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About the Book

In 2002 – along with Cheryl Cole, Nadine Coyle, Sarah Harding and Nicola Roberts – Kimberley Walsh won a place in the Popstars: The Rivals band Girls Aloud, and her life changed forever.

Ten years later, after six platinum albums, twenty top-ten singles, a Brit Award, an entry in the Guinness Book of Records and a triumphant sell-out reunion tour, the girls have decided to go their separate ways. What better time for Kimberley – a professional, hardworking businesswoman as well as a multi-talented actress and songstress – to tell her story. What was it like behind the scenes of a such a hugely successful band? Was there any truth in the rumours of endless feuds within Girls Aloud? How did she manage to maintain such a strong loving relationship with her partner Justin during the 10 years she was in the band? And how does it feel when your best friend becomes the most famous person in the land?

Full of the warmth and laughter that makes Kimberley such a national treasure, with lots of insider secrets revealed too, this book is like curling up on the sofa for a gossip with a friend. There is lots still to come from the UK’s favourite Northern lass. Just watch this space.


About the Author

Since she shot to fame in 2002 after appearing on Popstars: The Rivals, Kimberley Walsh has been best known as one-fifth of Girls Aloud, the most successful British girl-band ever. Her career has gone from strength to strength, and after twenty top-ten singles with the band, she’s now striking out on her own. A starring role in West End smash Shrek The Musical was followed by a glittering turn on Strictly Come Dancing, where she made it all the way to the final – a true test of her popularity. Now embarking on a solo career, Kimberley has finally decided to tell her story.
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Prologue

It was a strange day, that final day of Girls Aloud – 20 March 2013. There was weird energy in the air and I felt unsettled and anxious from the moment I woke up. Cheryl and Nicola both told me that they felt it, too, but they didn’t need to because I could see it in their eyes. None of us knew what to think or exactly how we were going to feel when it actually came to the final moment. I wasn’t sure if I was going to break down, fall apart or jump for joy when I walked out on that stage; I had so many different emotions flying around my brain. I suppose it’s not all that surprising, really. This was a big deal for us whatever way you looked at it. It was the end of an era.

It had been ten years since the five of us had come together as strangers on Saturday night TV talent show Popstars: The Rivals. Ten whole years. I could hardly believe it. We’d had twenty-one top-ten singles, sold four million albums, and we’d become the twenty-first century’s biggest-selling girl group. Now here we were at the end of it, about to leave it behind for good. And there was a lot to leave behind, too: a whole lot of history, as the song says. The first time the five of us watched the video montage of ten years of Girls Aloud moments that was to accompany the song ‘I’ll Stand By You’ on our tour, every single one of us broke down in tears because it was all right there in front of our eyes again. I suppose I was worried about our fans as well, and how they were going to react. We knew that we were going to have to announce that Girls Aloud were no more after the final show, and we knew that there were going to be a hell of a lot of sad, disappointed people to contend with – fans who’d supported us since the beginning. They’d undoubtedly be asking the same question – why?

For most of the day I told myself that I wasn’t going to get too emotional. I actually felt quite strong and I thought that I might get through the night without too many tears. During the penultimate show, Cheryl had completely lost it during ‘I’ll Stand By You’. She’d just gone, suddenly, crying her eyes out as soon as the song and the accompanying video had finished. At the time I thought, What are you doing, Cheryl? You’re never going to get through ‘The Promise’, which was the next song. Hold it together, Chezza. The fans don’t even know this is the end yet, we haven’t announced it and there you are crying like a baby. That’s me, I suppose, always the practical one, but I knew how much this meant to her. We’d given everything to the band, and now we were saying goodbye.

Then something strange happened while I was getting my hair and make-up done for the final show. Our choreographer, Beth Honan, walked into the dressing room, and as I looked up at her I began to think of all the times we’d spent together. Beth had been with us right from the early days. She’d directed all of our tours, and she’d choreographed most of our videos and TV appearances over the years. In fact, she was almost like another member of the band. All of a sudden I felt as if every memory I had of her had flooded my mind at the same moment, as though there was a little movie playing in my head, with scenes and moments from all our tours and TV shows flashing in front of me. Quite unexpectedly the tears came, and suddenly I couldn’t stop them. Beth saw what was happening and she turned away, hastily.

‘Don’t you look at me,’ she said. ‘Don’t you dare look at me.’

In the end she had to leave the dressing room in case I started her off as well. I don’t even really know why I chose that particular moment to lose it. Perhaps it was the realisation that I wasn’t just saying goodbye to the rest of the band. I was also saying goodbye to everyone we’d worked with over the last ten years, and to the memory of all the things we’d done together – things that we would never do again. We’d all felt it at some point during the tour, I suppose. Our hair and make-up stylist, Lisa Laudat, had had a near breakdown after watching one of the shows from the side of the stage one night. She was a friend who’d also been with us for years, creating some of Girls Aloud’s most memorable looks. It was as if a family was breaking up, not just a band.

After I’d pulled myself together I really had no idea if I might break down again but by the time we got on stage the sadness had passed and I felt a lovely mixture of happiness and relief. I also felt very grateful to have been part of something so special. I enjoyed that last show as much as, if not more than, any show we’d ever done. To me it was a celebration rather than a death, and looking back I’m really glad I felt that way. When it came to ‘I’ll Stand By You’ I was expecting tears again from Cheryl, but there were none. While we were performing the song she looked at me as if to say, look, I’m not crying. I think she was quite surprised that she wasn’t because she’s usually very emotional. At the end of the song we just smiled at one another. It was such a knowing smile that said, ‘This is right. It’s been amazing but now it’s over. It’s time to move on.’

As we took our final bows as Girls Aloud at the Echo Arena in Liverpool that night, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that we’d made the right decision and that it was time for the band to end. In fact, I’ve never been as sure of anything in my life. The five of us had had such a fantastic run, and although there’d been some difficult times along the way, we were finishing on an amazing high at the end of a wonderful and really successful tour. But I was done. I’d given everything I could to the group and I didn’t think I had any more to give.

It had been different the first time we spent some time apart because that felt like unfinished business. There was no big announcement, no lavish farewell show. We all just sort of wandered off to pursue our own various projects – and it was only supposed to be for a year. And even though that one year eventually turned into three, I always knew that we’d get back together again, and that’s what I wanted at the time. I wanted to finish it all off properly and go out with a bang rather than just drifting apart, and that’s exactly what we finally did. We ended on a high. If we’d carried on any longer, I’m not sure that would have been the case. I think we might have spoiled what we had and I didn’t want that. It was time for that chapter in my life to end and that night, as the lights went down on our final show, I knew it.


1

The Entertainer

‘Let’s do raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens!’

From the moment I could string a sentence together I was a proper little performer. My older sister, Sally, was the same, and once the two of us started stage school there was no stopping us. We would sing and dance for anyone and everyone, friends or family, whether they liked it or not. We were the only kids I knew who actually got up early for school, jumping out of our beds at the crack of dawn so we could practise our routine for ‘My Favourite Things’ from The Sound of Music before we went down for breakfast. We were dead serious. And as for annoying the hell out of everyone, well, we were oblivious to that. We just loved to perform. We were obsessed.

There was always music in our house as far back as I can remember. My mum, Diane, was a schoolteacher, her first subject being music, and as well as playing the piano she taught it to some of the kids who lived on our estate in Bradford. That was just one of the things she did to earn a bit of extra money. We had a piano in the house, and various local kids would come round each day for their lessons. I remember it used to get on our nerves because we kids always had to keep quiet while there was a lesson going on, and that was never easy for us. Still, Mum was brilliant like that. She was always thinking up ways to earn a bit of extra cash and she had to work hard at it, especially after my dad left home when I was just six.

My mum’s mum and dad were both quite musical, too, so I guess it’s no real surprise that we eventually turned into a sort of Yorkshire version of the von Trapps. My grandma, Joan, could play the piano and my granddad, Tom, was a fantastic singer. He always said that he wished he could have done it professionally and I reckon he could have, he was that good. We loved going round to their house when we were little because we always ended up around the piano with Grandma playing and Sally, my younger brother, Adam, little sister Amy when she was old enough, my cousins and me singing along with her, and dancing around the living room like lunatics. It just seemed so exciting to us that our grandma was able to sit down at the piano and bust out a good old tune – we were in heaven. She played ‘The Entertainer’ and she taught us how to play ‘Chopsticks’. She had a really good repertoire of songs and, of course, we got to know them all by heart.

Sally was the real showbiz child of the two of us, and although we both loved performing, I was always slightly in her shadow when I was very young. We were like chalk and cheese. Sally was more highly strung than I was, so she’d be more likely to throw a tantrum or play up. I was always very chilled out, like my mum, and whenever she gave me to one of her friends to look after, I’d end up sleeping right through. I was a babysitter’s dream. I never really minded being the one in the background, though. I really looked up to Sally. She was the perfect big sister and I was always happy to follow her lead.

There were seven grandchildren altogether – my mum’s sister Helen had three children – and sometimes we’d all be at my grandparents’ house at the same time. On these occasions we could put on a really big show, and we had a captive audience with my auntie and uncle there as well as my grandma and granddad. I recently found a picture of all seven of us kids standing in a row and singing at the adults. We would meticulously organise and rehearse a full show and then perform it in front of them all in the living room. Sally was the bossiest one, so she was the one who called the shots. She would take the role of director, with the rest of us falling into line. I was always happy to do as I was told as long as I was performing. We’d re-enact scenes from The Sound of Music, Annie, Seven Brides for Seven Brothers – all the old classics. We knew them off by heart because from a young age my mum and dad would sit down with us and watch them on television or on video. Of course, if we had them on video, Sally and I would watch them over and over again until we’d virtually worn the tape out. We actually knew most of the scripts as well as the songs.

Whatever show we did at my grandparents’ place, my little sister Amy would join in, playing the younger characters, including Molly from Annie, and I remember when we were a bit older doing scenes from Grease, starring my brother, Adam, as Danny and me as Sandy. Adam wasn’t always quite as enthusiastic about performing as we were, but the poor boy didn’t really have much of a choice. Sally and I were deadly serious about the whole thing.

My granddad loved ballroom dancing as well as singing, and often while my grandma was playing the piano I would hold his hand and stand on both his feet while he glided gracefully around the living room, teaching me the right steps to all the different ballroom dances – moments like that felt magical to me at that age. He was so thrilled when I did Strictly Come Dancing in 2012, and to be honest he was one of the reasons I did it when I did. He was quite ill by then, and we lost him not long after the series ended.

John and Diane, my mum and dad, had four kids before they eventually separated. Sally was born in July 1979, followed by me in November ’81, Adam in February ’84 and Amy in March ’87. We weren’t too far apart in age and we have always been extremely close. I think when your mum and dad split up or get divorced when you’re young, that’s what tends to happen – the kids latch on to one another and look out for one another. Well, that’s the way it was with us, anyway. It wasn’t long after Amy was born that my parents split, and although my dad always remained a big part of our lives afterwards, the four of us were very close to our mum, too. It was as if we felt we had to look after her as well as one another once Dad had gone – just like she was looking after us.

My mum is a really soft, warm lady, and lovely looking with it. When she was younger, people used to say she looked like Debbie Harry with her fine features and her bleached blond hair. She has always been well liked. She’s one of those people whom nobody ever has a bad word for. And although when we were little she was often run ragged with four kids, she was naturally very beautiful and she always looked great with her stone-washed jeans and her eighties perm.

Dad was always very well turned out, too. In fact, I can’t remember him wearing anything other than a suit with a shirt and tie until I was at least sixteen. He is a handsome man with dark hair, and a real charmer who likes to make people laugh. As dads go, I think he was pretty cool. He was certainly a lot cooler than all of my friends’ dads, who seemed a little bit old-fashioned in comparison. I guess that’s why my friends all liked him so much, because he was always joking around and not as serious as most of the grown-ups we knew. Dad would take us to the snooker hall with him – which probably wasn’t an ideal environment for kids, but we loved it – and he always had what we thought of as a flashy car, although looking back they weren’t really all that flashy. He liked to go out with the lads and gamble, and I suppose he was a bit of a bad boy in some ways, but he was always loving towards us kids and he did whatever he could to make us happy.

When Sally and I were young, the family lived in a small, three-bedroomed, semi-detached house in Allerton, Bradford. It was on a main road and not the nicest of places. After Adam was born we moved to a bigger house in a really nice cul-de-sac in Sandy Lane, which was a lot more rural than where we’d been used to. Sandy Lane is a lovely village, heading out towards Haworth, where the Brontë sisters lived. It had a church and a post office and a small school, which I eventually attended. The house we lived in there was still a three-bedroomed place, but it had so much more space. It had a proper garden and was very close to a gorgeous wooded valley called Chellow Dean, so it was like a whole new world for us – quite a step up from where we’d just left.

I don’t think I really appreciated it at the time, but looking back now, Sandy Lane was a great place to grow up in and we were quite lucky. The village was small and friendly, and as there were loads of other kids on our estate we were never short of someone to run around with outside. Mum was always quite relaxed about us playing out on the street or in the nearby woods. She’s never been a big worrier in that respect – she knew we would never go too far and she trusted us to behave ourselves. I suppose all the kids kept an eye on one another, and she knew that. Dad was the complete opposite. He was always worrying about where we were and what we were doing. Luckily, though, Mum was the person who generally set the rules in our house, so we often got to play out for as long as we wanted to, which was all day if we could get away with it. We’d be in the woods, swinging on homemade tree swings, running around and climbing – the fun that we had. I just can’t imagine children having that much fun these days because people wouldn’t think it was safe to let their kids run wild in the woods. Maybe it wasn’t then, but at the time we never saw any danger. There were usually too many of us to be scared of anything.

As we got older, Adam and I played together a lot and because he was quite boisterous I usually ended up being led astray and doing all the daring, daft things that he did. He was the naughtiest, most mischievous little boy you could ever hope to meet, but gorgeous with it. He took after my dad, and loved being the centre of attention, and he was always playing jokes. I can’t count the number of nights he lay under my bed for up to an hour, just so he could jump out and scare the hell out of me with the maximum effect. One night he locked poor Amy in the loft with her hands tied behind her back and an apple in her mouth. When we eventually found her, she was laughing. My mum was so run ragged I don’t think she had any idea what was going on half the time.

Chellow Dean has two big reservoirs and in the summer Adam and I would climb the surrounding walls and throw ourselves off, plunging down into the water. It was probably extremely dangerous – people have drowned in those same reservoirs, and we had no idea what was in the water – but to us it was just good fun. In the winter, we used to go sledging down a huge hill behind our garden, which was fantastic, and the two of us used to love building our own tree dens, too.

One day we were playing near the house of a scary family who lived at the bottom of our road. I call them scary because they used to scream and shout at kids who went anywhere near their garden or touched anything that they thought belonged to them. So that day, Adam thought it would be hilarious to shove me over their wall, right into their garden, and, of course, they were out there in a flash, yelling and shouting at me. I got a proper telling off and I was gutted. Not only that, but I’d caught my coat on the fence as I went over and it ended up covered in varnish. This was a coat that my mum had lovingly made for me because she didn’t have the money to spend on a shop-bought one. She made a lot of our clothes to try to save money and she was good at it, although we didn’t always appreciate it at the time. We did later on when we wanted her to design something special or a bit fancy for us, but when we were little, I think we’d as soon have been wearing ordinary stuff from the shops, just like all the other kids. Anyway, my homemade coat was pink on the outside and flowery on the inside, and it was reversible so you could wear it either way. A lot of work had gone into that coat and Mum was none too pleased when I went home and she saw the state of it.

I didn’t get into trouble very often. I normally knew where to draw the line. This was mainly out of respect for my mum. I thought she had enough on her plate without having people knocking on her door saying, ‘Your kid’s done this, your kid’s done that.’ I didn’t want to put her through that, so I always tried to keep on the right side of any mischief that might be going down. If ever Mum was angry with us, she had a really calm way of making us see that what we’d done was upsetting her. I don’t know how she did it, but she made us care about our actions.

Even though I did hang out with my brother and his mates a lot of the time, I certainly wouldn’t have called myself a tomboy. I still had a very girly side, and I met my best girl friend, Alix Walker, when I was four or five – in fact, she’s still my best friend today. We met on the very first day of primary school when poor Alix was crying her little heart out, she was so distraught about her mum leaving her. I was absolutely cool with it and didn’t shed a single tear, which is probably why the teacher suggested that we sit together so I could look after her. It’s funny, both my sisters and my brother absolutely hated the first day of school whereas I skipped up the stairs and through the door quite happily – I was really laid back about the whole thing. I loved school. I wasn’t particularly studious or anything, I just enjoyed being there.

My first school was Sandy Lane Primary – a really lovely small village school. Even right back then I was singing my head off in all the school concerts and plays. My first-ever public performance was at a Sandy Lane school show, singing ‘Hand Me Down My Silver Trumpet’. One of my teachers, Mrs Kay, said that she wanted to give me a special bit in the show because she thought I had a nice voice. When I asked her what I should wear, she said I could choose whatever I wanted to and that I could perform the song however I wanted to perform it. This turned out to be a big mistake on her part as I plumped for a black Lycra cat suit, swathing myself in tinsel over the top of it and finishing it off with a flashy cape. My idea was to dance around with the trumpet for a while before ripping the cape off for a big reveal. I remember thinking that it was so exciting and so grown-up that I was going to do this big ‘strip’ in the middle of the number, while pretending to play the trumpet. I’m not sure that all the mums and dads were quite ready for it, but I certainly enjoyed myself. I guess I started my whole ‘showbiz, showtime, showgirl’ obsession with that very first performance.

For our family holidays we went to Filey, Bournemouth or Scarborough, and we usually stayed in my Auntie Helen’s caravan. With the two families together there were seven children, so the adults slept in the caravan and the kids bedded down under the awning, which was like a tent that attached to the side of the caravan. I suppose I was aware that other kids in my class went abroad for their holidays, and that seemed quite glamorous to me, but I wasn’t envious. We always had a really good time wherever we were, playing in the arcades or swimming. I think when you’re a kid, you don’t mind where you are, as long as there’s a beach to play on or a pool to swim in. I never once felt deprived or hard done by just because we were on a caravan holiday.

I do remember us having one holiday abroad when I was little, and that was to Ibiza, which must have been while Mum and Dad were going through a good patch. It was an all-inclusive holiday with plenty of organised activities to keep us all amused, including evening cabaret shows and even a kids’ talent competition. Of course, this was too good an opportunity for Sally and me to miss, and luckily for us none of the other kids seemed to be that interested in taking part, so the floor was ours. The two of us took it in turns to perform, over and over again. Our repertoire was fiercely worked out and rehearsed – Perry Como’s ‘A – You’re Adorable’, ‘My Favourite Things’ from The Sound of Music. Sally did a cracking rendition of ‘Catch a Falling Star’ while I enjoyed belting out ‘(I’d Like to Get You on a) Slow Boat to China’. That was one of the songs that my granddad had always sung to me and I loved it. It always felt so good to me when I was singing and performing, and those memories are the happiest of my childhood.
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