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To my darling Jon, and your undying love for me. You refused to let me stay in the black hole and you kept the rope ladder there.



To my wonderful sister Steph, who has great strength and love for mum and me – a woman with great courage.



To Guardsman Jonathan McEwan, you soldiered on for me.



To Rebecca and Joshua, my wonderful children. 



Sonny and George, Grandma loves you.

X
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PROLOGUE

........

I was lying in a narrow bed in a small, whitewashed hospital room. I could feel sticky pads on my head and chest where the electrodes and monitors had just been placed. Next to me was a small machine with wires coming out of it and numbers flashing up in red neon lights. Any minute now I was going to have bursts of electricity from the machine pumped through my brain.

It sounds like something from a Frankenstein movie but electric shock treatment was the last resort in the doctor’s attempts to find a cure for the depression that was paralysing me. 

Huge quantities of all kinds of different drugs had failed to make me better and I’d spent weeks wishing I were dead. I had hidden my tablets in a bid to build up a stash big enough to overdose on, but that plan had been discovered. I’d also talked about smashing the lightbulb in my hospital room and using it to slit my wrists. I didn’t care how I killed myself, I just wanted it all to be over. I didn’t want to be alive any more. And so here I was.

It was spring 2009 and I was being treated amid tight security and secrecy at the Priory Clinic in Altrincham.

I’d spent weeks there just curled up on my bed in darkness in an almost comatose state, barely able to speak. I remember virtually nothing about this period at all and most of what I’m writing now has been told to me since that awful time by my partner, Jon, and by doctors at the Priory. My clinical depression was so extreme that my body had gone into almost total shutdown.

I was in a deep, dark hole and my doctor said I was one of the most extreme cases he’d ever had to treat. 

 If I got out of bed I could take only the tiniest steps and was hunched over like a woman of 100. I couldn’t imagine things ever getting better, or even imagine them getting worse. I couldn’t imagine any kind of future at all.

Now my family were desperately hoping that electric shock treatment – or electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) to give it its proper name – would jolt me out of my despair and return me to the woman they knew. But it was to be a long process and I would undergo twelve gruelling bouts of ECT in six weeks before my condition improved. 

Anyone who had seen me in that tiny hospital room that day would have struggled to associate me with the bubbly Beverley Callard that people think they know from twenty years starring in Coronation Street. I was pale, thin and tired-looking, with my hair frizzy and matted around my face. But the reality of my life was by then a very long way from the image I liked to project of myself as a confident, carefree woman.

The viewers of Coronation Street would have had no idea that for about a year before my admission to hospital, beneath Liz McDonald’s tarty outfits and heavy makeup I had been sinking into a dark pit of depression. Eventually, fans of the show were told that Liz had jetted off to Spain to look after her son, Andy, who’d hurt himself in an accident. In reality I’d had to be hurriedly written out after suffering a crippling breakdown and being rushed into the Priory.

I was overwhelmed with feelings of hopelessness. I felt useless at my job, rubbish as a partner, worthless as a mum and as a daughter.

It was my lowest time.

But it was a life-changing time too, because with a mixture of medication and ECT I did start to improve, my depression lifted and very, very slowly I began to feel better.

I’m still not a hundred per cent better, and have had many dips along the way where I’ve felt utterly flat and unable to face the world again. And I know that clinical depression will probably be something I have to battle for the rest of my life. But at the moment I am slowly moving along the road to recovery. 

One of the biggest changes in my life that the breakdown has brought about is that for the first time I want to speak publicly about my struggle with depression. And that is why I’ve now chosen to look back over my life and write this book. I just hope the sections about my own depression help other people suffering in the same way to understand that they are not alone. And I desperately want to send out the message that depression is not a sign of being weak, it is a sign of trying to be too strong, for too long.





Chapter 1

CHILDHOOD

........

Mum and I sat next to each other in the red fold-down seats at the Majestic Cinema in Leeds and waited for those huge velvet curtains to sweep back. It was the most exciting moment of my week – a Saturday-afternoon trip to the movies with Mum. Surrounded by the faded grandeur of the Majestic, we were transported from rain-lashed Yorkshire to another world, a world inhabited by tall, dark and handsome men and women whose lipstick never faded. When the Pearl & Dean advert music came on it made me feel as though I were part of show business myself. 

Mum and I adored films. Seventeen times we saw The Sound Of Music at the cinema. Seventeen! I knew every single word of it and not just the songs – all the dialogue, too. Even then, aged just eight, I’d look at the screen and think, ‘I’ll do that one day.’ It never occurred to me that I couldn’t or wouldn’t.

Mum loved Julie Andrews and was desperate for me to be just like her. She even tried styling my hair into a short bob like Maria’s in the film but I had a mass of frizzy curls and by the time she had finished, it was all standing on end and I looked like I’d been electrocuted!

My mum, Mavis, had been a talented pianist when she was younger and had studied at Yorkshire College of Music under a teacher called Irene Ingram. There was a vocal coach at the college, Madame Lilian Stiles-Allen, who had taught Julie Andrews, so Mum liked to think she had a connection with the Hollywood star.

I guess my fascination with acting must have come from Mum and her interest in show business. She was twenty-seven when she had me, her first child, and by then she had given up playing the piano professionally but her love of music, theatre and cinema remained.

I was born Beverley Jane Moxon on 28 March 1957 at Hyde Terrace Hospital in Leeds. As my parents’ first child, I was simply adored. My mum’s parents were besotted with me, too. Grandad and Nans (as we called my grandma) totally ruined me and Grandad would call me the apple of his eye.

We saw Nans and Grandad all the time and they were massive influences on my life. Grandad’s name was Pliny Brook and he had met Nans – who was called Ethel – when they were still at school. Like almost everyone else in their classes, they both went on to work in textile mills in their hometown of Morley, on the outskirts of Leeds.

Nans started as a weaver when she was fourteen and grew up to be a really strong woman, working two looms until she retired at sixty. Retirement didn’t suit Nans though, and she missed her job so much that two years later she went back to work and carried on until she was seventy-two. Grandad worked in a nearby mill as a maintenance man.

In her youth, Nans was a real beauty, with long black hair that stretched down to her waist. I think she must have been good fun then, too. But when my mum was born, she became entirely focused on her daughter. From the beginning, Nans was determined that Mum wasn’t going to work in the mill and would have a ‘better life’. The family lived in a two-up two-down terraced house in Troy Road, Morley. It was one of the back-to-back terraces – if you lived in a through terrace in those days, you were dead posh. Everybody down the street worked in mills or factories but Nans was adamant that things would be different for her daughter.

After Mum was born, Nans apparently said, ‘Never again!’ and so Mum remained an only child. Later, Nans’ much younger sister, Auntie Jean, came to live with the family when her own mother died. She was only a couple of years older than Mum and in a way they were like sisters, but I think she was treated very differently by Nans. Auntie Jean was made to go in the mill, whereas Mum was thought to be too good for that. It must have caused all sorts of resentment but when I was growing up it was just accepted as part of our family history.

On the one hand, Mum was totally spoilt as a little girl and given everything she ever wanted, but Nans was also very strict with her. When she was coming up for eleven, Mum was desperate for a piano and she nagged and nagged Nans and Grandad about having one. A piano would have cost a small fortune for them in those days, but slowly they saved up and bought one for the daughter they idolised. The thing was, once she had that piano, Nans insisted Mum practise it all the time. Mum would play for eight hours a day – and go to school as well!

Mum was still just eleven when she played in her first public concert, at Morley Town Hall. She loved it and must have had a natural ear for music, but she also succeeded because Nans was driving her very hard. She’d say, ‘You asked for that piano, you’ve got it, now you’ve got to practise it.’

Sometimes, Mum would get so frustrated if she couldn’t get a piece right that she’d get off the stool and kick the piano, but Nans would just say, ‘Get back on that piano, you have to know this piece for when you see Miss Ingram.’

The pressure Nans put on Mum was tremendous and years later Mum confided in me that she thought she’d had some kind of nervous breakdown when she was about fifteen, because of the stress. She became incredibly nervous and shy and then she started wetting the bed and biting the skin around her fingers until they bled.

She did quite a lot of concerts around Yorkshire in her teens and early twenties. I think her dream was to play like Winifred Atwell, who was a really famous jazz pianist back then, but Nans insisted she stick to classical music. As a teenager she never went dancing or had boyfriends because she was always either studying or playing the piano. Even after she left school and went to Pitman Secretarial College to study shorthand and typing, she still had to practise her piano every evening.

Grandad was very different to Nans, though. He was the one who made Mum laugh, and he would get them both into trouble by doing things like sneaking off to buy her eleven ice creams and letting her eat them one after the other, just because they knew Nans wouldn’t approve.

Mum first met my Dad, Clive Moxon, when she was eleven and he was twelve and they were both at Victoria Road School in Morley. There were separate boys’ and girls’ playgrounds and Dad would sneak up on Mum from behind the dividing wall and nick her hat. They only started going out once he returned to England from travelling round the world doing his national service. When Dad got back to Morley, the first thing he did was knock on Nans and Grandad’s door and say, ‘Hello, it’s Clive Moxon here.’

Grandad took one look at him and in his broad Yorkshire accent said, ‘By ’ell Clive Moxon, you’re not a lad any more, you’ve turned into a man.’

Mum and Dad started courting and were married when she was twenty-three and Dad was twenty-four. Mum was a virgin on her wedding night and from the very beginning until the very end, they adored each other.

When she married, Mum stopped playing the piano, which I think was a massive relief to her. Nans thought differently though. For her, Mum should never have married and given up her hopes of a career. Grandad was simply broken-hearted that his little girl had left home and he could no longer hear her playing the music that he loved. But with Dad, Mum finally found peace away from all that pressure. She remained very, very shy and a bit nervy, but Dad made her laugh. When they were together she had an inner giggle. 

At 5 feet 6 inches with a slim figure and immaculate clothes, Mum has always been very refined and ladylike – I’ve never even once heard her say a swear word. But my dad was a real man’s man. He was about 5 feet 9 inches tall, handsome and looked like John Wayne – everybody said so! He’d boxed in the army and played football and cricket. He loved all sports. But Dad was quiet too, with a kind, inner strength that made everybody love him. 

After his national service, Dad got a job in a baker’s shop. He loved it and when I was six months old he and Mum bought their own baker’s shop in Armley, Leeds, with a tiny flat above it that became our home. Mum and Dad worked like mad to make that shop a success. Dad was very artistic and would make amazing wedding cakes. Once he even made a tea service out of chocolate.

I was still just a toddler when Mum announced one day, ‘That’s it, I’m not living above a shop any more,’ so with all the money they’d managed to save from the bakery, we moved to a tiny semi-detached in Armley.

Shortly afterwards, Mum gave birth to my little brother, Simon. I don’t remember anything about it now but he only lived for a few hours. It was years later that Mum told us what had happened. The baby had been delivered in hospital and immediately afterwards, the nurses took him away. Mum was saying, ‘Where’s my baby? Where’s my baby?’ but all the nurses would say was, ‘Don’t worry, you be calm, don’t worry.’ And that was it, no one told her anything more. 

Then, later that day, a nurse came to her bedside and said, ‘We’re terribly sorry Mrs Moxon, but we couldn’t save him.’ That was how she found out her child had died without her even being able to hold him.

I was too young to realise it then, but looking back I think maybe Mum started suffering from depression at that point. They didn’t call it depression then, but she was put on the tranquiliser librium by her doctor.

Then, when I was six years old, my sister Stephanie was born and we were all ecstatic. I loved her from the very beginning. As a tiny baby she looked just like Alfred Hitchcock, with a bald head and chubby face, but when she got to the sitting-up stage she became really cute, with gorgeous ringlets, not fuzzy curls like mine. She was always more beautiful than me and grew up to be the clever one, too.

All my memories of that stage of growing up are happy ones. Mum and Dad loved each other so much. They would kiss and hug each other and they giggled all the time. Neither of them drank and Dad was never one of those men to go out with his mates after work. He and mum were homely people. All they ever needed was each other, their girls and the shops. That was their lives.

Dad worked so hard for his family. He’d leave the house in his baker’s overalls at four o’clock in the morning to put the ovens on and wouldn’t get home until after dark. He worked six and a half days a week and sometimes Steph and I wouldn’t see him for days on end, but when he was at home he’d play and talk with us for hours. He used to dry out our hair with the towel after we’d had our baths and then brush it for ages, telling the most amazing stories that he’d made up in his head.

Our holidays were always fairly nearby, either in Scarborough or Filey or maybe in Bridlington, so that if there was an emergency with the ovens while we were away, Dad could get back. Mum would say, ‘That bakehouse takes over everything!’

As Dad was at work so much, Mum did everything at home: all the cooking, cleaning, decorating and gardening. And she’d help out in the shop too, while Steph and I sat out the back, reading books or doing our homework.

When I was at junior school, we moved again to a bigger, four-bedroom semi in Pudsey, on the outskirts of Leeds. Dad’s business was also growing and he worked up to having three shops and two bakehouses, where the bread and cakes were made. We were becoming quite well off – Mum was one of the first people round our way to have an automatic washing machine instead of a twin tub. We’d really arrived! And while we still went on holiday to Scarborough or Filey, by this time we were staying in nice hotels.

Mum and Dad weren’t particularly strict with Steph and me but they were both very moral people. Mum used to say, ‘It’s nice to be nice.’ They had definite ideas of right and wrong, and they were supportive and positive, too. From the very beginning, they made us feel we could achieve anything we wanted to do. For me, that was always going to be acting.

From as far back as I can remember, I loved performing. My big problem was applying myself to things I wasn’t interested in. When I was still a toddler we went on holiday to Scarborough for a fortnight and Mum entered me into a beauty competition, thinking I might have a chance because of my white-blonde curly hair. The only thing the children had to do was toddle around a swimming pool in front of the judges.

I’ll always remember Mum saying later, ‘You were winning Beverley, you were winning. And then you decided you wanted no more of it so you sat down and wouldn’t budge.’ That’s the story of my life!

Some of my earliest memories are of sitting at home on our bottle-green leather sofa (it may sound awful now but it was fashionable at the time!) watching black and white films on our huge, old-fashioned box television.

Mum introduced me to that whole word of glamour and excitement and I was soon hooked on acting. It was a shared passion. When she was a teenager she’d written off to all the Hollywood studios for photographs and autographs. She still has them now in an album, real legends like Olivia de Havilland and Tyrone Power, who she once even saw on stage in Leeds, as Zorro.

Mum’s very favourite film was Now, Voyager with Bette Davis and Paul Hen-read (that’s how we pronounced Henreid in Yorkshire). It became my favourite too, and now it’s my daughter Rebecca’s as well. It’s got that famous scene where Paul Henreid lights two cigarettes and gives one to Bette Davis, and she says, ‘Oh Jerry, don’t let’s ask for the moon, we have the stars.’ Oh my God, how I loved that moment. Mum and I also adored Bette Davis in What Ever Happened To Baby Jane? and in Dark Victory where she played a woman going blind and dying. I loved them, loved them, loved them. I so desperately wanted to be Bette Davis or to be Barbra Streisand coming down that staircase in Hello, Dolly! Or to be Judy Garland or Liza Minnelli.

Hollywood seemed so glamorous and being an actress looked like having the world’s biggest dressing-up box. I’ve always loved clothes and dressing up, and from the earliest age I would put on Mum’s strappy sandals and jewels and then parade around the house at every opportunity.

Once we were in Schofields, a posh department store in Leeds, when Mum let go of my hand for a second and I wandered off. I was only three but when Mum found me I was following a lady’s pair of red boots around. I wasn’t looking at the woman, I was just transfixed by the boots. I’m still obsessed by shoes and boots now.

I was seven when I really became determined I wanted to act. I was at Waterloo Junior School in Pudsey and we were doing a play called Darius the Page Boy. We’d all auditioned for parts and a boy called Neil Stansfield got the role of Darius, while I was playing the lead woman. I was so excited that I learnt all the words for all the parts.

Then it turned out Neil Stansfield wasn’t really very good, so Miss Jacobs, our drama and English teacher, said I could be Darius. I was delighted. Before the first performance I felt nervous, but as soon as I got on stage, I just completely relaxed and enjoyed myself. A couple of months earlier I’d been in a swimming gala doing breaststroke. I’d stood on the edge of the pool with my toes curled over the side, waiting for the whistle, and felt totally terrified. After the school play I told everyone, ‘In the swimming gala I was so scared but with this I’m not at all. I just love it.’ I knew then, for certain, that I wanted to act. 

I became fascinated by accents and would imitate anyone that I met, loving the reaction if I could make people laugh with my impressions. When I was about nine, we went on holiday to Scarborough and stayed at a hotel called the Park Manor, where I met a couple called Bill and Jean and their daughter Patricia, from Edinburgh. I copied the way they spoke so well that until they met my mum and dad, they thought I was from Edinburgh, too!

My parents were always supportive about my dreams of becoming an actress, but although on the one hand Mum really wanted me to do it, on the other I think she told herself, ‘People like us don’t get to do things like that.’ She was always keen that I should get good qualifications, in case my acting dreams didn’t work out.

Plus, there was the fact that Mum had been pushed very hard by her own mother, so she never forced my sister or me to do things, even though she was ambitious for us. She would say, ‘Don’t just get married and have babies. You’ve got to have careers.’ Mum was always telling me that she’d love me to be a ‘lady doctor’, although there wasn’t much chance of that considering how little attention I paid in science at school. She had worked as a secretary at the Midland Bank before I was born and she would say, ‘Why be a secretary when you could be the boss?’ So she was quite a feminist in her own quiet way.

At school I loved English and drama, but I wasn’t quite so enthusiastic about the other subjects. Every school report said the same: ‘If Beverley likes something, she is good at it, if she doesn’t, then she is just not interested.’ Even at junior school I started being a bit naughty in lessons that didn’t appeal to me. I loved being the class clown and making people laugh. I was the same at home, playing tricks on the others.

On Sundays, we’d go ‘out for a run’ in Dad’s Vauxhall Victor Estate, as families used to do in those days. Dad would be driving, Mum would be in the front seat, Nans and Grandad were in the back and Steph and I were perched in the boot part of the estate.

I’d play terrible tricks on Nans, as she and I used to argue a lot (maybe I was more like her than the others). Once, I was sitting in the boot and I unpacked the picnic Nans had made, carefully separated the bread rolls she had buttered, then stuck them both on the back of her hat. Mum saw what I’d done and was hissing, ‘Get those off, get those off.’ Nans had no idea though and when we got where we were going, she was walking around with people looking at her, thinking, ‘Look at that old lady with bread buns on her hat!’ Grandad knew exactly what I’d done, but he loved that mischievousness.

Another time, we were travelling to Knaresborough for the day and I pinned Stephanie’s badge collection on the back of Nans’ coat. So when we arrived she got out of the car in her proper grandma anorak with a shoulder full of kids’ badges. Dad would be saying, ‘Bev-er-ley’ in the tone he used whenever he was trying to tell me off. But I was always getting up to tricks like that.

We saw Nans and Grandad all the time. They’d either come to us or Steph and I would go to their terraced house in Morley, where Nans would cook us meat and potato pie, apple crumble and tinned sardines in tomato sauce – it was heaven.

Sometimes, Mum would take us to visit Nans where she worked at the mill. It was incredibly noisy with all the machinery clanking and whirring, but the women who worked there could all lip read and were still chatting away to each other. They were such strong women and there was an incredible camaraderie between them.

Dad was one of five children and his dad had died when he was still little. Grandma Moxon had brought her family up in the small Yorkshire village of Drighlington. I think maybe she thought Mum was a bit of a snob and so although we saw her sometimes, it wasn’t as often as we saw Nans and Grandad.

During the long school summer holiday after leaving Waterloo Junior School, we moved house again to a village called Churwell, just outside Morley, and I prepared to begin the new term at Bruntcliffe Secondary Modern. This was a much bigger house again, on the left-hand side of the main road that ran through the village. The area was called Lane Side and it was where the mill owners had lived years ago, so it had been nicknamed ‘Mill Owners Row’, which then became ‘Millionaires Row’. The people living there weren’t real millionaires, of course, but they did have big, beautiful houses.

Ours had a huge front door with stained glass and mother-of-pearl inlaid in it. Mum’s pride and joy was our front door, which had a stained-glass picture of the Roman goddess, Diana the huntress, which was hundreds of years old. It must have seemed worlds away from the back-to-back where she’d been brought up. We even had a grand piano in one of the bay windows, which Mum would sometimes play. She did try to get my sister and me interested in the piano but we never took to it. 

Out the back there was a big garden where we girls played, as well as a rose garden, then beyond that there was nothing but fields. It was a fantastic home. Mum and Dad had got there through sheer hard work and, quite rightly, they were very proud of what they had achieved.

At secondary school I continued to love English and drama but in maths and science I was forever chatting or messing around. I loved entertaining everyone and playing tricks on teachers. I once hid the blackboard rubber in the piano so Mr Wright couldn’t work out why it was making a funny noise. And I thought it would be hilarious, when our maths teacher, Mr Lockwood, was handing out textbooks, saying ‘Pass them on’, that I should pass them on straight out of the upstairs window where I was sitting into the pond below!

I got into real trouble for that one, but generally the teachers still liked me because I wasn’t rude or nasty, just a bit cheeky. And in English and drama, the teachers loved me because I would volunteer to do all the readings at the carol service and be in the school plays. I was a member of the school drama club, took drama exams and even won my first public speaking contest at the Wharfedale Festival, reciting one poem called ‘Last Leaves’ and another entirely in Yorkshire dialect. 

I was on the netball and hockey teams too, but my passion was acting. I was twelve when I wrote a comedy sketch for the school play with my best friend, Kathleen Partington, the vicar’s daughter. She was so funny and together we were very naughty, skiving off lessons and mucking about in the classes that we did go to.

The sketch we wrote was about two old women working in a mill in Morley, so of course it was all based on Nans. The weekend before the performance I’d stayed at her house and pinched loads of clothes out of her wardrobe for Kathleen and me to wear in the show.

All the parents and grandparents turned out to watch the performance and Kathleen and I had hardly begun our sketch when Nans was heard to shout out from the audience in her strong Yorkshire accent, ‘By gum she’s got my best ’at on’!

I was quite terrible at that age. Everything for me was about having a laugh and making others laugh, too. I had no idea that something was about to happen that would end the laughter in our house for a very long time.
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