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      KIMBERLEY WITH AN ‘I’

      [image: image]

      
      Kimberley Gail Marsh. That’s what they called me. Gail!!
      

      
      Back in those days I was Kim with an ‘i’. The ‘y’ crept in halfway through my teens when I decided an ‘i’ was just way too
         uncool for a wannabe popstar! It makes me smile.
      

      
      I was Mum and Dad’s fourth child and by the time they got to me they were probably exhausted and way beyond worrying about
         little things like middle names.
      

      
      ‘Where on earth did you get Gail from?’ I asked Mum once.

      
      ‘Oh, it was the name of the little girl who’d been living next door,’ she replied. By that point there was no faffing around
         with baby-name books.
      

      
      It was the same with the cine camera. We’ve got hours and hours of film footage of my oldest brother David, then plenty more
         of my sister Tracey and other brother Jonathan, but when it comes to me all you get is one shot of Mum carrying a baby – me
         – down my Grandma’s garden path, stopping to smile at the camera. Then it just cuts out. I had quite a while to wait before
         I was in the spotlight again!
      

      
      Being the youngest of four kids definitely teaches you from an early age that if you want to get attention you have to shout
         pretty loud. Thankfully I could always do that!
      

      
      I was born on 13th June 1976 at Whiston Hospital in Knowsley, right at the beginning of one of the longest, hottest summers
         on record. David was ten, Tracey was seven and Jonathan five and just starting school.
      

      
      My parents were made up at having a new baby. Mum had lost a baby after David and that had been really hard for them. She
         had been about five and a half months pregnant and no one could understand why she seemed to be losing weight rather than
         putting it on. It was in the days before scans and so it took a couple of weeks for the doctors to realise that the baby had
         died inside her and was poisoning her. It was a really tough time for the family. So when I turned up, Mum and Dad were just
         delighted to have another healthy little baby.
      

      
      Back then we were all living in a cosy three-bedroom house in Avondale Road in Haydock. If you’ve not been to Haydock, it’s
         a small town, halfway between Wigan and Warrington. There’s not much there but for me it was home. I was two when we moved
         just down the road to a slightly larger end of terrace house in Kenyon’s Lane, just next to the East Lancs Road. It had been
         a shop years earlier and on the side of the house you could still see the faded painted sign: ‘Lemonade 1d’ – what a bargain!
      

      
      We lived in Kenyon’s Lane until I was almost four, when Dad took us up in the world to a slightly bigger semi, ten minutes
         away in a village called Garswood. The village was thought to be a bit posher than Haydock. We loved it there.
      

      
      Dad had worked his arse off to afford that house. He was a joiner and always out grafting. He ran a business with Mum’s sister,
         my auntie Dilys. But running your own firm is never easy. When I was still tiny the business went under because a guy who
         owed them loads of money went bust, leaving them with nothing. It was a disaster. But gradually Dad built things up again
         on a smaller scale. But Dad was constantly working, if you’re self-employed you don’t have a choice, because if you’re not
         working then you’re not earning. I can’t ever remember seeing Dad in those days without a pencil behind his ear, just in case
         it was needed at a moment’s notice to jot down measurements or mark a spot on some timber. And every fag packet he ever had
         was covered in measurements scrawled in pencil. Dad smoked a lot in those days and for years I hardly saw him without a cigarette
         hanging out of his mouth. There wasn’t as much press about the dangers of smoking back then, and Dad loved his fags.
      

      
      I remember that there was always that warm rich smell of sawdust everywhere Dad went. He used to work a lot in the garage
         next to our house and if I was playing outside I’d go up to the door and listen to him sawing and breathe in the smell of
         wood shavings. And every time I opened the door of his beaten up old Ford Granada, a whirlwind of wood shavings would come
         flying out.
      

      
      Dad still had his Kevin Keegan perm in those days. It seems crazy now that normal blokes like my dad would go out and get
         their hair permed, but they did. Despite the hairstyle Dad wasn’t much of a one for fashion or bling. Looking back, he seemed
         to spend the whole time in work clothes, which meant a well-worn pair of jeans and a paint-splattered jumper.
      

      
      My dad was my hero. I followed him everywhere from the moment I learnt to walk. When he saw me wandering up behind him, Dad
         would say: ‘Here comes my shadow.’ But I know he loved having me around too. We had a very special bond.
      

      
      Whatever he was interested in, I was into too. We both loved music and from my earliest days he was always there, encouraging
         me to sing.
      

      
      We also share pretty fiery tempers too. While Mum and my brother Jon are both placid and quite laid-back, me, Dad, David and
         Tracey are the total opposite. We’re the more volatile ones in the family and we’ve all got terrible tempers if we’re pushed.
      

      
      Mum and Dad were very traditional in their outlook: Mum had a couple of short-term jobs in a factory but mostly she stayed
         at home looking after us kids and Dad was the breadwinner. With Dad working almost every hour God sends it was left to Mum
         to look after the four of us kids. It can’t have been easy but she didn’t complain. My mum is only five foot tall and when
         I was little she was quite tubby – not surprising, considering she’d had four kids. She went up to 10 st 7 lbs which was loads
         for her and she hated it but after a while she lost it all again and has never been more than a size 8 ever since.
      

      
      Mum and Dad were joined at the hip, and they still are to this day. They met when Dad was playing in a band called Ricky and
         the Dominant Four. His name’s not Ricky – it’s Dave – so I guess he must have been one of the Dominant Four! He played lead
         guitar and used to sing a bit too. The band did really well for a time. They actually played along-side the Beatles at the Cavern Club in Liverpool; their name is even on one of the bricks in the club’s wall.
      

      
      One night they were playing at the Wings Club in Widnes and Dad saw this girl in the crowd that he really fancied. He couldn’t
         take his eyes off her. When the band finished their set Dad decided to chat her up. He can’t have been that rock ’n’ roll
         though, because he had to get his mate to ask her out for him. Good job his mate agreed to help him out, because that bird
         was my mum.
      

      
      She said yes straight away and they started dating. I like to think it was love at first sight. At least, that’s the way it
         went down in family history.
      

      
      Sadly things didn’t go so well for Ricky and the Dominant Four. They had record company bosses coming to watch their gigs
         and were about to get signed when they had a falling out and broke up. So that was that. The Beatles went on to conquer the
         world and my dad went back to being a joiner.
      

      
      My mum’s mum was not at all happy about her going out with some fella who’d been in a band. One night they went out on a date
         together and Mum was just a few minutes late home. When she got back my grandma was already stood at the top of the road,
         fuming. ‘You’re not seeing him again,’ she shouted, when my mum tried to make excuses.
      

      
      Funnily enough, Dad’s family didn’t think my mum was good enough for their golden boy either. Both families were working class
         but maybe, just maybe, Dad’s lot looked down on Mum’s a little bit. So there was quite a bit of resistance from both sides
         to start off with. But in the end there was nothing anyone could do to stop the pair – they were meant to be together.
      

      
      In a way, fate stepped in. They’d only been together six months when Mum fell pregnant with my brother, David. They were married
         just a couple of months after that. Mum was only eighteen and Dad was twenty. Everyone said it wouldn’t last, but forty-five
         years later they’re still together.
      

      
      It can’t have been easy for them at first though, because their families were dead set against the marriage. After they married
         they also had more problems when a fella conned them into buying a house which wasn’t his to sell. They lost all their savings
         and had to move in with my Grandma and Granddad Marsh for a while but there were definitely tensions.
      

      
      May Marsh was a very strong-willed woman with a heart of gold. She was tiny, but apparently she had a huge voice and a big
         personality. She went blind from diabetes when Dad, her youngest child, was just five years old. Even when he was an adult
         she still looked down when she spoke to him because I suppose the last time she’d seen him he was only three foot tall. When
         my parents got together she was so worried because Mum and Dad were just kids.
      

      
      One day Grandma Marsh came home just as Mum was stacking up some dining chairs to lend to her sister and brother-in-law. Grandma
         Marsh couldn’t see but Mum explained what she was doing.
      

      
      ‘I’m lending our chairs to Norman for a party,’ she said.

      
      ‘I bought those chairs,’ Grandma Marsh snapped.

      
      ‘But they were a wedding present,’ my poor mum protested.

      
      ‘Yes, for my son.’

      
      And that was it. It all kicked off and ended up with Grandma slapping Mum across the face with a wet dishcloth and saying
         she was a no-good piece of rubbish and it was all her fault that she’d got pregnant and made her son marry her.
      

      
      And that wasn’t the end of it either.

      
      Mum got little David and went straight back to her mum’s house and told her everything that had happened.

      
      ‘You just stay here and have a cup of tea, Pauline,’ Grandma Bousefield said. ‘I need to pop out.’

      
      Grandma Bousefield was so furious about the way her daughter had been treated that she marched all the way back to Grandma
         Marsh’s house. When she got there she was so wound up that Granddad Marsh wouldn’t let her anywhere near his wife. I think
         he thought she’d hit her and then it’d all end up in court. And it probably would have done. What a pair!
      

      
      Mum didn’t speak to Dad’s family for two years after that. But by the time I was born it had all blown over and everyone was
         friends again.
      

      
      Mum and Dad were never really a lovey-dovey couple in public, but they were obviously utterly besotted with each other. It
         wasn’t all hearts and flowers, but they were always very much a team. If Dad wasn’t working they would be together all the
         time. Dad was never one for going to the pub with his mates. He’d prefer to be at home helping Mum out. It was always clear
         to me that they truly loved being in each other’s company. I’ve always thought that’s the best thing you could ask for in
         a marriage – that kind of solid companionship.
      

      
      Mum and Dad were delighted with our new home in Garswood. It was what they’d been working towards all their married life. Shame I put the dampeners on moving-in day. What happened was that I was lying behind a door, and when someone
         walked in I somehow twisted my neck. We should have been getting settled in, but instead we spent the evening in the local
         casualty department.
      

      
      It was the 1980s when we moved into that house and after being firmly locked in seventies’ style for years in the old place,
         the new place was a great opportunity to get all new furniture and decorations. In the old place, there was pampas grass in
         the garden and one of those front rooms that you see on the front of retro birthday cards now, with a red and brown stripy
         knitted throw on the sofa, swirly wallpaper and big pots with feathers in them. What a look!
      

      
      But that was nothing on Auntie Joan and Uncle Fred’s house. Fred is Dad’s brother, and we saw a lot of him and Auntie Joan
         growing up. They had one of those pictures on the wall of a swan unfurling its wings over a naked couple. I think it’s called
         Wings of Love and it’s just so 1970s it hurts!
      

      
      Our house was a semi-detached dormer bungalow and I loved everything about it. Me and Tracey shared a room, which can’t have
         been great for her because there was seven years between us, but she never complained. We had bunk beds and I was on the bottom
         one, so I was forever getting my long, blond hair caught up in the mattress springs of the bunk above. Luckily Tracey was
         always there to untangle it for me, or it could have ended in tears.
      

      
      Tracey was brilliant with me . . . and still is. She would take me into town on a Saturday and buy me little treats with her
         pocket money. She really is an amazing big sister. I’m sure I used to do her head in at times though.
      

      
      One night I got out of bed screaming and was banging on the wardrobe door: ‘I’ve gone blind, I’ve gone blind.’
      

      
      ‘No Kim,’ she snapped. ‘I’ve just turned off the light. Now get back into bed you silly little cow.’ Sisters, eh!

      
      It must have been even worse for Tracey when she hit her teens and I was still hanging around her all the time, cramping her
         style.
      

      
      At fifteen, Tracey and her best mate Jill Casson decided to become punks. They really went for it and Tracey had the whole
         look: leopard-print skirts and vests, dog collars, bleached-blond spiky hair, black lipstick, one lime green sock, one fluorescent
         pink one.
      

      
      I was still playing with dolls and dressing up in fairy costumes so I thought it was all a bit weird. But it was cool too,
         because everything Tracey did back then seemed the height of cool to me.
      

      
      She might have looked pretty terrifying to strangers in the street but Tracey was still a great laugh at home. She was very
         funny with a really sarcastic sense of humour. She had a terrible temper at times though, and I wouldn’t want to cross her.
         Once I must have been really winding her up because she locked me outside the house in my underskirt. I probably behaved myself
         a bit more after that.
      

      
      Like a lot of teenagers, Tracey did go a bit off the rails for a while and I’m sure Mum and Dad were tearing their hair out
         about her. One night she and some mates were messing about with a Ouija board and she claimed Sid Vicious had appeared to
         her and punched her in the face.
      

      
      Another time Dad found her drunk over the back of the school field and went absolutely mad. He dragged her home and I held her hair back as she threw up into a washing-up bowl. ‘You’re silly,’ I said to her, with all the seriousness an
         eight-year-old can muster. That probably didn’t help much at the time. Next thing we knew, she got ‘Sid’ tattooed in India
         ink on her arm when she was drunk, in tribute to Sid Vicious. You can imagine what Mum and Dad thought about that!
      

      
      Our bedroom must have looked bizarre. On one side were all my dolls and pink girly stuff and on the other side were posters
         of the Sex Pistols and Public Image Ltd.
      

      
      I was too young to understand then, but I think Tracey must have been quite unhappy for a while. Beneath her sarky humour
         she was actually becoming quite a troubled person. She left school at sixteen but struggled to find a job and that was tough
         for her. She was still a punk and hanging around with what Dad called ‘unsavoury characters’. Mum and Dad were really worried
         about her, but the more they made it obvious that they didn’t approve of her friends, the more Tracey wanted to hang out with
         them. At first it seemed like the usual teen rebellion. Then one evening Mum was watching the telly and Tracey walked into
         the room and said: ‘I’ve taken an overdose.’
      

      
      I was in the room when Tracey came in and I heard what she said but I didn’t really understand it – I was still only nine
         years old. Then there was this flurry of activity and Mum and Dad raced off to hospital with Tracey to get her stomach pumped.
         I was on the periphery of it all but I realised that something very bad had happened, and I didn’t know what to do.
      

      
      Looking back, it was clearly a cry for help from Tracey rather than a serious attempt to kill herself. Why else would she have told Mum straight away after taking the tablets? Thank God she did, and they were able to get her the treatment she
         needed.
      

      
      Afterwards things just went back to normal. Or, at least, that’s how it felt to me. Looking back, it must have been the most
         awful time for Mum, Dad and Tracey and there must have been loads of stuff going on in our family, but it all went pretty
         much over my head. Certainly Mum and Dad were very good at hiding things they thought might upset us.
      

      
      Although she was physically better within a couple of days, it must have taken months and months for both Tracey and my parents
         to recover emotionally. She told them that she’d done it because she didn’t think anyone would mind because nobody loved her.
         I still don’t understand that because Mum and Dad made all of us kids feel very loved all the time. I can only imagine she
         must have gone to a very dark place in her mind.
      

      
      It’s only now I’ve got teenage kids of my own that I can imagine the terror of having a child try to commit suicide. I don’t
         know how my parents coped as well as they did.
      

      
      When I was really little my brothers David and Jon used to shared a bedroom upstairs. Since David was ten years older than
         me, by the time I was eight he’d moved out and Jon had the room to himself.
      

      
      David had been a right handful when he was little. He was beautiful-looking with a head of blonde curls, but he was forever
         swearing at people. Old ladies would see him on the bus and say, ‘Aren’t you sweet?’ and he’d shout back, ‘Bugger off you
         silly old bugger,’ then kick them in the leg. Charming!
      

      
      According to my parents, he was a real horror of a child. He stuck a knitting needle in my auntie Joan’s electric fire and
         blew it up, set fire to the kitchen bin, and had to go to hospital for shoving a stone up his nose. As the poor doctors were
         trying to get it out he was yelling: ‘My granddad’s going to kill you buggers for hurting me!’
      

      
      Things didn’t get much better when he got older. In his teens David became a Mod and would wear a long parka coat, Dr Martens
         boots and ride a scooter. The police were always bringing him home after he’d been caught fighting in the street.
      

      
      But then he met his girlfriend, Sheila, and calmed down a bit, much to everyone’s relief.

      
      Mum says Jon was ‘the only one who never caused me any trouble’. And she’s right, really. Having said that, he caused me plenty
         when I was little. I don’t think he ever really forgave me for turning up five years after him and snatching the role of baby
         of the family.
      

      
      Jon couldn’t bear me going into his bedroom so he would measure the turn-over of his bedcover to see if I’d been in there.
         And he’d never let me play with his Linka building set. The only game I was allowed to play with him was one where I laid
         on the floor and he jumped over me. It’s funny how many times he managed to ‘accidentally’ kick me in the head while he was
         doing it. Maybe that was why I was allowed to play!
      

      
      To be fair, to everyone else Jon was gentle, kind and thoughtful. And once I hit five years old we both started getting on
         a lot better too. Maybe I was old enough to be more of a playmate and less of an annoyance.
      

      
      Gradually Jon and I became best mates. We both got BMX bikes and he could do bunny hops on his on the kerb outside our house.
         That was dead cool! I was in awe of my little big brother.
      

      
      Mum and Dad were always pretty strict with us. There were set times that we were supposed to be in by and house rules we had
         to stick to. And maybe because David and Tracey had rebelled a bit in their teens, Jon and I couldn’t get away with anything.
      

      
      My dad wouldn’t stand any messing at all. We might be able to get away with some things with Mum but if Dad found out we’d
         done something wrong then we’d know about it. In those days everyone used to give their kids a quick slap round the back of
         the legs if they’d been playing up and we were all used to it.
      

      
      One night me and Jon had got out of the bath and were having a pillow fight when the pillow burst open and tiny bits of foam
         went flying all over the landing. Dad came storming up the stairs, saw the mess and slapped me, right on my bum. I hadn’t
         got my pyjamas on and so there was this massive hand mark right across my bottom. That was the last pillow fight for a while.
      

      
      I think Mum and Dad got it right though. There’s a lot to be said for discipline. People think they’re being kind to their
         kids by letting them have whatever they want and do whatever they want, but that doesn’t make for well-adjusted adults. You
         don’t do your kids any favours by spoiling them.
      

      
      My best friend in Garswood was Trisha Dawson, who lived in the house diagonally opposite to us. Then Cheryl and Julia Roberts (not the Julia Roberts) moved in next door to Trisha and we all hung around together.
      

      
      Most of the time we got on brilliantly, but we did have our moments! One day we were playing Throw the Shoe (you can probably
         guess the rules). When it was my turn I lobbed the shoe as hard as I could, but Cheryl chose that moment to jump in front
         of me. The shoe smashed into her face and blood started pouring out of her nose. Cheryl ran off into her house crying.
      

      
      Now everyone was terrified of Cheryl’s dad, Alan. I knew he’d be out within moments so I went sprinting home and hid behind
         a chair in the front room.
      

      
      Sure enough a couple of seconds later the doorbell went.

      
      ‘Look what your daughter has done to our Cheryl,’ Alan snarled at my mum.

      
      He was a really big bloke and Mum was tiny next to him, but when it came to defending her kids she was like a giant. In no
         time at all Cheryl’s dad had been sent packing up the path with a right flea in his ear.
      

      
      And sure enough, by the following day me and Cheryl were mates again. We’d do handstands for hours and play What’s the Time
         Mr Wolf? and Kerby with an old football. Mum would let me out in the morning and then she wouldn’t see us again until six
         in the evening.
      

      
      When I got a bit older, me and Trisha were allowed to go into St Helen’s on the bus. Usually it was to go shopping for a ‘big
         occasion’ like Father’s Day or one of my brothers’ birthdays. I’d arrive home with a pair of psychedelic Y-fronts or a bottle
         of Hai Karate aftershave – classy presents, back then.
      

      
      Once me and Trisha found a stray dog. I was desperate to keep it but Mum was having none of that so we pretended it had run away and kept it in Trisha’s garage. We fed it on cat food
         because that was all that we had but then Mum worked out what we were doing and rang the RSPCA. They came and took him away.
         I didn’t forgive my mum for ages for that.
      

      
      Even without that dog, our house was full of animals. There was a rabbit and Tracey’s mice, Sugar and Sooty, various hamsters
         came and went, Jon’s budgie Bluey and an aviary of little birds in the back garden. When Bluey died Jon was so upset he had
         to have a day off school. Dad made him a proper coffin out of wood and then we buried old Bluey in the front garden.
      

      
      If I wasn’t at home or out playing with Trisha we’d be round at one of my grandparents’ houses.

      
      Dad’s mum, Grandma Marsh, died when I was one so I don’t remember her, but it sounds like she was an amazing woman. She never
         let her blindness stop her doing anything. She had Braille on the cooker so she knew what temperature to put the hob on at.
         And she kept food in a strict order in the kitchen cupboards so she could always find what she needed. It worked brilliantly
         until one day someone decided to rearrange the cupboards and Grandma made a rice pudding out of birdseed.
      

      
      They were all sat around eating it until they realised it didn’t taste quite right. Apparently Grandma thought it was hilarious.

      
      Dad has a brother, Uncle Fred, and sister, Auntie Jean, but sadly they both inherited their mum’s diabetes and now they too
         are losing their sight.
      

      
      My dad’s dad was called Wally Marsh. Jon was named after him – Jonathan Walter Stephen Marsh. And I thought Gail was bad!
      

      
      I was very close to Granddad Marsh. I adored him and he was so proud of me, particularly when I started singing. After Grandma
         died he married a lady who we called Auntie Liz. When we went to visit their bungalow in Widnes, Granddad would always have
         saved me the green triangles from his box of Quality Street.
      

      
      Granddad and Auntie Liz’s house was full of strange ornaments and smells; there were smelling salts in a brown bottle that
         he kept on the mantelpiece and lavender bags which he made from lavender grown in his garden. Outside there was a greenhouse
         full of little red tomatoes in the summertime.
      

      
      As I got a bit older and I started singing in public, Granddad Marsh’s house became like a shrine to me, with pictures of
         me performing all over the walls. Maybe it was because Grandma used to sing and it reminded him of her. Or maybe just because
         at that age I came across as very confident – maybe even a bit of a show-off. I was always, ‘look at me, look at me’. I think
         he liked that.
      

      
      Before I’d even started primary school I was obsessed with singing. At three years old I was prancing around the front room
         crooning into one of my mum’s candlesticks.
      

      
      ‘Look at me, Mummy,’ I’d say. ‘I’m going to be on the TV one day. I’m going to be a singer when I’m a big lady.’

      
      I don’t remember watching anything particular on television that sparked that thought in me. It was like it had been there
         from the moment I was born. All I’d ever wanted to do was perform.
      

      
      I begged Mum and Dad to send me to dancing lessons, so when I was five they enrolled me in ballet and tap classes. From then
         on they couldn’t stop me pirouetting and clip-clopping my way up and down the hall.
      

      
      But even the dancing didn’t distract me from my first love: singing. There had always been music in our house and it just
         felt really natural for me to sing along to it. Mum and Dad were into all sorts of music. They had a big old record deck and
         a massive vinyl collection, but their favourites were the Beatles and the Carpenters. I loved Karen Carpenter’s voice – she
         was a real inspiration for me.
      

      
      Although he was never in a band again after Ricky and the Dominant Four broke up, Dad still played his guitar. He thought
         Hank Marvin was a legend and he’d sit in the front room and play The Shadows’ songs for hours. He would play ‘Walking Back
         to Happiness’ or ‘Bye Bye Love’, and Mum would sing along. Both she and my sister Tracey had lovely voices.
      

      
      While the Carpenters would be on the record player downstairs, in the bedroom I shared with Tracey she’d be listening to the
         Sex Pistols and upstairs David would have on the Specials or Bad Manners. Then when Jon got into his teens he was into a lot
         of dance music. So there were plenty of musical influences in our house and I lapped them all up.
      

      
      I would have loved to have been able to make music like my dad, but the only instrument I really got to grips with was the
         triangle! Dad tried to teach me the guitar but I got as far as the theme tune to Postman Pat then gave up. But even if I couldn’t play a musical instrument I found singing came totally naturally to me – performing,
         too.
      

      
      Sometimes on Sunday afternoons I’d go with Mum and Dad when they went to the local Labour Club for a drink. I guess it was
         quite old-fashioned really with a guy on the piano playing like Les Dawson. Often they’d have what was called a ‘Free and
         Easy Afternoon’ when anyone could get up and sing. One afternoon when I was about ten, I went on and on at Mum about going
         up to do a song but she kept putting me off. I think she thought I was too young to get up in front of all those people. But
         I wouldn’t give up and the next afternoon I mithered her for ages until she let me have a go. When she finally caved in, I
         went up and sang ‘Living Doll’. I didn’t fell nervous one little bit. In fact, I loved it. And the audience seemed to like
         it too. Mum and Dad were amazed. Next time we went in there they asked me to sing again and it became a regular thing. Mum
         even got me a little outfit to wear – fake leather trousers, fake red hair, a bright cerise belt and a pink shirt. At the
         time it was very fashionable, I’ll have you know!
      

      
      It was around this time that Granddad Marsh bought me my first proper microphone. It was a Shure SM58, a legendary microphone
         for singers, and I used it onstage for years – it’s the one I still use now if I have to sing live somewhere. After that there
         was no stopping me: I was singing everywhere I possibly could.
      

      
      Me and Granddad had a really strong bond. My daughter Emily now has the same kind of relationship with my dad, and it’s lovely
         to see. A bond like that is just something special.
      

      
      Granddad’s house was such a cosy, calm place and I think he liked it that way. During the war he’d had a rough time and I think when he got home to England all he wanted was peace and quiet. He’d been a paratrooper and was dropped behind
         enemy lines in the Netherlands to take part in the Battle of Arnhem in September 1944. The incredibly brave attempt to gain
         control of key bridges and towns was later made into the film A Bridge Too Far. Hundreds of British soldiers were captured soon after landing on the ground and Granddad Marsh was one of them. He was sent
         to a Nazi prison camp where they took all his belongings, including his watch. Then he was kept there until the end of the
         war, working in the kitchens and surviving on potato peelings and black coffee (apart from the days when he was able to nick
         milk off the Germans).
      

      
      On the day the camp was liberated Granddad went up to one of the German officers and demanded his watch to replace the one
         he’d had taken. My dad still has that watch which once belonged to an unknown Nazi prison guard.
      

      
      Granddad was very proud of being in the Paras and later became president of the local British Legion. He’d lost a lot of friends
         during the war, so things like Remembrance Day really meant a lot to him and he would join the parade into town.
      

      
      Granddad rarely talked about what had happened to him during the war. He preferred to talk about what I was up to at school
         or which new songs I had learnt. Sometimes he’d just listen while I sang to him in the front room. ‘The Wind Beneath my Wings’
         was his favourite. When I got older I sang at his British Legion club too. You could tell he was as proud as punch.
      

      
      *

      
      Mum’s parents lived on the other end of the Widnes Bridge in Runcorn. Granddad Bousefield had died when I was very little
         and I can’t remember much about him, except for a long, wobbly wart on his hand that he’d wave at me and go ‘Whooooooh!’ The
         other strong memory I have of Granddad Bousefield is of him standing in pyjamas in a hospital ward, which must have been when
         we were visiting him after he fell ill with lung cancer. He’d worked with asbestos when he was younger and Mum was convinced
         that was what killed him.
      

      
      After he died, Grandma Bousefield lived on her own in a flat in Runcorn. Sometimes we’d go round for our tea on a Sunday.

      
      Gran’s name was Regina Emily. Very posh! She’d been born on the Queen’s birthday so that was where the name came from. She
         wasn’t much like the Queen though, even if she liked to think she was. In fact, she was a total nutter, but in the best possible
         way.
      

      
      She’d had nine kids and my mum was the last. Only just though. Mum and Auntie Pam are twins, and Mum was born just twenty
         minutes after her sister, but she still insisted on being known as the youngest.
      

      
      Incredibly Grandma had already given birth to twins on two earlier occasions. But both times one of the twins had died. Even
         when Mum and Auntie Pam were born it was feared Mum wouldn’t pull through as she was so tiny and in those days there wasn’t
         any specialist equipment for keeping such vulnerable babies alive.
      

      
      When Granddad Bousefield found out they were expecting Mum and Auntie Pam he wrote to their eldest son, Uncle Bill, who was
         then in the army. ‘I’m so sorry,’ Granddad wrote, apologising for the fact that he was going to have sisters more than twenty years younger than him!
      

      
      Gran was hilarious. She had all these rhymes that she’d say which were either total nonsense or just rude!

      
      ‘An empty sack can’t stand up,’ she’d say, handing round another plate of sandwiches.

      
      When Grandma Bousefield’s kids were little she’d make them sit behind the sofa covered in newspapers if there was a thunderstorm.
         And on wet miserable days when there was nothing else to do, she’d put them in different corners of the living room then let
         them fight each other!
      

      
      Like I say, she was a nutter – but so funny.

      
      She was a bonny-looking lady with curly hair, soft skin and pink plastic-rimmed glasses. When she was younger, if she was
         going out she’d lick her finger, rub it on the red-patterned wallpaper then dab it on her lips instead of lipstick.
      

      
      But although she might have looked very sweet and gentle, her favourite things on the television were the boxing and wrestling.
         ‘Go on. Gooooo on,’ she’d shout at the telly as the fighters got stuck into each other. She loved snooker too. ‘Oh here’s
         little Rabbit Arse!’ she’d laugh every time Steve Davis was on.
      

      
      My early childhood now seems like a stream of happy memories. Family meant everything to us then – and it still does today.
         But I had great friends too and a home that we loved.
      

      
      When I was ten I started performing in the Starlight Roadshow, which was a group of kids who would get together to put on
         shows with lots of singing and dancing. It was my first taste of performing and I absolutely loved it from the start.
      

      
      Looking back, the first ten years of my life were such a happy time. I was doted on by everyone and even though we weren’t
         rich by any standards, we were truly happy.
      

      
      Maybe that’s why when things started to go wrong it hit me like a truck.
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