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Introduction



Alexandra Palace, December 2014. It was that period between Christmas and New Year during which I, like many others, am particularly prone to bouts of misery. But this year I had a plan to stave off the Black Dog. I’d booked tickets to see the darts with my eldest brother Theo and my nineteen-year-old nephew, Fred. Christmas darts seemed like the most fun thing in the world: a building full of lads in fancy dress, getting wasted, singing daft songs, watching professional sportsmen throw things with implausible accuracy. How could anyone feel sad at a place like that?


When we got there I was already pretty hammered, having fuelled up in various pubs along the way. There was a very wide, very deep, very boisterous queue of people outside. When I finally got to the front, I was surprised by the extent of the security measures: metal detectors like at the airport and a squad of moody bouncers pushing and shoving everyone around. The atmosphere felt a bit volatile. ‘This is brilliant!’ I said to my brother.


But it didn’t stay brilliant for long. One of the bouncers began to subject me to an aggressive pat down which included a rummage through my pockets. ‘What the fuck are you doing?!’ I asked. He ignored me and slipped his fingers into the little money pocket of my jeans as if he knew what he was going to find there. Yes, it was an unimaginative place to keep my cocaine but, in fairness, I had not expected such a thorough body search.


He found both wraps immediately, slipped them out and held them up to my face to demonstrate his discovery. ‘Right you, wait here,’ he said and motioned for some of his colleagues to come over and get involved. Before I knew it, one of them had hold of my arms from behind. What the hell was happening?


‘OK, fine, you found my drugs, well done,’ I said. ‘Bit of an affront to my personal space and human rights to be honest, but I’m not one to make a fuss so just keep hold of them and let me in so I can carry on drinking.’


Like I say, I was wasted. And the bouncers weren’t playing ball. It quickly became apparent that not only was I going to be denied entry but that they were planning to impose further punishment. They muttered into their walkie-talkies while eying me contemptuously and I became convinced that they were summoning the police to arrest me on drug charges.


So I did what any other wired, pissed-up idiot who’d been captured by security guards at the darts would do. I wrestled myself free of their clutches, began to flail my arms around like a crazy person, shouted ‘FUCK OFF!’ at no one in particular and just charged for the exit door, shoving a number of innocent bystanders aside in the process. I was outside in the forecourt before security knew what was happening, shouting back at them, ‘I AM OUT OF YOUR JURISDICTION NOW, CUNTS!’


I could – and maybe should – have just cut my losses and gone home at that point. But instead, I walked round the other side of the building and negotiated with someone at the VIP entrance to let me into the venue for £200 in cash, which I had withdrawn on a credit card because I had no real money left in my bank account. Pleased with my defiance of the venue’s uptight security policies, I waltzed into the thrilling mayhem of the main darts arena. My brother and nephew, having assumed they wouldn’t be seeing me again for the rest of the night, were quite surprised to witness me charging towards them, wild-eyed and mad for it, bellowing, ‘Stand up if you love the darts!’ with a pint of lager in each hand.


Nobody could stop me having my fun. Nobody. But was I happy? It was hard to tell at this stage.


Next, I noticed a Sky TV crew walking through the crowd, picking out eye-catching members of the crowd to capture on camera. I’ll have some of that! I thought to myself, brimming with drunken hubris. I picked up a large sheet of paper that had been distributed by one of the bookmakers for spectators to write messages on. I grabbed a pen and quickly wrote ‘Marry me Anna!’ then rushed towards the cameraman, who was only too happy to film my stupid romantic gesture for the entertainment of the viewers at home.


Back in the leafy suburbs of south-west London, the Anna in question had just put our two small children to bed and tuned in to see if she could catch a quick glimpse of me on the telly. She was confronted by the spectacle of me, her husband of nine years, bloated and mad, clearly drunk and with traces of white powder caked around his nostrils, inexplicably proposing to her on a crumpled sheet of paper on national TV. Anna was not touched by this gesture. Anna was confused, annoyed and deeply concerned.


The kids were three and seven years old at the time. I should have probably been at home, watching a box set with my wife and having a herbal tea in my slippers. That’s perhaps how I had envisaged life turning out by the time I was thirty-nine. It had always seemed like it was heading that way. I’d had some fun in my time. I’d done the big nights out and the weekend drug-dabbling in my teens and twenties. But by my thirties I had a successful career, my own house, a lovely wife and two incredible kids. I was respectable. I had everything I had ever wanted. My whole life seemed to be on track. Until it wasn’t.


I wonder how other people saw me that night? I doubt most of the other lads at the darts would have noticed anything exceptional about my behaviour. I mean, Christmas darts at Alexandra Palace is widely known to be pretty raucous – I felt as if you’d need to do something truly extraordinary to stand out as particularly problematic. I’d heard that, the night before, someone had puked in a pint glass up on the balcony, then tipped it on to the heads of the people standing below. That’s where the bar was set, bad behaviour-wise. By comparison, some dickhead getting caught with a bit of gear then proposing to a woman he was already married to on TV was really quite vanilla.


My brother certainly noticed that I was acting slightly out of character. I remember him looking at me as I re-entered the arena with the concerned eye of a radiologist who’d just spotted a slightly unusual shadow on a chest X-ray. He knew I’d always been one of the lads but, suddenly, I was acting up in a rather more outlandish manner than usual. My nephew, who might once have respected and admired me as an uncle who was wise, fun and capable, was probably seeing me now as the fat, pissed-up knobhead I had become.


As for Anna, sitting at home watching me on Sky, she would have simply seen me as a great disappointment. She was right to. I was failing her and I was failing myself. Deep down, I knew this and was just waiting for a great reckoning, a rock bottom or a grand ultimatum to put a halt to my antics. Frustratingly, it just never seemed to arrive. How was I getting away with this shit night after night?


While that question bubbled menacingly in a corner of my subconscious, the more suggestible part of my brain told a quite different story. It told me that I was, in fact, an absolute legend. Swept up in the boozy excitement of the evening, I thought I was a real hero, living free of society’s stuffy conventions and giving the middle finger to the authorities who tried to stand between me and a good time. That was how I felt for a couple of hours, at least.


But later that night, as I lay in bed beside Anna, yet again trying and failing to get to sleep, the familiar feelings of shame, guilt, paranoia and self-hatred engulfed me.


What came first, the addictions or the sadness? That’s an easy one: it was definitely the sadness.


I’d always felt a bit uncomfortable with myself and struggled to be alone with my own thoughts. At an early age I’d realised that drink and drugs were a pretty reliable way of numbing all those shitty feelings. I hadn’t always been an addict, but I had always been an addict waiting to happen. I had never learned how to cope with uncomfortable feelings other than to distract myself from them. Over the years, I had used all sorts of things as distractions: work, food, shopping, exercise – anything that diverted my attention away from deeper, more difficult thoughts and emotions and gave me a quick dose of joy, however fleeting and synthetic. Drugs and booze were just the same as all the other distractions. Only they were better, faster acting and more reliable. There was always a chance I would come to rely on them too heavily.


It was strange that this had started to happen in my mid-thirties when I thought all of the big risks of earlier adulthood had been averted. Your twenties can be a rough time, with the uncertainties that surround relationships and career. I’d got through that period relatively unscathed. I figured if I hadn’t become an addict by now, then I never would. But like Mafia hitmen, my demons came and got me when I least expected.


I had always been a Jack the Lad. I grew up as the youngest of four brothers. Beer, football and piss-taking defined the dynamics of our household. We fought and shouted and got drunk. As the youngest by a seven-year margin, I was often on the sharp end of the bullying. So I had learned to hold my own – first in the banter, then in the hedonism – from an early age.


The laddish persona is often portrayed as inherently toxic but, I can’t lie, it’s also a right laugh. Plus, the idea that everyone who likes beer and football is also a moronic bigot is a myth perpetuated by snobs. Yes, I went to a comprehensive school, grew up in a council house and have a season ticket at West Ham. But I also went to university and read the Guardian. For most of my childhood my mum was a secretary at a building firm and we often relied on benefits to make ends meet. My dad, who didn’t live with us, was a successful advertising executive who took us to nice restaurants at weekends. People can mix and match all of those conflicting elements of my background as they wish. I do it myself. Your sense of identity has a big role to play in your mental health. Your perspective on who you are, how you should act and where you should be in life steers your sense of self-worth. My perspective on this stuff has often veered about wildly, as you will see as this story unfolds. But one thing that I have always consistently enjoyed is being one of the lads. Not only because it is fun but also because it is comforting. There is a simplicity to the worldview that I can really get behind.


There are toxic interpretations of the term ‘lad’ that might suggest antisocial behaviour, intolerance and boorish idiocy. It all comes down to semantics, but I’d call those sort of men not ‘lads’ but ‘wankers’. To me, being a lad is not about being a hooligan. It’s about excitement, irreverence and camaraderie. It has brought me good times and beautiful friendships; it has also been another form of protection from the darker feelings that permanently floated in the back of my mind. For most of my life I took nothing seriously, least of all myself.


By the way, I haven’t had a bad life and my childhood was pretty happy. I wasn’t a victim of abuse; I hadn’t suffered any sudden bereavements or been separated from loved ones at an early age. I’ve not been held back by prejudice. For the most part, my life has been fortunate and full of love. This was another reason why I forbade myself from ever dwelling on my mental health. I thought any feelings of sadness and discomfort were daft and unwarranted; to give them the time of day would be a pathetic indulgence. Feeling sorry for yourself was for hippies, whingers and spoiled brats. I wouldn’t allow myself to acknowledge my own pain. But, like any other human that ever lived – irrespective of the background they came from or the circumstances of their existence – I felt pain. Comparing and contrasting my pain to that of other, less fortunate, people was a technique I used to try and snap myself out of glumness. But it was a shit technique because it only served to compound all that pain with feelings of shame. It did nothing to help dig the pain out by the roots.


To do that, I needed to confront my sadness and anxiety at its source. To identify the stuff that might have made me feel shit about myself and resentful of others; and to try and work out a way past those feelings. That was never going to be possible while I was constantly off my face.


The combined pressures of parenting and career had left me exhausted and miserable by the time I was in my late thirties. I had been trying way too hard to be a perfect family man and a model professional, and I had wound up being neither. I was overstretched and overwhelmed and had sunk into bad habits in a misguided attempt to hold it all together. My marriage was in peril. My career teetered on the edge of disaster. I was in a state of constant financial panic. Each of these problems fed off each other. I was in a cycle of inebriation, worry and conflict.


Shitfaced nights at the darts weren’t the half of it. The uglier and more worrying side was the stuff I did out of plain sight: the all-day solo binges in the corner of the local pub; the late nights getting wasted in the front room while my wife and kids were asleep upstairs; the empty vodka bottles hidden in the filing cabinet; the nights where I would lie in darkness beside my sleeping wife, wide awake and sweating – fighting back tears of panic and misery. Urgh.


Drink and drugs took me to the edge of oblivion but, in another sense, they saved me. Without my bad habits delivering me to a state of desperation, and subsequently seeking help, I might never have discovered a better way of life. Recovery from addiction is about more than just giving up drink and drugs. That’s just the start. The real work is in reflecting on your feelings, acknowledging your pain, understanding where it all comes from and learning to deal with it. Deal with it yourself, unaided by alcohol and drugs – or any other form of short-term, quick-fix distraction.


This book isn’t just about addiction and recovery. You might not have any issues with drink or drugs. They just happened to play a big part in my mental health ‘story’. Really, this book is about learning to deal with the shitty feelings and thoughts that bother all of us from time to time. Yes, even Jack the Lads like me. Maybe especially the likes of us.


We all face mental health challenges but not all of us can relate to all the airy-fairy ‘wellness’ chat. Wellness, I’m sure, has helped a ton of people but it’s an industry. It makes money. And the discourse that surrounds that industry – the trite Instagram memes, the faux spirituality, the yoga-speak, the focus on vague concepts like ‘manifesting’ and ‘abundance’ – can be off-putting to many of us. I’m all for that stuff if it helps others. But I think we need lots of different ways of opening people up to conversations about mental health. We need to widen the vocabulary in order to widen the appeal.


The sort of blokes I’ve grown up with have generally used pride, resilience, humour and banter to form a cast-iron protective shield around their feelings. I think this is a problem. If we don’t hear other men we can relate to being honest about their feelings and vulnerabilities, then we continue to think of ourselves as alone and isolated in our own world of pain. We assume everyone else has got things sussed apart from us. This can lead to feelings of shame and embarrassment that only make the bad feelings even worse.


Secrecy about our mental health issues can be extremely dangerous. Suicide is a big problem; it remains the biggest killer of men under the age of forty-five in the UK. Thank God I have never lost anyone close to me this way. But over the past ten years there have been a number of men within my broader sphere – ex-colleagues, friends of friends – who have taken their own lives. In each case, I learned it had happened suddenly and without any warning signs. These men hadn’t spoken out about their struggles. In most cases, these men were loud and brash and fun loving; the last sort of blokes you would imagine were wrestling with self-doubt or misery. They were lads. Men like me and most of my mates. Maybe they thought those struggles didn’t warrant discussion. But clearly, they did.


Speaking out needs to be normalised for every type of bloke. There needs to be as many different voices as possible out there describing these feelings and discussing ways of coping with them.


If you met me you’d probably think I was an over-confident loudmouth who never lost a wink of sleep to self-doubt in his life. Yes, I do come across as self-confident. I do spend a lot of time laughing, taking the piss, and presenting a carefree persona to the world. But I’ve had depression. I’ve lived with anxiety my whole life. I’ve had years of treatment for drink problems. I used to have a problem with cocaine and I’ve been taking anti-depressants every day for over a decade. And I used to be ashamed of all this. Now I couldn’t give a fuck who knows about it. Quite the opposite: I am proud to have had the balls to face up to my problems and do something practical about them. I hope that by sharing this stuff, it might resonate with others and make them feel less alone.


I am not an expert and I don’t want you to read this book as if it is a manual. It’s not even advice, really. It’s just an honest account of what I have gone through as an ordinary bloke with ordinary problems who has had to wrestle with ordinary pain. I want to tell you about it so perhaps, if you’re going through anything similar, you will understand that you are not alone and it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Maybe you will read about how I managed to get through the bad times and start to believe that you will do the same, however crap things might seem right now. I’m not going to tell you to ‘stay positive’ because I know how impossible that can be in the dark times. But I will tell you that you are tough enough to get through those dark times and come out stronger. You’re stronger than you think.


Here’s a couple of other things I need to mention right from the get-go. Firstly, and I can’t stress this enough, I am a white, heterosexual, middle-aged bloke who lives a middle-class lifestyle in a nice part of a wealthy country. I have multiple advantages over 99 per cent of everyone else in the world. I do not think my problems or feelings are more special than anyone else’s. So when I write about how much of a struggle it is to be a superlad who grew up hiding his feelings, don’t for a minute think that I am saying people like me deserve any special treatment from anyone other than ourselves. This isn’t a book about trying to change the world. It’s a book about trying to change the way in which we as individuals can change our responses to the world. I am not interested in calling for men’s rights. I don’t think men like me need more rights, to be honest. Share some of them out to the marginalised, I say. And the same goes for when I write about fatherhood and how tough it can be. Is it tougher than motherhood? No. But so what? There are other books for mums. I’m a dad and that’s the only experience I can write about with any authenticity.


These are my caveats. Straight white blokes like me are privileged in all sorts of very real ways, but feelings are feelings. Socioeconomic advantages don’t incubate any of us from the experience of being human. All humans are vulnerable to feeling shit sometimes. I’m writing for men like me because that’s all I’m qualified to do. Of course, this book might help mums, daughters, sisters, girlfriends and wives better understand what the men in their lives are going through too. If so, I’d be delighted about that.


I have divided this book into two parts: ‘drunk’ and ‘sober’. Part one is about drunk me. I write about the stuff that shaped me in childhood and young adulthood; the things that I now regard as being fundamental to my sense of identity and the problems I faced as I got older. It’s not all bad stuff – my childhood definitely had more positives than negatives – but I want to demonstrate that those early experiences can wind up dictating the way in which you respond to the world around you as you grow up. Even the little things can have a bigger influence than you might think. All of those early experiences in my life contributed to the crisis I underwent in my mid to late thirties, when I lost the thread. I started to get pretty bad bouts of depression and then started to drink and take drugs in a misguided attempt to stave it off. I now realise that a great deal of those problems were the result of me never really taking my mental health seriously and just ignoring all the little sources of pain and insecurity that had impacted upon me in the past.


Part two is about why I got sober, and how. That started for me in June 2015 when I went to seek professional help for the bad habits, which I had finally accepted were addictions. Only once I started to get on top of that stuff was I able to start addressing the deeper issues that had plagued me my entire life. Part two is about the way in which I live my life these days, with daily habits and attitudes that have made life so much more enjoyable than it used to be. It paints a picture of a life that is by no means perfect but is sunnier and more enjoyable now that I take my mental health more seriously.


I might lapse into offering advice throughout this book. Please try to ignore it. All I want to do is demonstrate my own vulnerabilities and tell you a bit about how I overcame them. To show you that you are not alone. And hopefully encourage you to take care of yourself a bit better.










PART 1




DRUNK











1



How to Pretend to Be OK


When I was two years old I burned myself severely. My mum had left one of my milk bottles sterilising by the sink. She was distracted for a split second and didn’t see me reach up and grab it. The lid was loose, and the scalding-hot water splashed all over my arm. I screamed my head off as the skin peeled away from my flesh. My mum flew into a panic, an ambulance was called, and I was rushed to hospital where they had to give me a skin graft. They took skin off my arse and stuck it on to my mutated arm. The appearance was affected for ever. The entire inside of my right forearm was warped and mottled. The skin was bumpy and stretched. It looked like the lumpy skin that forms on the surface of cold porridge. When I started school a couple of years later, I dreaded T-shirt weather because the other kids would laugh at me for what they called my ‘spaz arm’. These days, I still use the scarring – which now occupies a much smaller part of my arm – to help me differentiate between left and right.


Does this count as childhood trauma? Is it one of those repressed memories that I never think about consciously but in some imperceptible way shapes my worldview and dictates my emotional responses? Possibly, a little bit. Life is full of little incidents that hurt us. Part of getting to grips with your mental health is reflecting on all those little incidents and recognising them for what they were. I think most of us learn from an early age how to pretend to be OK and not make a fuss. We become brilliant at brushing things off. In a world where we are surrounded by constant reminders of extreme human tragedy – war, disease, famine, abuse, whatever – ordinary folk with ordinary problems can’t allow themselves to view their ordinary pain as a legitimate source of trauma. But it really can be. Small moments of hurt, fear or shame can stay with you for ever if you choose to dismiss them as trivial. I’m not saying you need to make a big drama out of every little knock-back you ever get. But you at least should allow yourself to acknowledge your pain, however mundane it might seem. And to show yourself a bit of compassion when bad stuff happens to you. Mostly, young men are embarrassed to acknowledge their ordinary pain.


Someone once said to me, ‘It’s not the elephants that kill you, it’s the ants.’ It doesn’t necessarily have to be something huge – like being the victim of abuse or seeing your best mate have his legs blown off by a landmine – that we label trauma. It might be something smaller, like mashing up your arm when you’re a toddler. In fact, it can be even smaller stuff than that.


Not long after I burned my arm I was sitting on the steps in our front garden, minding my own business, looking at a line of ladybirds. My mum tells me I used to eat them. If that’s true, I can’t blame myself because ladybirds look like delicious sweets. So there I was, looking at – and perhaps nibbling on – some ladybirds, when a tortoise wandered in through the front gate. I had never seen a tortoise before, even on TV. Imagine what a tortoise looks like to a child who has never previously seen one. It’s like a tiny dinosaur. I screamed as badly as when I scalded my arm with boiling water. Apparently, it was a wild tortoise that roamed our estate. No one owned it. It relied on the kindness of strangers to give it food and shelter. The late seventies was a weird time. Was my encounter with it traumatising? Fuck yes. It’s not just the ants and the elephants that will get you. It’s the tortoises too.


In the mid-sixties my parents had three sons in the space of two and a half years. Theo, Dom and Cas were so close in age that they formed a particularly strong sibling bond. The family dynamic was well established when, seven years later, I suddenly turned up out of the blue. Whether I was a mistake or an attempted ‘sticking plaster’ baby designed to shore up a faltering marriage, I don’t know. Either way, my parents split up shortly after my birth. There was a fairly significant generational gap between myself and my brothers. They must have been pretty surprised by my arrival but they never made me feel unwelcome.


I don’t think my early years were a happy time for my family at all. My parents were splitting up and the home was filled with wild rows on a nightly basis. It wasn’t a clean break up. There was a great deal of shouting, crying and emotional chaos. It’s impossible that I wouldn’t have been aware of it at the time, but it must have all been buried down in the depths of my mind. I was just a baby.


One day I came downstairs into the living room stark bollock naked. It’s amazing how much time you spend wandering around naked when you’re a kid, isn’t it? My brothers, whom I completely idolised, all started screaming and pointing at me in horror. I freaked out and started to cry. ‘Eurgh! What the fuck is that?’ they shouted. They seemed to be fixated on my groin. My mum came in from the kitchen to see what all the fuss was about. ‘Oh my God!’ she screamed. ‘It looks like a fucking egg!’


I peered down and, just as she had observed, a lump the size and shape of an egg was protruding from my groin. Burning flesh, miniature dinosaurs, aliens bursting out of my body: my whole early childhood was like a mad sci-fi horror. I know I am making it all sound a bit traumatising but, honestly, there was a great deal of love in my home too. I think I always understood that people cared about me. But the prevailing atmosphere was often a bit volatile.


The lump turned out to be a hernia, which eventually required surgery. In the meantime, it would appear from time to time without any warning, erupting from my groin and causing immense pain. Sometimes it would happen when I was at school. In the middle of playtime I would suddenly collapse, clutching my groin and crying my eyes out. What with that and my much-mocked ‘spaz arm’, I was quite the source of playground entertainment for a while. Whenever the hernia appeared my mum would be summoned to the school, and she would rush me to hospital where a doctor with a knack for these things would massage it into submission. I would be crying and screaming throughout – I can remember the pain vividly.


We lived in a small maisonette on a large council estate in Brentford, west London. After my dad left, my mum would have found it difficult to deal with the pain of the break up while also trying to corral three sons who were approaching adolescence and a fourth who was just out of nappies. The estate was a rough-and-tumble sort of place where kids (and tortoises) roamed free at night, dicking about and getting into trouble. I was still quite young when I started stumbling about the concrete alleyways, following my brothers around and observing what the bigger kids were getting up to.


One time I was walking back from the shops with my mum. A kid called Tyrone wandered up to us and shoved a peanut up my nose. My mum went crazy, and he ran off laughing. That peanut stayed up my nose for about a week until I eventually sneezed it out.


Life got pretty chaotic after my dad left. My mum was busy trying to juggle work while keeping an eye on the four of us in difficult circumstances. It was easy to go semi-feral. My brothers were at a tough age: trying to cope with the fallout from a divorce as they hurtled towards puberty, amidst the dubious temptations of a large council estate. Estates can be like little bubbles that trap their occupants, especially the younger ones, in a sort of parallel universe. Everything is incubated: the dramas, the hierarchies, the power dynamics. I was too young to remember most of it but it amplified the sense of instability and anxiety that had engulfed our family. Like most estates built in the post-war decades, it was cut off from the rest of the local community with its own pub and little parade of shops. My eldest brother Theo got a job in the Bejam where he would steal the fags he had started smoking prodigiously aged ten – not so much out of youthful rebellion as, I suspect, genuine need for some sort of stress outlet. He had been particularly close to my dad, who had moved to a smarter new apartment with a new girlfriend.


Theo started bunking off school regularly. Eventually he just stopped going altogether and ran away to stay with my grandparents in Hertfordshire. They lived in a small village called Chorleywood which, despite being only an hour outside London at the end of the Metropolitan line, felt to us like deepest rural England. There was a giant common and loads of green space, a tiny cluster of quaint shops and rows of cosy bungalows that looked like they belonged to another era. My dad’s parents lived in one of them. It was a gorgeous little home that seemed to take us back a few decades whenever we entered. It was neat and tidy, there was a large sloping garden with well-tended flowerbeds and a small kitchen that constantly exuded the aromas of my grandma’s cooking. It couldn’t have been more different from the estate, with its hazardous atmosphere, mess and confusion. It felt peaceful, safe and predictable. No wonder Theo chose to disappear there for a while. Life back home had just become one barmy event after another.


My youngest brother, Cas, with his blond hair, brown eyes and big smile, seemed to have somehow been born with the swaggering self-confidence of Rod Stewart. Like Theo, he didn’t really care for school much – especially after my dad left. His response to the whole situation was maybe a little less reflective and a little more ‘fuck you’ than Theo’s. He would bunk off school with his mates and get up to no good. One day, when he was just ten and should have been at primary school playing hopscotch, he got into the home of one of his mates when the parents were out and guzzled half the drinks cabinet. My mum got a call at work saying he had passed out. An ambulance was called, and he was taken to hospital. Somehow, social services were not alerted, and I doubt my mum told my dad about the incident.


I don’t want any of this to suggest my mum was anything less than a loving and devoted parent. She couldn’t have made us feel more loved. But the practical reality of being the single parent of four sons, three of whom had been spun into a state of emotional mayhem while the fourth (me) was barely old enough to wipe his own arse, must have been overwhelming. She couldn’t afford not to work – she had to rely on friends and family to support her with childcare and put some faith in her sons to behave responsibly. Which, of course, they didn’t.


As the eldest, Theo was often given responsibility for me when my mum was out at work. He’d use the opportunity of a parent-free home to invite round his mates for raucous afternoons of drinking and anarchy. This was the tail-end of punk and most of them wore spiked hair in lurid colours, torn T-shirts and sometimes even eyeliner. As a means of easy entertainment, they taught me to do profane impersonations of their favourite punk icons. When they shouted, ‘Johnny Rotten!’ I would sneer and make the ‘wanker’ sign with my hand. They would fall about laughing. Then they would shout ‘Sid Vicious!’ whereupon I would curl my lip and grab my crotch. Years later, when I was an adolescent and they were already parents in their late twenties, they would see me at weddings or parties and shout ‘Johnny Rotten! Sid Vicious!’ and I would instinctively trot out the old routines. And we would all laugh.


The truth is that I probably felt pretty anxious and insecure in that little house of ours in the middle of the day, no grownups around, fag smoke filling the air and a bunch of pissed-up, raucous teens going mental all around me. The fact that my Sex Pistol impersonations seemed to make them approve of me in some way must have been comforting. Thus began a lifetime of trying to win approval and a weird sense of safety through showing off and acting the twat. Oh well, at least I’ve managed to monetise it along the way. Not all childhood traumas are entirely destructive.


One day, our entire front garden caught fire. Someone set light to the large vine that sprawled across our fence. Firemen were called to stop the flames infiltrating the house and spreading to other properties. I remember being at the swimming baths with my mum, watching one of my brothers compete in the school swimming gala, when someone rushed in to tell us what was happening. When we got back home, we watched the flames encroach upon our home while dozens of neighbours gathered round like ghouls. My mum started to cry and then I did too. I was five and thought I was seeing the building I slept in, the one steadfast and reliable bit of our family life, burn down. Eventually they put the fire out and the police turned up to investigate. They concluded, quite casually according to my mum’s recollections, that it was an act of arson. Someone on the estate was trying to burn the Delaneys’ home. But who? The police didn’t know and said they had no way of finding out. It was at this stage that my mum started to look for an escape and our GP asked the council to have us transferred off the estate.


But it wasn’t all peanuts up the nose and arson attacks. Some of the people on that estate were nice. My best mate was Mat Brown, who lived a few houses up with his older sister Jane and parents Duncan and Margaret. Jane was my first crush. She once cajoled me into bed with her. It was all very innocent – we were both fully clothed, but I have powerful memories of how exciting and illicit it felt when she pulled the neckline of her T-shirt slightly aside and instructed me sternly: ‘Kiss me on the shoulder.’ I did, and it felt magic.


‘What do you prefer, Sam, legs or bums?’ It’s funny the questions you remember being asked in your life. That one has stuck in my mind for the forty or so years since it was fired at me, in Mat Brown’s front room, by his mum, Margaret. I’ve no idea what the context of her saucy question was, but I recall it being asked amidst the warm, daft, slightly riotous atmosphere that always seemed to permeate the Brown household. They were a nuclear family who ate and laughed together, went on Sunday drives in Duncan’s Triumph Stag, kept the house tidy, had proper jobs, nice toys and all the other things I could see normal families had. It wasn’t like they were much richer than us. They were just a more conventional unit. I liked spending time there but I did not like being asked for my preferences about the female body. But I do remember my response. I didn’t splutter like you might expect; neither did I grumpily refuse to answer or attempt to laugh it off. I looked Margaret dead in the eye and fired back, with the utmost seriousness, ‘Legs. I like ladies with long legs.’ The whole family fell about and I felt the same sort of relief as when performing the Sex Pistols stuff for the lads.


Margaret was kind to my brothers too. When my brother Cas bunked off school she would let him in the house during the day to play on Mat’s Scalextric and drink cups of tea. My mum was furious when she found out Margaret had been harbouring her truant son. But that was Cas: he could somehow charm his way into housewives’ front rooms before he’d even started shaving.


As for Duncan Brown, he was something of a local legend who had a greater influence on my life than he ever knew. He was a stocky man with a gravelly cockney voice, incessant chuckle and the swagger of an East End villain. He was tough, funny, outgoing and rebellious. When we moved a few years later to a house next to the A4 dual carriageway, he would drive over to pick up Mat from play dates and just speed off the road, across the grass bank and park up directly outside our front door with a beep of the horn. He couldn’t be arsed taking an assigned exit and driving round the houses in the conventional (or to rephrase it, ‘legal’) way. He was Duncan Brown, an East End cowboy tearing it up in suburban west London. I thought he was an absolute fucking superstar.


Being an East Ender, he supported West Ham and passed his love for his local club on to Mat. In west London in the late seventies supporting West Ham, a club from the opposite side of the city, was almost as strange and certainly rarer than supporting a club from Manchester or Liverpool. But I was bedazzled by Duncan, Mat and the whole Brown family, who took me under their wing and offered a picture of family life that could be simultaneously stable and fun.


I was hooked from my first visit to Upton Park. I liked the fact that it felt a bit different to support an unglamorous, relatively unsuccessful club from a different part of town. We lived right next door to Griffin Park and Brentford would have been the only honest choice as a local club. But with their claret and blue kit, nutty supporters and heroic-looking heroes like Trevor Brooking and Billy Bonds, West Ham seemed perversely exotic to me. Supporting them gave me a sense of identity that wasn’t inextricably linked to my older brothers. Although one of them, Dom, started supporting West Ham too, West Ham felt very much like my thing. It won me the approval of Duncan Brown, which was something extremely high on my agenda, and helped form an extra special bond with Mat. When we started school we lured a couple of new mates, Ollie and William, into our little West Ham cult. Ollie still sits next to me and my son at West Ham home games to this day.


When we walked into the playground of our local primary school in our claret and blue scarves and sweat bands, a gang of Spurs supporters – obviously enamoured by the blanket coverage of hooliganism served up by the media at the time – offered to fight us. And maybe because we saw ourselves (mistakenly, in my case at least) as tougher than them because we were from the estate, we took them on by ourselves. After swinging our little fists with great bravery and gusto, if not technique, we were split up by teachers and made to stand outside the headmaster’s room in shame. The school caretaker, Mr Leeds, walked past and asked us what we’d done to land ourselves in trouble.


‘We were fighting over football,’ we told him.


‘That’s a daft thing to do,’ said Mr Leeds. ‘I love my football team but you don’t see me going round offering to fight people about it.’


‘Who do you support, sir?’ we asked.


‘Leeds,’ he said.


We couldn’t get our heads around the fact that Mr Leeds supported Leeds and clearly didn’t see anything strange or coincidental about that. We all burst out in laughter – me, Mat and the Spurs fans we’d only just finished scrapping with. It was the funniest thing we’d ever heard – we were in pieces – snot, tears, the lot. I think it healed the emotional wounds of the fight that had just taken place and there was never any football violence in the playground again.
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