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    For my mum,
  


  
    the most important woman in my life,
  


  
    this book is dedicated to you.
  


  
    Now for God’s sake don’t read it.
  


  

  

  

  

  

  



  
    ‘The line between good and evil runs not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either, but through every human heart’
  


  
    Alexander Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago
  


  

  



  
    ‘Mary: Tell me, Edmund: Do you have someone special in your life?
  


  
    Edmund: Well, yes, as a matter of fact, I do.
  


  
    Mary: Who?
  


  
    Edmund: Me.
  


  
    Mary: No, I mean someone you love, cherish and want to keep safe from all the horror and the hurt.
  


  
    Edmund: Erm . . . Still me, really’
  


  
    Richard Curtis and Ben Elton,

    Blackadder Goes Forth
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    Part I
  


  
    ‘And that I walk thus proudly crowned withal
  


  
    Is that’tis my distinction; if I fall,
  


  
    I shall not weep out of the vital day,
  


  
    To-morrow dust, nor wear a dull decay’
  


  
    Percy Bysshe Shelley,

    ‘And That I Walk Thus

    Proudly Crowned Withal’
  


  

  



  
    ‘When I was small and five
  


  
    I found a pencil sharpener alive!
  


  
    He lay in lonely grasses
  


  
    Looking for work.
  


  
    I bought a pencil for him.
  


  
    He ate and ate until all that was
  


  
    Left was a pile of wood dust.
  


  
    It was the happiest pencil sharpener
  


  
    I ever had’
  


  
    Spike Milligan, ‘2B or not 2B’
  


  
    1
  


  
    April Fool
  


  
    On the morning of April Fools’ Day, 2005, I woke up in a sexual addiction treatment centre in a suburb of Philadelphia. As I limped out of the drab dogs bed in which I was expected to sleep for the next thirty wankless nights, I observed the previous incumbent had left a thread of unravelled dental floss by the pillow – most likely as a noose for his poor, famished dinkle.
  


  
    When I’d arrived the day before, the counsellors had taken away my copy of the Guardian, as there was a depiction of the Venus de Milo on the front page of the Culture section, but let me keep the Sun, which obviously had a page 3 lovely. What kind of pervert police force censors a truncated sculpture but lets Keeley Hazell pass without question? ‘Blimey, this devious swine’s got a picture of a concrete bird with no arms – hanging’s too good for him, to the incinerator! Keep that picture of stunner Keeley though.’ If they were to censor London Town they would ignore Soho but think that the statue of Alison Lapper in Trafalgar Square had been commissioned by Caligula.
  


  
    Being all holed up in the aptly named KeyStone clinic (while the facility did not have its own uniformed police force, the suggestion of bungling silent film cops is appropriate) was an all too familiar drag. Not that I’d ever been incarcerated in sex chokey before, lord no, but it was the umpteenth time that I’d been confronted with the galling reality that there are things over which I have no control and people who can force their will upon you. Teachers, sex police, actual police, drug counsellors; people who can make you sit in a drugless, sexless cell either real or metaphorical and ponder the actuality of life’s solitary essence. In the end it’s just you. Alone.
  


  
    Who needs that grim reality stuffed into their noggin of a morning? Not me. I couldn’t even distract myself with a wank over that gorgeous slag Venus de Milo; well, she’s asking for it, going out all nude, not even wearing any arms.
  


  
    The necessity for harsh self-assessment and acceptance of death’s inevitability wasn’t the only thing I hated about that KeyStone place. No, those two troubling factors vied for supremacy with multitudinous bastard truths. I hated my fucking bed: the mattress was sponge, and you had to stretch your own sheet over this miserable little single divan in the corner of the room. And I hated the fucking room itself where the strangled urges of onanism clung to the walls like mildew. I particularly hated the American grey squirrels that were running around outside – just free, like idiots, giggling and touching each other in the early spring sunshine. The triumph of these little divs over our indigenous, noble, red, British squirrel had become a searing metaphor for my own subjugation at the hands of the anti-fuck-Yanks. To make my surrender to conformity more official I was obliged to sign this thing (opposite).
  


  
    I wish I’d been photographed signing it like when a footballer joins a new team grinning and holding a pen. Or that I’d got an attorney to go through it with a fine-tooth comb: ‘You’re gonna have to remove that no bumming clause,’ I imagine him saying. Most likely you’re right curious as to why a fella who plainly enjoys how’s yer father as much as I do would go on a special holiday to ‘sex camp’ (which is a misleading title as the main thrust of their creed is ‘no fucking’). The short answer is I was forced. The long answer is this . . .
  


  [image: Many people are sceptical about]


  

  



  
    Many people are sceptical about the idea of what I like to call ‘sexy addiction,’ thinking it a spurious notion, invented primarily to help Hollywood film stars evade responsibility for their unrestrained priapic excesses. But I reckon there is such a thing.
  


  
    Addiction, by definition, is a compulsive behaviour that you cannot control or relinquish, in spite of its destructive consequences. And if the story I am about to recount proves nothing else, it demonstrates that this formula can be applied to sex just as easily as it can be to drugs or alcohol.
  


  
    Having successfully rid myself, one day at a time, in my twenties, of parallel addictions to the ol’ drugs and drinks – if you pluralise drink to drinks and then discuss it with the trembling reverence that alcoholics tend to, it’s funny, e.g. ‘My life was destroyed by drinks’, ‘I valued drinks over my wife and kids’. Drinks! I imagine them all lined up in bottles and glasses with malevolent intent, the bastards – I was now, at this time, doing a lot of monkey business.
  


  
    I have always accrued status and validation through my indiscretions (even before I attained the unique accolade of ‘Shagger of the Year’ from the Sun – not perhaps the greatest testimonial to the good work they do at KeyStone), but sex is also recreational for me. We all need something to help us unwind at the end of the day. You might have a glass of wine, or a joint, or a big delicious blob of heroin to silence your silly brainbox of its witterings, but there has to be some form of punctuation, or life just seems utterly relentless.
  


  
    And this is what sex provides for me – a breathing space, when you’re outside of yourself and your own head. Especially in the actual moment of climax, where you literally go, ‘Ah, there’s that, then. I’ve unwound. I’ve let go.’ Not without good reason do the French describe an orgasm as a ‘little death’. That’s exactly what it is for me (in a good way though, obviously) – a little moment away, a holiday from my head. I hope death is like a big French orgasm, although meeting Saint Peter will be embarrassing, all smothered in grog and shrouded in post-orgasmic guilt.
  


  
    Part of my problem was that these holidays – incessant as they were – no longer seemed to have the required calming effect. I suppose if you kept frantically scuttling off to Pontin’s every half-hour and ejaculating in the swimming pool then it’d become depressing after a while. At the time, I was on the brink of becoming sufficiently well known for my carnal overindulgences to cause me professional difficulties. My manager, John Noel, of whom you’ll learn more later but for now think of as a big, kind, lovely, vicious bastard, like a Darth Vader from Manchester running a school for disadvantaged children; John, who had previously successfully forced me into drug rehabilitation, thought a little stretch in winky-nick would do me the power of good, and used threats, bullying, love and blackmail to make me go.
  


  
    They don’t go in for the pampering of clients at John Noel Management. Even now, with my own TV production company, radio show, parts in films, DVD and stand-up tour, I still don’t have ‘yes’ men surrounding me, I have ‘fuck off’ men. I suppose I ought to be grateful to have such close relationships with the people I work with – John, Nik, who’s John’s son and brilliant in his own right, and Matt and Gee from the Radio 2 show. They all seem to be dedicated not only to the fulfilment of professional objectives, but also to anchoring me to a terrain where my ego is manageable.
  


  
    And so it was spitefully decided not to send me to some sort of celebrity treatment centre, like the world-renowned Meadows Clinic in Arizona, because that’s not the style of John Noel and the other stewards of my wellbeing. Instead, they insisted I should go to a facility where not all the places were private, where a certain proportion of people were there on judicial programmes – ‘jail-swerves’ they call them, when you’re a drug addict and you’re offered a choice of prison or rehab. The same option exists for the terminally saucy – get treatment or go to prison; in prison there’ll be much more sex but it could err on the side of coercive.
  


  
    The nature of my early sexual encounters, which will be outlined in the pages to follow, had unravelled any mystique or sentimentality around my sexuality, and made it something quite raw and rude. But I’m fortunate in that there’s nothing especially peculiar or odd about my erotic predilections. It’s the scale of my sexual endeavours that causes the problems, not the nature of them.
  


  
    I just like girls, all different ones, in an unsophisticated, unevolved way, like a Sun reader or a yobbo at a bus stop in Basildon, perhaps because, at my core, that’s what I am. I’m a bloke from Grays with a good job and a terrific haircut who’s been given a Wonka ticket to a lovely sex factory ’cos of the ol’ fame, and while Augustus Gloop drowns and Veruca Salt goes blue, I’m cleaning up, I’m rinsin’ it baby!
  


  
    To this day, I feel a fierce warmth for women that have the same disregard for the social conventions of sexual protocol as I do. I love it when I meet a woman and her sexuality is dancing across her face, so it’s apparent that all we need to do is nod and find a cupboard.
  


  
    So anyway, I didn’t want to go to that sexual treatment centre, but all the do-gooders – and I mean that literally, as they did generally do good (I’ve never really understood why people employ that term pejoratively) – they all insisted, and I sort of, kind of agreed. Just to shut everyone up, really, and for the same reason that I finally gave up drink and drugs – because my ambition is the most powerful force within me, so once people convinced me that my sexual behaviour might become damaging to my career, I found it easier to think of it as a flaw that needed to be remedied.
  


  
    I wasn’t properly famous at this point. But I’d done a couple of Big Brothers, and was starting to become a more recognisable figure. It was just before I started to dress cool (Collins defines cool as ‘Worzel Gummidge dressed for a bondage party’) – at this stage I was still kitting myself out in tight jeans and t-shirts, like a kind of urban beach-bum. And it was in just such casual, relaxed attire that I made my way – on my own – first to Heathrow airport, then to Philadelphia, and then to the KeyStone Center.
  


  
    The physical process of getting there was one of the most ridicu-larse journeys of my life. It felt strange to be chatting up the air hostesses on the American Airlines flight, knowing that I was on my way to a residential treatment centre for sexual addiction. I got off the plane at Philadelphia airport, looked around at all the girls in the terminus and thought, ‘Well, this is weird,’ and then got in the back of the cab. They took me to the general hospital first – this terrifying all-American institution (which I was all too soon to revisit under circumstances that’ll bend your bones and shrivel your baby-makers) – before realising it was this KeyStone place I was meant to be going to.
  


  
    I had no idea of what to expect when I arrived. I’d spoken to one of the counsellors – the reassuringly named Travis Flowers (counsellors, in my experience, seem to be named using the Charles Dickens method, where the character’s name gives a very obvious clue to their nature: Bill Sykes, psycho, Mr Bumble, bumbling, Fagin, an unforgivable anti-Semitic stereotype). The gentleman who saved me from the brown fangs of smack addiction was preposterously called Chip Somers, chipper summers, like an upbeat holiday. I spoke to Travis – whose name indicates trust and growth – several times on the phone before setting out. I told him about the lack of control I was exercising over who I was having sex with. It was a right lot of nonsense going on. I was pursuing hanky-panky like it was a job, like there was a league table that I had to be at the summit of. And as I explained how I toiled each day with the diligence of Bobby Moore and the grit of Julian Dicks, humming slave songs to keep my spirits up, Travis reassured me that I was just the sort of person who needed KeyStone’s help.
  


  
    The clinic, when we found it, was in the middle of this square in some quiet Philadelphia suburb. The house looked like a normal American family home does – you know, where they’ve got the sloping roof to the porch bit and gardens around it, a bit like where the Waltons lived, all pastoral and sweet, but with John-Boy chained up in the mop cupboard scrabbling around trying to fiddle with his goolies through a mask of tears. Over the road there was a church: a modern grey building, which constantly played a recording of church bells. Strange it was. Why no proper bells? I never went in but I bet it was a robot church for androids, where the Bible was in binary and their Jesus had laser eyes and metal claws.
  


  
    I was greeted on the steps of the clinic by one of the counsellors. I can’t remember her name, but she was wearing a t-shirt with frogs on. It turned out she was obsessed with ‘em, and when I asked her why she said, ‘When I was a kid, there was a pond near my house which all the frogs would try to get back to, and they’d get killed crossing over the road, so I used to try and help them across.’
  


  
    ‘Fucking hell,’ I thought. ‘D’ya wanna have a clearer analogy etched on your t-shirt? How troublingly apposite that your mission in life should now be to save people from destruction as they pursue their natural instinct to spawn.’
  


  
    At this point, the frog-lady introduced me to a subdued and pinch-faced individual. ‘Arthur will show you around,’ she said cheerfully. ‘He’s gonna be your roommate.’ (In the film, Arthur would be played by Rick Moranis or William H. Macy.) Arthur showed me round the kitchen with its horrible meaty American meals. Meals which I, as a vegetarian, couldn’t eat, so I would have to live on fruit for the whole month, like a little ape.
  


  
    One by one, I began to meet more of my fellow clients, or patients, or inmates, or perverts – whatever you want to call them, including an intimidating Puerto Rican cove who looked like a hybrid of Colin Farrell’s ‘Bullseye’ character from the film Daredevil and Bill Sykes’s dog in Oliver Twist (whose name was also ‘Bullseye, strangely enough), who kept calling me ‘London – ‘Hey, London!’
  


  
    I resented being called ‘London’. There are eight million people living in London, and my identity, I hope, is quite specific. He addressed me the same way he would’ve Ken Livingstone or Danny Baker – God knows what they’d be doing there. I’m not even from London; I’m from Essex. (Though I suppose ‘Essex’ would have been even less appropriate – it has, after all, got the three letters ‘s-e-x’ in it and that’s what caused all this bother.)
  


  
    This demeaning and geographically inaccurate mode of address was just one aspect of what soon began to seem like a concerted campaign to dismantle every element of my persona. It was not just my copy of the Guardian that had been confiscated on my arrival, but also my Richard Pryor CDs and my William Burroughs novel. And I’d not been at KeyStone long before my attire began to attract complaints. Apparently, the way my excess belt hung in front of my crotch was confusing and enticing to the pervert fraternity as it suggested a phallus. So they censored me. I was like Elvis ‘the Pelvis’ Presley on Ed Sullivan, I tells ya, punished for the crime of being sexy. (Him on the telly, me in a dingy sex centre . . . any analogy will break down under scrutiny.)
  


  
    As the days went on, I started to learn why other people were in there. I quickly found out that Arthur was a paedophile who had eloped with his thirteen-year-old foster daughter. If he went back to Arizona to face the charges, he’d be in line for either lifetime imprisonment or execution. This revelation came as a bit of a blow and made me question the rationale of the whole dashed trip. ‘Okay,’ I thought, ‘I’ve a bit of an eye for the ladies, now as a kind of punishment I’m rooming with a paedophile, is that gonna be helpful?’ Like them lads that get sent down for nicking a car radio and end up sharing a cell with a diligent, bank robber mentor who schools them in criminality. I went down to the office and started making frantic phone-calls home, saying, ‘Get me out of this place.’ If I’d been less terrified I might’ve paused to dream up a new reality show format, ‘I’m a celebrity get me out of this demented sex centre’, where minor faces off the box are forced to doss down with, say, Peter Sutcliffe for the amusement of an apathetic nation.
  


  
    John was on holiday – he’d gone skiing or something – so I was trying in vain to get through to other people and tell them I was reluctant to share a room with this paedophile chap. No one I spoke to was prepared to sanction my departure so, out of fear, desperation and a kind of morbid curiosity, I decided to stay.
  


  
    It’s extraordinary how quickly you get institutionalised in that kind of environment. You start wearing, not pyjamas exactly, as you do get dressed, but certainly indoorsy sorts of clothes. They have meetings every morning and afternoon. The rituals are astonishing. You have to go round the room introducing yourself – ‘Hello, I’m Russell’ – and then admitting to your recent transgressions. These aren’t really wrongdoings as we would normally understand them, more everyday actions which have developed a sexual component.
  


  
    ‘I had an erotic thought.’ Or ‘I did some eroticised humour earlier today.’ (I liked the phrase ‘eroticised humour’ very much – it seemed like such a perfect description of what I do for a living, that a few months later I made it the title of a live show which I took to the Edinburgh Festival) Or ‘I experienced eroticised rage.’ Then you’d round the whole thing off by saying, ‘My goal for today is to get through the KeyStone experience and just live it as best I can.’
  


  
    People began to customise this closing declaration, I suppose as a way of emphasising their own particular characters. But far from lessening the institutional feel of the whole proceedings, it kind of exacerbated it. Soon enough, each person seemed to have their own slogan: ‘Hello, I’m Stuart, and I’m gonna swim like a KeyStone dolphin.’ These customised slogans would often be drawn from the totemic cuddly toy that we were each obliged to select from the mantelpiece. I had a camel. He was forced upon me and I loathed and resented him. Or someone else would say, ‘I’m gonna ride the KeyStone Express,’ and all the others would make supportive train-noises – ‘Wooh! Wooh!’ And I’d be sat there in the middle thinking, ‘Oh great, I’m in a nuthouse.’
  


  
    I’ve never felt more English in my life than when I was sat in that American cliché swap shop. They’d say, ‘I hear your pain, it’s good that you shared.’ And I’d be thinking ‘Oh do fuck off. For Christ’s sake, someone put EastEnders on the fucking telly and get me a glass of Beefeater gin and a toasted crumpet.’
  


  
    In that situation, alienated from my normal surroundings, I realised that the outer surface of what I thought was my unique, individual identity was just a set of routines. We all have an essential self, but if you spend every day chopping up meat on a slab, and selling it by the pound, soon you’ll find you’ve become a butcher. And if you don’t want to become a butcher (and why would you?), you’re going to have to cut right through to the bare bones of your own character in the hope of finding out who you really are. Which bloody hurts.
  


  
    2
  


  
    Umbilical Noose
  


  
    Now for the old formative years, which traditionally in autobiographies are a bit boring – not in this one, however. My childhood is so jam-packed with melodrama and sentimentality (described as ‘the unearned emotion’) that you’ll doubtless use these very pages to mop up your abundant tears.
  


  
    Once, for a TV programme – which has been my motivation and justification for a good many personal atrocities – I had regression therapy, where a therapist hypno-regresses you back to past lives you didn’t have. In the car there my mate Matt Morgan (writing partner, Radio 2 co-host, companion and creative soul-mate) kept murmuring facts about Anne Frank at a subtle, almost subliminal volume in the vain hope that I’d spend my session complaining about Nazis in the stairwell. As it transpired, my past lives all coincided with historical periods covered by Blackadder. ‘I’m in a medieval courtyard, I’m beating up that idiot Baldrick, I can hear the theme tune from Blackadder . . .’ ‘I’m in Regency London at the court of the glutinous Prince George – played by Hugh Laurie – and I can hear the theme tune to . . . Blackadder . . . Christ, I’d better run, I think that’s the SS at the door!’
  


  
    Before the past lives were accessed, I had to be regressed through my childhood. As I rendered the bleak, joyless depiction of my infancy, the therapist remarked, ‘Can you not see anything positive?’ ‘No,’ was my response. ‘This is depressing – let’s just fast-forward to Blackadder Goes Forth, not the last episode though.’
  


  
    So that’s what you’ve let yourself in for. Fortunately, both for you and me, I grew up to become a comedian and will make it as jolly as possible. In the words of Morrissey – I can smile about it now, but at the time it was terrible.
  


  
    I suppose you want to know how it was that I came to be on this dirty little circle we call ‘world’? Well, I was born at midnight on the 4 June 1975. My parents, Barbara and Ron, had fought fiercely throughout the pregnancy. There was one incident which Alf Garnett creator Johnny Speight would have rejected as absurdly chauvinistic – ‘People will lose sympathy for Alf,’ he might have told himself, ‘don’t put that in’ – where my father, in a bizarre reversal of the dynamic one would expect, made my heavily pregnant mother push his broken-down van, while he steered and swore.
  


  
    It was a rapid yet complicated birth. I was born with my mouth open, and my umbilical cord wrapped around my throat, as if I was thinking, ‘Well, if this is all there is, I’m off. Cheque please.’
  


  
    My parents separated when I was about six months old. My mother, who had been told she could never have children, adored me and was doting and protective. My father, himself fatherless (his own dad had died when he was seven) was a sporadic presence, affording me cyclonic visits at the weekends. He would invariably arrive late, to find me ready and waiting for him, all dressed up and mummified in my duffel coat – toddlers can’t move properly in winter coats, they’re like little trussed-up Hannibal Lecters scanning the world with their eyes . . . Then a huge argument would ensue, which would generally end with both my mother and myself in tears.
  


  
    Some of my earliest recollections are of seeing Dad on Saturdays – him leaving me watching the TV at his flat in Brentwood, while he read the papers or diddled birds in the room next door. I would mainly watch comedy videos, Elvis films and porn. Another very early memory is of our dog Sam being put down. I was only about two or three at the time, but I loved that dog. I remember him not wanting to get into the car to be taken to the vet’s, and me saying through a mist of tears, ‘Come on, Mum, let’s go down the pub.’
  


  
    My very first utterance in life was not a single word, but a sentence. It was, ‘Don’t do that.’ Why is that the first thing I said? What kind of infancy was I having that before I learnt ‘mum’, or ‘dad’, I learnt, ‘Could you stop? Whatever it is that’s going on, just pack it in . . .’ On reflection, it was probably because I’d just been told not to do something that I made this my debut proclamation, rather than because I had the pressing need to bring some unpleasant incident to a conclusion. More normal words like ‘bird’, ‘clock’ and ‘mum’ did follow fairly soon after, and ‘tis good that I’ve got a mum who remembers all them things. In fact, my childhood can’t have been that bad if someone loved me enough to document my first words.
  


  
    That person – my mum – still lives in the house I grew up in, in the small town of Grays in Essex, on the northern side of the Thames estuary. The street is called Grays End Close – a name apparently designed to emphasise that no one who lives there is likely to be going anywhere else. Grays. End. Close.
  


  
    I trained, as I suppose all children do, to practise seduction and manipulation on my mother, but the particular nature of our circumstances inclined me to focus on this strand of my development to the exclusion of all others – to the extent that I simply didn’t feel equipped for other activities or human relationships. First I hated playschool, then I hated infant school – just as I’ve subsequently hated every institution that I’ve ever been forced to try and fit into.
  


  
    The outside world was fearsome. But I was safe with my mum, and at least once – when I was really young – raised the possibility of matrimony. I remember saying to her, ‘Why don’t we just get married? That seems like a sensible solution to all this fuss and bother.’ I hadn’t foreseen the difficulties that could subsequently arise with such an arrangement. Although it’s not that long ago, there was much more stigma attached to being a single-parent family when I was growing up than there is now. My friends’ parents were all still married, and I remember the fact that my mum and dad were divorced being regarded quite sympathetically at school.
  


  
    My mum had lots of female friends, so I had a kind of matriarchal upbringing – surrounded by women. As well as my dad’s sisters, Janet and Joan, who gave me picture books which I would later get extra use out of by changing the words to make them offensive and rude, there were lots of other aunties who were not actually blood relations. There was Auntie Brenda – who drove my mum to the hospital to have me (because my mum was out walking the dog when I decided to get all nice and born) – and Auntie Pat. She used to give me books as well.
  


  
    Then there was Auntie Josie, the woman from over the way. My mum’s still friends with her now. In my early childhood Josie loomed large. She was ‘brassy’. There was one occasion as a small child when I heard my mum on the phone to her. Josie’s hot water had stopped working and she asked if she could come and have a bath at our house. Knowing that Josie was on her way over, I quickly decamped to the bathroom, taking with me as many of my toys as I could get my hands on. ‘Oh, Russell’s in there,’ my mum warned her. ‘Don’t worry, I don’t mind,’ she replied, ‘he’s only a little boy.’
  


  
    ‘Ha, ha, ha, you fools!’ I exulted privately. I knew exactly what I was doing. As a result of my subterfuge, Josie was there in the bath, naked, and I was on the floor, innocently playing with cars (and other things I weren’t even that interested in), all the time watching her wash her glorious breasts. ‘That’s it,’ I thought, ‘keep washing; after all, I’m only a little boy. What do I know of the pleasures of the flesh?’ I really was quite manipulative, even at that early age. I was already a weary connoisseur of my dad’s pornography and had begun to develop my almost supernatural ability for guessing women’s bra sizes. Just the statistics alone turn me on a bit. 34G. Cor. 36F. Blimey. It’s only a number and a letter but it thrills me. That’s why I could never play the game Battleships. ‘Thirty-two C – I’ve sunk your battleship.’ You may have sunk my battleship but you’ve also decorated my pants.
  


  
    As a result of this matriarchal upbringing, I have been bequeathed a kind of hotline to capable, working-class women of a certain age. I am truly comfortable in their company. That’s probably why all the women I have surrounded myself with in recent years – Lynne, my housekeeper, Sharon who buys my clothes, and Nicola who does my make-up – all have the same accent. The only exception is Leila, my yoga teacher, who is American, but she’s like the others in that she’s a very strong woman – warm and spiritual.
  


  
    My relationship with conventional masculinity has always been much more problematic. I didn’t have a lot of friends when I was growing up, but I did still encounter a few of my friends’ dads. When I did, I didn’t much care for these ‘Dad’ chaps. Great, oafish, hairy boors they were – working nights and belching. ‘Quiet! My dad’s on nights,’ people would say, interrupting one of my eloquently bellowed soliloquies. ‘Dad? Nights?’ I’d enquire. Then the beast would awaken from a musty, darkened cave and come Fee-Fi-Fo-ing out, sniffing the air. ‘Perhaps we ought to play at mine,’ I’d suggest, ‘your house seems to be inhabited by refugees from Roald Dahl’s jotter.’ Then off we’d scramble back to the comfort of my doting mum.
  


  
    My own father was only discussed in hushed tones. ‘You don’t want to grow up like him,’ people would say, all grave. But whenever I saw him he seemed to me a kind of Essex Cavalier – every week a different woman and a new scheme for riches. ‘I would like to grow up like him,’ I’d think.
  


  
    Even though there were times when he had loads of money, he never met the £25-a-week maintenance payments that he was required to make, and this exacerbated the impoverishment of the household I grew up in. I remember Mum showing me the agreement which said how much he was meant to send, and when I saw him, it was my duty to try to get it off him.
  


  
    My mum did numerous jobs – taking me with her until I began playschool, where I was frequently in trouble, having daily tantrums when she left me behind. Ridicu-larse to get in trouble at playschool really. How bad could it be? ‘We must talk to you about Russell. There’s been another stabbing in the sandpit.’ I do remember inspecting the spittle-flecked faces of senselessly enraged adults, looming like ogres, thinking, ‘Well, this all seems like a bit of a storm in a teacup.’ I was awake as a child. I knew it was nonsense. I don’t regard my childhood as some foreign country. I still feel myself within the same vessel – my flesh a rocket of which I am the captain and chief cosmo-naughty.
  


  
    Is this something to be proud of? That I’ve not grown up? I don’t wanna get all Holden Caulfield about it, but I do see the passage into adulthood as a betrayal of the innocent values of childhood. Even the most savage monsters that history or red-top tabloids can parade were once just soppy tots, and before that snug lil’ foetuses – and I’ve never met a foetus that I didn’t like yet.
  


  
    My mum sustained us through a variety of dead-end jobs: she sold dishwashers to pubs; she was a cocktail waitress in a London club for a bit; and she’d drive up to the Commercial Road in east London, buy black sacks of wholesale clothes, and then sell them at ‘Clothes Parties’. What I recall of this is the Asian folks I’d meet in the shops and the attention I’d get. Then all the women coming round to the parties at ours, trying on clothes and smoking Silk Cuts but smelling all nice. I liked women.
  


  
    My dad had been a brilliant footballer in his youth. When he was sixteen or seventeen, he was invited to go for a trial at West Ham. He didn’t actually end up going, because he was too nervous and afraid of rejection. But my nan kept clippings from the local paper of games he’d played for Dagenham Boys, which was a team people like Terry Venables had turned out for. I remember he’d played against ‘Chopper’ Harris once.
  


  
    My dad was an angry man, yet he had an amazing energy about him too. I always wanted to emulate his enthusiasm and effervescence.
  


  
    These were the kind of capers he made money from: he had a market stall in Romford selling these prints – laser prints, they were called – which were just vivid photographs. Double-glazing, that was another one. Then it was water-filters. And when I was a small child, he worked as a photographer. He wasn’t trained in any way, but he still used to do people’s wedding photos; some lad at my school complained that the photos of his mum’s wedding had been done in an alarmingly shoddy fashion and that his aunt’s legs had been retrospectively added in pencil.
  


  
    I think that largely because of growing up just with my mum for the first seven years of my life, and thinking of my dad as sort of heroic, but absent (and maybe even abstract), I found it very difficult to consort with other children. I would often behave flamboyantly – jumping around and hurting myself, or doing disgusting things just to get attention. I did a lovely line in ant-eating, for example. ‘Wanna see me eat some ants?’ I’d ask some nittish prig of a kid. They’d, of course, be well into the scheme – this was well before Xboxes and people were glad of any entertainment. My mum seems to have spent her entire childhood playing with something called a ‘Button Box’, which alarmingly is not a euphemism but simply a stinking, lousy box of buttons – what a lot of tosh. So in the early ‘80s to see live ant-eating was pretty much akin to some of the more ostentatious hoopla peddled by that goon David Copperfield (magician, not eponymous Dickens hero). But I only did it for the amusement of others – I never, ever ate ants alone. I was a social ant-eater, never an ant-wanker.
  


  
    I ain’t never really had much fun. I particularly dislike preordained happy occasions. I don’t mind Christmas so much, because everyone’s involved, as long as they’re Christians or lazy atheists, or Muslim but into tinsel. But I’ve never had a good New Year’s Eve, and I don’t like birthdays, or any other time when you’re meant to be happy. I’m against the prescription of, say, ‘Ooh, it’s Christmas o’clock. Smile everyone!’ For me happiness occurs arbitrarily: a moment of eye contact on a bus, where all at once you fall in love; or a frozen second in a park where it’s enough that there are trees in the world. I don’t like New Year’s Eve. I don’t think bliss could ever be preceded by a countdown and the chiming of a pompous clock, unless that’s what death’s like. My mum worked hard to make my birthdays jolly but they were always a right stomach-churning drag.
  


  
    I’d been kicking around for exactly five years when the occasion were inappropriately marked by an act of festive arson. My mum had made me a big teddy-bear cake with a ribbon round its neck. The ribbon caught fire off the candles. All the other children thought it was really exciting that this had happened, but I saw it for what it was – a grim portent for the forthcoming year. While them other twits grinned out merry drips of piss, I thought, ‘Well, if this happened in a Ted Hughes poem, the protagonist wouldn’t see six.’
  


  
    Then my dad burst in all silly string and cheap charisma. He’d always turn up on birthdays – in archetypal bad-parent fashion – with things you shouldn’t give kids; stuff you could set fire to. ‘Wa-hey! I’ve bought you this big thing. It’s a gun.’ ‘Thanks Dad . . . Bye.’ My mum would be all upset, there’d be silly string on the settee, excited children and their wee everywhere and my father gone, just a little cloud of smoke left behind in the place where he’d been.
  


  
    The cake was horribly maimed. It was during the Falklands War and images of Simon Weston were abundant, so this lent the fire-ravaged teddy another potent layer. ‘Would you like a piece of Belgrano gateau, young man?’ People could still eat it, but the damage had been done.
  


  
    It was also in relatively early childhood that the first stirrings of the wild man junkie persona, which would later occupy my life for a decade or more, can retrospectively be divined. It was at this lad Ben Nicholson’s birthday party. I remember going round there and being all crazy and off the hook – jumping in his paddling pool and knocking things over and being all mental. If it had been an office party, I’d have photocopied my arse or effed some temp in the stock cupboard but, as it wasn’t, I simply did the childish equivalent. Which meant, I think, I stood on the edge of a plastic paddling pool making it haemorrhage into the lawn, and taunted the children’s entertainer with a balloon sausage dog that I held between my legs as a humorously misshapen phallus.
  


  
    When I saw Ben at school the next Monday, I was expecting him to say, ‘Hey, Russell, great party man. You’re wild! Listen, I’m thinking of going to Vegas next week – wanna come?’ But instead he sobbed, ‘You’re the bad boy who ruined my birthday,’ and ran off crying. ‘Jeez, what a downer – that kid totally killed my buzz. I was the life and soul of that poxy little shindig – man what a square.’ Thus another friendship was dashed on the cruel rocks amid the storm of my self-destruction.
  


  
    You’ll see later that I made no great leaps forward in the ensuing decades, either with regards to my conduct at parties or my perception of my own conduct. Many’s the time I’d strut off stage at some dingy comedy pit thinking, ‘There! Feel the magic!’ as the audience queued for refunds.
  


  
    From quite early on, I had this idea of compartmentalised identities – ‘This is how you are with your mum, and this is how you are with your dad’ – so it seemed like I could never absolutely be myself. And this image of myself as compromised and inconsistent made me want to withdraw from the world even further. I had a sense of formulating a papier-mâché version of myself to send out in the world, while I sat controlling it remotely from some snug suburban barracks. When I used to watch TV as a tot, I’d sit really close to the screen: just trying to get into that box.
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    Shame Innit?
  


  
    Over the road from where I grew up there was a disused chalkpit and an overgrown and abandoned army barracks. I would go there – losing days at a time – to retrieve newts: these quick, sharp, darting slivers of energy. I’d liberate them from the slavery of nature – trees and ponds and that – knowing that they craved the freedom of a tiny death in my bedroom opposite.
  


  
    It was amazing, that bit of wasteground. Obviously now, through the nostalgic haze of my adult perspective, it seems impossible that this place could ever have existed. There were these concrete bunkers – utterly featureless, like Stonehenge, but all overgrown with brambles and moss. They were linked together by underground tunnels, in which you’d have to completely trust yourself – walking into absolute, terrifying darkness, within which anything could lurk.
  


  
    I remember the stink of damp, the occasional crisp-packet, discarded solvents, and evidence of sexual congress. There was a burnt-out car, and a pervasive sense that tramps might have been there. The whole place had a mythical air about it and – informed as I was by reading C.S. Lewis and Enid Blyton at a very early age – it felt like a fantastic kingdom. I was lucky to have a place where my fantasy life could manifest itself.
  


  
    There was one bit that was all red sands, like Luke Skywalker’s home planet. And, with all the lakes and chalk mountains, it wouldn’t have surprised me to look up and see two moons. It just seemed extraordinary that you could be in grey, desolate, suburban Essex, and there would be something so exotic so nearby.
  


  
    Apart from the wilderness over the road, the psycho-geography of Grays was basically irrelevant to me. There’s not a particular cultural identity to growing up in industrial Essex, and southern suburbia in general: it’s just very banal. And I didn’t really feel safe in that place. I didn’t really like it. It felt closed to me.
  


  
    As a child, the idea of class would obviously not have been a reference point that I would have had (even now, I don’t feel like I am enmeshed in any particular identity in that area. Whenever I’m in any kind of social group, I always tend to think I won’t fit in, and gravitate towards an identity that will stand out). But, looking back, by the late 70s and early ‘80s, that old-fashioned sense of a monolithic working-class community had largely broken down. Where my nan on my dad’s side lived, at Lillechurch Road in Dagenham, everyone still worked at Ford’s. But there was no sense of cultural identity other than that. My grandad Bert had worked there too (my nan had remarried, some years after my dad’s father’s early death). But there was no cohesion. Nothing felt right. Everything seemed broken and ugly, boring and vacant.
  


  
    My paternal grandmother was fantastic, though. In terms of how she spoke, the obvious comparison would be Catherine Tate’s ‘Nan’ character, but not hard. My nan was kind and gentle, yet also very strong, and even dominant, in a non-aggressive way. I spent a lot of time in that house in Dagenham, growing up. My nan was an utterly benign presence in my life. And throughout my early years – until her death, when I was in my mid-twenties – my nan would fix me with a sympathetic stare, cock her head and say, ‘Aaah, shame, innit?’, as if my whole existence was vaguely regrettable. This was a sentiment with which I often concurred.
  


  
    One of the first facilities I developed to keep some distance between me and adversity was showing off. I remember, when I was quite young, doing a Frank Spencer impression to my maternal grandmother – the one I didn’t much get on with. (My friend Matt Morgan says it’s wrong to have Nan league tables, but I think that element of competition brings out the best in them.) My mum – who was my first audience, and an indulgent one at that – said, ‘He does a really good Frank Spencer – go on, do it.’ So I did it, and everyone really laughed.
  


  
    ‘Do it again, do it again,’ they cried. So I did. And they all agreed it wasn’t as good the second time. ‘No, you’ve lost it. You’ve lost that uncanny knack of impersonating Michael Crawford’ – this precious window of opportunity had slammed shut almost as soon as it had opened.
  


  
    While the thrill of receiving consistent acclaim for my hilarious impressions was to be denied me for a little while longer, an additional source of dangerous nourishment was my dad’s reservoir of porn. I think I always had a premature awareness of sexuality, but Ron Brand’s penchant for leaving me to occupy my infant mind with his cache of girlie magazines certainly did nothing to stem the erotic tide.
  


  
    I adored the cartoons in Playboy. Either they’d be one page, or sometimes a story drifting towards a climax where someone got their boobs out. There was something quite eerie and perverted about them. I suppose because they were cartoons and porn at the same time, and these are not two things you expect to see together. You kind of feel – especially as a four-year-old child – that cartoons should just be of rabbits, but even the rabbits had erotic connotations in that beloved filthy rag. All these magazines were always clear about the market they were catering for. They were called things like Jugs and Big Ones.
  


  
    ‘And what exactly is our target demographic? What were you hoping to capture at Jugs magazine?’ ‘Well, if we had to put our manifesto into one word, it would be “Jugs”; if it were three it would be “Great Big Tits”.’ Brilliant, those magazines were. I don’t know whether I was already genetically predestined to like women with massive boobs, but, as it turns out, I do.
  


  
    My dad can’t have had much money then, because when we went on holiday, he took me to Pontin’s. I don’t know exactly where, but I suppose the beauty of Pontin’s lies in its uniformity. (They’ve found a winning formula and they’re sticking to it – the same as McDonald’s: you’ll never turn up at a Pontin’s and discover it’s been hijacked by a Colonel Kurtz-type figure who dresses the Bluecoats as wizards and insist that the Lovely Legs competition is replaced by necromancy.)
  


  
    We went to Pontin’s a few times. I didn’t like that ‘Crocodile Club’ much, though. It was too much pressure, the demands too great; it was like being in the Hitler Youth. The children were co-opted off and coerced into being in a gang, with this abominable crocodile mascot as their leader. Well, I didn’t share any of his beliefs. In fact, I felt that he was a despot. ‘Do you think we could usurp this crocodile guy? I mean what are his policies exactly? I think it would be easy enough to overthrow him – I’ll just say he tried to wank me off in the Punch & Judy booth. Surely that would be grounds for dismissal?’ I remember feeling all unpopular, lurching about doing some supposedly upbeat holiday activity. I was probably in the adventure playground. I don’t know how adventurous a few metal poles roped together with a pallet on top can really be – scaffolding that’s been painted red ain’t my idea of adventure. Amid the banality a little girl approached me and said, ‘Your dad’s in bed with my mum – do you want to come and have a look?’ I paused. ‘Yeah, alright.’
  


  
    The chalet window was open, and there was a net curtain being delicately teased by the summer breeze. It were like a French film noir, but set in Pontin’s. Actually, my dad wasn’t in bed with the woman at that point – he was in the bed on his own, and she was in the bathroom. I said, ‘Alright dad, can I have fifty pee for the arcade?’ At that point, the woman walked out of the bathroom naked, and shrieked. She tried to cover herself up – all knockers and skin everywhere almost independently trying to escape her – like she was a vet’s assistant bungling her way through her first day, mishandling a litter of recalcitrant piglets. I watched her and pressed record on the ol’ brain box. ‘Intriguing,’ I thought.
  


  
    My dad gave me the money through the window. He didn’t seem bothered or embarrassed by the whole thing at all. He was just muddling through life, was dear Ron Brand. He did his best, as we all do, groping his way through fatherhood without a template. The little girl’s dad never found out. He was just playing crazy golf while the real craziness took place in his wife’s knickers.
  


  
    Less bizarre but equally impacting were the early trips to Upton Park to enjoy our other shared passion, The Hammers. I didn’t do badly on the West Ham front: he took me a fair bit, probably three or four times a season, starting when I was really young. I loved everything about it – the intensity, the proximity, the noise, the journey there. There’s a very good description, I think it’s in the play When Saturday Comes, of how when you leave your house to go to the match you’re on your own. Then you see another person in a football scarf. Then one or two of you become the trickle. Then the trickle becomes the river. Then the river becomes the flood. Then you get the sense of, ‘Oh my god, we’re all heading towards Shangri-la,’ Every time I stroll down Green Street I involuntarily recall feeling all anxious, nervous and small, the stench of shit food and belched booze, but most of all the numinous thrill on ascending the stairs within the ground and seeing anew the improbably bright, livid, lurid green pitch. Sometimes by happy chance you’ll see the pitch as the Irons run out and the crowd’s roar will greet you as it does them and you know that you’re everything and nothing. I felt this too when I entered Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. Regarding the ceiling, I understood why people believe in God. Because God appears to be present. ‘This could be it, it could literally, physically be God: not just some abstract idea.’
  


  
    Leaving the ground and seeing everyone depart onto Green Street, I once asked, ‘Is that all the people in the world, Dad?’ It was so exhilarating – the singing, and the violence, because even when it’s not enacted, the violence is still there, there’s a kind of hum, constantly present in the language used towards the players, the referee, and the opposing fans. Malevolence lurks unseen within us all; even when all tiny and webbed in snot and sweeties I felt it in me. A need to be naughty or bad – and even this innocuous, forthcoming tale seems to me to indicate an innate malady . . .
  


  
    In the film Citizen Kane, there’s that scene where Kane is dying, clutching a snowstorm globe. As he dies, he drops it on the floor and utters the word ‘Rosebud’. Because when he was a kid he had that sledge, ‘Rosebud’, that he used to bomb down hills on, and he really loved it. In spite of the fact that in later life he became a millionaire and built a business empire and had all that power and all that success, when it came to the moment of his death, it was being a child on that sledge that he remembered. Perhaps for all of us there is a moment that epitomises our lives – a moment when you’re more yourself than at any other time, an instant of absolute self-realisation. Well, that was Kane’s, and this is mine . . .
  


  
    It all began with a nice old man who lived on our street, talking to me about some flowers that he’d grown in his garden. I think over time I have perhaps, if not sanitised this old man, at least Disney-fied him. For now, in my mind’s eye, when I cast my thoughts back, I see a twinkle-eyed Geppetto character, smoking a pipe and wearing lederhosen as he tends to his nasturtiums. They beam back at him and grin – perhaps even jigging about like the battery-operated dancing flowers that were to become popular a decade or so later. The passage of time has also allowed me to lacquer the memory with the old man’s unexpressed suspicion that I were in need of a patriarch, a father-figure, and him being all kind and guiding me towards an understanding of nature.
  


  
    As I recall it now, he put a fatherly arm around me, and what he said next could almost be a song from The Lion King about the cycle of life. ‘And these flowers grow, and one day they die, but they’ll grow again. These flowers are perennial. Their seed is eternal. Flower begets flower and on we must go – from now until the end of time. Always it were thus, like a line of human bellybuttons stretching back to Adam and Eve.’
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