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I’d like to dedicate this book to Julz,
my long-suffering wife, without whom I’d be lost.


FOREWORD

By Simon Cowell

I HAVE SAT THROUGH a lot of auditions through the last decade, some good and a lot not so good! But there are a few auditions I will always remember for special reasons, and one of those is Paul Potts’s.

It was the first season on Britain’s Got Talent, back in 2007. The auditions weren’t going great and I was genuinely worried whether we were going to find a star. We arrived in Cardiff and the day was not going very well but I remember a shy man in a funny suit walking onto the stage. I looked over to Piers, Piers rolled his eyes as Paul quietly told us he was an opera singer, then I rolled my eyes! Then he started to sing. I will never forget that moment—the atmosphere in the theatre changed in an instant, he literally raised the roof, and I knew our show was safe.

Over time I got to know Paul as a person and I got to know his other qualities. Paul has real courage; he overcame the bullying of his childhood as well as the many other obstacles life had thrown his way. Paul also has such dedication; he is someone who was always going to work hard to achieve his dream of a singing career.

Paul’s road to success reads like a film script, and now it has been turned into a movie. This couldn’t happen to a nicer guy; he is genuinely one of the warmest, friendliest guys I have had the pleasure of working with. I am delighted and proud that we were able to give him that original chance, but everything else has been down to him.


PROLOGUE

What a Difference a Day Makes

I WILL NEVER FORGET that fateful day. That dull, wet Saturday morning on St. Patrick’s Day in 2007 when I arrived at the Millennium Centre in Cardiff to audition for Britain’s Got Talent.

My father was panicking that my wife, Julz, and I would be late. The audition was the same day as a Wales-England rugby match, and having set off from our home in Port Talbot, we hit the traffic just outside Llantrisant, about fourteen miles from Cardiff. My phone began vibrating in my pocket. I looked at the screen, and it was Dad, who was already at the venue.

“The people are already going in!” he said, with an audible scowl.

“Stop worrying,” I said. “They’re probably contestants from an earlier round of auditions.”

But however much I tried to reassure him, I couldn’t calm his nerves. He kept on calling me as we made our way up the M4.

I had been strangely subdued on the drive up, but once I reached the concert hall, all that changed. We still had some time to wait before I was sent to the holding area, and having no clue what time I would be going on, I was beginning to get quite nervous. I picked up my number from the check-in area—31829, which I stuck sideways on my jacket—and made my way up the stairs to the auditorium. The holding area was a bar behind the upper circle, and it was a very busy room, with hundreds of people scrambling round for seats and plenty of film crews to capture every moment of rehearsal on tape. Through the walls we could hear the proceedings of the previous group: the noise of the audience rippled through, as did the sound of the dreaded buzzer. That silenced the crowd in the holding room immediately. It was something none of us wanted to hear when it was our turn to be on stage.

I’d read advice online from previous contestants, who suggested you should make as much noise as possible, dress wildly, and practise hard to make sure you ended up on film. In fact, to do just about anything to stand out from the crowd. But that was the last thing I wanted to do. While others were rehearsing loudly to catch the attention of the cameras, I attempted to fade into the background like a wallflower.

I wasn’t here to make a career out of what I was about to do. Instead, I was here to finish a journey that had started at the age of six. Singing was something I loved doing, but I could see no future in it.

“Hi there, can I ask what you’re here to do?”

My thoughts were interrupted by a guy in a pale-blue fleece coat from the production team and his colleague holding a TV camera. It’s strange that a previously coherent person can become a jabbering wreck when facing a large piece of electronics placed on someone’s shoulder. It took me some time to pluck up the courage to even say a very weak “hello.” It was right about then that I started to have second thoughts about being there.

I didn’t really know what to say, and ended up blurting out the first thing that came into my head.

“I’m here to sing opera,” I told the guy. “It’s something I feel I was born to do.”

“That’s great,” the guy replied. “How about singing something for us here and now, a cappella?”

I responded with a very nervous look towards Julz, and a very fast shake of the head. “I don’t want to do that,” I said.

I wanted to go back to being the wallflower. I felt I wasn’t the kind of person who should be in front of people, in full view. I felt fat and slightly scruffy. The suit I was wearing was all I could afford, and for some reason I had insisted on buying one that was too small in the chest but at the same time too long in the arms. The last thing I wanted to do was draw further attention to the fact that I didn’t really belong here. Reluctantly, the member of the production crew accepted my refusal to sing. He finished our quick chat and moved on to another person.

I tried and failed to find out when I would be on stage. This was disconcerting, as I always like to be well prepared so as to perform at my best. But now I was faced with no warm-up area, no sound check, and no timetable. I did my best to try to find somewhere private enough to warm up, and ended up in the gents’ toilets. Even there, I didn’t want to sing in front of anyone. The moment I heard footsteps approaching, I pushed the lever of the tap as if to wash my hands. There appeared to be no way of warming up at all. After a while, I just gave up and returned to my seat next to Julz.

A different member of the production approached me, this time from ITV2, ITV’s second channel. He was filming for the spin-off show to Britain’s Got Talent: Britain’s Got More Talent. This guy was very relaxed and funny, and asked me to go with him. I was a little reluctant, but Julz persuaded me.

“Go on, Paul,” she whispered. “Just for once do as you’re told!”

Julz and I share a very healthy sense of humour, in spite of having gone through some pretty difficult times. So I followed her command and walked out with the crew. Initially they wanted me to sing in the corridor surrounded by lots of people. But when they noticed my reticence, they changed tack and suggested we go outside.

Luckily the rain had stopped and there weren’t too many people around. With the wind blowing, I launched into the last full phrase of “Nessun Dorma,” the aria made famous by the great Luciano Pavarotti, and which was used as the theme for the 1990 World Cup:

Dilegua, o notte! Tramontate, stelle! Tramontate, stelle!

All’alba vincerò! Vincerò! Vince-e-erò!

I just about felt okay doing it. However, while I was filming outside with the Britain’s Got More Talent crew, the three Britain’s Got Talent judges—Simon Cowell, Amanda Holden, and Piers Morgan—were giving a briefing to all the other contestants about what was about to happen. Not only had I missed that, but my name had been called as one of the first contestants to go on. I got upstairs with the crew and there was Dad again, panicking about the fact that my name had been called. There wasn’t a moment to spare—it was time to go.

Backstage, I felt like Daniel about to be thrown into the lion’s den. I hadn’t warmed up properly, and now I was being unexpectedly thrust straight in, not knowing what was going to happen. What had started as a day out—and an opportunity to perform at Wales’s latest, and arguably greatest, concert hall—was turning into the worst kind of nightmare.

I wasn’t built for risks. I just didn’t take them. I had never even bet on the Grand National or Derby, and now I was about to perform in front of two thousand people, including one of the people in the music business I respected most: Simon Cowell. I would have been nervous enough if I’d just come fresh from a run as principal tenor with a local company. But I was about to go on stage, having barely sung a note in public for nearly four years.

The last major singing I had done was in the role of Chevalier des Grieux in Puccini’s Manon Lescaut for Southgate Opera, an amateur company based in North London. For that kind of performance, I was playing a role: I was des Grieux, or Radames, or whatever part I was playing. I could hide behind the costume of the General of the Imperial Guard of Egypt, fighting for the love of Aida and Egypt at the same time. Now I was about to sing as myself, and I felt naked. I was going on as Paul Potts, and soon I would learn whether I was worthy of a place on stage.

I still didn’t know whether I would have to sing a cappella, as I had witnessed on other talent shows like The X Factor and American Idol. I had watched the early rounds of those shows and dreaded being one of the performers viewers laughed at. I had brought my backing-track disc in the hope that I would be able to use it, but was prepared for the worst—that I might have to sing with no music to accompany me.

A member of the stage crew asked me if I was okay.

“I’d feel much better if I could use my backing track,” I explained.

“Do you have it with you?” he asked.

I pulled it out of my jacket pocket and said, “It’s track number eight. Thank you very much.” I was hugely relieved, because performing a cappella is one of the things that frightens me most.

The crew member took my CD and told me I’d be next on after a dancer and her partner. I watched from the side as they went on stage and did their audition. The lady danced with a pashmina scarf while the man performed birdsong by whistle. It didn’t go down well.

“Off! Off! Off!” the crowd screamed, baying for blood.

I was petrified. The prospect of going out in front of a crowd shouting for me to leave was something that frightened the living daylights out of me. What have I let myself in for? I asked myself. But there was no time to think about that, as the couple was dismissed from the stage and I was told that my time had come.

I walked out. “Shuffled out,” as Simon would later put it. I seriously considered just running out the other side. Would that have been any sillier than performing? My mind was still debating that when Amanda spoke.

“What are you here for today, Paul?”

My legs were shaking as I answered, “To sing opera.”

“Ready when you are,” Simon said, motioning for me to start.

I gave a loud sigh. This was it: I had no choice now but to stay and sing. I nodded towards the wings for the crew member to press play on my backing track.

The music began. I tried to settle myself, but my legs were like jelly. I looked directly at Simon, Piers, and Amanda, hoping against hope they would like my performance. Because of the dazzling stage lights I couldn’t really see them very clearly, which only added to my nerves. I decided to try and ignore the judges completely and treat it as a performance rather than an audition. As I began singing the first few phrases, I couldn’t help thinking this might be the last time I would ever perform. I found myself putting more emotion into the aria. When I got to the famous musical phrase that is repeated later as “Dilegua, o notte” in “Nessun Dorma” for the first time, I could hear the audience reacting to my performance with applause and cheers. I ignored the sound and did my best to stay focused and put everything into what I genuinely believed was going to be my swan song.

The music reached the section in the aria where the female chorus comes in, and I knew the big climax was on its way. I threw body and soul into it, determined to really nail the high B natural that comes at the end. Generally for me, the high B is the easier of the last two notes to sing. The vowel shape is one that I felt on previous practise to be more friendly than the more closed “rawh” of the last high A. On reaching the B, however, I was horrified. I had put so much into it that I had ended up with too much tension in my voice. The note didn’t come out the way I would have liked.

I finished my audition bitterly disappointed. I felt that my very last performance had been an underachievement. This was despite the fact that the audience were now on their feet. It was apparent that they had enjoyed what they heard, but I felt it was inevitable that the judges would know I had messed it up. I had let myself down at the most crucial part of the aria, and I didn’t particularly want to hear what Simon had to say. He was bound to hate it because I had messed up the note that everyone remembers. I waited for his response, but the one I got was not the one I was anticipating.

“So you work in Carphone Warehouse, and you did that. I wasn’t expecting that at all. This was a complete breath of fresh air. I thought you were absolutely fantastic.”

He did have reservations, though. He told me that I had shuffled on stage like I was apologising for being there, I looked terrible. And the suit I was wearing was too big for me. (I neglected to mention to him that although the sleeves were indeed too long, I had no hope of actually doing up the buttons on the jacket!)

“I don’t care if you come on naked if you sing like that!” interrupted Piers. “You have an incredible voice.” And to my huge surprise, he added, “If you keep singing like that, you’re going to be one of the favourites to win the whole competition.”

Next it was Amanda’s turn. “I think . . . that we’ve got a case of a little lump of coal here that is going to turn into a diamond.”

It was difficult to take in what I was hearing. I wasn’t expecting anything positive to come out of this, yet they liked my voice. Before I had a chance to get my head round the compliments, it was time for the judges to vote.

“Okay,” Simon said. “Moment of truth, young man.” He looked across to his fellow judges.

“Absolutely yes,” said Piers.

“Amanda?” asked Simon.

“Yes.” Amanda nodded.

“Paul”—Simon looked at me with a smile—“you are through to the next round.”

As the audience cheered, I was in complete shock. I had arrived at the audition expecting this performance to be my last, so getting through to the next stage was a huge surprise for me. Instead of my singing career coming to a close, I was about to embark on a musical journey that would change my life forever.


PART ONE

Beginnings


CHAPTER ONE

Childhood

“RACE YOU!”

It was a warm, sunny summer’s day in my home town of Bristol, and my mother had taken my older brother, John, and me to Vassals Park for a treat. Vassals Park, or Oldbury Court Estate, was one of the best green spaces in the city. It had history, being old enough to be mentioned in the Domesday Book, but as a young boy I didn’t care about any of that. I just wanted to run about and have fun.

As soon as we arrived, John and I ran over to the play area. There were swings, a sand pit, and an early form of treadmill: two wooden drums on a spindle with a set of metal pipes alongside.

“Bet you can’t go as fast as me,” John boasted as we took turns. We carried on running while Mum sat on a bench watching us, getting on with her knitting. We played on that treadmill for ages (perhaps that’s why both John and I became interested in running later on) before Mum decided it was time to go.

“Does anyone fancy an ice cream?” she asked, knowing this was the best way to get us to move.

This was turning out to be a great afternoon. We bought our ice creams from the resident van and ate them hungrily as we walked the long way home. We rarely went back the same way we got to the park—a habit I still follow. The three of us would walk through the whole of Oldbury Court Estate, pausing from time to time to play in the River Frome. We reached Snuff Mills and had a look at the old mill wheel. There was a café there, where sometimes we’d get our ice creams. The owners knew us and would sometimes give us a few extra sweets on top. The walk ensured that we got to experience the river; the feel of the waterfall always made us feel cool, and the force of it was awe inspiring.

We walked on, climbing back up Blackberry Hill, which felt enormous when you had short legs. By now the heat was getting to me, and I was gasping for thirst.

“Can we stop at the shop and get something to drink?” I asked.

Mum shook her head. “No, Paul, we’ve got pop back at home.”

The thought of pop to drink back at the house briefly got John and me excited.

“Council pop,” Mum corrected.

I sighed in disappointment. “Council pop” was of course tap water.

I was born and grew up in Bristol, and have always felt lucky to have done so. Bristol is a fantastic city. It has always been a vibrant and exciting place to live, and boasts its own musical and cultural identity. With Wales just across the Severn Bridge, the Forest of Dean to the north, and the holiday resorts of Devon and Cornwall a short drive to the south, it is perfectly situated to enjoy some of Britain’s most beautiful countryside. As with many large British cities in the 1970s and 1980s, it had its share of problems, but that never took away from what made it a special place.

My family lived in the Fishponds area of Bristol. We lived in a Victorian terraced house, which wasn’t small but not exactly big, either, for a large family like ours. I am the second oldest of four children: John is the oldest, then it’s me and the twins, Tony and Jane. I could describe us as living from hand to mouth, and perhaps by today’s standards we were, but we had the basics.

Were we poor? It depends what you measure it against. We were fed, watered, and clothed, and in reality there isn’t much you can ask for apart from that. Our clothes were rarely brand new, unless a school uniform grant was provided for their purchase. When we had a television, it was rented from Radio Rentals.

Dad did many different jobs, all of them manual labour, which paid only just about enough. Mum did some work from home, knitting jumpers and gloves to order. Every little bit helps, as the saying goes.

Mum came from a coal-mining community in South Wales called Abertillery. Strangely enough, Julz’s dad lived a few streets behind her, and Julz’s grandfather and my maternal grandfather both worked in the same pit together. We always enjoyed going to see Nanny Beat (short for Beatrice) and Grandcha, as we called our grandfather. Grandcha could be a little mischievous sometimes: he once offered my older brother a pound if he would cut the grass—a lot of money for a small boy back then. When John said yes, he handed him a very rusty pair of shears for him to work with. It was just as well that John was resourceful from an early age.

We saw signs for the M4 motorway to South Wales very frequently as we walked round Bristol, and longed for our next trip there. It wasn’t that our grandparents spoiled us with material things; it was more because they, and my grandcha in particular, doted on their grandchildren. Grandcha once made the trip to Bristol by himself without telling Nanny Beat where he was going, just so he could see us. That involved quite a difficult journey by bus, including several changes along the way. He got into trouble with Nanny because he left without telling her where he was going, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to see his grandchildren.

As with my grandparents, there was a definite power balance in our own house, but in this case the power was on the man’s side. Mum was, and has always been, the mild-mannered, quiet, hard-working sort of person who got on with her life with few complaints. Dad, by contrast, was the disciplinarian. On the whole, we were all well behaved, but there were times when we wouldn’t listen and we’d hear the immortal words, “Wait ’til your father gets home!” That usually got the desired effect.

As is often the case, my siblings and I were quite different from each other. My older brother was born just over a year before me, while Tony and Jane, the twins, were born just under two years later. These differences became apparent as we got older. John had the gift of the gab. He always seemed to know what to say and what to do. When he got to school, he knew exactly how to deal with the strong characters on the playground. I, by contrast, didn’t have a clue.

I wasn’t a bad kid, but often I seemed to find myself getting into scrapes, especially when I was with Alex, one of my early friends. Alex was about the same age as me, with red hair and prominent freckles that really stood out in the summer. He was perhaps not the greatest of influences, and whenever we hung out, we’d egg each other on to see what we could get away with. More often than not, we ended up getting into mischief.

One day after school, Alex and I were playing at the bottom of the street. At the end of my road there was a filling station, and while we were messing about I noticed the safety shut-off switch at the back of the yard.

“Go on,” I said. “I dare you to push the switch.”

“Why?” Alex replied. “Are you too scared to push it yourself?”

We looked at each other to see who would be brave enough to push the switch to the pumps off position. After a delay, I took the plunge. Since I wasn’t the tallest of children, I had to scramble up a wall to reach it. Even then it was harder than it looked, but I managed to push it up with both hands.

Somehow, I got away with it. No one had spotted us, and Alex and I went over to watch the bemused looks as drivers filling up their cars found their pumps had stopped operating. As the chaos unfolded, we chickened out and made a run for it before anyone saw us. Which was probably just as well: Mum worked in the garage as a part-time cleaner, and I’d have been in for it if I’d been caught.

On another occasion, Alex suggested we go by bike to St. Paul’s, where his father worked. St. Paul’s was a part of Bristol that in the early eighties was considered something of a no-go area, even in the daytime. A couple of years later, it made national headlines after rioting broke out. A bike trip to St. Paul’s, therefore, was something of an adventure.

Alex had a Raleigh Chopper, which was the bike at the top of every boy’s wish list back then. The Chopper looked like a small version of a Harley-Davidson, with the handlebars going out wide and a gear stick with three gears in front on the crossbar. It was to die for, particularly since I didn’t have a bike.

“That’s okay,” Alex told me. “You can borrow my sister’s bike.”

His sister Caroline’s bike was the height of trendiness at the time, but for girls rather than boys. Instead of being a Raleigh Chopper, it was a pale-blue Raleigh Shopper, complete with shopping basket on the front. I felt like an idiot, but the only other option was to run alongside Alex like a wimpy boxer out for a run with his ginger (red-haired) trainer. So without Caroline’s knowing, I took her bike.

It was a three-mile journey from Fishponds to St. Paul’s, through St. George and Easton. It was in Easton where things started to unravel. Alex, I quickly realized, was far more confident than I was on two wheels. I was struggling to keep up.

I was following Alex as he pedalled into the underpass above the M32, the motorway that links Bristol to the M4, the main road from London to South Wales. Today these underpasses have a marked cycle lane through them, but back then bikes were banned. That wasn’t the only thing telling us we weren’t meant to be there on two wheels: there was also a four-foot-high barrier made of metal tubing that went halfway across the path and another just behind it.

As an experienced cyclist, Alex didn’t have a problem with the barriers. He dodged them both without even putting his feet on the ground or even slowing down very much. As a much less experienced cyclist, the sensible thing for me to do was to brake and walk my bike round. Instead of braking, however, I thought I would use the slope alongside the underpass tunnel to stop my momentum. I pointed the bike straight at the tunnel wall and pedalled ahead. Wallop! The bike hit the wall and I followed straight after with a loud crack.

The crack was my middle tooth, which I had chipped and exposed a nerve in. It was painful, and only became more so when I got back onto Caroline’s bike and felt the wind whistle through it. To make matters worse, the Shopper hadn’t come out well from the crash, either: The wheel had buckled in the fall, and I had to pedal even harder to get it to continue turning.

We made it to St. Paul’s and then started to head back. All the time, the pain in my tooth was increasing. At least on the return journey I made sure to walk the by now complaining bicycle round the barriers. What followed was even more unpleasant. As we turned the corner into Alex’s street, we could see a very displeased mother and daughter scowling at us. Alex was in trouble for not telling his mum where he was going, and we were both in the doghouse for taking Caroline’s bike without asking, then bringing it back in such a mangled condition.

Because she didn’t know where he was, Alex’s mum had been round to my house to see if he was there. I groaned. That meant my parents also knew I’d slipped off without permission. I trudged disconsolately home to a double whammy of punishment and a trip to the dentist.

The bike incident wasn’t the only accident I was involved in growing up, and the next occasion was far more serious. It happened on a trip to Wales. I had been to a parade service for the Boys’ Brigade (a Christian youth organisation) as I was being awarded a badge. After the service the plan was to drive to see Nanny Beat and Grandcha for lunch.

We didn’t always have a car growing up, but at this time we had a Ford Escort van. It was brown, had a rear seat-bench and rear windows, and was a tight fit for the four of us children in the back. Tony and Jane, the youngest in the family, often sat in the very rear of the van as we travelled. This was an era when wearing seatbelts was not legally required. Seatbelts in the back were not even thought of at this point.

Dad hated wearing a seatbelt. He dreaded the upcoming law change that would make wearing them compulsory, saying that wearing it made him feel trapped. On this particular Sunday, however, my brother John had persuaded Dad to strap himself in. Dad had put it on to humour him, intending to remove it shortly thereafter. As it happened, Dad forgot he had it on, and he drove away from home with it still attached.

It took us some twenty-five minutes to get from our house to the motorway. We were all looking forward to our day trip to Nanny Beat’s. These excursions were very special, and we’d stop at the Aust service station on the way back for a drink and a view across the Severn Bridge. This particular journey, however, was to prove memorable for all the wrong reasons.

It happened shortly after we pulled onto the motorway. We were travelling at about fifty miles per hour in the inside, or slow, lane, when there was a loud bang on the back of the van. We learned later that we had been hit by a driver who had fallen asleep at the wheel. His car was traveling at ninety-five miles per hour when it hit us. The van lurched as the other car hit us, and then everything went into a spin. Such was the impact that our van overturned five times into the central reservation (median strip), then rebounded back across the active lane before landing upside-down in the embankment.

It was while all this was happening that Mum risked her life trying to make sure we were okay. The overturning happened quickly, yet I can still see Mum climbing over the front seat, desperately checking on us even as the windscreen glass lacerated her legs. I was in the middle, and if Mum hadn’t done that, the glass would have cut up my face.

We were lucky to be alive. The traffic police who attended the accident made it clear that our lives had been saved because we were travelling in a small passenger van. Ordinarily, with the way the accident occurred, we should have all been killed. Passenger vans weren’t popular vehicles, and were cheaper to buy because they rarely had rear seats and windows. But they did have reinforced roofs, and that’s what protected us when the van overturned.

Dad’s life was saved by the fact that he was still wearing his seatbelt. Even so, he had severe bruising from being thrown against the steering wheel. Most of us just had cuts and bruises, though Jane wasn’t so lucky. She was sitting by the right-hand window and had the worst of it. Her face was sliced open on the edge of her mouth and needed plastic surgery to put it right.

The accident was a huge shock to us all. Sitting in the back of the ambulance, I cried all the way to the hospital. It took us a long time to get the courage to return to the motorway after that. For a while we’d go to Nanny Beat’s via a roundabout route of country lanes instead. To this day, I remember the site of the accident. On my trips back from Heathrow I think of it as we pass a sign that gives the mileage to Newport, Cardiff, and Swansea.

One other important memory from my early childhood is of a time when my father’s disciplinarian side came head-to-head with Alex’s mischief making. It was over an altercation with our next-door neighbour Mrs. Hunt. I was the one stuck in the middle, with painful repercussions that lingered long after the incident itself.

Mrs. Hunt had a son called Clive who once tripped John up against a wall, cutting his upper lip open and leaving a scar that my brother still has. Clive’s response was to laugh at John’s misfortune. Clive’s mother was also someone we’d never got on well with. And if we were playing in our back garden and kicked a ball over the low wall, it was confiscated for good. In fact, Mrs. Hunt only returned these balls (all of them) many years later. We always found her a little stubborn and were too afraid to ask for the balls back.

On this occasion, Alex and I were playing at the bottom of the road as usual, when Mrs. Hunt passed us. It doesn’t take much imagination to imagine what mischief children could get into with a name like Hunt. It wasn’t something I would do, no matter how much I disliked my neighbours. Alex, however, found it extremely funny.

“Hey!” he shouted. “It’s Mrs. C——.”

As Alex shouted out the obscenity, he stood there laughing at the annoyance he had caused. The trouble was that Mrs. Hunt thought I had shouted at her. I watched in horror as she stormed up the street and knocked on our door. Before I knew it, there was my red-faced angry father shouting at me.

“Paul! Get in here right this instant!”

I looked round to Alex for support. But he, of course, had had the foresight to make himself scarce.

As I went inside, I wasn’t sure who was more furious, my father or Mrs. Hunt.

“I want you to tell me exactly what you shouted at Mrs. Hunt,” he said.

“I didn’t shout anything,” I replied. “It was Alex!”

“Don’t hide behind your friend,” Mrs. Hunt said. “I know it was you who shouted at me.”

“It wasn’t,” I repeated. “Dad, it was Alex, not me!”

“Are you calling Mrs. Hunt a liar now?” Dad responded.

For a child to call an adult a liar was a serious accusation. But I stuck to the truth, and again insisted that it wasn’t I who had shouted.

My father sent me out of the room and spoke with Mrs. Hunt alone. I was left cowering behind the living-room window, straining to hear what was being said. Mrs. Hunt was adamant that I had sworn at her, and wanted me to be disciplined.

“If you don’t teach that boy how to behave, he’ll become uncontrollable,” she told my father. “It’s unacceptable for a child to use language like that.”

Ironically, I was in complete agreement with Mrs. Hunt over the obscenity; even to this day, that particular word is one I abhor. But neither this, nor the fact that I was telling the truth, was enough to save me: I got the strap of my father’s belt no less than ten times. I was insistent to the end that I hadn’t said it, being honest to the point of stupidity. The more I protested my innocence, the more strikes I got. I was upset, not so much about the beating, which at this time would have been seen as acceptable, since corporal punishment was still being carried out at school. I was upset more about not being believed, as I wasn’t the sort to tell lies about this kind of incident.

In the end, my father believed me. I’m not sure exactly what made him change his mind, but the fact that I had taken a beating and stood by my word may have had something to do with it. He apologised and told Mrs. Hunt that I had been disciplined unnecessarily because of her insistence. Even then, she didn’t back down. From then on, whenever she was walking on my side of the road, I crossed to the other side.

Early on in life, I learned the hard way that the only person I could rely on was myself. Alex, I realized, wasn’t as dependable a friend as I’d thought he was. Rather than standing by my side, he buckled under pressure and left me to face my difficulties alone. When it came to school, as I was about to discover, I would have many such difficulties to deal with.


CHAPTER TWO

School

“COME ON, Paul,” my mother said. “Are you sure you don’t want to eat anything?”

It was breakfast time, but not like any I was used to. Today was my first day at Chester Park Infant School. My new school uniform felt scratchy and uncomfortable, and my stomach was tight with nerves.

“It’s all right,” I said. “I’m really not that hungry.”

“Don’t worry, love,” my mother said, “it’ll all be fine. And John will be there if you need help, won’t you, John?”

I looked across at my older brother, happily wolfing down his breakfast without a care in the world. He had a natural confidence I wished I could share. Somehow, he had the knack of knowing what to say and what to do, and dealt easily with other people.

My own social skills were close to zero. To John, meeting people didn’t appear to be a risk at all. To me, it felt like the most dangerous thing in the world. I didn’t like uncertainty, and I doubted myself the whole time. I preferred to hide in a corner and hope someone would approach me, saving me the risk of being rejected. I have always struggled in crowds, and in some ways I still do.

Because I found myself feeling afraid of what people would think of me, I often decided to take the risk out of a situation by just going off to read somewhere instead. This had a profound effect on me. It meant that I read widely, and soon found myself running out of books to read at my age level. At seven, I was reading books meant for eleven- or twelve-year-olds. While this really helped me with my English classes and creative writing, it didn’t help at all in my quest to fit in. I gave up that goal pretty quickly.

I decided that if people wouldn’t come to me, then I would get by without them. I had my books, and I could always relate to the characters in them. One of my favourite series of novels was Tim and the Hidden People by Sheila McCullagh. I had a lot of sympathy with the main character. Like Tim, I also had my own little world.

In my early years at primary school, I often ran round the playground pretending I was driving a bus. Although my father was a bus driver for some of my childhood, I’m not sure that I was deliberately trying to emulate him. Instead, I was enjoying playing in an alternative world, interacting with imaginary people who were getting on and off my bus—people who saw me as “normal.”

“A single to Staple Hill,” my imaginary passenger would say. I would hand him his change, issue his ticket, and wait for another passenger.

“Return to Temple Meads, please.”

“I’m sorry,” I’d reply. “You’re on the wrong bus—you’ll need the 51 bus on the other side of the road.”

“Oh, okay.” And the passenger would get off the bus.

To everyone else on the playground, I looked anything but normal. Here I was, this skinny runt, running round with an imaginary steering wheel—and being a bus, it was a huge steering wheel. I’d use my hands as the doors, too, and pretend to operate opening and shutting them. I would also make the noises the bus made.

It might seem obvious why I was bullied. At the time, though, this was how I dealt with being alone. To my mind, I was interacting with people; they just weren’t real. Of course, this did little to help me interact with the people who were real. People getting onto my “bus” weren’t going to argue with me, nor were they going to thump me, kick me, or call me names, which is what I ended up dealing with.

To make a bad situation worse, I wasn’t helped by my tendency to be combative when challenged. Sometimes I acted like the whole world was against me, and that’s how it felt at times. When the other children shouted and screamed at me, I resisted for quite some time, but in the end I gave in and had a go back at them. The children who were goading me were having great fun at my expense, knowing that if they kept going long enough, I would react.

The teachers constantly told me to ignore the bullying, telling me it would “go away.” I refused to believe them but carried on trying not to react—and failed. Eventually I learned that shouting the odds back didn’t actually help matters at all. But even then I didn’t know how to apply the teachers’ advice in the right way.

When faced with children who were physically bullying me, I didn’t know how to respond. Following the teachers’ advice, I allowed the bullies to do what they wanted without taking any action to stop them. I tried to “ignore” the boys while I was being physically beaten, sometimes eight of them at a time in a lane on my way home. I was so outnumbered in such situations that it didn’t matter whether I followed the teachers’ advice or not.

Often the main troublemakers were waiting for me in certain parts of the playground, or in the alleyways after school had finished. I constantly tried to change the route I took going home from school, because Dorian, the main bully, would lie in wait for me. As he lived right by the school, he was virtually impossible to avoid. Sometimes I walked a mile out of the way in order to dodge the bullies, but this wasn’t always possible. In these situations, I learned to just take the physical abuse.
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