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Introduction

Over the last 40 years, we’ve lived a thousand lives. We’ve travelled the world together and watched each other fall in love, achieved our wildest dreams, had our hearts broken, grieved, grown, learned and evolved. We celebrated each other’s successes and were there for each other in times of need. We’ve changed, but part of us has remained the same: we’ve stayed the best of friends.

Our friendship began one windy day in 1982, in less-than-glamorous surroundings. We met for the very first time outside Finsbury Park tube. We feel it was like at first sight. Over a car stereo, a cassette tape and a journey to Bushey, Hertfordshire, we bonded. We had no idea that we were on the first of many journeys together and that soon we’d be travelling all over Europe, Australia, America, China and Japan. Or that no matter where we went, together, we’d find a way to make every exotic destination feel like home.

At the start of the eighties, the world felt very different. We’d both been teenagers during the seventies – a dreary and difficult decade, especially if you were young and in London and you didn’t have much money. The era was defined by political and economic turmoil and as young kids, we felt it. It’s remembered as a period of power cuts, strikes and bad fashion. We remember it as a time when most families struggled to get food on the table, when everyone was worried about staying in work and when sexism and racism were rife among society. Pepsi’s parents, Agatha and Roger, had arrived in the UK in the late fifties from St Lucia, keen to do their duty for the Commonwealth, to work hard for the ‘Mother Country’ and create financial support for home and family. The British government had promised that they would be made welcome and that Britain needed them to come and work. The 1971 Immigration Act was supposed to preserve the rights of Commonwealth citizens, but it did not protect them from the racist abuse, instead it confronted them with the slogan, ‘No Dogs, No Irish, No Blacks’ when trying to find somewhere to live. However, it was also a time for young people to be daring and creative. Everything was up for grabs, everything could be destroyed, then reinvented. Punk revolutionised youth culture and gave us a space to express ourselves. We knew we didn’t want to live the same lives as our parents and for the first time, we were starting to see that it was possible to do things a different way. We were dreaming of a thrilling future – and our musical heroes were showing us how to rip up the rulebook and do it for ourselves.

So, in 1982, anything was possible for us – a pair of twenty some things who hadn’t been to university, who didn’t have any money, who dreamt of singing and dancing, but ultimately lived for fun. Everything felt new and life was a shiny question mark. We had no idea what was lying ahead, but we wanted to say yes.

This is our story from the beginning to the 'till we meet again'. It's all here. We hope it inspires you. No matter what highs, lows and challenges lie ahead, we want to show you how we found the strength to get through it all, how we have embraced so many changes and surprises, and how our friendship has evolved throughout it all.

 

Lots of love, 
Pepsi & Shirlie
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Pepsi – A little girl with a big dream

Can you dream while you’re awake? The therapist and spiritualist Dr Wayne W. Dyer wrote in his bestselling book, The Power of Awakening, ‘Dreaming while you’re awake can make you feel limitless.’ By the time I read those words, I was an adult woman who had travelled all over the world. I’d experienced fame and fortune. I knew how it felt when your dreams come true – and also how it felt when life becomes tough and those dreams no longer nourish you. But I was startled. ‘Dreaming while awake’ described so many moments of my life, especially a strange feeling I struggled to explain to others. ‘Déjà vu’ might be the closest expression we have.

Something can be wholly new, while feeling completely familiar. When something happens that you couldn’t possibly plan for – and yet, it feels as though it was always meant to be. And for as long as I can remember, my recurring dream, sleeping and waking, was the same: I was by a microphone. Strangely, the dream was silent – soft without sound, as though someone had muted a television – but I could feel the vibrations of the music. A vast crowd pulsed and swayed, and I swayed along with them. I knew they were all dancing to the sound of my voice and yet, the silence was peaceful and freeing, as though we had all been submerged underwater. As a very young child, as a teenager and as a grown woman, I would have that dream. And I’d never stop seeking out the feeling that matched it. The giddiness, the elation, the euphoria and the sense that anything and everything was possible.

Aged five, I found the feeling in the playground. I’d persuade a friend to lift me up, hooking her own arms under my armpits, so that together we’d become a human carousel. She’d spin, gathering force and speed, and I would carefully point my feet, in their tiny white plimsolls, in imitation of a ballerina. That sense of being up in the air, maybe about to take off at any moment, was euphoric. I can still remember the specific sensation of being let go, my feet suddenly reaching solid concrete, not knowing whether I was up or down – and finding it thrilling, exciting, addictive. Aged twenty-two, I found it at PAs and stadiums, riding the roar of the crowd, boosted by their energy, dazzled by the chance to entertain them, honoured to share in their joy and delight. Those were the rare and wonderful moments where the way I felt inside seemed to match what was going on outside. I was a dreamer and I grew up in my own little world, and in my own company.

Looking back, I realise that I’ve always been someone who likes to fantasise and who has a big imagination but at first, I dreamed in secret. No one I knew had ever shared any desire or a dream to go out and do exciting things, or see the world and experience all it had to offer. Life was tough and complicated enough without wanting too much and letting your big, messy ambition get in the way . . . that way surely lay disappointment. Most of the time, I didn’t get the little things I longed for, never mind the big ones due to many mouths to feed and money being tight. And sharing my dreams would make me vulnerable. What if people laughed at me? I still can’t get over my good luck. It was hard for women like me to make those dreams realities, yet I manifested it.

*  *  *

I was born in West London, in 1958, but my story really begins in a different West, thousands of miles away, on an island in the West Indies called St Lucia, in a small fishing village called Canaries. Its history dates back to the seventeenth century, when settlers moved over from the neighbouring French island of Martinique and embarked upon a sugar plantation within the Canaries valley. They brought with them French customs, culture, words and an enslaved population to work the fields. This is my heritage and where patois or Kwéyòl comes from – a language that evolved within the slave population as a mixture of French and African dialects. It is still widely spoken by islanders today. Canaries is a beautiful place. Tucked into the coastline, there’s a stunning view everywhere you look. Until 1960, it wasn’t even possible to get to the village by road – you had to go by boat. It was calm and quiet, with sunshine, ocean, tropical plants and warm breezes. Why, you might wonder, would anyone ever want to leave?

In the twentieth century, two things happened.

The first hit Canaries particularly hard when the price of sugar dropped and the estate and the sugar plantation upon which the village relied for work closed and was abandoned by the owners. Without another source of employment, it was very hard for people to support their families; fishing and farming were all that was on offer, life was tough. After the Second World War the opportunity arose to help rebuild England from the rubble of the Blitz.

The British government actively encouraged Common-wealth citizens to do their patriotic duty and help out. My parents were among them. In 1956, my father moved to London and my mother followed him in 1957.

We’re used to hearing about how hard life was in Britain after the war but there are details missing from the story; those of the Caribbean men and women who served in the British Forces – wanting to help and do their best for their country even though Britain was thousands of miles away. The Commonwealth had a complicated infrastructure and while it was hard for everyone everywhere to get back to normal, it was especially difficult for Islanders, who were quickly discovering that you can’t live on sunshine alone. During their war work, many had developed an affinity for the UK and they yearned to return. They opened their minds and hearts to the people and culture that felt so different, yet so familiar. For tea, biscuits and the BBC, they didn’t mind a little cold and rain.

I think my mum, especially, was very keen to help Britain ‘get back on its feet’. Like many St Lucian women, she loved the Queen. It wasn’t just a case of listening to the speech at Christmas or knowing the words to the national anthem, in her family home in St Lucia, a picture of the Queen took pride of place on the wall. To Mum and her friends, the Queen was a fashion icon and no matter how hot it got on the island, she’d emulate her by copying her outfits as best she could. I’ve seen pictures of her, dressed like the Queen. I love imagining her on the ocean liner bound for England, one of hundreds of beautiful black women, smartly dressed in pretty dresses with matching hats and white gloves. There would have been many brooches too, I’m sure.

Sadly, like so many others, my parents did not find a warm welcome waiting for them when they reached the UK. Racism is still a terrible fact of life, but now, it’s not tolerated in the same way. We recognise the breadth of it and we challenge it. There are laws that have been made to protect the rights of all citizens to live, work and exist, even though it’s not always easy to ensure that these laws are upheld. But when my parents arrived, racism was something they were simply expected to live with.

It must have been the worst, cruellest shock to them both. They came to London, believing there was work for them to do and that they were needed. But, like so many of their friends and family members, they weren’t welcomed. London was a dangerous place for them. There was an increase in racist attacks in the summer of 1958. The Notting Hill race riots would break out, in which young white men – Teddy Boys – violently attacked the homes of black families in West London, causing injury, chaos and devastation.

Teddy Boys were one of the youth subcultures to emerge after the war. They were gangs of young men who dressed in an elaborate Edwardian style – hence the ‘Teddy’, listened to the rock’n’roll music coming from America and rejected the UK government’s call for post-war austerity. Not all Teddy Boys were racist, but there were many young, disaffected men who fell for the fascist message. Of course this was at the time of Enoch Powell’s Rivers of Blood speech which my dad found amusing because it was so ridiculous. Many newspapers were also publishing the same racist messages and calling for an end to immigration.

Some years after he had arrived in the UK, Dad was violently attacked by Teddy boys and stabbed. He shrugged it off and simply turned up at the nearest hospital, asking for stitches. I often wonder what it must have been like for him, having to walk the streets in fear. He didn’t want to speak about what happened to him. I think he wanted to think of it as a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time and leave it at that. But I don’t think Dad wanted to think about how vulnerable he was, or to consider the reality of the country he’d already given everything up for. These days, knife crime is sadly all too familiar and on the news constantly, especially in London. It pains me that it is still so prevalent to this day.

Dad always enjoyed a drink but after his attack he started to drink more heavily. As well as being filled with St Lucian friends and family, our neighbourhood was where many Irish people lived. At the time, Irish folk were treated badly too and sadly experienced much of the same prejudice as us. Dad found work as a labourer and his Irish colleagues took him under their wing. They were the ones who got him interested in racing and taught him how to bet on the horses – a passion that remained with him throughout his whole life. They were also the ones who encouraged him to the pub after a hard week’s work on the construction site.

As you may have gathered, life was very hard for everyone. Our family was managing on very little money. Dad’s work was back-breaking but now he also knew that wherever he went, he might be attacked – and he’d usually be treated appallingly. He didn’t have the same freedom of movement that he’d been able to enjoy back home. Now, as an adult, I can understand why alcohol provided a temporary answer. The only men who offered him friendship and support loved drinking. Together, they could drink to forget and drink until they fell over.

During the working week, Dad didn’t touch a drop, but he was a Friday binge drinker. As soon as he got his wage packet, the pub would be his first stop. He was usually a happy drunk, singing, dancing and being too generous with his friends – but there was never enough left for his growing family.

‘Go on down to the pub, get your father out,’ Mum would tell my brothers and me. We dreaded Fridays. The moment we dragged my father through the door – no mean feat when you’re a little kid – the screaming would start. Mum was frightened, frustrated and furious. And sometimes, Dad would raise his hand to her. It takes a long time to get over a trauma like that. I still remember my brothers and I making ourselves as small and still as we possibly could – and worrying that the anxious thump of my heartbeat would draw attention to me. Years later, I’d find a kindred spirit in Shirlie, who had gone through some of the same difficulties with her own mum and dad.

It took me a long time to realise that this experience had a major impact on me. When I look back, I feel heartbroken for that little girl. She should have been outside, playing and feeling carefree. Not standing in the darkened doorway of a gloomy pub, begging her daddy to come home. I was forced to grow up very quickly. The other hard part of this was always wanting to protect Mum and keep her safe. I worried about Dad, but I worried about worrying too. I never wanted to add more to Mum’s plate – not when just putting food on it was a major source of stress for her. She did so much to make our home a happy one, but when it came to sharing my hopes and fears, I didn’t want to overwhelm her, or ask for anything she might not be able to give me. Also, in the sixties and seventies, we just didn’t share our emotions in the way we do today. I’m so glad this has changed and I think we’re all happier and healthier for it, but back then, ‘feelings’ meant being hungry or sleepy, not sad or scared. I think that’s why I bonded so quickly with Shirlie – she was the first person I’d ever met who’d ask, ‘How are you feeling?’ and really want to know!

Life was difficult for my mum. Dad did not treat her well and she struggled. They were very different. Dad could be charming, but he was completely unreliable, never where he said he’d be, when he said he’d be there. He didn’t seem to care about all of the things that held a family together. But Mum cared deeply. When I think of everything she did for us, I think of that Peggy Lee song ‘I’m A Woman’. She cooked, she cleaned, she held down a job and she was passionate about making sure that my brothers and I were both well fed and well presented at church on Sunday. But I think she was exhausted. ‘Mummy, why don’t you come to my school open day?’ I’d ask her. I wanted her to be proud of me and how hard I tried for her. ‘I don’t have the time,’ she’d say, honestly. ‘Look, as long as you’re good, I’m not worried about you. All I ask of my children is to go to school and don’t bring a policeman to my door!’

Church brought her a lot of comfort, and I think that she found structure, community and support there. Every Sunday, she would bring me to Mass. Over time, I’d be joined by my little brothers, David, Max and Robbie. Mass was something I had complicated feelings about. On the one hand, it was so long! And so boring! And Mum would get so grumpy, as we fidgeted and whispered and climbed all over the pew. (What was it about sitting still that made my ankles itch?!) On the other hand, it was a chance for me to dress up. When I was little, I loved dressing up. No matter how hard up we were, Mum cared passionately about making sure we all had ‘best’ clothes. I’d have a bright, colourful dress, often covered with pink or blue flowers. Now I know that the fabric was probably polyester, which was very popular at the time, but to me, it felt like gossamer, shimmering and fluttering around me. My hair was tied up with shining red satin ribbon, but my shoes were the very best part of my outfit.

Most of my shoes were bought for substance, not style. My feet grew fast and it wasn’t worth spending a lot of money on something I wouldn’t be able to wear in a couple of months, so Mum favoured canvas shoes – or jelly sandals. The second-hand stall at the market always seemed to have jelly sandals, no matter what time of year it was. Who was donating all of these shoes? Where could they be coming from? Even now, if I see a pair of jelly shoes being sold in a beach kiosk, I’m transported straight back to Portobello Market. There’s Mum chatting to a neighbour, loaded down with bags of fruits and vegetables, as I fiddle with a buckle and wonder whether it’s actually possible to die of boredom and who the shoes used to belong to. If the stall’s stock was anything to go by, West London was populated entirely by giants and dolls. We wore those shoes all year round, too. In fact, it didn’t matter if they were a little bit too big, because in winter, you added thick socks. And in the summer, when your feet got a little sweaty, you could rinse your shoes out in the sink and the next day, they’d be ready to wear again!

Once a week, I had freedom from jelly shoes and I could wear my beautiful black patent leather shoes to church. When we could afford them, these were from Clarks, which was, among our community, the very last word in smart footwear. They looked especially good with crisp white ankle socks. Carefully, so my mum wouldn’t notice, I’d sit in the pew, pointing and admiring my feet. I felt like a ballerina again. It wasn’t as much fun as being whirled around the playground, but Mass was a good place to lose myself in my daydreams and fantasise about that moment when I’d be singing in front of an audience.

In a strange way, church was a great rehearsal for what was to come. When I was seven, I made my first Holy Communion and I loved dressing in white, with a special veil, and feeling the congregation’s eyes on me as I sipped the sweet wine – the Blood of Christ – for the very first time. At home, I rarely got to be the centre of attention. Usually, it was something I wanted to avoid. When things were bad with Dad, it was safer to escape, to hug the walls and try to disappear. But when I was in church, I knew everyone was looking at me with joy and approval. I was safe and when everyone stared at me, I knew they were admiring me. But as much as I loved the feeling of having an audience and wearing a special outfit, I was relieved when I could go home, put a T-shirt on and play outside with my brothers.

Years later, I’d remember this feeling when I was with Wham! I loved the thrill of running on stage, dressed in a great outfit, and seeing a stadium crowd roaring with joy. I also loved the relief of running off the stage, knowing that soon I’d be taking off my great outfit, putting on a dressing gown and slippers and curling up with Shirlie for a good gossip!

*  *  *

Mum taught me to celebrate femininity, creativity and ritual. When I was little, I thought that a lot of her habits, tips and tricks were slightly embarrassing or ‘just something mums did’. Now, I realise just how amazing she was. With almost no money and even less time, she looked for ways to express herself, colourfully and joyfully. She never complained and she never, ever gave up. She was brilliant at conjuring up something out of nothing.

There was nothing Mum couldn’t do with a sewing machine. Even though she grew up admiring the more formal British fashions, I think that arriving in London made her miss the bright colours and bold patterns she used to see in St Lucia. She was always looking for bargains to surprise us with, and even when things were especially difficult with my dad, she’d look out for smart, colourful shirts and leave them for him to find in the wardrobe. Dad loved them. He’d strut proudly, as though he was wearing catwalk couture. ‘It could have been made for me!’ he’d announce in delight. And sometimes, it (sort of) was, if Mum had altered the colour or changed the buttons.

Jeans were Mum’s favourite – no denim item could escape her scissors or her imagination. At this time, bell bottoms were all the rage. Mum loved to make them, cutting along the seam of your jeans and sewing in a panel of bright fabric. In the seventies, there was a bit of a make-do-and-mend hippy ethos and I sometimes wonder whether that was why bell bottoms were so popular. They were an affordable craft project! In years to come, I’d be stunned when I discovered the strange tips and tricks that stylists used in order to create iconic looks for stage shows and photo shoots. Perhaps if her life had turned out a little differently, Mum could have been a stylist or a designer.

That wasn’t the only way in which Mum predicted parts of my future. Shirlie, George and Andrew loved the pool and the leisure centre – and later, Shirlie and I would get seriously into spas. But my first experience of public bathing was far from luxurious. Every other Saturday afternoon, I’d make my way to Wedlake Street for a trip to the public bathhouse.

We did have a bath at home, but the gas used to heat the water was so expensive that this worked out a little cheaper. It was a treat to have as much hot water as you needed – and the best days were when it was just Mum and me. This meant we both got a bath to ourselves and I’d luxuriate in the water. I loved being alone and being by myself in the bath felt so peaceful. Everywhere I went, I’d be told off or laughed at for daydreaming. When I was in the bath, I could dream to my heart’s content.

However, it wasn’t the same story when my little brothers came along with us. They’d share a bath, and I’d go in with my mum, and it was impossible to relax. First, my brothers loved to mess about, laughing, joking and splashing each other. Thanks to the tiles and high ceilings, the sound echoed and every single bather was disturbed. To be honest, they were probably even more disturbed by Mum, shouting ‘SHUSH!’ and ‘Don’t do that!’ from across the way.

If I was sharing a bath with my mum, it also meant that she’d be scrubbing me. It was a little bit like having my own personal massage therapist. The only difference is that Mum would never ask, ‘Is the pressure OK? Is that too hard?’ She’d go at me with the soap until she was convinced that even my bones were clean. Still, I have very happy memories of the bathhouse. I loved curling up on the chair, feeling the heat and steam, soft as a blanket, as I waited for the bath to fill up. And I loved the thought of my mum occasionally getting a little bit of time for herself, when my brothers weren’t in tow. I don’t think I realised how much I was constantly worrying about her until I saw her in the bathhouse, when that worry was released for an hour. I knew my dad wasn’t causing her extra worry in that moment and no one was asking her for anything, so I could relax too.

The bathhouse was closed in 1980, although the swimming pool remained open. I can understand why they were phased out. As living conditions and sanitation improved, there was much less of a need for them, which was as things should be. I don’t really think we should go back to a time when families had to go out to bathe once a week. However, I do think about how important the bathhouse must have been to my mum, who was constantly working, worrying and doing things for others. Even though modern life is easier, I’m certain there are still many stressed women who need a quiet hour by themselves once a week. Back then, the bathhouse gave those women somewhere to go. Years later, I’d learn that Shirlie’s husband Martin used to go to the public bathhouse in North London with his family. It’s funny to think that so many people of our generation were in that position, watching their parents scraping together the pennies in order to prepare for their weekly wash.

*  *  *

Parts of my childhood were painful, but I truly believe I was meant to grow up in the exact way I did, with all of the ups and downs that my family presented me with. Both my parents taught me so much. Through Mum, I learned about positivity and perseverance. She showed me that it’s possible to find joy during the darkest days and that most of the time, life isn’t about major highs – often the greatest achievement is to keep on going, looking for reasons to be cheerful. Mum inspired love in everyone she met, usually by showing them kindness. I think that’s the best way to be. Even to this day, members of my extended family often remind me how much love they had for my mother for the many kindnesses she showed them.

My dad taught me some more complicated lessons. He had traumatised us, disappointed us, badly let us down and failed to provide for us. Looking back, I think he just couldn’t handle the responsibility of a growing family to look after. He left that to my mother, and deep down, I think he knew he had let us all down. Perhaps he wouldn’t have needed to seek solace in alcohol and his life could have been very different if only he’d had the courage to take full responsibility and face his inadequacies.

Long after I left home, my youngest brother Robbie had the courage to confront him. Robbie had grown up cowering and afraid, with the rest of us protecting him when Dad was really ranting and raving, but over time, he grew into a young man – a young man who was taller and broader than his father, from being a hod carrier on a building site. One night, he heard my mum’s voice, pleading with Dad to leave her alone.

‘You’re not to touch her again,’ he told Dad, pinning him against the wall.

Miraculously, this altercation was the beginning of my dad changing his ways. Perhaps it was a combination of shock and shame. As his youngest son looked him in the eye, he was forced to confront the fact that this was a stronger man, and a man who would stop at nothing to protect his mother. He knew he had to change. Dad’s binges had been getting longer and longer. As he became more dependent on drink, he was no longer waiting for the weekend and so the amount of alcohol his body had to metabolise was making him seriously ill.

After my brother shouted at him not to raise his hands to our mother again, and Dad finished his binge, his body went through delirium tremens (DTs), a full and very physical alcohol withdrawal. The symptoms are serious. It causes extreme shaking, shivering and sweating. Sometimes you feel as though you’re freezing to death and sometimes it’s as though you’re burning up – and the irregular heartbeat might be the scariest part of all. I think Dad thought he was dying – well, I suppose he’d come close.

As Dad sweated out the alcohol, he had a series of terrifying fever dreams that he could barely bring himself to talk about. All he would say was ‘God spoke to me’ – and he never touched alcohol again.

Dad taught me that who we are is never set in stone. He hurt so many of the people he loved, but he showed me that anyone can change. I learned that disease and addiction are powerful and painful, but it’s never too late to alter your course and say sorry. As well as the hurt he had caused his family, the alcohol must have done untold damage to his body but when he passed in 2002, he was sober and relatively at peace.

I think Dad also taught me a form of independence. It’s funny that Shirlie and I had such similar upbringings but have such different approaches to love and romance. Shirlie’s Dad was so angry and unpredictable that I think it made her want to seek out someone kind, loving and gentle, who would always protect her. My dad’s anger and alcoholism made me realise that I couldn’t rely on any man. I was never especially bothered about boys. My girlfriends would get very excited about crushes, but my brothers cured me of any silliness or sentimentality – ‘They’re just boys,’ I’d sigh. Good for climbing trees with, not falling in love with. But more seriously, I think I saw how much my mum struggled and suffered. She had such an independent spirit and could have done so much with her life, if only she’d had a little bit of luck and a few more opportunities. I never wanted to be trapped. I never, ever wanted to have a husband who always made me worry about where he was, who he was with or what he was doing. I certainly didn’t want to rely on my children to bring my partner home from the pub, before going through his pockets in search of any remnants of the week’s wages.

I knew that all I wanted – needed – was to pursue my waking dream. The on-the-stage feeling. The flying-through-the-air feeling. And it didn’t matter if anyone thought I was strange, or silly, or just another dreamer. I knew, in my bones, that there had to be life beyond my little patch of Paddington and I was going to look for it.

I was going to follow the music and dance to my own beat.


OPS/images/cover.jpg
WHAM! LIFE AND FRIENDSHIP






OPS/images/title.jpg
PEPSI &
SHIRLIE

[te AU iw Black aud White





