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For my darling Steve and Erin. I dedicate this book to you – my two heroes. I love you both more than life itself xxxxx


PROLOGUE

‘We’ve got a long, hard fight ahead of us, Bernie, but we can do it,’ said my consultant Mark Kissin, as I sobbed in his arms. It was April 2012 and I was sitting in his office at the Royal Surrey County Hospital. I’d just found out that the breast cancer I’d fought so hard to beat had come back – and that it had spread to my lungs, liver, bones and brain. And that there was no cure. It was devastating and I was scared. Nothing can prepare you for that kind of news. Suddenly, everything seems unfamiliar and you’re staring down the barrel of a gun at a future that’s horribly certain, but you have no idea what the journey there will hold for you.

They would treat me with drugs to try to contain the cancer and keep me alive for as long as possible, but that was all they could do. It was a very bleak prognosis. Still, I’d been told my condition was ‘treatable’ – that was the word my consultant used, and to my mind it was a million times better than saying nothing could be done for me. Believe it or not, I consider myself a lucky person because I was born an optimist. My glass has always been half full and I’m passionate about life. So I made the decision right from the start that I’d rather live with hope than be told I had six months or a year or five years to live. How could I carry on like that, watching the days and months tick by, waiting to die? ‘You might as well get it over with now, Doc!’ would have been my reply.

My positivity has been crucial in helping me to live with cancer and win many little battles along the way. I would be lying if I said I never had dark moments when I felt scared and desperate and sad, but I never once thought of myself as ‘dying of cancer’ – my attitude has always been that I’m living with it.

I also believe the experiences that shaped my childhood and teenage years armed me with many of the qualities I needed to take on this disease: a fighting spirit, determination, a rebellious streak and a bloody good sense of humour. Being born into a family of eight kids – with five very competitive sisters – meant I always had to shout louder than the rest to get myself heard. And being part of a sweet and innocent girl band with an overly strict father at the helm also gave me plenty to rebel against! Not bad preparation for summoning up the sheer bloody-mindedness you need when you’re trying to beat the odds of a pretty grim cancer diagnosis and get your doctors to listen to you.

I’ve never been the kind of girl to give up on things easily, which probably comes from being in showbiz since the age of two. I have very few childhood memories that don’t involve a costume change! One thing the showbiz school of hard knocks taught me was to get up, dust myself down and soldier on. And since being diagnosed with cancer three years ago, that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.

But what motivates me more than anything to keep fighting is my family – my wonderful husband Steve and our gorgeous daughter Erin. I’ve taken so much strength from them. Steve has always been there for me – over the years he’s made many sacrifices for my career and he’s been my rock throughout this illness.

And I would never have managed to fight the way I have without Erin’s amazing maturity, and I’m more determined than ever to be here for her. I desperately want to see her grow into the beautiful woman I know she will be. I have to see it! People have called me brave, but I’m more determined than brave. I’m just terrified I might die and miss something important in Erin’s life. For that reason alone, I will never stop fighting.

It never entered my head that I was writing a memoir because I was going to die – quite the opposite. I want this book to be a celebration of my life, which has been full, happy, exciting and filled with wonderful people and experiences. Cancer is a relatively new thing for me and, yes, it has changed me – how could it not? But I don’t want to be thought of as ‘Cancer Girl’. I don’t want the disease to define me.

Cancer has become part of my journey, but it’s not the whole story. There’s so much more to me than that. I’m a wife, mother, daughter, singer, actress, sister, friend and auntie – those are the roles I want to define me.

And I love this life of mine far too much to let it go without a fight, so bring it on.


1

ACROSS THE IRISH SEA TO BLACKPOOL

It’s close to midnight on a Thursday in mid-December 1966 and I’m sitting on the dusty floor of a freezing cold dressingroom, my eyes still stinging from the smoky concert room we’ve just performed in. We’ve had a great night; the audience loved our show and stood up to cheer and applaud us. But now we’re all exhausted – Mum and my brothers and sisters and I – and we’re waiting patiently for Dad to drive us home to Blackpool. He’s holding court at the bar with the club chairman and committee members, downing his umpteenth brandy of the night. I’m only six years old and I have to get up for school the next morning.

It was an all too familiar scenario during my childhood. As part of The Singing Nolans, I performed almost every night at working men’s clubs and talent shows across the North of England. We were always hanging around after the show, waiting for my dad to finish his drink so we could go home to bed. There were no motorways back then and sometimes we’d travel as far afield as North Wales, which meant driving back in the dark along bumpy winding roads in a rickety old van. My dad never thought twice about getting behind the wheel of his van drunk, with eight kids crammed into the back. I often wondered why my mum let him get away with it, but as I got older I realised she was scared of confronting him. Occasionally, she’d challenge him about keeping us up late and we’d all plead with her: ‘Mum, please just leave it!’

‘I won’t leave it!’ she’d say defiantly, then Dad would lean across to the passenger seat and give her a backhander, and she’d be in floods of tears. She loved my dad a great deal, but there was no question he was the boss.

When we eventually did get home to our little four-bedroom terraced house in Waterloo Road, Blackpool, we’d all scurry upstairs, desperate to fall into bed. I usually slept in my tights in winter because it was so cold in the bedroom – we had no central heating in those days.

Often my mum wouldn’t go to bed at all – she had to be up at 6 a.m. anyway to get us ready for school. So she’d build a fire for the morning and put all our school shirts on a clothes horse in front of it to warm them up, then she’d make a huge pan of porridge for breakfast before getting seven of us up for school.

Sometimes after we’d gone to bed, we could hear our parents shouting at each other downstairs and often we’d hear a crack, and it was obvious that Dad had slapped my mum. It was horrible, lying in bed listening to the row with the blankets pulled up tightly under my chin, wishing it would stop.

Although it wasn’t the most glamorous start in show business, it really wasn’t all bad – far from it. Even as a tiny child, I loved being on stage. I got so much joy from singing and performing, and that has stayed with me all my life. It just felt like the most natural thing in the world.

My parents Tommy and Maureen were thirty-four when I came into the world, on 17 October 1960. They named me Bernadette Therese Nolan. They’d already had six children – Tommy, my eldest brother was eleven, then came Anne, ten, Denise, eight, Maureen, six, Brian, five, and Linda, who was just twenty months. In Ireland back then we were actually considered a small family – our next-door neighbours had sixteen kids!

I was just 6lbs at birth, and my brothers and sisters were all crazy about me when Mum brought me home because I looked like a little doll. My sister Denise took it upon herself to be a kind of surrogate mum and she did everything for me, from changing my nappy to taking me out for walks. I’ve been told that sometimes if Mum and Denise held their arms out to me, I’d run to Denise first. I suppose we were typical of families where there’s a big age gap between kids – the older ones have to muck in to help. As we grew up, we naturally fell into three groups: the Boys, the Big Girls (Anne, Denise and Maureen) and the Kids (Linda and I, and Coleen when she came along in 1965).

I don’t have many memories of our house in Maryville Road, Dublin, because we moved to Blackpool when I was just two, but my best friend was also called Bernie and we used to play out in the street together. I vividly remember standing in front of a manhole cover on our street with Bernie one day, trying to work out how we could remove it so we could jump down and see what was there. Early signs of an inquisitive mind and a spirit of adventure!

I also remember my mum tying dusters around our feet and putting polish on them, then we’d all skip around the house polishing the wooden floors for her. We didn’t have a lot of money – our house was a modest three-up, two-down semi on a council estate – but my mum kept it immaculate. She was incredibly house-proud and was always out polishing the front step.

She kept herself pristine, too. She had a lovely figure and beautiful Irish colouring – jet-black hair and green eyes. She seemed unbelievably glamorous and reminded me of Elizabeth Taylor.

I adored her. She was a wonderful woman and an amazing mum – very affectionate and always there for a cuddle. She was also an incredibly talented singer and at seventeen won a place to train as a soprano at the Dublin College of Music, but she never took it up. Instead, she started performing in clubs around the city, which is how she met my dad. He was known as Dublin’s Sinatra and he actually looked a lot like him, too – short and slight with dark hair. And he had a fantastic voice. He ended up singing with his own dance band at a Dublin ballroom and became something of a heart-throb – the girls in the audience used to throw their underwear at him and scream, ‘We love you, Tommy!’

My mum and dad hadn’t been seeing each other long when she fell pregnant with my brother Tommy. But having a child outside marriage was unthinkable for a Catholic girl in Dublin in the late forties, so they hatched a plan to go to London and have the baby there. Mum went ahead and found a B&B to stay in and Dad said he’d meet her there in a few days’ time, but he never showed up. It must have been terrifying and heartbreaking for my mum to realise that he’d abandoned her. In the end, the woman who ran the B&B got in touch with Mum’s parents and her dad went to London to bring her home, saying they’d help her to bring up the baby.

Once my mum was back in Ireland, though, my dad asked her to marry him. I’m not sure if he did it because he thought it was the decent thing to do or if he was told, ‘You’re marrying her!’ but I don’t believe it’s what he really wanted. And I think he rebelled against his fate for years afterwards.

They got married at a register office in 1948, but there are no photographs of the day. None of us even knew the story of Mum running away until we’d grown up and left home.

My parents had a shared passion for singing, though, and they started performing duets around the Dublin clubs. They were known as Tommy and Maureen, the Sweethearts of Song. But the difference in their personalities was obvious from the beginning. My dad liked to hang out in bars and he loved to drink and smoke – I always remember him spitting out little bits of tobacco from un-tipped cigarettes. My mum liked to socialise too, but she preferred to have people over to our house for dinner or a party. I suppose my dad was a bit of a Jack the Lad, and later on he had affairs that broke my mum’s heart. Even as a kid I remember feeling sorry for Mum because she never got back the love she deserved and longed for, not until the very end when my dad was ill and he realised how much he loved her. I don’t ever remember them kissing or holding hands. There was 
a real lack of affection between them, which seemed 
very sad.

In 1962 my parents decided to move us all to Blackpool. A friend of my dad’s, who we called Uncle Fred, convinced him that there were lots of opportunities for singers. In those days, Blackpool was the centre of showbiz – it had a thriving entertainment industry – so we boarded the ferry and crossed the Irish Sea to a new life in England. Mum bought Linda and me new yellow dresses and coats with matching straw boaters for the trip, which was a real novelty as our clothes were usually hand-me-downs from our older sisters. I was only two years old and Linda was three, so we must have looked very cute.

At first, Uncle Fred put us up in his small terraced house in Ascot Road, which must have been a shock to his system. He was a single man who was used to living on his own and suddenly he was inundated with kids!

Anne hadn’t come with us. She’d been diagnosed with a heart condition, so my parents made the decision to leave her in Ireland in a convalescent home. When I was older, I thought it was a strange decision for them to leave their twelve-year-old daughter behind while they relocated to another country, but I suppose they felt it was better for her to get well before making the trip. However, when she joined us in Blackpool six months later, the doctors said there was nothing seriously wrong with her and that she just had a very slight heart murmur.

We ended up staying with Uncle Fred for a couple of years and we loved our time there. He was a lovely man – very kind and patient, which was just as well!

Dad had several jobs on the go to earn enough money to keep us all – he worked as a bookkeeper in an accountant’s office and laboured on a farm, too. Then at night he’d put on his tux and go out singing with Mum around the clubs in Blackpool. I used to love watching Mum apply her make-up at the dressingtable before going out to sing – putting kohl liner around her eyes and setting her beehive with lacquer from a little squeezy bottle. She always wore a beautiful long evening dress and Tweed perfume, and I used to breathe in the musky fragrance when she bent down to kiss me goodnight.

And it wasn’t long before I performed to a proper audience for the first time. I was still only two when I made my debut at the Peter Webster show at the end of the pier. It was a talent competition and I sang ‘Show Me the Way to Go Home’ – and won! The prize was a gold watch and I sold it to my mum for three pence. When I decided I wanted it back, she said, ‘Oh no, Bernie, we had a deal.’ She wasn’t stupid!

I’m amazed my first performance was such a success because I was a painfully shy child, which my friends now find hard to believe. But I used to hide behind my mum whenever we had guests at the house and she’d have to coax me to come out and say hello. My sisters tell me I was very sweet at that age – a tiny little thing with fair hair (which my dad cut himself using a bowl), bright blue eyes and pale skin.

Just before Coleen was born in March 1965, we moved out of Uncle Fred’s into our own house on Waterloo Road. It was a four-up, two-down in a terrace, and it had to accommodate all ten of us. I was very excited that Mum was going to have another baby, but when Coleen was born I actually felt a bit put out. When we went singing I used to be the one to sit on Mum’s knee in the car, but when Coleen came along she got pride of place on her knee and I was relegated to sitting beside her! Coleen was gorgeous though, and I used to kiss her and pinch her cheeks all the time, which drove her nuts. ‘No, Bernie!’ she’d squeal.

We all had to share bedrooms – I didn’t have my own room until I was twenty-five! I was in with Linda and Coleen, the three big girls shared a room and so did my brothers, and my dad had his own room, which meant Mum had to sleep on the couch downstairs. I loved my dad, but he was a male chauvinist and my mum just put up with it. He used to dismiss her opinions and tell her to shut up all the time, and at dinner time she had to serve my dad and my brothers first.

Mum did everything for us. She’d cook three or four different meals a night and did all the washing-up afterwards. She was forever cleaning the house and doing our laundry. I feel ashamed now that none of us helped more, but she loved being a mum and was devoted to us. Naturally, she’d feel stressed and overwhelmed sometimes, and she’d scream and shout at us. She was an Irish woman after all and we do a lot of shouting, but our bark is worse than our bite!

At the time, I felt sad that she never had a moment to sit down and look at my homework with me or just talk to me. When I got older I thanked God I had elder sisters to tell me about periods and boys because my mum never had a spare minute to have those conversations. Her days were taken up with running the house and at night she was out performing with us – The Singing Nolans. During our show, which used to last about two hours, she’d sing a bit of opera and Dad did a few Sinatra songs. We all sang harmonies together on songs from shows like Mary Poppins and The Sound of Music. Tommy played the drums and the rest of us sang solos. My big number was the Flanagan and Allen song ‘Strolling’ and I wore a straw hat and a little blazer.

We began to get a name for ourselves, not just in the pubs and theatres across the North-West, but as far afield as Scotland and Wales – we used to perform there during the school holidays – and in London, too. When I was about six we started performing with the Showmen’s Guild at the Grosvenor House hotel in London. The audience was full of rich people, all dressed up in their finery. When I sang ‘Strolling’ in my little blazer and straw boater, they all threw money at me! I got about £100 the first time, which was a fortune in those days. We did other gigs at posh hotels in London and we’d pull up in our van and all pile out like the Clampetts from The Beverly Hillbillies, carrying plastic bags stuffed with our belongings. The doorman would often come up to my dad and say, ‘Can I help you?’ really snootily, and we’d say, ‘Yeah we’re working, actually! We’re The Singing Nolans.’ Then he’d usher us in through a side entrance to keep us out of the way. I was too young to get the snobbery – I just found it funny. And I guess we must have looked a right sight pulling up outside such smart venues in this bloody big van!

There were plenty more cringeworthy episodes from our travels. We used to perform at a Labour club in Wigan and a friend called Nellie, who always came to cheer us on, offered my dad her old dining table. So my dad strapped this huge table to the roof of his old estate car and proceeded to drive down the motorway, where it promptly fell off. It must have looked hilarious, but I felt completely traumatised at the time because my dad went back to pick it up and I was convinced he was going to get run over.

We started performing at the Brunswick Club in Blackpool around the time that laws came in preventing younger children working after 9 p.m., so Linda and I couldn’t stay for the whole show. At first we were absolutely disgusted, but after a while we began to like it because friends of my parents used to pick us up and take us home, and we’d get fish and chips on the way, and get to bed early so we were fresh for school the next day.

I loved being on stage, but I hated all the travelling to and from gigs, and all the hanging around after the show. And I hated the feeling of going to school dog-tired the next morning. Now I have my own child, I can’t quite imagine where my parents’ heads were at! I think they felt that at least we were all together as a family, but they must have known deep down that it was wrong to keep us up so late and send us to school exhausted.

Mum and Dad weren’t bad parents though – it didn’t feel like that at all to me. On the whole, I had a happy childhood and I was a very happy kid because I got to sing. We were never around to go to youth clubs and do things with our mates, which I resented a bit. I’d have a moan sometimes, but I got over it. It might not have been a normal childhood, but it was my childhood and I guess it made me the person I am today.

And Dad did let me off singing if there was something I really wanted to do. I was very sporty at school and I remember coming home one day and asking if I could go to a netball rally instead of performing and he let me. I think he was a bit stricter with the older girls, but I figured I was owed some time off – they hadn’t been singing since the age of two like I had!

One of the things my parents did for us was to make sure we had a proper summer holiday every year. Those were the times when we could just be normal kids and have fun. They paid money into a holiday scheme at the Brunswick Club, then at the end of the season we’d go to somewhere like Benidorm. I was seven or eight when we first went to Spain and it was a really big deal because we hadn’t been abroad before. We had lots of fun on those holidays. I had my first crush in Benidorm! Linda and I were in love with the sons of one of the club’s committee members. And every year the kids would have a fancy-dress party and I always dressed as someone before and after marriage – one side of me was all glam and smart, and on the other side I wore half an apron and a slipper, and looked really dishevelled. It was hilarious! Those were good times.

I have wonderful memories of the years we spent at Waterloo Road, but it held some bad memories too. I hated the way my dad treated my mum, and I especially hated the fact that he could be violent, too, and hit her many times. Seeing that growing up definitely affected my relationships later in life and I could never have remained in a relationship where I wasn’t considered an equal by my partner.

Dad was a Jekyll and Hyde character. When he was out drinking, everyone loved him – he was the life and soul. Everyone wanted to be in Tommy’s gang or on Tommy’s table. But if he got home in a bad mood with a drink inside him, there was hell to pay. It was horrible listening to him shout at my mum. Times like that, I felt like I didn’t know him. He seemed like a different person to the dad I loved.

Mum never ended up in hospital or had broken bones – thank God – but I remember her having a fat lip a few times and I’d see bruises on her arms from where he’d punched her. It was disgusting and really hard to make sense of as a kid. I have a memory of him kicking her in the leg once after a show and seeing the gash forming and blood pouring out of it. It was a horrific thing for a small child to see. That time it started because he’d been drinking heavily and Mum was saying that he shouldn’t be driving home drunk.

My eldest brother Tommy used to try to stick up for Mum and step in when they were fighting. One time Anne was having a row with my dad over something petty – they were sitting in armchairs in our living-room at Waterloo Road – and she wouldn’t back down. He gave her a backhander across the face and her lip burst open and started bleeding.

We were all saying, ‘Anne, just say you’re sorry! Just say you didn’t mean it!’ because we were frightened of things escalating.

‘No, I won’t! I’m not wrong, he’s wrong!’ she screamed. Whack! He hit her again.

‘I’m not saying I’m sorry!’ Whack! She got another backhander. She ended up with a huge fat lip and when my brother came home later that day she tried to hide it from him, but no amount of make-up could disguise it.

‘What the hell’s happened?’ asked Tommy when he caught sight of Anne’s lip. ‘Did Dad do that to you? The bastard! I’m going to kill him!’

‘Just leave it, Tommy,’ pleaded Anne. ‘It just makes it worse.’

When Dad came home that night we were all terrified. Tommy started to have a go at him and my other brother Brian stepped in to try to calm things down, which luckily he managed to do. It was awful.

We never really talked about those incidents afterwards. They were swept under the carpet. We’d just go to bed and get up the next day and act as if nothing had happened. Don’t get me wrong, these fights didn’t happen every day. There would often be weeks or even months where nothing happened and Dad was happy. But when he wasn’t happy, we learnt to stay out of his way.

There were a few occasions when I was on the receiving end of my dad’s temper. When the younger girls were naughty he’d give us a slap, but it was always heavy-handed to be honest. One night, Linda, Coleen and I were playing in our bedroom. Linda and I were messing about, laughing and whispering instead of going to sleep, so my dad came upstairs and stormed into our room.

‘Right, I warned you,’ he shouted, pulling back the sheets and smacking Linda and me really hard on our legs until we sobbed and pleaded with him to stop.

‘Now I’m going to have to smack her as well,’ he said, turning to Coleen, who must have only been about four at the time and hadn’t been misbehaving at all. I remember thinking then how wrong that was.

‘I didn’t do anything!’ she wailed, but her words fell on deaf ears and he battered her too. We all wet the bed that night because we were too scared to get up and go to the toilet. All of us were frightened of my dad. If I’d done something wrong, he only had to look at me and I’d wet myself from sheer terror.

But although my dad was incredibly stern and unbelievably strict, he did have a good side to him, which is the side I loved. He could be a lot of fun and always made us feel special. Going to the cinema with him was a regular thing – a different one of us would accompany him each week – and he took an interest in our school work, which my mum never had time for. As well as all the drinking and rowing that went on, I also remember lots of joy, laughter and parties, and my dad was always at the centre of the fun.

As I got older I realised he was fighting a battle within himself. He loved his family, but it wasn’t the life he would have chosen, being responsible for eight kids and struggling to make ends meet. But it wasn’t my mum’s fault and it wasn’t our fault either.

Dad started taking less and less interest in my mum after Coleen was born. My mum put on a lot of weight when she was pregnant with Coleen and she stopped caring about her appearance. We all told her she was still gorgeous and tried to encourage her to make more of an effort with her looks – not for my dad’s benefit, but so she’d feel better about herself. Anne managed to persuade her to lose a bit of weight and she started to wear nail varnish and make-up again. It was lovely to see her regain some of her confidence and self-esteem. A couple of us said to Dad one day, ‘Doesn’t Mum look great?’ And he replied, ‘No she looks ill, she looked better the way she was.’ It was crushing for my mum, so she just let herself go again. I was only about ten, but I felt heartbroken for her because I could see how much effort she’d made. I don’t think Dad was in love with Mum at that point. I’m not sure if he ever was.

Luckily, I was close to my brothers and sisters growing up. Linda and I were particularly close because we’re so near in age. We went everywhere together, but whenever Linda had a boyfriend she’d drop me like a ton of bricks. I always took her back though! We fought, as all siblings do, but if anyone was mean to me at school, she’d stick up for me and both of us looked out for Coleen. We had a fight with a boy once because he was bullying Coleen – he never did it again!

I was never quite as close with Anne because she was ten years older than me and very bossy. She was like a second mum really and tried to help take care of us; but back then I thought she enjoyed bossing us around a little too much. I can’t bear being told what to do now and I think it’s a reaction to feeling bossed around when I was little. Looking back I wonder if Anne was doing it because my dad had been so strict with her. He was very hard on the older girls, but by the time Linda, Coleen and I came along he was a bit more lenient. Maybe she felt it was unfair.

My dad had a rule that we never worked at Christmas. It was a special time in our house and we looked forward to it for weeks beforehand. Mum used to do a huge grocery shop – you’ve never seen so much food! Sometimes on Christmas day there would be twenty-six of us squashed around our dining table. Mum was always inviting people at the last minute to come and join us. The more the merrier was her motto. So Christmases were always big noisy affairs.

Because there were so many kids, our presents were stacked halfway up the Christmas tree. We each got a big present and lots of little ones too. I don’t know how my parents managed to afford it all. I’m sure some of our gifts must have been second-hand, but we were none the wiser.

We had set ways of doing things, like most families. We always had a cooked breakfast on Christmas morning, but we’d open our presents first. When we were really young, we’d get up at 6 a.m., when my parents had only just finished setting them out under the tree! Linda and I both got prams one year, which we adored and spent hours walking around the neighbourhood.

Once we’d opened our presents from Santa, we’d sit in a circle and give presents to each other, while Mum walked around putting the discarded wrapping paper in bin-bags. Then we’d sit round the table and eat a huge breakfast.

After lunch, which was a traditional turkey feast with all the trimmings, we’d sing carols around the table, followed by ‘Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas’ and ‘White Christmas’ in harmony. My mum would do the octave above us because she was a soprano. Then on Christmas night we always had a big party, which inevitably involved lots of drinking, dancing and fun!

Just before Christmas 1973, Dad was asked if we’d perform at the Cliffs Hotel in Blackpool, as a big company from London was having their Christmas do there. The company was called Hanover Grand and the owner was a guy called Joe Lewis, who was an incredibly wealthy business man and a real player in the entertainment world.

‘No, absolutely not. We never work at Christmas,’ Dad told the club manger. But in the end we were offered so much money, he couldn’t turn it down. That was the performance that changed our lives.

Joe loved our act and came up to us after the show and said, ‘Look, I’ve got a club in London, called the London Rooms. It’s on Drury Lane and I want the girls to come down and sing there.’

He felt there was more scope for just the girls as opposed to the entire family. His offer came at just the right time, because the older girls were sick of singing in working men’s clubs and felt it was time they got proper jobs. If it hadn’t been for Joe Lewis seeing potential in us, I’m convinced we’d have given it all up.

We were offered a good wage and the deal was that we’d sing in the restaurant six nights a week. Joe and his wife Esther even offered to put us up at their house in Wentworth, Surrey. We didn’t know it then, but he was already grooming us for TV and a recording contract.

Fortunately, my brothers didn’t want to come with us. By now, Tommy was twenty-four and Brian was nineteen. They both loved Blackpool and had serious girlfriends who they were engaged to.

But while us girls were thrilled about the idea of moving to London, Dad wasn’t sure about Joe’s offer, probably because it meant him giving up control of the group and because it was also a big deal for us to move nearly 200 miles away from home. He kept procrastinating, so in the end it was Mum who signed the contract. ‘Oh just sign it, for God’s sake!’ she snapped, grabbing a pen and signing her name. ‘If we don’t, they’ll be hanging around clubs all their lives.’ It was Mum’s assertiveness that launched us into the next chapter of our lives.

So, with the deal signed, sealed and delivered, The Nolan Sisters packed our bags to move to London, excited about our big new adventure down South. I was thirteen years old.
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