fray, their shirts came off and they carried on in their bras. One girl had three big scrams down her face.

There was a lot of bullying going on at Mynyddbach and I was spat on a couple of times. I was called a swot because I wanted to study and was constantly picked on. It was basically like St Trinian’s and pretty difficult to get through, but I think it stood me in good stead for the rest of my life. It taught me how to put a wall up and be strong.

Luckily, I had a good friend in Charlotte Evans. She was in my class, and we used to go back to her house and put music on – New Kids On The Block. We would dance on her mum’s rowing machine and imagine that New Kids On The Block were hiding in the wardrobes, looking at us through the slats. Then they’d open the doors, see us and say, ‘Wow, you’re really amazing dancers. Will you please come and join us on tour?’ We used to spend night after night doing that, and we were obsessed with Gary Lineker, as well.

My other good friends were Sheree Williams – another girl who really wanted to study – Nicole James, Kerry Ace and Louise Verbeck. And then there were girls who one minute would be your enemy, and the next minute they would be your new best friend. It was very weird, being in an all-girls environment. It could be really quite bitchy, but then suddenly it would switch.

Luckily, at home, me, Mum and Dad were the happiest little family. We did everything together. And I had lots of hobbies. I was always busy. I went to St John Ambulance classes, ballet, jazz and modern dance classes, acting, swimming and horse-riding lessons.

I was still spending alternate Saturdays with Auntie Iris and Nan and Gramps. Keeping Gramps away from drink was always on our minds. When I was about eleven, my nan left me in the flat with Gramps to sort something out in the old people’s home. I was in her bedroom, and the mirror on the wall was angled in a way that I was able to see Gramps going into the living room. When I heard the clink of the whisky decanter, I thought, I must stop him from drinking!

I went into the living room and found Gramps pouring a drink. I started chatting to him and managed to get him away from the whisky and out of the room, and we had a cup of tea together instead, although I expect he managed to sneak back for a tipple later on. Poor Gramps, he just couldn’t help himself.

Even though he was an alcoholic, he was gentlemanly, very funny, incredibly charming – and he looked like David Niven. But Nan was constantly tense about what might happen next. There was a time when we all went for a walk in the Mumbles, the bit where the beach is on one side and the golf course on the other. I didn’t realise it, but Gramps was already half cut. Suddenly he lost his footing and fell down the bank onto the golf course, just as someone on the green was about to swing his club.

Gramps plunged headlong into the bushes and just hung there, upside down. ‘Where’s my glasses? Where’s my glasses?’ he was shouting. We had to drag him out while he kept shouting about his glasses, which were perched right on top of his head. Nan was mortified, but the rest of us thought it was hysterical. Stuff like that was always happening to Gramps.

It was around this time that we started openly talking about Gramps’s drinking and trying to do something about it by going to AA meetings. It was a big thing for an eleven-year-old to be going to AA meetings and dealing with all of that, and I can’t say that I really wanted to, either, but I went along with it.

Mum was very particular about the way we spent our Sundays, because she hadn’t enjoyed Sundays when she was growing up. Nan had made her clean the house on a Sunday. She’d have to do her bedroom, dust the living room, put the washing out on the line. So she wanted Sundays to be fun days. We’d normally put our best clothes on, I’d be allowed a glass of sherry, and then we’d play games.

We also started going to St Alban’s Church, in Treboeth, and that’s where I went to Sunday School, which I loved. But we left St Alban’s – because they wouldn’t let me join the choir for ages. One week, Mum came looking for me after Sunday School, and there I was in the front pew watching them all sing. I’d been told I had to watch for three weeks before I was allowed to join in! Talk about the church and their rules! So with that in mind, we went instead to a beautiful Grade II listed Welsh Baptist Chapel on Llangyfelach Road, just opposite us. Maybe they would let me sing.

I always say that Mum forced me to go there every week, but to be honest we went because I wanted to perform. I was always up in the pulpit reading out passages from the Bible, singing songs, reading poems. As much as I enjoyed it, I didn’t like being taken to chapel all the time, especially as there was quite a lot of pressure on me from the elders (all men) and the reverend to be baptised. No, I don’t want to stand in that big thing of water with some strange man, and be pushed under by him, I thought, and so I refused.

Something funny would always happen in chapel – funny haha but also funny peculiar. There was a married couple who came every week. They’d get up to sing together and the woman’s singing voice was a lot deeper than the man’s. He’d start singing really high, she’d start singing really low, and sometimes it would set me and Mum off giggling. You had children being sick in the pews and, in the row in front of us, there was an old man who kept falling asleep. We’d watch intently as his head went further and further forward, until eventually it went all the way and he’d smack it on the pew in front of him and wake up with a yelp.

The highlight of my week was the Thursday evening youth club in the community hall round the corner. This was the best youth club ever. At the entrance, there was a shop selling penny sweets in little white paper bags, and you’d pick out a selection on your way in. Inside the hall, there was a table-tennis table, always some footballs and a disco on the go, but mostly you would just run around, play and talk.

In those days I shopped in Tammy Girl, where the clothes were 1980s business chic and
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