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BY STEPH MCGOVERN


I am writing this while eating one of John’s coconut macaroon brownies (I say one, I’m on my third now). Despite the voice in my head saying ‘just have a bite, don’t eat the lot’, I can’t stop myself. That’s the thing with John – you have one little nibble of what he has to offer and you just want to devour the lot. No euphemism intended (that’s a lie, most of our conversations are filthy).


John, who is of course a GBBO champion, made the brownies for me on the TV show we work on together (Steph’s Packed Lunch, Channel 4) and the more I think about it, the more I realise that these little squares of coconutty, meringuey, chocolately deliciousness are pretty much John in cake form. Yes, gorgeous, that’s obvious. Half the nation fancies John Whaite but I think that’s the least interesting thing about him. John, like his brownies, is rich in layers . . . the fluffy and playful top ones followed by the deeper ones full of flavour and complexity. And much like the coconut in this particular recipe, there’s a sprinkling of randomness too. Together they make one hell of a bloke that I feel very lucky to have in my life.


We first met about three years ago when I was putting together what we call the ‘family’ for my TV show. I never take any notice of cooking programmes so I had no idea who he was, but that didn’t matter. The minute he walked into the room I loved him. His Wigan wit, his forensic mind, his gentle nature, his naughtiness coupled with the unusual career path he had carved for himself made him a joy to chat to. And we haven’t stopped chatting since.


John is also one of the cleverest people I know. Whether we’re debating the obesity crisis, toxic masculinity, artificial intelligence or whether inspirational quotes on cushions are naff, John brings the chats to life. He listens to other views, takes time to learn the facts, which he sometimes carries around on scraps of paper, and isn’t afraid to stand up for what he believes in. He is someone you want to be around. Your clever mate who you like going out with because you’ll have a laugh and learn stuff from too.


You will also never find a man more honest than John. Some might say too honest. I have been known to turn up in his dressing room moments before we are about to go on air to check that he really wants to say what I know he is about to reveal on telly. His response is always the same. ‘It’s me, though, isn’t it. If I’m going to be honest, I have to be honest about everything.’ This is what you’re about to get shed loads of in this book. Raw, uncensored and, at times, uncomfortable truths.


So go on, get comfy and let yourself enter the wonderful and crackers world of John Robert Whaite . . . enjoy.






Coconut Macaroon Brownies
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MAKES 16


Seeing as Steph mentioned these brownies, I thought it best to include them, just in case the very mention of them got your heart racing. They’re a chewy, dense brownie, topped with a light coconut macaroon meringue mixture. They’re definitely intense and layered, just like yours truly (according to Ms McGovern).


For the brownie batter


135g (4⅔oz) dark chocolate pieces


135g (4⅔oz) unsalted butter, diced


175g (6oz) caster sugar


100g (3½oz) plain flour


2 large eggs


Sea salt flakes


For the topping


2 large egg whites


120g (4 ½oz) caster sugar


120g (4 ½oz) desiccated coconut


• Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/400°F/gas mark 6. Grease and line a 20cm (8in) square cake tin, preferably loose-bottomed, with baking paper (parchment paper).


• Put the butter and chocolate into a heatproof bowl and set over a pan of simmering water. Stir occasionally until melted and glossy, then remove from the heat – it’s always wise to wipe the base of the bowl to prevent any condensation from getting into the mixture. Mix in the sugar, flour and salt until combined, then beat in the eggs. When you first add the eggs, the mixture will look grainy and split, but keep beating and it should become smooth and velvety. Pour into the prepared cake tin and set aside until needed.


• For the coconut topping, whisk the egg whites until foamy, then gradually add the sugar while whisking – I do this on a high speed in my freestanding electric mixer, but it can be done in a bowl with handheld electric whisk. Once the sugar has been added, continue whisking until you have a thick and smooth meringue, then fold in the coconut with a spatula. Spread the macaroon mixture onto the brownie layer and level it out with a small palette knife or the back of a spoon.


• Bake for 30 minutes, then allow to cool completely. Once cooled, refrigerate for at least 2 hours (or freeze for an hour) so you can slice them as neatly as possible – wipe the knife in between cuts with a damp cloth to help cut cleanly.





A Proper Cuppa
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Before I begin, I want to get something very straight (perhaps not the best line with which to open a memoir that is full of stories about gay shame and struggle, but a little gallows humour never hurt a soul): how to make a cup of tea. I consider myself a fairly liberal chap, open-minded and used to going with the flow. But when it comes to my brew, I am evangelical and devout, unwavering and unquestioning. Admittedly, I didn’t get to this stage of brewing bigotry without some trial and error. I’ve supped many a too-bitter cuppa before now, and have retched a few times at the pale and weak milkiness of a bag-meets-water-for-a-second mug of pond filth. That kind of tea is an abomination to all of humanity.


I’m writing this introduction with a cup of tea made to a very strict protocol – one, I should add, that has changed hundreds of people’s opinions on how to make the perfect brew. I have shared this method several times over the past few years on Instagram, and of all the recipes I’ve effortfully tested, retested, tweaked and shared, this one has had the most feedback.


First, I fill my mug with boiling water to warm it. There’s no need to discard the water – that would be wasteful. Instead, I either pour it back into the kettle, or tip it into a second mug to cool and swig later. The teabag goes into the warmed mug. While I’m a proud Lancashire lad, the War of the Roses is expunged from record while I’m making my tea – Yorkshire Tea, for the win. I pour the recently boiled water on to the teabag and set a timer for seven minutes precisely. I cover the mug with a saucer to keep everything wonderfully hot, then, when the time is up, I DO NOT SQUEEZE THE TEABAG. Instead, I gently escort it from cup to bin with a spoon. Squeezing the teabag makes the tea bitter. If my partner makes me a brew in which a squeezed teabag has been involved, I spit it out furiously.


You can keep your teapots and cosies, your loose-leaf teas and your strainers. I like a bag.


Now that’s all ironed out, I shall begin.





Preface
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I never thought I’d write a memoir. I never thought I’d do a lot of the things I have done in my thirty-four years, but life has a wonderful way of surprising us. I’ve never really liked surprises – I was the child who ransacked the cupboards at Christmas to find the presents, who was insistent on never, ever having a surprise birthday bash. If one could learn to predict the future, I’d be first on the waiting list. But having this opportunity was a gift of fate I couldn’t decline.


It’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Naturally, it’s an emotional drag, but it’s difficult in a logistical sense, too. Trying to summon memories after time, tequila and trauma have eroded many of my brain cells has been an irksome task at times. It has taken great discipline, stamina and organisation; traits that, as I get older, seem to be more evasive and as rare as hens’ teeth. But I think I got there in the end. One way of coping with this – and something in which I rarely allowed myself to indulge in the past – was submitting and giving up for the day. The process of writing my memoir has taught me that if the day is against you – one of those endless, insurmountable days when every single thing seems to be off balance and discordant – then you should simply accept it’s a shit day and do something else. Something enjoyable. You might think that life is too short to give up for the day, but as a friend once corrected me: life is too bloody long not to.


It’s been quite painful at times – very painful, in fact. To look back on difficult memories, moments when I wish I could just bob back in time and change a particular course of action to prevent myself from making the wrong choices, has been embarrassing, shame-inducing (though I’ll come on to that, eventually), tear-jerking and revelatory. Someone like Oprah might call these ‘teachable moments’: opportunities to learn and grow. Embarrassment, shame, guilt – all the negative emotions and feelings – are gifts to us. I know that sounds so hippy-dippy and platitudinal, but it’s the truth. Sugar-coated or raw, the fact is we can learn from our mistakes. We can choose to let them hack us down, fell us like old, infected elms, or we can choose to see them as the mallet and chisel of Michelangelo, sculpting us, making us more polished.


This, I guess, is my story about just that: learning and growing up. I came to fame in 2012, aged twenty-three, through the hit TV show The Great British Bake Off. In years, I was a young man, but in my head, I was still very much a child, confused and unsure of his identity and pathway. Over the last ten years, I’ve had to mature, narrowly scraping through, and deal with the loss of my partner, my home, my life.


Reflecting on one’s past is growth, and if that’s a huge part of therapy, then writing this book has been an intense crash course of a Harley Street standard. I’ve had multiple rounds of therapy over the years – some good, some terrible – but none of that has compared to sitting here, writing these words, mulling over whether I should reveal my truth to you, a complete stranger. But a huge part of moving forward is accepting the truth, without shame or judgement. Look at the snapshot, look at what you learned, and move forward.


One of the more challenging aspects of growth I have dealt with is the separation from my parents. I live only three miles or so away from them, and I’ve only recently had that eye-opening revelation that many people experience much younger – and others, sadly, never – that I am not my parents. I can disagree with them, while respecting them. I can feel the bitter sting of their hurtful words, while pitying their own strife and pain. I can find their opinions indigestible, while enjoying sharing food and company with them. They are and I am separate, individual masses of atoms, linked solely by blood. Sometimes, you just have to be the firebreak in your family tree and move away from the pack.


It’s a hard pill to swallow for so many. We grow up being told never to question the priest, the police, our parents, but our individuality demands otherwise. Finding the right balance between bending these ancient, arcane rules and breaking them is one of the hardest parts of getting older. But when you get through that tricky time, life seems to fall back into place again.


What is true for me may not necessarily be true for others, but I’ve found that as I’ve navigated those first hurdles of life – mistakes and separation – empathy has been the trophy. With a sense of context and resolve, growth allows us to more easily consider the perspectives of others as they make mistakes – affecting themselves, another or me – and to forgive them. Forgiveness is a milestone in the journey of love. Without reaching that granite marker, the pathway is closed off for the winter.


Life with other people can be painful and gut-wrenching. The words, actions or absence of others can leave you heavily winded and writhing on the ground in agony. But, I fear, it’s all part of the bigger picture. We are here to have our hearts shattered into a million pieces from time to time, so that we can rebuild it.


You might expect food to feature prominently throughout this book, given my rise to fame and subsequent career as a TV chef. Well, there’s definitely food in here. At times, I’ll give you a handful of recipes in a chapter; at others, there’ll be little mention, if any. The truth is, while food has the ability to soothe my soul, it can also chill me to the bone. As someone with bulimia, I can be haunted as much as comforted by food, and that’s a war I’m still very much fighting. Food can be concomitant with guilt and shame. It’s definitely here, spattered across many of these pages, but its presence is sometimes a little more subtle.


Perhaps it’s linked to the bulimia – probably, but I really don’t know for sure – but the pain of growing up gay in a world that still wasn’t quite ready to accept me as such has certainly shaped me as a man. I still don’t think the world is yet fully accepting of queer people, but it does fill me with fizzing joy to see the kids of today enjoy their aesthetic fluidity and freedom to roam within their own boundaries of sexuality. That’s not to say every young person feels liberated – many are still bullied and persecuted for their sexuality or gender – but I hope my story will offer solace to those souls.


This book can sometimes be a little morbid. I won’t apologise for that. I think each day we walk the earth, we skirt a little closer to the end. Surprisingly, that fact – memento mori – has been a remedy to my darker days of depression and alcohol abuse. As Jack ‘Dr Death’ Kevorkian said: ‘When there is nothing left to burn, you have to set yourself on fire.’ I’ve found doing so hasn’t left me in a pile of ashes on the floor, but has instead burnished and rejuvenated me, fired away the bullshit and left the glistening embers of truth. And on that note, dear reader, allow me to present you with my truth.





1.
Polystyrene Volcanoes and Peeling Potatoes
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I was conceived above a chip shop. Sorry if that’s oversharing, but I always think it an entertaining way to start a conversation when I meet someone for the first time. I don’t know the finer details, and I’m not going to interrogate my parents, but the limited – yet unsurprisingly sufficient – span of my knowledge is that at the time, my parents owned the chippy in Clitheroe, Lancashire, and the thing that people traditionally need to do to make a baby was done. My two older sisters, Jane and Victoria, are always curiously happy to let me know that I was an accident, though my mum likes to put a more positive spin on that narrative and refers to me as a ‘miracle’. Sibling rivalry can be bitter, and a mother’s love too sickly sweet – dark chocolate versus white. To be honest, both sides are a little extreme: I’m neither mistake nor miracle, just another well-arranged scramble of atoms on this marbled bowling ball.


Before I was born, my parents moved about thirty miles south, to a small Lancashire farming village, where they opened yet another chip shop. It was the kind of sleepy village where, as you strolled past the gun shop or wandered by the duck pond, you’d bump into someone you knew and get talking for ages. The friendly sort of place where if you sneezed on the bus, an old lady would offer you her hanky – not like London, where people scowl at you if you so much as breathe near them. In the summertime, the children of the village – me included – would roam the fields and strip to our underwear to splash and cool ourselves in the weir. We weren’t tethered to phones back then – this was the 90s; most of us didn’t even have watches that weren’t the edible kind from a sweet shop. We just knew that when dusk fell, we were to disperse and flee home before our mothers opened the door to shout our names into the twilight.


We were a close, working-class family. Dad was a painter and decorator when he wasn’t in the chippy, and Mum was a trainee nurse in my very early years. She’d work nights at the hospital, so I’d snuggle in bed with Dad. In the afternoons I’d sit on his knee and stroke his face for hours as I sat staring at the TV. The prickle of his stubble on my fingertips lulled me into a trance.


When I was in high school, when my own stubble was just about starting to peer through the smoothest parts of the skin on my chin, I would get the bus to the chip shop every afternoon to peel the potatoes, which was my job. I never remembered to take my key, but if the front door’s bottom lock wasn’t bolted, I could use my bus pass to open the door by slotting it between the latch and the latch bore – like a burglar in a black-and-white film.


It was monotonous work, peeling spuds. The room always had a watery, starchy smell, because the peeled potatoes would sit in great buckets of cold water to keep them from oxidising and turning greyish brown. As I’d start my shift after school, I’d often work in my uniform, and no matter how many times it went through the washing machine, it would always have a faint smell of starch, frying oil and cow poo (by this time, I lived on a dairy farm).


I’d collect the 25-kilogram sacks of spuds from the shed at the back, which, during winter, was bloody freezing. Twenty-five kilograms is nothing now, but I struggled with the sacks back then, often dropping them as I hobbled into the potato room, then dragged them along the floor of red broken tiles. I remember the first time Mum showed me how to open the bags, which were tied with threaded pieces of string; if you cut and pulled the string in a certain way, it would slip out in one go. Normally, I’d get it wrong, then have to go along the string, unpicking it section by section with my flip knife, chasing it as it snaked through the paper, which took ages.


Once the bag of spuds was open, I’d tip some into the rumbler – a huge stainless-steel contraption, shaped a little like a Dalek. I’d take off the black rubber lid and throw the potatoes into the spinning drum, which was lined with a coarse, sandpaper-like material that always made me recoil with a grimace and wince if I accidentally touched it – rather like the reaction I have when I take off my woollen gloves with my teeth, and the material squeaks against the enamel.


The rumbler would rub the skin off the potatoes and clean them at the same time, but if you let it go on for too long, the potatoes would be reduced to slimy pebbles. Sometimes, if they were extra dirty or full of eyes, I’d over-rumble them on purpose, and Mum would go mad at me for wasting perfectly good food. When the rumbling was done, I’d open the hatch on the front of the machine, and the potatoes would come flying out into my yellow bucket, or miss and dart all over the room, sliding across the floor like wet fish. I’d then have to remove the eyes, which I hated. There was something about sticking the tip of the knife into the potato and rotating it with a crackling squeak that made the hairs on my neck stand on end. Sometimes, I’d cheat and just lob great wedges off the spud, and of course I’d get in trouble for that. But when you had endless bucketloads of tatties to get through, it seemed like a sacrifice worth making. The potatoes, eye-free and perfectly peeled, would then go into the huge vats of cold water, ready to be scooped into the chipper.


* * *


My earliest memory of the chippy, though, is of me sitting on the salt-speckled counter dressed as Peter Pan: green tights, a little green smock cinched with a belt and a felt hat my dad had made with superglue and a feather. When making the hat, Dad somehow managed to glue himself to the wall by a single finger, so Mum had to squeeze warm water from a sponge on to it in order to release him. I’d been in a grump all day, because the hat kept unsticking and my outfit was ruined. There was a little hole in the middle of my tights, which one of the girls in the chippy pointed out by wiggling her finger into it, telling me to be careful a bird didn’t nip my tail. It had been a fancy-dress day at school, and I took these things seriously. I’ve always loved dressing up, as did my father. He’d often come to the door wrapped in colourful scarves like a fortune teller. My sisters and I would be thrilled as a hand emerged from the swathes of fabric, and he handed us a chocolate orange. We’d dance around the living room together, eating segments of it. I think those experiences, and the fact that Dad took me to drama classes from the age of three, fostered my love for performance. So, when Strictly Come Dancing came along years later, you can only imagine how excited I was to wear those sequins.


But despite my willingness to perform, I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t conscious of how I looked. One morning, when I was about eight, Mum was driving me to school when I clocked myself in the rear-view mirror and threw a hysterical fit. At the time, my fine blond locks resembled a dandelion clock if they weren’t dampened and perfectly combed into a side parting, and I’d forgotten to wet my hair. I made such a fuss that Mum had to stop at the side of the road and use the water from a puddle. I wonder now if these were early signs of my eating disorder and body dysmorphia. Would it have been possible to tell that in just a few years, I’d start following fad diets and monitoring calories, and shortly after that start making myself sick in an attempt to control my image? Or did everything begin even earlier than that? Were my demons inbuilt from birth?


I was always experimenting with my looks throughout both primary and high school. In fact, I’d go as far as to say I was obsessed with image. I don’t think it was in a vain way, but it was certainly in an effort to garner attention and validation. If I wasn’t rinsing a ‘hint-of-a-tint’ semi-permanent colour through my hair, I was shaving a checkerboard pattern into it and dyeing it black and white. I see the error of my ways now – of course I do. And my impulse is to look back at that lad with anger: what was missing in my life to warrant such attention-seeking behaviour? But what would that achieve? It would only add to the shame.


All this did get me attention, but it was mostly negative. One particular teacher would snarl at me and call me a ‘stupid lad’ when I sported a new colour or cut. Boys in the playground would continue to hurl their homophobic slurs.


But it wasn’t just the boys. I remember one night at a friend’s sleepover, when my three girlfriends suddenly turned on me: ‘You’re gay. We know you’re gay because of the way you walk and the way you hold your schoolbag.’ I couldn’t believe how they attacked me, like a pack of dogs. I had to flee the house – and it was straight to the chip shop that I ran for help. We didn’t own it by this time, but I knew the people who had taken over, and they kindly drove me home. Mum couldn’t come for me, as she’d been out for dinner with friends and had drunk a glass of wine.


Why I dyed my hair, I don’t know. Perhaps something was missing. Perhaps I knew I’d never be like the other lads and so needed to own that distinction. But I remember the feeling of disgust when I found myself aroused by the men’s underwear section of the Next catalogue and the magazines my sisters left on the bathroom floor, which featured ripped blokes in tiny underpants. I’d lock myself in there and spend hours turning the pages, lusting after the bodies and bulges. Their physiques were all rolling with muscle, and while I found it alluring, I’d stare in the mirror at my ‘puppy fat’, as my drama teacher called it, and uneven shoulders, slowly developing a hatred for my size and shape. My face was round and smooth, and my teeth – my dominoes as my sister joked – were too big for my face. My fat pear-shaped belly hung over my underpants. The only thing I liked about my face was the freckle under my eye, invisible to anyone at distance, which was everyone.


Shame bubbles up from deep within. It’s like a fire that is stoked by bigotry and bullying, but when you’re burning in those flames, you don’t see past the internal. You truly believe you deserve to feel this way. I hated myself. I could see the way other people saw me, and I allowed myself to have the same low opinion. If I could go back and help that little lad, I’d hug him so tightly. I’d shout loudly so everyone else could hear: what you are is unique and beautiful. What you are is normal and acceptable. What you are is who you are supposed to be, and you deserve to be loved just like every other person on this planet. But the boy I was at that age only heard what the bigots and bullies had to say. It was commonplace for things that were negative or boring or dull or unwanted to be labelled as ‘gay’. If a lad didn’t want to do something in class it would be, ‘Oh, but Miss, that’s gay, that is.’


Gay was negative. Gay was what people wanted to avoid.


* * *


There was plenty of fun in my childhood, though. The chip shop – a 1950s prefab shed that was bitterly cold in the winter, until, of course, the fryers were in full operation, at which point it would become unbearably hot and condensation would drip down the windows and walls – was such a wonderful place for a kid. The floor was so slippery. I remember how Dad would run from the potato room with a yellow bucket of freshly cut chips, his golden hair flapping on the back of his head as he tried to steady his march like an angry chicken. We used to wrap the fish and chips in paper, and we’d put some sheets of this paper on the tiles to serve as stepping stones across the slick surface. He’d always skid all over the place all the same, and then, as though at a bowling alley, he’d slide the bucket of chips along the floor and into the corner, never once spilling any. Whenever I tried to achieve the same feat, I’d bang my shoulder on the microwave or knock my head on the shelf just beneath the window where the brews were made.


My friends were always so intrigued by the fact we had a chip shop. One lad couldn’t get his head around the idea that we didn’t live there: ‘So, you own the chip shop, but you live somewhere else?’ he’d ask. I don’t know why it was so difficult for him; you’d only need to take one look at the rickety shack, with its single-glazed windows and what was probably an asbestos roof, to know that living there wouldn’t be possible. We lived in a little detached house on an estate nearby, with other working-class families. When I was really little – three or four – I’d stand on the end of our drive shouting ‘get off my land’ to the boys from a few doors down. One time I even cut out a photograph of a steak knife and held it up swearing as they cycled past. Their mother, Julie, always threatened to wash my mouth out with Fairy Liquid if I didn’t stop with the language. I’d get her back by pulling the streamer branches off her weeping willow tree when she wasn’t around. I liked her. I found a sense of safety in bolshie women.


If I wasn’t terrorising the estate, like a three-feet-tall, whiteblonde dictator, I’d mostly be playing at the chippy. At the very back edge of the plot of land was a huge old beech tree, which overhung onto the school playing field. I named the tree Ernie, and would spend hours just sat up in it alone, watching the other kids play in summer school. Inside the shop, when I was about six or seven, the pea barrel was my favourite place. It was a big black bucket full of dried peas. I’d sink my hands and arms into it as deeply as I could, trying to bury myself completely. I’d scoop up the little muted-green orbs with a jug and let them tumble back into bucket – the clattering sound would soothe me and give me goosebumps on my arms. In summer, I’d take cups of peas outside and let them rattle around on the concrete. They’d dart about the floor and I’d make patterns. I got into trouble quite a few times for clogging the drains with peas. One spring, some pea shoots started to emerge from beneath the drainpipe. I remember Mum shouting at me as she dredged the drains with her hands, her cheeks pink with stress. I found it so marvellous how Mum would soak the peas (definitely not the ones from the drain!) overnight in water and bicarbonate of soda, then boil them the next day to make the mushy peas. We’d often sample them on a slice of bread, seasoned with plenty of salt and vinegar, to make sure the taste was just right to serve to the customers. Absolutely delicious.


* * *


She was a hard-working woman, my mum, and determined to give us a better life than the one she’d had. The eldest of three siblings, and the only girl, her early childhood had been one of hardship. It was the kind of household where if the cat had a litter of kittens, they would be drowned in a hessian sack, as there just weren’t the resources to feed any extra mouths. Times were hard, and such times force people to be hard, too.


Although just a longstanding family joke, it wasn’t difficult to believe (in my case for years) the story about when the vicar came to visit. My mum and her brother, my uncle Karl were upstairs in bed. They had only an overcoat as a bed cover and my mum shouted down, ‘Mum, Karl’s got his leg stuck in the arm of the overcoat!’


My embarrassed grandma shouted back, ‘It’s a duvet, dear!’, to which Mum replied, ‘OK, Karl’s got his leg stuck in the arm of the duvet.’ I shouldn’t have found it so easy to believe; Mum’s side has never been religious.


Humour aside, looking back now that I’m no longer a petulant, self-centred child, she must have been knackered. What I saw then as a mother who was always too busy or too distracted for us, was, in fact, a woman hellbent on giving her children the best opportunities she could. She never stopped, and only in recent years, since she suffered a life-changing accident, has she allowed herself to slow down and enjoy life a little more.


But back then, I was adamant that Mum didn’t love me, and no one could have told me otherwise. Of course I see now just how deeply she did love me and my sisters. My thoughts and feelings simply weren’t fact, but children don’t need fact to feel. Fantasy is a more powerful conjurer of emotion.


Mum’s father, Merrick, was a remarkable man, always looking for a way to better himself. He loved kids – I remember him squirting squirty cream from a can all the way up my arms, laughing as I struggled to lick it off, and it was he who taught me about the winning combination of cottage cheese and jam on toast – but he certainly wasn’t above getting his children to help him. From the age of seven, Mum had accompanied him on his milk round. Whatever the weather, they went up every driveway to deliver milk to their customers. With any spare money he earned, he started doing up cars, and used the profit he made from selling them to buy and renovate terrace houses. Eventually, he saved enough to buy a farm. In the first year of owning it, he took turf off the fields to sell to help clear his mortgage, and as the turf business grew to be successful, he opened a kennel and a fishing lake.


It was Merrick who came to my parents’ aid when the chipper – the machine that turned the spuds into chips – gave up one hectic Friday teatime (dinnertime if you’re posh; suppertime if you’re verging on aristocratic). After a quick phone call, my grandad arrived with a contraption that clipped on to the stainless-steel workbench. It had a great, stiff lever that pressed down on to one potato at a time, forcing it through a mesh plate and slicing it into chips. I remember his massive, hairy hands pushing on the lever. Those hands were the painting of the years of his hard labour. It was physical, back-breaking work when a crowd of hungry villagers were waiting impatiently in the next room, so we – my sisters, Grandad and me – all took it in turns to make the chips while Mum and Dad continued to fry and serve customers.


I didn’t appreciate until later the work ethic that this instilled in me. Seeing my grandad and mum refuse to let their customers down or lose vital income made me constantly conscious of the importance of always doing something. Sometimes that can be a bad thing – even when I’m ill, I find it hard to just lie there and watch television. There’s a fine line between work ethic and work shame. One is a positive driving force that enables a person to clamber out of bed in the morning and say, ‘Hey world, I’m going to do something with my life for me!’ The other – shame – is an externally derived weight that forces a person compare themselves to others and ask, ‘Am I doing enough? Should I be working harder than I am?’ I try my hardest when having a well-earned day off to quieten the work shame that bubbles up and use my work ethic to balance it; I’ve worked hard to this point, and to carry on working hard, I must rest, recuperate and relax.


It perplexes me now how, even when going through her divorce from my father, Mum continued to work. She never stopped. In the holidays, or when the shop was shut on a Monday, she’d drive us in her little white Corsa to the chippy and we’d clean it, just me and her, from top to bottom. I’d get mad at her for making me work all the time, and infuriated when she wouldn’t listen to me. She was once trimming the fish in the back of the chippy and I was trying to tell her something. When she didn’t respond, I kicked off. I must have pushed her too far, because, still clutching the fish knife, she said something along the lines of, ‘Say that again, and I’ll kill you.’ It wasn’t an actual threat, just an attempt to regain control by a woman who was at the end of her tether. I burst through the door and into the customer area, screaming, ‘She’s got a knife. She’s going to kill me!’


The builders waiting for their sausage, chips, peas and gravy didn’t bat an eyelid: northern stoicism at its best. One even murmured, ‘Aye, I’d kill you if you wo’ mine, yer little bastard!’


We did have some fun times, me and Mum. Sometimes we’d draw little cartoons on the wrapping paper, or share sweets and ice creams on the grass in the hot sun. When going through a difficult stage in my behaviour, she’d use the chip paper to explain the importance of putting others first. She’d write the word ‘joy’ vertically down the page, then use that to demonstrate if you put Jesus and Others before Yourself, you’d be happy. Though she too admitted it was a little bit of a strain for her to use that particular example due to her lack of belief in a god. But it worked well to illustrate the message, that agnostic acrostic.


It was Mum who taught me how to make a volcano. She’d invert a chip cone on a tray, take off the tip, fill it with bicarbonate of soda – of which we had an abundant supply, thanks to our constant production of mushy peas – then pour in the vinegar. The reaction between acid and alkaline would cause a great, pressurised fizz that would spurt out of the cone and down the sides. I must have got through hundreds of chip cones during our time there – I practically recreated the formation of the world in polystyrene and acid-alkali fizz.


* * *


It was in the chip shop that I first had the feeling my world was about to crumble, and that I was going to lose Mum for ever, as a new man came on to the scene: my future stepdad. I knew about him, because I’d sit on Mum’s bed as she got ready to go out after she and Dad divorced. I remember the smell of her perfume – Yvresse by Yves Saint Laurent – and the goosebumps I’d get on my arms from the white noise of her hairdryer. I can still feel the sting of her Lipcote lipstick sealer on my lips after she kissed me goodbye.


After we had finished a shift one evening, I was plonked on the counter to keep my feet off the freshly mopped floor, when the door opened and a stern-looking man walked in. He was dressed like a typical 1990s farmer: corduroy trousers, checked shirt, oversized tweed jacket and flat cap, with gigantic thick spectacles. I can’t remember how Mum introduced him – she wouldn’t have said boyfriend, because that would have been weird, but she made it clear she was dating him.


Once I realised he was a permanent fixture, I became an acid-tongued viper. ‘You’re not my real dad!’ I hissed at him, as he stood there awkwardly, saying nothing. ‘You’re not going to steal my mummy!’ I summoned all the hurtful things a six-year-old could possibly say and hurled them at this stranger. I can still taste the rage I felt. I was a brat. I was nasty. I would have clawed away at the mud, desperate to find a single stone with which to take him down.


I was a scared little boy.


* * *


I worked in the chippy for years, up until we sold the business. As you’d imagine, the staff were rather more interested in the chips themselves than the volcanic potential of chip cones. I remember the girls who worked there dousing their plump portions in obscene amounts of salt and vinegar; curiously, though, they were all always on diets. There was a calorie-counting book behind the till, which my mum, my sister Jane and the other girls would use every day. One of the girls once had a can of Weight Watchers soup, into which she dunked a sausage barm cake. Jane laughed and told her that wasn’t what you were supposed to do.
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