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For my wonderful Grandma and Grandad for exemplifying everything that’s good and great about being in love for a lifetime and for creating such a fantastic family to be a part of


My World in Motion

Jo Whiley
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Sister

When my sister Frances turned forty last year, we threw a huge party for her. Mum told me and Dad that we were going to invite everyone – the whole village, all Frances’s friends, all the people we’d known throughout her life. When Dad and I wondered why it was so important to throw a big bash for Frances Mum became incredibly agitated.

‘Don’t you see?’ she said to us. ‘It’ll be Frances’s wedding day.’

She was right, of course. We had to give Frances her own special day. Frances has meant so much to us. That’s the case with each and every member of any family. But Frances is different from most people, and the difficulties Mum and Dad – and I – experienced because of that difference have shaped all of our lives and made us who we are, as individuals, and as a family.

Frances will never have a real wedding day because she suffers from Cri du Chat syndrome, a rare chromosomal disorder. It is characterised in babies by a mewling, cat’s cry, hence its name. Frances has severe learning difficulties. She can read and write, after a fashion. She has friends, interests, is mad about music. But she’ll never live by herself, never work, never have an adult relationship, never drive a car, never have children. She will for ever remain a child and so my parents’ responsibilities to her – and mine, to a certain extent – will continue for as long we all live.

It was years before we were given a name for Frances’s condition. She is three years younger than me, and for Mum and Dad, the realisation that Frances was not ‘normal’ was gradual. When she was six months old, Mum took Frances to a GP, who told her, almost casually, ‘She’s probably going to be spastic.’ Mum remembers crying all the way home. In some ways I think it was a blessing that she didn’t then know what lay ahead, how she and Dad would struggle to care for Frances. At eighteen months old Frances had a small epileptic fit and spent a night in hospital. Mum was called into a doctor’s office, alone, and told that Frances was brain damaged, that she would never walk or talk properly, and that she would have severe learning disabilities. Then she was sent on her way. Mum simply took her home and got on with the business of working out how to bring her up.

At Frances’s fortieth, Mum made a speech which had all of us, and me in particular, in floods of tears. She described how their lives had changed for ever when Frances was born, but she also underlined the extent to which she and Dad benefited from the kindness of others – neighbours, friends, health professionals, social workers, all of the people in the village. Having Frances drew them into a close-knit, loving community, something that many people go through life without these days. Frances was her usual gregarious self during that speech – she’s such a complex character. If you didn’t know her, you might think she wasn’t listening. She sat at Mum’s feet, seemingly in a world of her own, but every now and then she’d interject, at full volume, clap furiously, or race across and squeeze whoever had just been given a special mention, and it’d be clear that she was following what was being said intently. At one point Mum was referring to the fact that it’d been years before Frances had learned to speak, and Frances called out, ‘WELL I CAN TALK NOW!’ It was a moment of comic genius, brilliantly timed. At times I think she’s far smarter than the rest of us.

Until I was about five, we lived in a tiny council house on Aberdare Road in Northampton. Mum often tells me that I was due on the 5th of June, but was born on the 4th of July, ten months after they married, and that even after she was finally induced I took forty-eight hours to be born. I’m not sure if that can be true, but, as Mum likes to say, it does seem to have set a pattern for the rest of my life. Dad was an electrician, working on building sites, Mum worked here and there doing odd jobs to make ends meet. My memories of those early years of my life are hazy, blurred at the edges, played out as if on a scratchy reel of celluloid, the home movie in my mind. Dad went off to work each morning armed with an enormous ghetto blaster, customised with his name – ‘MART’S RADIO – KEEP OFF’ – and ‘COME ON YOU SPURS’ in red sticky tape down the sides. It was a comical sight, I realise now, because Dad is not the tallest of men, and the ghetto blaster was always huge – they seemed to get bigger and bigger every year. If there’s a DJ-ing gene, then I inherited it from Dad. I often think that he should’ve been an entertainer at Butlins or Pontins. In many ways, he’s more of an extrovert than me – he loves being up on stage with a mike in his hand – relishing being before an audience. I struggle with it to this day, although I’ve grown used to it over the years. But Dad and I share a love of music and of playing it, loud, for others to hear – spreading the word.

We’re musically evangelical, Dad and I. (I get sent CDs all the time, and I have to watch Dad like a hawk because he’ll take a new CD of a major band home, which hasn’t yet been released and which I have because the band is coming in to do the show. I’ll discover the CD’s missing and ring him in a panic – ‘Dad, do you have the new U2 CD?’ – and he’ll confess that he’s been playing it because he thinks it’s so great.) My Dad has always had great ears for a hit record and spots the potential in so many bands way before they achieve success. Long before Elbow got their Brit and Mercury awards my Dad was telling anyone who’d listen how brilliant they were. Same with Kasabian, Dido – too many to mention.

There was always music on in the house when Dad was home, and he and I would sing along, belting out our favourite tracks – Billy Joel, Sweet, Status Quo, David Essex, Gerry Rafferty, Carly Simon, Fleetwood Mac. He was a sucker for those quirky records that surprise everyone by becoming a number one hit – ‘Nice One Cyril’ and ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life’. Any car ride turned into a massive sing-along – these days he does it with my kids, twice a day, on the school run. On the building site he was the life and soul, and that ghetto blaster would churn out the tunes for his fellow workers from dawn till dusk, he’d organise them into groups for sing-alongs and take requests. Today, the ghetto blaster has been replaced with an iPod, which is always stuffed with new tracks and a playlist for every conceivable occasion.

In that scratchy film in my mind, Dad heads off to work each morning in his overalls and hobnail boots and the house falls silent. Mum and I go about the business of our day, quietly, as if we – and the house – are biding our time, waiting for his return. Jerky images spring up when I try to recollect those daytime hours: wobbling around the cul-de-sac on my white mini push-bike (all the other kids had Raleighs, which I coveted), my skinny legs straining to turn the pedals; playing by myself in the back garden; helping Mum with the chores; trailing behind her down to the shops; listening to ‘Listen with Mother’ while eating boiled egg and solidiers. I remember watching only a little bit of TV – programmes such as Hector’s House, The Woodentops and The Herbs, that lasted five minutes or so each.

Dad’s return from work was momentous. He and the ghetto blaster would steam into the house, and the place would be humming again. He’d clean his fingers with vast quantities of acrid green, sticky goo and I’d stand on tiptoe next to him in the bathroom, transfixed. Then the music would be on – vinyl, the ghetto blaster was strictly for the sites. The tunes from those days are so vivid to me: The Platters, a fifties Black American crooning a cappella group I love to this day – I must’ve heard ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’ a million times.

Mum and Dad were always very cool; Mum had such style and dressed with panache – she stood out from the other mums in our street. She was a hair model and so her hair was always well cut and dyed and she kept it very short, which was unusual back then. She was seriously glamorous, never a dolly bird. (She worked in a dress shop for a while when I was little, and I sometimes wish I’d spent more time paying attention to the advice she gave her customers and less time lying on the changing room floor, eating crisps. If I had, maybe I wouldn’t have made so many fashion faux pas along the way.) Ever the fundraiser, she organised dinner dances and barn dances, I used to love watching her get ready, lying on the bed as she painted her long nails and did her make-up. Dad’s no stranger to the bleach bottle himself – basing his look on Robert Redford. He jacked the habit just a couple of years ago. We had a friend, Tony, who came to the house and did the whole family’s hair. (Later, he was the only one who could cut Frances’s hair. Tony would do this extraordinary routine, twirling about, dancing, singing, and every now and then lifting up a chunk of her hair – snip, snip – while she shrieked and took swipes at him. Then he’d whirl away again and do something to make her laugh. He was magical and he became very key in our lives. After Mum lost her baby at forty, Dad threw a dinner party for her, at which Tony leapt out of a huge cardboard box wearing a leopard-print thong and bow tie. It was the first time I’d seen her laugh in months.) Mum and Dad are a great partnership and always have been – especially on the dance floor. I can still see them, jiving to ‘Jailhouse Rock’ at the swimming club disco. The floor would clear as everyone watched in awe. As a fourteen year old with two left feet, I’d stand watching in the corner, mortified. It’s only now that I can look back with pride.

An annual event in the Whiley calendar was the Sidmouth Folk Festival. I think it was the closest we got to taking a holiday without Frances in those early years. Dad would be clad head to toe in cheesecloth and denim and platforms – I think he really appreciated the era of the platform shoe, since they added a good three inches to his height. I remember sitting there in a pub, listening to someone playing a really beautiful song. Mum has always been a massive Elvis fan – while Dad would listen to anything and everything Mum remained faithful to the King. I’ll never forget on our family holiday in Great Yarmouth going to get the morning papers which proclaimed ‘The King is Dead’. I ran back to our caravan in a state of excitement yelling ‘Mummy, Elvis is dead!’ and seeing her world crash around her as she heard the news. A lot of folk music takes place in pubs where singers gather round and take turns to sing shanties and ballads. Just pure, beautiful voices unaccompanied by instruments ringing out to a mesmerised audience, pints in hand. I’m sure this is where my love of a good voice and acoustic music (or singer-songwriters) comes from.

Dad was a massive Spurs fan and we’d sing ‘Ozzie’s Dream’ whenever his team were playing. (He’s still a huge fan; he and Mum live in a really picturesque village, in a gorgeous cottage – a little wooden gate, pansies in the front garden, path up to the freshly painted front door, and then a huge poster in the front window: ‘Come On You Spurs’, not the effect Mum is looking for, I suspect.) In 1981 he took me to the FA Cup Final, Spurs against Manchester City. Ricky Villa and Ozzie Ardiles were playing at the time. I was in my teens by then, but I’d never been to Wembley and it was my first gig experience, a taste of something truly marvellous to come. We stood there on the terraces, screaming out that song as the huge crowd roared all around us. I remember it so vividly – the hair on the back of my neck standing up, the excitement, that unique sense of a collective experience, of a thousand voices becoming one. I think I’ve been a festival girl since that very moment.

Life happens so fast that the memories get lost along the way. We moved when I was about five to a brand-new estate, brand-new house, all very 1970s and idyllic – we lived on Pheasant Way. I don’t remember Frances’s birth. She’s just there in that jerky home movie from a certain point, at my side with her thick, coke-bottle glasses and her funny, stumpy boots that were supposed to help her walk. I don’t remember a moment when I recognised that she wasn’t like the other kids, although from very early on I was fiercely protective of her. I just always knew she was different – there were endless trips to the doctor, and we shopped for her shoes and glasses in ‘special’ shops. But she was my little sister, my sidekick. She crawled until she was well over three and didn’t stand up and walk until she was four. Even when she did finally walk she was knock-kneed, tiny and spindly, so she looked quite unsteady on her feet. In those early memories she is mute – she didn’t start to make sounds until quite late, grunting sounds and squawks and certain sounds for simple words like ‘hello’. When we were very young she was in a silent world, but she and I communicated perfectly; we were close in the way that only sisters can be.

There was so much drama in our lives because of Frances. As she became more mobile she grew incredibly accident-prone. She has no sense of danger, and she isn’t terribly coordinated. I’d walk home by myself from school, as children did back then. As I approached our front door I’d call out to Mum, wondering whether they’d be home. Sometimes I’d push open the door and there’d be blood all over the floor, neither Mum nor Frances would be there, and I’d know to go next door to the neighbour, to wait until they got back from the hospital. Frances was energetic, fearless and adventurous. She loves her food and once the floor was awash with blood because she’d licked the jagged edge of a can of apple sauce and cut her tongue open. Mum would get us both dressed up to go out and then, just as we were leaving, we’d realise that Frances had disappeared and we’d find her sitting in the paddling pool. We had a climbing frame in the garden and one time she dodged outside when Mum’s back was turned, climbed it, crashed to the ground, and returned to the kitchen, all in the space of a minute or two, with the bone sticking out of her elbow. I remember Mum and I frozen, staring in horror, and then it was all hands on deck as usual, the crisis routine we all knew so well – me round to the neighbour, Mum bandaging the arm as best she could and bundling Frances into another neighbour’s car. She broke countless other bones over the years. She was also in and out of hospital when I was young to have operations to help her physical problems – eye operations to help correct her sight, for example. I’d be sent off to stay with my grandparents for days while she and Mum were away, something I loved rather than resented. My grandparents were wonderful people, instilling a strong sense of family, supporting my Mum and Dad through the crises but always calm, unflappable, warm and loving. My Grandma turns ninety this year and is a formidable woman – just beautiful inside and out.

Frances suffered from fits, and there was a wooden spoon in the kitchen with cloth wrapped around it, which Mum would put into her mouth to stop her from swallowing her tongue. I remember coming home and seeing Mum holding Frances as she jerked and shook. What strikes me most about that memory is Mum’s expression as she held her convulsing child. I am not exaggerating when I say that she was always calm, implacable; she never panicked. And she was totally accepting of the situation that she and Dad had found themselves in. I have no recollection of either of them seeming to despair, to ask, ‘Why us?’, I think a lot of that is down to Mum’s strong Christian faith, but also her solid nature.

Children are amazingly resilient and accepting of their circumstances; I don’t remember being afraid for Frances, or upset when she had fits or injured herself. It was just what happened. I accepted the fact that they had to go off to the hospital regularly because of some drama or another, and it never occurred to me that Frances might not come back. I was never frightened, never fully aware of the danger she put herself in. The accidents were just part of the fabric of our lives.

I can see Frances crying, with rage and frustration. She seemed to cry so often. She had the most stupendous tantrums, toddler tantrums which grew stronger and wilder the older she became – by the time she was ten or so they were terrible, violent and physical. She would lash out at us, smash anything she could get her hands on. She was very strong by then, a huge force. There was absolutely no way of getting her to do something she didn’t want to do. She’d literally be kicking and screaming, no matter where we were – she is to this day completely uninhibited. The noise would be stupendous as she lay on the floor in a shop or in the street, drumming her feet and yelling. Mum was never ruffled, was always calm and resolute, but Dad – and I – sometimes struggled with it. It was so hard not to be furious with her. You’d have a plan, a day in the countryside, a trip to see something, and then Frances would refuse and there would be no point in trying to reason with her. If you tried to force her, things would just get worse. Over the years we got used to simply letting her have her own way for the sake of peace and our collective sanity. I still marvel at the way my parents handled Frances. They never once, in all those years, lost it with her, were never physical, never hit her. They must’ve been under such enormous stress and pressure and yet they were, outwardly at least, calm and loving with Frances, with me and – perhaps most extraordinary – with each other. You hear so often of couples splitting up under the strain of having a child like Frances.

We were really cloistered on our estate. It was a proper community and everyone there pulled their weight around Mum and Dad and sheltered us from some of the worst aspects of having a child with learning disabilities. A neighbour could always be relied upon to look out for me when Mum and Dad were dealing with Frances. There was no need for explanations, people accepted Frances and took her into their lives. We always played out in the street with the other kids. I remember sensing the difference when we went out into the world – I hated people noticing Frances and would become incredibly fierce, staring down anyone who looked at her for too long, holding their gaze until finally they looked away, embarrassed.

The hardest thing to cope with was the fact that Frances didn’t sleep – a common characteristic of people with Cri du Chat. She barely needed any sleep at all when she was young, and Mum and Dad tried everything. I can see endless teams of experts coming in to try this and that therapy, each specialist convinced that they’d be the one to crack the problem and that it was some failing on our part that led to her sleeplessness. Time after time they’d leave in the morning, utterly defeated by a night trying to quell Frances. Medication only made her more hyperactive – she seemed to fight against sedation. We were told to remove all distractions from her bedroom. The bed was nailed to the floor, because as Frances got older she became incredibly strong – she has the constitution of an ox – and she’d overturn it, smash it up. The curtains were attached with Velcro so that they could be taken down at night so she couldn’t destroy them. There was nothing else in her room. Mum and Dad were told to settle her for the night and then shut her in and that she’d gradually relax, so she had a sort of gate across the door. Needless to say, nothing worked. On one occasion Frances was quiet, seemingly for hours, but when Mum went to check on her, she discovered that she’d torn her entire mattress to shreds with her bare hands.

My parents would take turns trying to get her off to sleep and as I grew older, I would try to help as well. I’d lie there in bed and listen to the drama unfolding – Mum and Dad downstairs, trying to watch TV, the howls of protest from Frances getting louder and louder, one or other parent coming up to sleep with her, and then as the night wore on, that parent becoming more and more despairing. At some point I’d feel I had to go and take a turn, too, or she’d lie there shouting for me until I gave in and went to her. I’d lie down with her, telling her stories for hours on end to keep her quiet, until finally I’d drop off only to be woken by a clout to the head with Frances saying ‘not asleep are you Joanne?’ We all grew adept at telling stories and snoozing at the same time – ‘Goldilocks’ was a particular favourite – a trick that has stood me in good stead as a parent. After what seemed like hours, she’d sign to me that she wanted Daddy now, and in he’d stumble as I headed for some precious shut-eye. Another night, another game of musical beds. And often, in desperation, when I felt I’d go mad if I had to run through the little bears’ breakfasts one more time, we’d lie there and she’d play records – I can still hear Perry Como’s ‘Magic Moments’, played over and over until the first light of dawn. We listened to the radio together all the time as well, we both loved it. Every weekend we’d have Ed Stewart on and sing along to all the songs on the Junior Choice show – ‘Nelly the Elephant’ and ‘Ernie the Fastest Milkman in the West’, the two of us lying on Mum and Dad’s bed. We were waiting to hear our names called out, because Mum had written in and requested a song for us. I don’t remember hearing the song, just the pleasure of lying there with my flame-haired sister, who was squeaking with delight and jiggling up and down on the bed. The radio played such a key role in my childhood. I even loved being ill and staying in my parents’ bed, listening to Jimmy Young. I always found it so comforting: that familiar voice was incredibly soothing, and created such a feeling of intimacy; lying there, cosseted, I’d feel as though I was included in his world. Being ill was marvellous, because I could doze off whenever I wanted, free of the guilt of knowing that someone else was with Frances. TV never held the same appeal as radio and we didn’t watch it that often – when we did, it was usually a family activity – TV at teatime, and we’d all watch together.

When Frances was about eight, the family went to see a play about Helen Keller. Mum came away filled with inspiration. ‘Since Frances may never learn to speak, we’ll teach her to sign,’ she said. Mum had been desperate to find a way to communicate with Frances, and knew she could recognise all her letters and numbers, but there was no known sign language for people with learning disabilities. Mum went on a course aimed at helping parents to teach children to sign and, in the end, partly devised her own system: thumbs together for ‘Daddy’, hands clasped for ‘Mummy’, index fingers curled together for ‘Johanne’ (me). Once she’d grasped these signs we added more and then, to our amazement, Frances began to vocalise, make grunts and sounds for things, and then gradually to utter words. It was like a miracle. Later, when she went into residential care, her speech improved further and, by the time she was twelve, she was able to speak. Now it’s perfectly easy to understand most of what she says, although she has damaged vocal chords, meaning that her voice is extremely deep and she has trouble modulating it – she can only speak very loudly. Without quite understanding how, Mum is certain that mastering sign language unlocked a door in Frances’s mind that led to her mastering speech. It’s hard to describe what a difference this made for her and for all of us. We were suddenly more aware of her as a person, she was able to communicate with people outside the family, and she was less frustrated. I imagine that these days she’d have been given speech therapy fairly early on.

When a couple have children, they become a tribe – Steve and I have spent the last seventeen years creating the Whiley-Morton tribe. There’s a sense, when you have your first baby, that you’ve set yourselves together as a couple, shielded from the outside world. I think the moment when I was born must have been incredibly important for my dad, because he didn’t really have a family of his own. His mum left home when he was four or five. When he was about eleven Dad contracted TB from his father and spent a year in a sanatorium. His rheumatoid arthritis is a legacy from that period of terrible illness. He hadn’t been home for very long when his father was hospitalised and soon died. He went to live with his grandfather, Pap, but Pap worked at night, so from six each evening Dad would be left to his own devices. Often he’d climb out of a window and roam the city streets, getting into all manner of scrapes. His grandfather died when Dad was fourteen, and from then on he was completely alone in the world. He got an apprenticeship as an electrician and that was that. He rarely talks about his childhood. Working on this book has made me realise how little I know about him and his family, but such a beginning can only have had a profound effect on him. Yet Dad is blessed with an incredibly sunny nature; he’s the most gentle, loving man, and he’d never complain about the hand life dealt him. I think that when he met Mum and they married and had me, he was rescued from the feelings of loneliness he must’ve felt so strongly. Mum’s family couldn’t have been more different: close-knit, loving, pillars of the community. In her, Dad found the family he hadn’t had as a child. He told me once that he’d had a younger sister who died as a toddler and also an aunt who was ‘a bit funny’.

My childhood wasn’t normal, then, but the older I get the more I wonder exactly what a normal childhood is. Certainly, having Frances made life pretty difficult, and I was always aware of that. Teenage rebellion just wasn’t an option for me – I knew I could never do that to Mum and Dad. We could never go on holidays, as Frances would become terribly agitated if she was taken out of her routine. Once a year we’d try it – we visited a place called Hayling Island on the south coast, where The Spastic Society, as it was then called, had a bungalow. More often than not, it’d end in disaster. Frances would be thrown by being out of her natural environment. She didn’t really like the beach. We’d take turns; a couple of us would be down on the seafront while one of us was inside the house, playing music for Frances. I remember sitting facing the sea with Mum. Dad would streak out of the house bearing a tray, gin and tonic for Mum, and a soft drink for me, hand them over, then whisk back to the house before Frances had noticed he’d gone. Often we’d come home early, exhausted, defeated, I think all three of us thinking, ‘never again’. It was as though the place was jinxed – I remember being the sickest I think I’ve ever been there, staggering back from a sea walk, puking into every bin along the esplanade. Steve came once, early on in our relationship (confirming his saintliness to me once again), and lost his car keys on the beach. We spent hours hunting for them until the RAC came to our rescue and broke into the car. But at some level I think it always did us good to be away, out of the usual routine. Our options were very limited anyway, since there wasn’t a lot of spare cash, and in any case there was no hope of getting Frances on to an aeroplane. And so Mum and Dad would decide each year to give it another go. There were moments of pleasure among the horrors – including countless games of Bingo, slot machines and miniature train rides – Frances loved riding on the model trains they had there. I think the fact that they persevered says an awful lot about the way they chose to bring up Frances. They did their absolute best to maintain something akin to normal family life; they let Frances be herself. They didn’t just take the easier way with her, which would’ve involved being far more rigid and controlling, and they always included her as a member of the family. And while none of it was easy, I think it was better for all of us to have lived like that with her. Steve always says that Frances is the person she is because Mum and Dad treated her like a person rather than a problem, and allowed her to express herself and to develop her personality. And he’s right, as he is so often.

These days, Frances is so much happier and calmer. Mum and Dad took her on a plane last year, for the very first time. Some friends from the village took them all to Portugal. In spite of everyone’s misgivings, it passed off just fine. Frances spent hours by the pool, apparently, watching the others having fun in the water. It felt like the most enormous breakthrough, and Mum and Dad came home jubilant. Steve lost a lot of money over that trip – he was convinced it’d be a disaster. He and I had a bet, and I won. Not that I didn’t have my doubts, but I’m an optimist at heart, and in any case I felt that I had to put my money on Team Whiley pulling it off.

When I was thirteen we moved out of Northampton, to Great Brington, on the Althorp Estate, home to Earl Spencer, brother of Diana, Princess of Wales. Part of the reason for the move was that Frances’s tantrums were at their peak then and I think Mum and Dad wanted a little more space between them and their nearest neighbours. They took over running the shop and post office in the village. We lived upstairs and Mum worked in the shop. It made their life so much easier, and I sometimes wonder how they would’ve survived if we’d stayed in Northampton.

I struggled a bit with the move, as any teenager would. I had to change schools, leaving behind a smallish middle school and starting at Campion School, which was by comparison huge – it was a big 1970s comprehensive. I was a bit lost at that school; I was one of those children the teachers never seemed to notice. (I still get emails from people, telling me they were in my class at school, although they can’t remember me at all – ‘But well done anyway.’) Certainly I never spoke up in class and didn’t really ever involve myself in activities, apart from swimming and the other sport my PE teacher thought I was suited for: shot-put, which presumably has to do with my broad shoulders and large feet.

The school bus would pick me up each morning from right outside the shop, but somehow I was always late – the habits of a lifetime begin early. I’m not sure what I’d be doing, but the bus would arrive and I’d realise I wasn’t even dressed. At least twice a week I’d miss it, even though it was parked literally outside the front door. It drove Mum mad. And it’s obviously genetic, because my daughter India does the same thing today.

By then I was swimming competitively, something I’d been doing since I was eleven, and the swimming club provided my social life and gave me a sense of belonging. It saved me from being miserable at school. It’s a great thing for a teenager to do – it keeps you out of trouble as you’re way too tired, most of the time, to get into mischief. Often in those days we’d have all been up most of the night, on and off, taking turns with Frances, until at about four or five in the morning she’d finally drop off to sleep. Five days a week Dad would then get up at 5 a.m. to take me to swim training. How Dad survived on so little sleep and then put in a day on the building sites, I do not know. I remember days when I’d be so tired myself that I’d be more or less asleep on my feet as I staggered to the pool. I always seemed to reek of chlorine and the pool complex was far from glamorous – I’d swim into a fresh batch of drowned cockroaches each morning. But I loved it, and I always felt great after the swim. I am, needless to say, really good at getting by on not much sleep, provided I can exercise.

The swimming club was wonderful for the whole family. I can picture us all there while I trained, Mum sitting on the edge of the pool, practising her sign language as I ploughed up and down for hours on end. I’d be able to sign from the water – ‘How much longer?’ or ‘Get me a drink.’ It was very handy. Mum and Dad made lots of friends among the other long-suffering parents, and the discos were one of the highlights of our social calendar. We’d listen to all the music I still love today: Earth, Wind and Fire, Kool & the Gang, Evelyn King, Sylvester, Jocelyn Brown’s yearning, poignant ‘Somebody Else’s Guy’. And, of course, the song that was always played at the end of the evening, The Commodores’ ‘Three Times a Lady’. How many times did I stand there, making a pact with God, in the desperate hope that someone would ask me to dance? He never did come through for me. Those were the last days of disco, I was thirteen years old and I desprately wanted to go see a film with my friends but my Dad put his foot down. In my memory the film was Saturday Night Fever but when writing this I checked with my Dad who insists it was in fact The Stud...

Our friends at the club knew and accepted Frances. She was a regular feature at galas, a fully participating member of the audience. As I’ve said, Frances has an extraordinarily loud, deep voice. She’d be in the stands, with Mum and Dad, watching me at some swimming meeting (I was county champion three years running, and swam pretty seriously until I was fifteen, when boys and teenage life got in the way). There I’d be, poolside, my permed hair tinged green from all the chlorine. ‘Ready, steady...’ the starter would call. I’d bend forward on the starting block. And then, ‘GO!’ Frances would shout, her voice bellowing out like a fog horn. I can’t recall how many false starts she caused, but there was no keeping her quiet. Thankfully no one ever suggested that it might be better if she stayed outside during the races.

Back then, Frances was desperate to swim like me, and she once took part in a special gala. She was tenacious and brave, and she managed a whole length, backstroke while, in a reversal of roles, I cheered her on from the stands. I can still see her now, this tiny creature, legs dangling down, arms straining behind her, giving it everything she had. We were all immensely proud of her.

My late teens seemed to pass by in a whirl – I have few distinct memories, more a sense of the mood of the times. By then I’d made lots of friends, and life seemed to involve hours spent hanging out, gossiping, talking about bands and listening to music. We were a tight group of friends, boys and girls. There were lots of gigs to go to in Milton Keynes, which was regarded as a national joke even back then, with its concrete cows and jungle of roundabouts, but most big acts played at the Milton Keynes Bowl, and I was often in the audience, as close to the stage as I could get. David Bowie, REM, The Police – I saw as many of them as I could. My long-suffering Dad replaced early mornings at the pool with late nights, driving a group of us to gigs, waiting for us all, and then driving us back home. It’s only now that I realise how much he’d have liked to be asked to come and watch with us – he goes to gigs as often as he can these days.

I had a dear friend called Noel, who fancied not me but Barbara, my considerably bustier, prettier friend, but Noel and I were inseparable. He was incredibly sporty, and though he didn’t drive – none of us did – he cycled everywhere on his beloved bike. He lived about twenty miles away, but he’d cycle over most weekends. One day he turned up with his new racing bike – he was so proud of it. We headed out to take it for a spin, and I decided I’d give it a try. I whizzed down the hill, near Althorp, while he was shouting instructions – ‘Don’t take your feet off the pedals; Don’t brake too suddenly; Don’t change gear! Lean into the corner!’ I was going faster and faster, out of control and terrified, but doing as I was told. Then I hit the corner, didn’t lean in, went straight ahead and over the handlebars. I lay there, gasping in agony, but mostly feeling horrified by the sight of Noel’s beloved bike, which was lying next to me, a mangled mass of rubber and metal. Noel flagged down an old man driving a white van and we bumped and jiggled back over every painful cattle grid to my place. The pain was excruciating – I’d broken my collarbone – but all I could think about were the months Noel had spent saving up for that bike. But because he was my bestest friend, he wouldn’t hear a word of apology.

Playlist – The teenage years:

The great tracks from that time are still so vivid to me. Each one seems to evoke a thousand memories:

U2, ‘I Will Follow’ – I can picture a bunch of cool upper-sixth- formers telling me that they were off to see U2, when I was still in the year below. I had no one to go with, just wasn’t in their league, and yet I was deeply envious at the thought of hearing this song played live. They were the arty crowd and seemed so bohemian and cool, everything I wished I was. They were living a life that seemed so much more exciting that mine. The part of me that will for ever be a shy, gawky girl from Great Brington, still can’t quite believe that I’ve interviewed U2 many times, and had them in the Live Lounge earlier this year.

Thompson Twins, ‘We Are Detective’ – this band represents one of those wrong turnings you make in your life and look back on with deep regret. I had the choice of seeing The Smiths or the Thompson Twins. I chose the latter, without really knowing why – it probably had to do with who was going to see them. It was a mistake I swore I’d never make twice.

The Clash, ‘White Riot’ – my moment of revelation, when I discovered the joy and excitement of seeing a band live, was at Bingley Hall, in Birmingham, my first ever gig. I’d never heard The Clash before that night, but I’ve been a fan ever since.

The Human League, ‘The Sound of the Crowd’ – I vividly remember the performance of this on TOTP – Phil Oakey and his unfeasibly lopsided fringe and the intensity of the song. Just brilliant. I knew, then and there, that I wanted to be part of that scene.

David Bowie, ‘China Girl’ – I remember being at a party with all of my friends. It was in the days when The Tube would do video exclusives and everyone would stop whatever they were doing to watch. We turned the music off and stood around to watch and then this extraordinary, sexy love song came on. She was so beautiful, both song and video were totally captivating.

Although I was there, it’s hard even for me to imagine what it must’ve been like for Mum and Dad to have brought up Frances. Their lives were totally given over to caring for her – and they still are, and they always will be. For those of you who have children or know a little child well, think of the intensity of looking after a toddler – the tantrums, the falls, the constant attention they demand. Then imagine what’d be like if that toddler grew to the size of a large adult, but retained all of that toddler behaviour, combined with immense strength, occasionally violent, and an inability to sleep at night. But alongside the stress and difficulty is the joy that being with a small child can bring – the affection, the unrestrained, crazy behaviour, the hilarity. I remember hours and hours of romping with her, tickling her, making her laugh, her unbridled affection and warmth. These things were the flipside of the tantrums, the sleeplessness, the accidents. And Mum clearly wanted more children. One of the moments of my childhood that I remember with complete clarity is lying in bed in the attic at my grandparents’ house when I was eight or so, waiting excitedly for the news that my new baby brother or sister had been born. Dad appeared, knelt by my bed and told me that Jesus had taken the little baby to live with him in heaven. (Years later I learned that the baby had been stillborn.) After that I remember nothing more but, to this day, the memory evokes a profound sadness.

Then, when Mum was forty, I was twenty, and Frances seventeen, Mum became pregnant again. By that time, genetic testing was available. Mum went through the agonising period that I’ve been through four times now, waiting to hear whether the baby had a genetic abnormality. They learnt two devastating things on the day the tests came back: that Frances was diagnosed with a disorder named Cri du Chat and that so did their unborn fourth child. I was at college in Brighton by then, and had gone on an exchange trip to France. I’ve never felt so alone and so far away from home. I remember Mum telling me that she was pregnant. I was completely surprised, and then I was overjoyed. Then, when I rang again some weeks later, Mum told me that the baby suffered from Frances’s condition and that she’d had a termination. I was devastated. Of course, she must have been more so, but she didn’t let on. That’s not her way. By then she was very involved in her church, which is evangelical Christian, and that must’ve made her decision all the more difficult. The day I learned about the termination, my friends and I went to see the musical Cabaret in which Liza Minelli’s character, Sally Bowles, has a termination. By the end of the film I was inconsolable and for days felt bereft. So sad for my Mum, her loss and for what might have been. It was one of those moments you experience on the threshold of adulthood, a sense of the end of innocence, the loss of that assumption that life is on your side, that things will always be OK. I’m well aware that Dad went through that passage to adulthood earlier than any person should, when he was effectively orphaned at a very young age. What Dad learned the day he and Mum got the tests back was that he was the carrier of Cri du Chat, which explains the sister who didn’t live past infancy, and the aunt who was ‘a bit funny’. He and I have never spoken about any of this, but now that I’m a parent I can begin to imagine what he must feel about it. Later on, I was tested and discovered that I too am a carrier of Cri du Chat. And I’ve handed it on to my children – India and Cass, but not Jude and Coco, so when they come to have children they too will have to have them tested. I’ve been so lucky in that my four children are not affected by the condition although, as a carrier, the odds of my producing a child with Cri du Chat are quite high – one in ten. I’ve never had to make the agonising decision Mum made with that last pregnancy.

The upside of learning about Cri du Chat was that we now had a name to give to Frances’s condition. Shortly after this, Mum and I took Frances to a weekend away organised by the Cri du Chat support group. I think we all felt that we’d finally get to meet other people who had children like Frances, that there’d be a chance to compare notes and tips and even make friends. Mum and Dad benefited enormously from friendships with the parents of children with learning disabilities at the schools Frances attended, but we didn’t know anyone with a child quite like Frances. We came away from that weekend disappointed. We know why this is – Frances’s condition is what’s known as a ‘trisomy’, which is a certain type of genetic mutation, so although she shares many of the characteristics typical of the syndrome – the inability to sleep, lack of speech and temper tantrums – she is in many ways quite different. Frances’s behaviour seems more consistent with severe autism, but is difficult to define – she’s one of a kind. Back then, it was a case of going on doing what we’d always done with her: figuring out what worked best for her, and for us.

When she was about eight – around the time we moved to Great Brington – Frances began to be sent away to residential schools, with varying degrees of success.

The first school Frances attended was called Beech Tree House, near Cambridge. Mum and Dad received funding for Frances to be there from the Northampton Education Board. Anyone with a child in residential care will know the trauma of the goodbyes punctuated by fighting, wails and screams, followed by the silent, guilt-ridden driven home. But Beech Tree House was a wonderful place, run by two incredible people, Malcolm and Nina – they were amazing with her. There was still a great deal of drama, tantrums, refusing to sleep. She’d smash her room up at night, make herself sick, wet herself – anything to get attention. She ended up once again in a room pared back to a single bed bolted to the floor. One night Frances pushed herself out of a tiny window, high up the wall (no one could work out how she’d climbed up to it), leaped two floors to the ground below, shattering her hip and arm, before astounding her carers watching TV downstairs by limping into the room and requesting a cup of tea. In the end, they came up with the most brilliant way of keeping her happy. She had a ghetto blaster, which, like Dad’s, was her most treasured possession. One of the carers customised it so that it took tokens to play songs. If Frances was good, cooperative, and stayed in her room all night without problems, she received tokens so that she could amuse herself for hours on end playing tracks. If she was naughty or uncooperative, she lost a token. It was a highly sophisticated form of star chart, and sometimes it worked.

From Beech Tree House, Frances moved to a place nearer home, in Wellingborough, and would come home at weekends. Then, between the ages of twenty and thirty-four, she lived in a residential home in Bedfordshire. There she was taught to garden, sew and cook – skills which might help her to be self-sufficient. This is the place I remember the most clearly. She was happy there, although she did sometimes try to run away. On occasion the police would be called when she ran away, or the fire brigade called when she set off the fire alarm.

Things came to a head when this place was closed and Frances moved again, to a newish institution, run privately for profit. Mum and Dad noticed that Frances seemed to be growing increasingly distressed and that the staff didn’t seem adequately qualified to deal with her. There were signs that she was being heavily medicated. She was running away more and more often. Then she came home one weekend covered in bruises, I think because they’d been restraining her, and that was that. There was no way Mum and Dad were going to send her back. So, for the past six years, she’s lived at home with them. She helped out in the shop for years, until Mum retired and she and Dad moved to a bungalow nearby. Frances has government funding, which pays for her to spend some days at a day centre. None of us quite know what will happen to Frances in the future, because she will always need twenty-four-hour care.

My husband Steve has been wonderful with Frances from the word go, and I’m so grateful to him for it. He treats her in the same way he would any other person. He’s larger than life, sociable, and very loud – and so he and my sister have a lot in common. I think I knew for certain that Steve was the one for me when he first stayed with Mum and Dad. I was living down in London by then and we came up for the weekend. We had a truly terrible night with Frances. She is always distressed by storms, and that night there was a huge one, with thunder and lightning, guaranteed to set her off. It was a very long night. I lost it and shouted at her, there was screaming, doors slamming. By dawn we had given up on bed and were sitting around the kitchen table, three of us exhausted and unable to speak, the fourth chatting away happily. At about nine Steve strolled into the kitchen, looking surprisingly fresh and perky. ‘How did you sleep?’ I asked nervously. ‘Great, thanks,’ he answered, and then, ‘Why, what happened?’ when he saw the look of utter incredulity on all of our faces. The man can truly sleep like a log; he hadn’t even stirred with Frances standing over him, bellowing in his ear. One thing I think people find hard to understand is the extent to which we feel blessed by Frances. She is funny, loving, warm, intense. Everybody who meets her adores her. She doesn’t see the world like we do, and there’s an enormous freedom associated with having someone around you who doesn’t comply with societal norms. We weren’t a family obsessed with material wealth and we sure as hell never wondered what other people thought of us – not much hope of keeping up with the Joneses with Frances in tow. Any Whiley family outing could descend into mayhem at the drop of a hat – Frances deciding to remove her clothes if they felt tight, lying shrieking on the ground in a supermarket, opening the door of a car moving at speed, clearing a restaurant table with one swipe and sending everything crashing to the floor, one or other of us completely losing our rag with her. We’ve seen and done it all with Frances. It gave me an odd freedom as a teenager too. I was a bit of a loner at school, but I was so protective of Frances that I was in some ways sheltered from all the usual teenage anxieties. There was an unspoken sense that if you weren’t with us Whileys as a tribe, then fine, well and good. We sure as hell weren’t going to try to win you over.

Zoom forward a few years in the jerky images from my memory and there are Frances and I, out together on our regular jaunt. I’m thirteen or so, freshly permed and tinged faintly green as always. Fashion hasn’t occurred to me yet (it didn’t really until I became a public figure and had it more or less forced on me). I’m a skinny girl who thinks wearing odd socks exemplifies personal freedom and the right to self-expression. Frances has two-inch-thick glasses on and her funny little boots – she was working an emo look thirty years ahead of her time, like Velma from Scooby Doo. We set off each Saturday morning, just the two of us, getting the bus into Northhampton, where we head straight to the record department of Beattie’s. Each week, we buy a vinyl seven-inch – she’s been music-obsessed for years now. Frances always knows exactly what she wants and will have been monitoring the charts all week. (To this day, we all have to guess what will be number one and the countdown is always an emotional roller coaster – joy if Frances’s favourite track makes it to the winning slot, despair if it doesn’t. She has a book in which she records the family’s guesses each week. Several dead relatives and pets are included on the list, and they go on getting a turn each week, too.) Once we’ve flipped through the albums and listened to a few tracks, we make our purchase before setting off to the nearest tea shop, where we treat ourselves to a nice cup of tea and a slice of cake. Then, back at the station, we make for the photo booth and take a series of snaps of the two of us, cheek to cheek, before boarding the bus for home. It’s a weekend ritual that lasts for years.

Because my mother is a fighter, from early on she got involved in projects associated with people with learning disabilities. When we were living in Northampton she perceived a lack in the availability of specialist toys to help people like Frances, and so she helped create a toy library. I loved it – I remember playing on the outsized tricycles. There was a massive red barrel which we were allowed to have for the week if no one else had taken it out. I’d be there all day helping Mum, praying no one would want it. If we did get to have it I’d put Frances inside and roll her along and she’d laugh as she bumped round and round.

Perhaps Mum’s greatest achievement has been setting up the Rocking Roadrunner Club in Northampton. We are all painfully aware of how little there is for Frances and her friends to do – other than the day centres, there’s really no opportunity for them to get together and socialise. And it’s a mistake to think that they don’t want to. Frances is an extrovert – she and Dad are round at the pub most nights, and she’s got a number of people in the village she visits regularly. Frances develops crushes on people which are incredibly intense and obsessive. At the moment she is very keen on Jacqui, who runs the pub. Frances heckled Mum quite a bit during her speech at her fortieth, interjecting in that trumpeting bass of hers. At one point she bellowed, full blast, ‘I’m going to MARRY Jacqui.’ Fortunately Jacqui sees the funny side of Frances’s infatuation.

Frances and many of her friends are mad about music, so Mum has created a club night, which is held four times a year. It’s one huge, fabulous party. Frances and I DJ as the Whiley Sisters, although mostly Frances doesn’t let me near the decks. She knows exactly what to play – she’ll put on Scissor Sisters and the whole crowd will start throwing these amazing shapes. There are some great characters who are regulars. There’s Justin, who has Down’s. He’s always smartly dressed in a pressed white shirt and tie. He has his own idiosyncratic dance routine: a series of forward rolls, then furious air guitar, followed by more forward rolls. It really works. I took Coco along recently when she was a newborn. They were so tender and loving with her. One man came up to say hello, looked at Coco and then snatched her before I realised what he was doing. Thankfully he just gave her a kiss and handed her back. My kids love the Rocking Roadrunner. And Dad, well it brings out his inner Butlins Entertainer man, big time. It’s hard to get the mike out of his hand. It’s Frances’s finest hour. And we all have Mum to thank for it.

She’s a doer, not a campaigner. She’s had the most wonderful, poignant letters from parents describing how their (adult) child had spent all day getting dressed, putting on make-up and jewellery, and how they’d had the best night of their lives. In fact the first night out of their lives.

When people ask me what it was like growing up with Frances, I often surprise them with my answer. It was, I tell them, incredibly funny. She’s hilarious, Frances, sometimes intentionally, sometimes not. There’s something enchanting – and liberating – about her total lack of inhibition. When Princess Diana died, Mum took Frances down to watch the funeral corte`ge bring her body home to Althorp to be buried. Frances is a big girl these days and not terribly mobile, so Mum had her in a wheelchair. She was immediately ushered to the front of the throng lining the road. Mum knows just how unpredictable Frances can be – if something confuses her or she feels upset, she’ll have these outbursts of raw emotion, incredibly powerful, and intense and vocal – and so she tried to hang back, but well-meaning people kept pushing her forward. Steve and I were at home (everyone remembers where they were that day), watching the whole thing on the news, with the rest of the nation. We have this added dimension to the Diana story, of course, because Mum worked in the Great Brington shop all those years and sold Diana memorabilia and Diana even came in a few times. So we all feel that we knew her just a little bit. Steve and I were glued to the television, watching it with India. ‘Look, there’s your Mum and Frances,’ Steve said. And there they were, on our screen, at the front of the crowd gathered at the gates to Althorp. The Sky News presenter continued his colloquy about the sombre mood, the car bearing the coffin turning into the gates, the crowd pressing forward. That total hush that I don’t think I’ve experienced before or since. The whole country fell silent that day. And then, in the midst of that utter stillness, a voice I knew so well: Frances. ‘GOODBYE, DIANA, GOODBYE,’ she shouted, leaping out of the wheelchair, clapping furiously, cheering, but wailing at the same time, because on one level she knew Diana was dead. It was her personal tribute to the people’s princess, beamed out around the globe. Later, when we’d stopped laughing, Steve and I watched the next round of the Sky News bulletin and noted that Frances had been carefully edited out of the footage of Diana’s body making its final journey.

∗∗∗

It’s because of Frances that I agreed to become an ambassador for Mencap, the charity for people with learning disabilities. They initially approached me with the idea of organising a big concert in aid of the charity, but somehow that didn’t feel right. Then they suggested organising a series of acoustic gigs at the Union Chapel in Islington, London, and I said straightaway that I’d be involved – how could I refuse? It’s like getting to organise my own mini-Glastonbury. The Union Chapel is exquisite, very ordinary from the outside, but ornate within, with beautifully carved pews and an arched ceiling that seems to curve up to the sky. It’s awe-inspiring and yet intimate at the same time. The idea was to get various bands to play short sets over a number of nights. When they came to me they’d already had some interest from various acts, but once I’d thought about it I decided that I’d get out my address book and pull a few favours. I figured I’d give every act to whom I had some close connection a try, and that one or two might say yes. But the response was extraordinary. I wanted to mix up established acts with some new faces, and I was trying to think who it’d be interesting to see doing something acoustic. That first year, 2006, we had Kasabian, Mika, The Kooks, The Fratellis, Amy Winehouse, Lily Allen and – my two biggest coups that year – Chris Martin from Coldplay and Noel Gallagher. It was as if Chris Martin and the Union Chapel were made for one another – that pure, fragile voice of his in that echoing space. Noel came on alone and did his first ever acoustic set, something he later told me he’d always wanted to do, and he was just amazing. You can see for yourself – his gig’s on YouTube.

I had ten whole nights away from home, which was terribly exciting. I’d planned to catch up on more than a decade’s worth of sleep, but late-night drinking sessions with the acts kept getting in the way – by the end of it I was yearning to be back with the kids and Steve, watching Deal or No Deal (I’m a sucker for Noel Edmonds) and having a cup of tea. I managed to race back to Northhampton once, to the usual chorus of, ‘When are we going to see more of you, Mummy?’ To which I answered, ‘Next week!’ and the chorused response was, ‘But you said that two weeks ago!’

Amy Winehouse nearly gave me heart failure by being incredibly late. She didn’t rehearse, just pulled up minutes before she was due to go on stage. ‘It’s OK, she runs on Amy time,’ her people kept telling me. And she was fabulous. Lily Allen walked out on stage and announced to the crowd that her parents were married in the Union Chapel, which was a great moment.

It’s a unique thing, playing in that space, and I think the bigger the act, the more they feel it. The first row of pews is just a foot or so from the stage, which is so low you can step down off it (or, if you’re Johnny Borrell from Razorlight, step out from it on to the pews and into the audience). The audience can see the whites of your eyes. The lighting is beautiful – they put tea lights around the balcony – but there’s no camouflage. It’s acoustic, so there’s no masking your playing or your voice. It represents the unmasking of an act, and that’s why it’s so remarkable that so many great musicians have agreed to do it. Mostly they’re terribly nervous before they go on. I’ll never forget Mika having a religious moment – in the vestibule, waiting to go out on stage and praying, eyes raised to the heavens, hands folded together in supplication. Then he went out and blew everyone away.

There was such a great response to the first year that we decided that we’d chance our arm and make it an annual event and, so far, we’ve done three years. (And I have tricks up my sleeve for this November, too.) That second year, 2007, I had the anxiety of seeing whether I could repeat my address book trick. I decided to aim very high, and so I sent Bono a text which read: ‘Urgently required: rockstars for Mencap gig.’ I half hoped that they’d do it because Edge has a niece with learning disabilities. Their response was non-committal: ‘We’ll see what we can do.’ I was on tenterhooks. But, in the end, Bono and Edge said they’d come and do something. We decided to keep it a secret. That night Liam Fray, the lead singer of The Courteeners, was going to do a solo performance. We announced that there would be special guests and then I had to tell Liam that U2 were going on before them... The poor thing took it very well and well and truly held his own later that night. I came out to introduce Bono and Edge, saying we had some newcomers tonight, Paul and Dave, who were really nervous. The audience reaction was just fabulous – shrieks of amazement and delight as they realised what they were seeing. It was great to hear them both – Edge has a lovely voice, too – singing unaccompanied in the chapel. I’m so grateful to them. Bono was totally charming about doing it, telling a journalist later, ‘When Jo calls, you come.’ Not true, of course – rather the other way round – but really sweet of him to say so.

So many other bands played that year: Biffy Clyro, Johnny Borrell and drummer Andy Burrows from Razorlight (who came back again for me last year), Snow Patrol, Adele (who also came back for me last year), Duffy. The Little Noise Sessions are something I’m really proud of doing, and I hope to be able to keep organising them for years to come. It’d be nice to think that they’ll become a feature of the London music scene, and that the bands – brand-new and established – will keep on wanting to play for Mencap.

When Snow Patrol played last year, Leona Lewis had done a session in the Live Lounge on my show and had covered their song ‘Run’. It’d caused a bit of a furore among Snow Patrol fans, as is often the case – and I have to say I’m a fan of the original in this case – anyway Snow Patrol, to this day, insist they’ve never heard her cover, and when they came out on stage that night, I asked singer Gary Lightbody if they’d had a chance to listen to it. No, they hadn’t, he answered politely. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’ve got a special surprise for you tonight. Leona has agreed to come along and I’m going to bring her out now to duet with you.’ I managed to say it with a straight face. Gary froze, a look of undisguised horror on his face, as he whirled around to look for Leona. ‘Only joking!’ I told him. The rest of the band collapsed in hysterical laughter. I’d really got him. They tease him about it to this day.

I took Frances to one of the Sessions the first year. I was anxious about it, because the acoustics in the chapel are extraordinary – you can hear a pin drop. Frances’s voice does carry, and as I’ve said, she has a low boredom threshold. Sure enough, halfway through Jamie T’s set, the audience are still and rapt when Frances calls out: ‘ARE THEY FINISHED YET?’

What was wonderful about Frances’s fortieth is the sense that Frances has touched so many people’s lives. She’s not only special to her family. She’s a real feature of village life, whether it’s from the days when she was behind the counter at the shop, or parked on the bench outside, greeting each customer as they went in. These days she’s down the pub with Dad most evenings, and spends long afternoons doing her rounds – pottering round the village making visits, managing just like Winnie the Pooh to turn up at the right moment for ‘a spot of something’ – in her case tea and cake. She’s loving and caring, especially with older people, and when she gives you a hug you feel as though you’ve received a gift. On the day before her party, the sight of the entire village clubbing together to put up the marquee, decorate it and prepare the food, was extraordinary. She had three hundred of her closest friends there that day – teachers from her schools, people from the days of the swimming club, even the woman who used to sell her records at Beattie’s. Frances has the sort of social life and loyal friends a lot of people would envy. Of course, a huge part of this has to do with people’s admiration and fondness for Mum and Dad, my amazing parents, who’ve been so strong and brave and optimistic all these years.

When I was about eight, Dad gave me a reel-to-reel recorder he’d got from somewhere, and Frances and I would play at recording our voices, me talking DJ-style, introducing tracks, interviewing Frances. I’d say, ‘Hello, Frances,’ and she’d grunt an answer; she loved making sounds to be played back to her. Then I’d put on a record and she’d dance, Frances-style, wiggling it for all she was worth. Showtime! If I’ve said that when I’m in the studio at Radio 1 I’m talking to a fictional audience of one, rather than the hundreds of thousands of listeners actually out there on any given day, then I think that person, my audience, has and always will be, my little sister, Frances.

Here is Frances’s track list, songs she’s always loved, tracks she plays when she’s DJing because she knows they’ll get her audience out on the floor.

Playlist – Frances:

Flying Pickets, ‘Only You’ – the song that had to be sung to Frances at my wedding, over and over, to get her to be a good bridesmaid.

Dead or Alive, ‘You Spin Me Round (Like a Record)’ – no disco night is complete without this track.

Frankie Goes to Hollywood, ‘Relax’ – needs no explanation. Another disco classic.

Madness, ‘It Must Be Love’ – Frances always dances to this with her head down, hands on the floor, bottom in the air, wiggling it like crazy.

Black Lace, ‘Agadoo’ – I have such a strong reaction to this song. Ordinarily, I’d be like most people and shriek ‘Turn it off!’ But I associate it with car rides when we were young. Frances was always so unpredictable in the car. If she suddenly felt bored, anything might happen. She’s still like that today, you have to keep her singing and clapping or she might suddenly try to open the car door or grab the steering wheel. Back then she was a lot, lot worse. And she was mad for ‘Agadoo’. So I remember hurtling down the road in the car, trying to tune out ‘Agadoo’ as it blared out of the stereo for the tenth time in a row.

ABBA, ‘Dancing Queen’ – that’s what she is, Frances, a dancing queen. (I don’t know anyone who doesn’t like a bit of ABBA, and Frances is mad for it.)

Tony Christie, ‘(Is This the Way to) Amarillo’ – another staple of any of Frances’s DJing sessions.

Village People, ‘YMCA’ – Frances can do the hand movements and everything.

Dexy’s Midnight Runners, ‘Come On Eileen’ – ‘Play the Eileen song again!’ I can still hear Frances shouting that. God knows how many times she and I danced to that track.

The Proclaimers, ‘I’m Gonna Be (500 miles)’ – another favourite Chez Whiley. Frances used to belt it out at the top of her lungs.

Status Quo, ‘Rockin’ All Over the World’ – my Dad has an unhealthy obsession with the Quo and Frances shares his love for this track.

Donny Osmond, ‘Puppy Love’ – Pretty much her all time favourite.

Cliff Richards, ‘Congratulations’ – when we did a top ten at Frances’s fortieth, this was number one, because we’re all so proud of her.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/image/JW2.jpg





OEBPS/image/JW1.jpg





OEBPS/image/JW4.jpg





OEBPS/image/JW3.jpg





OEBPS/image/JW6.jpg





OEBPS/image/JW5.jpg





OEBPS/image/JW8.jpg





OEBPS/image/JW7.jpg





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

My World in Motion

Jo Whiley






OEBPS/image/logo.jpg





