
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   


Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9781405520478

Copyright © Royston Vasey 2006

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk






      
      
      For Helen, Amy and Reece
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      Boys and girls, throughout this book I have been honest and frank, but in my heart I feel that some of the participants need
         to be protected by a change of name. I thank them all for adding value and colour to my life. And, last but not least, thanks
         to you, the great British public (wherever you are), for taking me to your hearts …
      

      
      
   





      
      


      
      If there’s such a thing as reincarnation, can someone
please tell me before I give it all away.

      
      I have been a Jack the lad but it’s better
than getting no cards on Father’s Day.

      
      
      





      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      BLACKPOOL ROCK

      
      ‘YER FAT BASTARD!’

      
      Blackpool, July 2003. I’m on me home turf, the North Pier. It’s a glorious day and I’m passing through the amusement arcade
         at the start of the quarter-mile walk along the boards to the theatre at the end of the pier. I’m enjoying the warm summer
         sun and looking forward to the evening ahead. The show doesn’t start until seven-thirty and this is six o’clock, but I’m always
         in my dressing room early. It gives me time to soundcheck some songs and to rehearse a few new gags. Keith, my mate, is scuttling
         along beside me, carrying a Tesco shopping bag with a few cans of lager for before the show, when my good mood is shattered
         by a Glaswegian bellowing at full tilt.
      

      
      Now, I know I’m a fat bastard without anyone telling me. After all, it’s my catchphrase, one that, in less than two hours’
         time, more than 1,500 punters will be chanting as I come on stage. But some people go too far.
      

      
      ‘Oi, you! Yes, you!’ It’s the Glaswegian again. ‘You big fat cunt!‘
      

      
      I turn around. There, in the dead area between the hot-dog stall, the gift shop, the rock shop and the stall selling T-shirts with plastic tits on them, a lump of shite is sitting at
         a table. Nearby, there’s a gang of lads who’ve got tickets to come and see me. They’re standing at the bar, downing a few
         jars, getting blathered before the show and starting to take an interest in the rude fucker shouting his mouth off.
      

      
      I can see he is what us Teessiders call a hacky get – a miserable, filthy waste of space. But he’s a hacky get with a family,
         so I know to behave. There’s his wife and his three little kids to consider. They’re about nine, eight and six, I’d guess,
         and I don’t want to upset them.
      

      
      I haven’t had a proper fight in more than ten years. I’ve learned to keep my hands to myself. I don’t want to reawaken bad
         habits, so I ignore him and keep walking, my eyes fixed straight ahead.
      

      
      ‘Oi! I’m talking to you, you big fat bastard,’ the Glaswegian hollers again. I turn around and stare him down.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you just grow up?’ I say. And I keep walking.

      
      ‘Ah, fuck off!’ The Glaswegian is obviously not going to give up easily.

      
      I stop walking and slowly turn around, my temper rising inside me like a kettle coming to the boil. From the way that he’s
         carrying on, it’s clear to me that he’s got no respect for his wife or his kids. He’s certainly got no respect for all the
         people around him. Every table in the bar is taken and they’re all staring our way, wondering what’s going on. I want to give
         the lanky lout a bat, show him that I might be fat and I might be old enough to be his grandfather, but that I won’t be spoken
         to like that. But instead I ignore him and head for the door.
      

      
      Just as I pass through the door he shouts again. ‘Fuck you, you fucking fat cunt.’
      

      
      It’s too much. ‘I’m not putting up with this,’ I mutter to Keith.

      
      
      ‘You what?’ Keith replies.

      
      ‘I said that sackless nowt’s taken a right fucking lend of me.’ And I turn on my heels. ‘I’m gonna have to ploat that cunt.’

      
      I walk up to him. ‘Have you got something to say to me?’

      
      ‘Ahh, you’re a big cunt!’

      
      For a moment I don’t know what to do. This kind of thing happens to me almost every day and it’s a finely judged thing to
         get it right. Do I take offence or do I let it wash over me? After all, most of the time it’s harmless. Just a couple of fans
         who don’t know what to say and think it’s okay to be rude. Because I swear and talk about tits, fannies and cocks on stage
         they think that they can insult me in the street. Like the little old lady who stopped me in my tracks on Blackpool South
         Pier fifteen years ago. She was in her early seventies and with a man I assumed was her husband. They looked like any other
         elderly couple, enjoying the sea air and taking in the Golden Mile.
      

      
      ‘Eeeh,’ she said. And she put her hand on my chest to stop me. ‘Eeeh, you fat bastard.’

      
      So I stopped walking. ‘Yes?’ I said, smiling.

      
      ‘Eeeh, you fat bastard,’ she said again. Then she giggled. ‘Hee hee, you fucking fat bastard.’ By now, the shock element had
         gone. I was looking at this elderly woman and thinking two things. First, that’s a foul mouth you’ve got on you, especially
         for a woman of your age. And second, what are you going to say next? I know I’m a fat bastard. Right?
      

      
      After the fifth or sixth ‘fat bastard’, I said: ‘Now you’ve recognised me, what do you want?’

      
      ‘Eeeh, I think you’re fucking great, you fat bastard. Eeeh, you fucking fat bastard.’

      
      I walked off, half in despair and half in frustration. What else could I do? If I had said owt, she would have thought I was
         the rude one. I couldn’t win.
      

      
      And it’s not just old ladies. One evening, on the way to work, a little girl walked up to me. With blonde hair and blue eyes, she was no more than six or seven years old and absolutely
         gorgeous. If you ever wanted to paint a picture of a perfect little girl, she would have been it.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ I said, smiling at her and glancing at her parents standing nearby.

      
      ‘Hello,’ she replied bashfully. ‘You’re a fat bastard, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Am I?’ I said.

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You’re a big fat bastard.’ And she looked around at her parents, who were smiling, beaming with pride at
         their daughter’s cheek. What kind of parent tells their six-year-old child to go up to a complete stranger and insult them?
         If I had ever sworn in front of my father, he would have lifted me so high the weather would have changed by the time I got
         back down.
      

      
      Now I can’t tell people how to lead their lives and most of my fans are just great. But there’s always the idiot who thinks
         it’s fine to shout ‘Hiya, Chubby, you big fat cunt’ down a supermarket aisle when I’m doing my shopping. It makes me cringe
         with embarrassment as all the other shoppers stare at me. I can see what they’re thinking: if he wasn’t here, we wouldn’t
         be hearing that. Or maybe they think that I’m the kind of person who sits in a restaurant and orders their food by saying
         to the waiter: ‘I’ll have the steak and chips, cunt face’. But I’m not and I never have been. And now, standing in the North
         Pier bar at Blackpool, I’ve had enough.
      

      
      ‘If you are gonna say sommat to me, will you say it to me outside the bar, please?’ I say.

      
      The muscles in the Glaswegian’s face tighten as I grab him by his T-shirt and wrap my fist around it. I pull him off his chair
         and drag him thirty feet to the door.
      

      
      ‘I’ll fucking kill you, you fat bastard,’ he screams as I skid him across the sticky floor. ‘I’ll fucking glass you.’

      
      
      ‘Yes, I know you will,’ I say. The bar is silent. Everybody is watching. The customers in the gift shops stop in their tracks
         and come out of the shops to have a stare. People eating ice creams stand open-mouthed, watching what is going on.
      

      
      ‘Now what are you gonna fucking say?’ I snarl as we get outside and I pull him to his feet, pushing him across the boardwalk
         to the edge of the pier.
      

      
      The Glaswegian is unsteady, so I see the swing of his fist coming towards me long before it’s within range. I dodge the punch,
         turn him around and dig him once in the ribs. He goes down like a sack of shite, then jumps up.
      

      
      ‘I’ll fucking kill you!’ he shouts as Keith grabs him. ‘I’m gonna kill him. I’m gonna fucking kill the fat fucker,’ he shouts,
         kicking Keith at the same time.
      

      
      ‘You’ll kill no fucker, else I’ll throw you over the fucking side, you twat,’ I shout. And I mean it. I want to give him a
         lacing, but Keith has him pinned down on the floor as three security guards come pounding down the pier and grab the lanky
         Glaswegian. With Keith and the bouncers between us, the Glaswegian tries to throw a few punches but he can’t get near me.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t if I was you, mate,’ Keith says. ‘I wouldn’t.’

      
      The Glaswegian is carted away and I head for the theatre. An hour later, I’m on stage. The show’s going well. It’s always
         a buzz to play Blackpool and I’m more pumped up than usual, the adrenalin from the earlier aggro sharpening my timing and
         delivery. I leave the stage to a standing ovation and close the door to the dressing room. The first few minutes after any
         show are always the hardest. The silence after the noise and the adoration of the crowd is particularly lonely. Mulling over
         the performance, over-analysing the audience’s response to new routines, I sip a cup of tea while the punters file out of
         the auditorium and into the night.
      

      
      
      There’s a knock at the door. Probably Richie, the tour manager, I think. Letting me know that some fans are waiting for an
         autograph at the stage door. Or maybe some friends have come backstage and want to say hello.
      

      
      ‘Mr Vasey?’ says a voice on the other side of the door. ‘Could you please open the door.’

      
      Two policemen are standing in the corridor. They charge me with common assault and require me to appear at the police station.
         The next morning I am arrested, fingerprinted, relieved of the contents of my pockets, my belt and my shoelaces, and led down
         to the cells.
      

      
      The Glaswegian, the coppers tell me, is a heroin addict. He’s in Blackpool at the council’s expense for a weekend’s rehabilitation
         with his children and wife, who had previously had a court order against him because of his violent behaviour. He provoked
         me and threw the first punch, yet I am being charged.
      

      
      A month later I am in court. The police have dropped their charges, but I am fined two hundred pounds and ordered to pay seventy
         quid costs and eighty pounds compensation to the Glaswegian for ripping a T-shirt that looked like it cost no more than a
         fiver. I am recovering from recent throat-cancer operations and my wife is expecting our second child in the next fortnight,
         but that’s not taken into account by the magistrates. My reputation goes before me and I have to face the consequences.
      

      
      I am not particularly proud of what I did, so why do I mention it? Because it’s what this book is about – what it’s like to
         be Britain’s rudest, crudest, most controversial comic, and what it’s like to live with the consequences of that reputation.
         But most of all, it’s about where that rudeness, crudity and appetite for controversy came from. I’ve come a long way since
         I grew up in the toughest of Middlesbrough’s grimmest neighbourhoods, but Grangetown still runs through me like the lettering
         in a stick of Blackpool rock and I can’t escape it. In the end, I suppose, it’s about how you can take the lad out of Grangetown
         but you can’t take Grangetown out of the lad. Grangetown is why I became Britain’s foulest-mouthed comic. It drove me to escape
         a dead-end no-hope future. A hard life on its streets made me fearless. And if you come from where I did, it doesn’t take
         much to change your opening line from ‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I’m the son of a bricklayer’s labourer. My mother
         had to take any job when the war was on’ to ‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. My wife’s got two cunts and I’m one of them.’
      

      





      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      A PAIN IN THE NECK

      
      JUST ONE SENTENCE can change your life for ever. The perfectly timed phrase, the gag that brings the house down just because
         of the way it’s said, or a few simple words that trigger a gasp of shock. Like any comic, I know them well. But nothing had
         prepared me for the day I walked into a small, dark room cramped with veneered furniture in Stockton-on-Tees. My first thought
         was that with a bald patch and a thick beard, the man sitting in front of me looked like his head was on upside down, but
         this was not the time for silly jokes. The man was Dr Martin and the room was his office. He’d called me in to tell me something
         serious.
      

      
      ‘Mr Vasey,’ he said. ‘I’ve got some bad news for you. You have throat cancer.’

      
      The room spun as if I’d been hit. For once in my life I was speechless. There’d been no gentle warm-up, no light jabs to soften
         me up before delivering the bad news. The doctor had delivered a knockout with the first punch. It was cancer, he said. Plain
         and simple. Matter of fact. No warning. Just the truth. Maybe it was better that way. But to me cancer meant only one thing. A painful and imminent death. And, with it, the
         end of everything for which I had worked for many years. Decades of standing in smoky clubs and shouting into a microphone
         that I held to my stomach had finally taken its toll.
      

      
      To add cruelty to injury, the cancer threatened to tear the very heart and soul out of me. The one thing that I’d always been
         able to rely upon was my voice. The gift of the gab was my greatest asset. It had rescued me from trouble, turned many crises
         into mere close scrapes and prevented skirmishes becoming fights. My voice had propelled me from back rooms above pubs, telling
         jokes to audiences of two or three uninterested punters, to adoring crowds of thousands at the Palladium and Dominion theatres
         in London or on the North and South Piers at Blackpool. My voice was my fortune, and now it was going to be snatched away.
      

      
      The first warning sign had come five years earlier, when two nodules were removed from my vocal cords, a fairly common occurrence
         for any comic or singer. Now, in 2002, with a tour of Australia, New Zealand, Indonesia and America looming, I had a sore
         throat that never seemed to get better. Hoping that the nagging pain in my neck was no more than wear and tear, I’d gone to
         the doctor. The last thing I wanted was to arrive in Australia and find I couldn’t speak.
      

      
      ‘I don’t like the look of your throat,’ Dr Martin had said, shining a light into my gullet. ‘I am going to have to do a biopsy.’

      
      ‘How bad is it?’ I asked.

      
      ‘We won’t know until we go further down. We are going to have to check down to your chest. Just a little investigation.’

      
      Now, two weeks later, I was sitting in Dr Martin’s stuffy little office, struggling to come to terms with the outcome of that
         ‘little investigation’. And it had come as a complete surprise. There was no obvious cause. I didn’t smoke and my days of
         heavy drinking were long behind me. I would have been no more surprised if he had hit me over the head with a baseball bat.
      

      
      People say that when you’re facing death, your life flashes before your eyes. And, at that moment, it did. My childhood in
         Grangetown and the early days playing in bands in Teesside pubs. My first attempts at comedy, then the years spent honing
         my act on the northern club circuit, working harder than Esther Rantzen’s toothbrush, until I was ready for the big time and
         ready to become Britain’s most controversial comic. There’d been good times and bad times, but when the kaleidoscope of images
         came to a rest all that was left was a clear vision of two people: my six-month-old son Reece and my wife, Helen. Sitting
         in that doctor’s surgery, I thought back to an evening about six months earlier, just after Reece was born. Helen and I were
         at home, talking things over, when she looked at me seriously. ‘You’ll never marry me, will you?’ she said.
      

      
      We’d been together for five years. In that time Helen had transformed my life. But I’d been married before and … well … let’s
         just say it wasn’t a great success. No, that would be telling a lie. Let’s say it was a complete fucking disaster.
      

      
      ‘Well, I won’t say never ever, you know,’ I replied.

      
      ‘No, you’ve been hurt too much to marry again,’ she said and I could see the disappointment in her eyes.

      
      ‘Now don’t say never,’ I said. ‘Don’t say never, because we might. We just might …’ And that night I resolved to marry Helen.

      
      A few months later, we were packing our cases for a holiday in Las Vegas. ‘Take something nice to wear with you,’ I suggested.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know, maybe there’ll be a special occasion when we might need something smart.’

      
      
      ‘Oh, right … right, I’ll pack my best outfit,’ Helen said innocently.

      
      A few days later we were sitting in the bar of the Mirage hotel on the Las Vegas Strip, chatting to a couple who had just
         got married. ‘How do you go about it?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘Just go down to City Hall, queue up, give them your details, they give you a licence. Then you go to the church, hand in
         the licence and you’ll be married in five minutes.’
      

      
      ‘That easy?’ I said. ‘How much did it cost you?’

      
      ‘Twenty-eight dollars. If you want a car it’s thirty dollars. Fifty dollars if you want a ring and the car. And sixty-five
         dollars if you want to be married by Elvis Presley.’ It sounded like Argos. A bit tacky, but at least it was quick and cheap.
      

      
      Back in our suite, I took Helen in my arms. ‘Do you want to get married?’ I asked her.

      
      ‘What, now?’ she said, her eyes widening.

      
      ‘Tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Are you joking?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      Helen took a step back to be able to look me straight in the eyes. ‘You’re not joking, are you?’ she said.

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Gosh.’

      
      Helen hadn’t said yes, but she didn’t need to accept my proposal. I knew she wanted to get married and that I’d taken her
         so much by surprise that she didn’t know what to say.
      

      
      ‘We’ll have a look tomorrow night,’ I said.

      
      ‘Right,’ Helen said with a look of shocked surprise. ‘We’ll do that tomorrow, then.’

      
      On 30 April 2001 we took a taxi down to City Hall and for two hours stood in a queue of gooey-eyed couples, each of them holding
         hands and grinning inanely. Inevitably, it got us talking. ‘Ehh, what’s he doing with her? Will you look at the face on him. She could do a lot better.’ Or: ‘He’s old enough to be her grandfather.’ And even: ‘Is that two lesbians there, holding
         hands?’
      

      
      Eventually we reached an office with a row of six desks. Behind one of the desks, a clerk asked us our names and our dates
         of birth. We signed an application form, paid the fee and that was it. We were licensed to get married.
      

      
      Back at the hotel, I rang George Forster, my manager. ‘We’re getting married,’ I said.

      
      ‘You what?’ George gasped. ‘Getting married? Well, I couldn’t think of a better woman, but what’s she doing marrying a funny
         bugger like you?’
      

      
      We chatted for a while, then George rang off. A short while later, the phone rang. It was George again. ‘What time you getting
         married?’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Six o’clock.’

      
      ‘Right. And where will you be before then?’ I thought George was going to send some flowers for Helen.

      
      ‘We’ll be in the foyer until about quarter to six,’ I said. ‘We’ll have a drink and then we’ll get a taxi down to the little
         church. We’re getting married at the Little White Wedding Chapel.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, right. Well, good luck, then,’ George said. ‘I hope it goes well.’

      
      Helen and I took our time getting dressed. I put on a white suit with a white silk shirt, a white tie and a white trilby.
         I thought I looked like a proper Mississippi gambler. And Helen, also in a white suit, looked a million dollars. On the dot
         of six o’clock, just as Helen and I were finishing our glasses of champagne in the foyer, a little bloke with silver hair
         and a moustache approached us.
      

      
      ‘Chabby, innit?’ he said in a thick cockney accent.

      
      ‘Yeah?’ I said, wondering what this little east Londoner was doing in the Mirage.

      
      
      ‘My name’s Dave,’ he said.

      
      ‘Er, hello Dave,’ I said, still flummoxed.

      
      ‘I’m Tom’s driver.’

      
      ‘Right … pleased to meet you.’ I hadn’t a clue who Tom might be.

      
      ‘Tom sends his very best wishes.’

      
      ‘Oh right, right,’ I said, ‘Tom who?’

      
      ‘Tom Jones,’ Dave said. ‘I’m Tom Jones’s driver.’

      
      ‘What, the Tom Jones?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got a couple of tickets for the show,’ Dave said, nodding. ‘And I’ve got a limousine outside.’

      
      Dave drove us to the Little White Wedding Chapel, where we were given the choice of being married by Elvis, Jerry Lee Lewis
         or Marilyn Monroe lookalikes. We thought it made a farce of marriage, so we chose the bog-standard wedding – a bloke in a
         dicky bow. We signed a register, walked into a little room and stood behind a black couple who were getting married before
         us. The woman must have been forty stone. She was so over-weight that she had to sit through the entire ceremony. The groom
         was as thin as a rake. From behind they looked like the number ten.
      

      
      And then it was our turn. It was over before I’d blinked. In a couple of minutes we went from Roy and Helen to Mr and Mrs
         Vasey. We posed for a few photographs outside and paid ten dollars for a video. In all, it cost us less than a decent meal.
      

      
      Then Dave whisked us in the limo to the MGM Grand Hotel and led us backstage, straight through to the green room. And there
         he was. Tom Jones. Standing there, sipping a drink, and looking like a proper superstar.
      

      
      ‘Hello there, Chubby, how’re you doin’?’ he said. It was a shock. He had a lilting Welsh accent. I didn’t expect him to talk
         like that. I thought that living in America might have rubbed out his accent, but he sounded just like a lad from the valleys.
      

      
      ‘Congratulations to you both,’ Tom said. And he gave Helen a big hug and a kiss. Helen is a massive Tom Jones fan and I could
         see she was on a different planet. And as for me? Well, I was gobsmacked. I was thinking I was going to wake up any moment.
         This is fucking ridiculous, I thought.
      

      
      Tom opened a bottle of champagne and gestured to a buffet table piled high with a mountain of shrimps and enough roast beef
         to feed twenty people. ‘I had this put on for you,’ he said. ‘Have something to eat, then I’ll sort out a table for you at
         the show.’ While we tucked into the buffet, Tom disappeared to prepare for his audience. A few minutes later one of his staff
         tapped me on the shoulder and led us through to the auditorium where a table was reserved for us centre stage, right at the
         front.
      

      
      The lights dimmed, the band started up and Tom came on. I knew he was good, but this show was amazing. What a voice. And the
         band! The drummer was something else and the bass player was superb, really loose and funky. From the moment Tom started singing,
         everyone was on their feet. It was a magnificent show. When the curtain came down we were ushered back into the green room,
         where a new bottle of champagne had been opened. About a dozen young lasses, all top-class pussy, were milling around. Tom
         walked across the room towards Helen and me.
      

      
      We chatted for a while, then Tom said: ‘The first time I saw you was on a tour bus after a show in Munich. One of the crew
         put your tape on and I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I said: “Who the fuck is this?” Once I realised what you were
         all about, I was in hysterics. Since then, every year we’ve had your video on the tour bus. My son’s a big fan as well.’
      

      
      Tom told me how he’d had a phone call that afternoon from his son Mark, who had been playing golf in Spain with my manager’s son, Michael. Between them they’d hatched a plan to surprise
         Helen and me with a couple of tickets to Tom’s show.
      

      
      We chatted for a while, then Tom left, and Helen and I were left looking at each other, not quite believing what had happened
         to us.
      

      
      ‘It’s telling everybody, isn’t it?’ Helen said when we got back to our room. ‘Who’s going to believe that? Who in their right
         mind is …’
      

      
      ‘If I tell the lads we spent our wedding day with Tom Jones,’ I said, ‘they’ll go “Fuck off! Tom Jones my arse! More like
         fucking Tom Pepper!” They’ll never believe it.’
      

      
      I kicked off my shoes and Helen got straight on the phone to her mother, her sister and all her friends. ‘Just run up the
         phone bill,’ I said. ‘Aye, go on.’
      

      
      She was on the phone for about two hours. ‘You’ll never guess … Tom Jones … and he gave me a kiss … went to his show …’ I could
         hear the excitement in her voice.
      

      
      Tom invited us back to his hotel the next day but I thought it was time to make ourselves scarce. We were grateful for what
         we got and we’ll never forget it. It’s a memory Helen and I will always share, but I knew we had to recognise the rules. Don’t
         get too familiar. Celebrities like Tom Jones, they’ve got fifty million in the bank and a whole different lifestyle to the
         rest of us. I’m not in that league, but I’ve learned that money creates big divisions. It’s like the lottery winners who come
         off council estates and think they’re going to keep the same friends. They’re not. They’ll move to bigger houses next to bank
         managers, surgeons and lawyers. They’ll lose touch with most of their old friends. It’s just human nature, a fact of life.
      

      
      And there was one thing about which we’d been absolutely right. When we got home, many people wouldn’t believe that we’d met
         Tom Jones and that he’d put on a wedding buffet for us. A few weeks later, I was talking to a chairman from one of the working men’s clubs in Middlesbrough, a club I’d played
         dozens of times when I was starting out. Like many committee men, he was incapable of believing a word any act would say.
         He was one of the old school; he had no fingernails where he’d been scratching his way out of the coffin that morning and
         he couldn’t pay anyone a compliment.
      

      
      ‘I remember when I booked you for fifteen quid,’ he said.

      
      ‘Yeah,’ I nodded. It was a familiar refrain, that peculiarly British habit of chopping down tall poppies. And club chairmen
         could be the worst offenders.
      

      
      ‘How you getting on?’ the chairman said.

      
      ‘Oh, fine, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ve just been to Vegas. We got married.’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      I pulled out a photograph. ‘You know who that is, then?’

      
      ‘Tom Jones,’ the chairman said.

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      ‘Aye,’ the chairman said, looking at me with all the suspicion of Quasimodo. ‘Were you at Madame Tussaud’s, then?’

      
      ‘Madame Tussaud’s?’ I said. ‘That’s the real fucker, you daft old bastard. That’s Tom Jones, one of the biggest stars in the
         fucking country.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, right,’ the club chairman said. ‘Well, you didn’t do very well when you last played our club.’ And then he walked off.

      
      Aye, I thought. Welcome to the big time.

      
      Sitting in Dr Martin’s surgery that afternoon, trying to come to terms with having cancer, it felt as if I’d come a long way
         since the days when I was at the total mercy of club chairmen. A lot of it had been fun, but just as much had been a hard
         and unpleasant struggle. Now, thanks to Helen, for the first time in my life I had true happiness. I was financially secure
         and the work was going well. The gags were flowing, the material was good and I was working on my music in my studio. I felt on top of my game and the future looked rosy. But right then it looked
         like everything for which I’d worked so hard and for so long was going to be taken away from me. I’d come a long way and suddenly
         it seemed all in vain.
      

      [image: image]

      
      On a Saturday afternoon, three months before the end of the Second World War in Europe, not far from a bomb crater that marked
         the site of what two years earlier had been a factory warehouse, a scream pierced the air and I took my first gasp of Grangetown’s
         filthy air. Born on 3 February 1945, I first saw the light of day in the main bedroom of 78 Broadway, a two-up, two-down council
         house at the end of a terrace in the shadow of a steelworks that belched stinking fumes and dark smoke all day, every day,
         over the poorest and roughest of Middlesbrough’s run-down suburbs. The milk bottles on our doorsteps were always covered
         in dust and you couldn’t hang out your washing on the lines. The fumes from the coke ovens choked us and turned brass doorknobs
         blue. The air seemed to be permanently cold and damp. Even on a summer’s day the sun would be blocked out by smoke and clouds
         of dust. And at night it would never really be dark because of the eternal glow of Dorman, Long & Co’s steel furnaces and
         coke ovens at the end of the street. In fact, it was impossible to escape the steelworks. The streets were named after the
         pioneers of the steel industry, men such as Bessemer, Vickers and Laing. And if you looked beyond the streets to Middlesbrough
         in the west or Redcar on the coast in the east, steelworks, petrochemical plants and slag heaps stretched right across our
         horizon for twenty-eight miles along the south bank of the Tees.
      

      
      
      Of all Middlesbrough’s industrial suburbs, Grangetown was the most isolated. Boxed in by the massive ICI chemical works and
         the North Sea to the east, the steelworks to the north (and beyond the steelworks, by the foul Tees river) and the Cleveland
         Hills to the south, the only way out was through a tiny subway that cut under the railway tracks running all along Grangetown’s
         western edge. More than 12,000 people lived in those enclosed few square miles, all of them working class, all living hand
         to mouth, and all white. I didn’t see a black or Asian person until I was in my early twenties. And neither did anyone I knew.
         That was just the way things were back then.
      

      
      Recently I went back to Grangetown and it’s even more desolate now than when I was a kid. Back then, Grangetown was known
         as Cardboard City on account of the many rickety buildings and prefab constructions that dotted our neighbourhood, but Cardboard
         City is no longer. Most of the terraces have been demolished, leaving a grid of deserted streets running through derelict
         wasteland. Where once nearly 10,000 men worked in steel mills and coke factories, now the most prosperous industries are prostitution
         and drug dealing. Many streets have roadblocks to prevent joyriding and the street corners are dotted with tall poles with
         wire shrouds housing CCTV cameras that spy on the residents.
      

      
      Grangetown has become an empty, soulless place in which to grow up, but it wasn’t like that when I was a child. Maybe it was
         the brutal industrial environment, maybe it was the fact that most of us were descended from the thousands of Scottish, Irish
         and Welsh immigrants who came in search of work at the steelworks after Grangetown was established in 1881, or maybe it was
         the grinding hardship of a life with little chance of escape, but we were a tight bunch. Everyone knew everyone’s business
         and we all led a common life. All the kids went to school together, all the dads worked at the steelworks and the mothers washed, cleaned and went to the bingo. The families were large – twelve kids in the McElroy family and the Harlems
         had nineteen – probably because nobody had owt and there was little for adults to do after work but go to the pub and get
         pissed or stay at home and fuck each other. Everyone had loads of kids – I used to think it was about survival – which made the Vaseys’ small brood very strange by Grangetown
         standards. Just my mam, my auld fella, my sister Barbara, and me. Mam was one of the Grangetown Taylors, a well-known family
         with four girls – Ivy, Alice, Mabel and my mother, Amy – and three brothers: George, Bill and Herbert. George played the squeeze-box
         and Aunt Alice was such a good pianist that we used to say she could play fly shit. If a fly landed on a plate, we would joke,
         then my auntie Alice could pick a tune out of the black dots it left behind.
      

      
      My mam was a real Hylda Baker, always getting things arse about face. ‘Splash some Durex on them walls,’ she’d say, meaning
         Dulux paint. She once announced that our neighbour Margaret had gone into hospital ‘to get the contradictive pill’. Fortunately,
         Mam had a quick wit and could laugh at all her malapropisms. She also always needed to have the last word. When I was older
         and when my mam’s legs started giving her trouble, I remember the doctor coming to the house.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got arthritis, Amy,’ he said. ‘I think what we’ll have to do is get you to do some exercise with your arthritis.’

      
      ‘Well, what else can we do with arthritis?’ Mam said.

      
      By all accounts, my mother was a very attractive woman when she was younger. All I can remember from that time is that she
         wore a pinny and had a perm. I could see that I’d inherited her eyes, button nose and good teeth. However, when the photographs
         were brought out and shown, other people would make remarks. ‘She stands very well, your mam,’ they’d say and I’d wonder what
         they were getting at.
      

      
      
      But my mam’s beauty, wit and common sense had little effect on my father. A tall man with a thick lick of dark curly hair,
         parted down the middle and slashed back, Colin Vasey had only one true passion in his life. He was a good cricketer, he loved
         his tennis and snooker, and he liked to breed Alsatian dogs, which he sold to the police force, but all that paled in comparison
         to his devotion to the club. It was his life. He was a drinker and liked his booze, but even more than that he just loved
         being at the club. He went to work at half past seven in the morning, the clack of his nailed boots joining the echoing clatter
         of thousands of workmen making their way towards the belching chimney stacks of Dorman, Long, the steelworks at the end of
         our street. For eight hours a day, Dad toiled as a chart changer in the dark mill sheds. Each of the sheds was several miles
         long with a furnace at one end, out of which huge molten steel sheets would come tumbling. Dad would run along the steel every
         hour, changing the charts that recorded the temperature of the steel as it cooled, until the wail of the factory siren heralded
         his return at home at four-thirty p.m. He’d eat his tea silently in the kitchen, beside the fire grate where his underpants
         and socks would be hanging next to Mam’s pies and cakes, then fall asleep in his chair. An hour later, he’d wake up and head
         upstairs to his domain: the bathroom. Dad was the only family member who got to soak in a proper bathtub. He’d use most of
         the hot water in the boiler tank, so Mam would fill pots and kettles to heat enough water for my sister and me to wash in
         the tin tub in the kitchen, with a brick underneath one end to make the water deeper where Barbara sat. After his bath we’d
         hear Dad upstairs, getting changed. Then there would be a rumble of footsteps as he thundered down the stairs and a bang as
         the front door slammed. Dad was off to the club in his suit and flat cap, his hair parted in the middle and slicked back with
         Brylcreem, a Woodbine wedged between his lips like a proper Andy Capp. Come seven o’clock, that was his routine. Every day, including Christmas, New Year, our birthdays and holidays.
         He’d organise trips for pensioners and kids to the seaside. He’d book acts for the concert room and be a pillar of our local
         community, while my mam sat neglected at home. At half past eleven, Dad would reappear, always in a good mood, often singing
         and usually with a wrap of fish and chips, or a packet of crisps and some lemonade, or some other scran under his arm. We’d
         tuck into it before bed, so it’s no wonder I’m a fat bastard. It’s the way I was brought up.
      

      
      And there was no shortage of places in Grangetown for my auld gadgie to go out drinking. Cardboard City had been a godless
         community for many of its early years. Without churches, the locals got used to congregating in the dozens of shebeens, pubs,
         clubs and dives that sprung up and became the heart of our neighbourhood. But by the time I was a kid there were four churches
         in a row in Bolckow Road, including the Methodist chapel, where Dad’s twin sister Connie was a lay preacher and where I started
         in the choir as a young boy, loving Sunday school because, like many of the kids, it gave me an opportunity to take more money
         out of the collection tin than I put in it.
      

      
      Dad had another sister, Ruby, but nobody talked owt about her. She was a schoolteacher who’d moved to Stokesley at the posh
         end of Middlesbrough and didn’t want anything to do with us. It left just Connie, a spinster in love with a married policeman,
         to look after my grandparents. My grandfather, Thomas Vasey, was chalk to my father’s cheese, a miserable old bastard who
         never said two words to me in all the time I knew him. He was such a grump that other people used to take bets on when they’d
         see him smile. He’d been a crane driver at Dorman, Long and seemed to me to spend most of his long retirement, until he died
         at ninety, sat in an old stiff-backed leather armchair, a spittoon beside him, placing bets on the horses and glowering at anyone who entered the room. In those
         days there were no legal bookmakers in Grangetown. Instead my grandad would use bookies’ runners who stood on street corners,
         taking bets and paying out winnings. They always used to be short fellas in flat caps, with one eye permanently on the road
         in case a copper appeared. There were hundreds of them in them days, all over Middlesbrough and its surroundings. It was part
         and parcel of life.
      

      
      And if you won something on the horses, you spent it straight away. There was no saving for a rainy day. No one in Grangetown
         saw a future beyond the steelworks, which meant you lived every day as if it was your last. You grabbed your pleasures when
         you could, so a win might mean a night getting blathered in the local dive or pub, which we called the claggy mat because
         your feet would stick to the floor. Or if you were that way inclined, you might head up to the black path that ran parallel
         to the steelworks, which was where all the prostitutes used to ply their trade. At times, particularly on a Friday night,
         there would be dozens of women up there, looking to pick up steelworkers walking home with their pay packets in their back
         pockets. As kids we used to point at them in the street. ‘Eh, she’s on the scut,’ or ‘She’s on the batter,’ we’d say. And
         we’d shout a few insults or throw a stone, and then run away.
      

      
      Other than illegal bookmaking, prostitution and drunkenness, there was very little crime in Grangetown. Everyone in Middlesbrough
         knew that if you lived in Grangetown you had nowt. You could see it from the houses. No one had carpets down or curtains up
         – instead, we put cardboard on the windows – and at Christmas the most you hoped for in your stocking was an apple, an orange,
         some nuts, a colouring book and, if it was a good year, a little toy. That was it.
      

      
      I’d like to be able to say I can remember happy times when my auld fella, my mam, Barbara and I all did something together, such as going to the park or the seaside as a family, but
         I can’t remember it ever happening. My parents couldn’t even agree on what to call me. Dad had called me Royston, but Mam
         didn’t like it. She said it was a snobbish, poncey name. Telling my auld fella that she was ‘sick of people shortening it
         – either he’s Royston or he’s Roy’, she went down to the registry office and had my name changed in the official register
         from Royston to Roy.
      

      
      Given their many differences, it was perhaps unsurprising that few people ever saw my parents together outside the house.
         Funerals, maybe, but even that was unlikely as my father was one of the first people in Grangetown to turn his back on the
         church. It made him the black sheep of the family and maybe it played a part in the warfare between my parents. Theirs wasn’t
         a passionate relationship; they just didn’t get on. As soon as a row broke out between my mam and my dad, my sister and I
         would have to scat upstairs as fast as we could. Something would go flying and they’d start bawling at each other. Frying
         pans, ornaments, you name it, it became a missile. There was nothing in our house that wasn’t chipped or broken.
      

      
      My father once said something wrong as he was eating his tea at the kitchen table. Mam walked over, picked up his plate, opened
         the dustbin and threw it all out. The plate, the food she’d taken an hour to cook, everything. She had a wicked temper.
      

      
      My mam’s other affliction was that she was an epileptic at a time when there was no real treatment for it. Her fits were frequent.
         She once fell off the platform of the bus during a seizure and ended up in hospital. Another time she had a fit while cooking
         the tea and fell in the fire, burning the side of her face and her arm. And when I was a baby she had a fit while bathing
         me, trapping me in the bath. Fortunately, Aunt Alice was after a cup of sugar and found us. She pulled me out from underneath my mam, held me upside down and emptied me of water. If it hadn’t
         been for Aunt Alice, I was frequently reminded, I wouldn’t have lived to see my first birthday.
      

      
      I’ve always suspected that my mother’s epilepsy was triggered by the frequent beatings my father dealt out. In that, our home
         was no different to any other in Grangetown at that time. It was the way things were in those days: married couples settled
         their arguments with their fists and their feet. I’m not making any excuses for it, but on rough council estates where times
         are hard and there’s not a lot of money about, people hit out when they don’t get what they want and need. It’s nowt to be
         proud of, but it goes on. Walking home along our street you’d often hear, ‘Aaah! Fuck off!’ and then a door would slam and
         you’d hear heavy footsteps pounding into the distance. Or a window would smash as something went flying.
      

      
      Whether my mother’s epilepsy was brought on by violence and depression, I’ll never know. Although I’ve asked many doctors,
         I never got a proper answer, but no doubt it played a part in making my mother among the most negative and disillusioned people
         I’ve ever known.
      

      
      So perhaps it was no surprise that Mam was well versed in catching the eye of other men. She was an attractive woman and there
         were loads of men after her. My auld fella once brought his foreman, Ted Bridge, home for tea. Ted was tall, wore a trilby
         and had a little moustache. Within weeks of Ted coming to our house, Mam was meeting him for walks and Dad was accusing her
         of doing the dirty.
      

      
      In the midst of this domestic warfare, my sister and I tried to get on with our little lives. My mates and I would have clemmie
         fights against rival gangs of kids, hurling lumps of clay and mud at each other. Or we’d go down to the river and float on
         the water on big inner tubes that we found on a nearby rubbish dump. We were toughened against the cold and would spend hours drifting in the heavily polluted Tees. Once we ended up floating
         out to sea. The lifeboat had to come for us and I inevitably got a clout from my father when I got home.
      

      
      I was always getting in trouble, which inevitably meant a hiding. On Sundays we were allowed to wear our best clothes and
         shoes, but God help us if we got them dirty. I’d gone down to the Veck, a little stream near our house, to throw matchsticks
         into the water and watch them race each other. Having got my shoes filthy and terrified of a beating, I hatched a plan. I’d
         take my vest off, use it to clean my shoes and throw it away. Convinced I’d pulled off my scam, I kept my head down all through
         tea that evening, praying that my dodge wouldn’t be discovered. It worked until my mam, filling the tin tub in the kitchen,
         saw my sister and me getting undressed. ‘Where’s your vest?’ she demanded.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t put one on this morning,’ I said.

      
      ‘That’s not true,’ my mam said. ‘I put a vest on you this morning. Where is it?’

      
      ‘I didn’t have a vest on. Honest.’

      
      My mam shouted: ‘Colin!’

      
      Dad was in the back kitchen and came through. ‘What?’ he said.

      
      ‘I put a vest on him this morning and he hasn’t got it on,’ said Mam.

      
      ‘Where’s your vest, boy?’

      
      This called for some quick thinking. I turned on the tears and through them I blubbered: ‘These lads held me down and took
         it off me! These lads got me!’
      

      
      ‘You lying little bastard!’ my father screamed. The back of his hand lifted me clear off the ground. The next few blows took
         the skin off my arse. Then I was dispatched to bed without a bath.
      

      
      
      As kids, we were left largely to our own devices. It meant we inevitably got up to no good, but it also meant we learned to
         fend for ourselves. If you had an old pram, pushchair or some worn-out tyres, you didn’t bother taking them to the municipal
         dump. You just got rid of them on a strip of waste ground behind the King’s Head. It was where the locals used to dump things.
         One day we found an old car. We played on it for ages, pretending to be cops or robbers in car chases. Over the next few days,
         the windows got broken and the doors were pulled off, but our games came to a sudden end when Leslie Dobson, a kid from my
         school, removed the cap from the petrol tank and threw a firework down the pipe. The car went up and Leslie passed me doing
         about thirty miles an hour. I think he ended up in hospital.
      

      
      Next to the wasteland was a hut that sold fish and chips. The smell of fried food that drifted from that shop was a constant
         source of temptation to me, but I had no money so I’d run around all the houses in Grangetown, collecting old newspapers to
         exchange for chips. Most nights, there’d be a race between all the kids to be the fastest round the houses and get the most
         chips.
      

      
      When I was about six, we moved from 78 Broadway to a brand new council estate. Our new home was at 30 Essex Avenue, a street
         in the far corner of Grangetown, next to the main road and the railway tracks, which carried coal to Dorman, Long. When a
         train was parked in the siding next to our house, my auld fella would hog me over the fence with a bucket to refill our coal
         bunker from the wagons. I’d be there for ages, passing buckets back to Dad and nicking coal for all our neighbours.
      

      
      We’d steal anything we could get our hands on, but like most petty criminals we believed there was honour among thieves. Shops
         or businesses were fair game, but we wouldn’t steal from each other because no fucker had owt. The exception was parents, who by the standards of us kids were loaded. On one occasion,
         I came home to find no one in the house and a pound note on the mantelpiece. I immediately snatched it and ran up to Baxter’s,
         the local cake shop. Unsure of what to do with a whole pound, I spent it all on broken biscuits. They handed over a massive
         sack, enough to feed a cow. ‘What do you want all these for?’ Mr Baxter said.
      

      
      ‘Er … we’re having a party,’ I replied. I hadn’t realised I would get so many biscuits for a quid. I invited all my friends
         round and we sat in the back alley behind the shop, eating our way through the mountain of broken biscuits.
      

      
      Meanwhile, my mother must have sent for my father and told him that a pound note was missing. I was lying in the alley, my
         stomach as full as a butcher’s dog, when my auld gadgie appeared on his bike. As he pedalled down the alleyway, I saw him
         and jumped up. ‘Come here, you little get!’ he shouted.
      

      
      I ran as fast as I could, so my father threw down his bike and chased after me. About fifty yards from the house, he caught
         up and lifted me right off the ground. ‘Don’t you lads ever come round to our house again,’ he shouted at my mates as he gave
         me a bloody good hiding in the street. ‘He’ll never come out again!’
      

      
      My sister, my mother and our next-door neighbour said that they could hear me screaming all the way home as my father dragged
         me along the street and into the house. There were twelve steps in our house and I didn’t touch one of them, my father ran
         me up them to my bedroom that fast. ‘You stay there now. Don’t you move! If I hear one peep out of you, I will lace your arse!’
         he threatened and I never took another pound off my mother.
      

      
      I did, however, dip into my mam’s handbag when I thought I’d spotted some silver paper, the type that would normally be wrapped around a chocolate bar. I lifted it out and found just what I hoped for inside it. She won’t miss a few squares, I
         thought, stuffing them into my mouth. And then I ate a few more. And some more.
      

      
      Half an hour or so later, I was out in the street, playing cricket. I’d just bowled out someone and I was taking my turn with
         the bat in front of the lamp-post that we used as a wicket when I felt the need to blow off. What I thought would just be
         a silent, surreptitious fart turned into something much more unpleasant. All my mates looked shocked at the sight of a streak
         of shit running down my leg.
      

      
      I ran home, straight past my mother in the kitchen, to the toilet at the back. I couldn’t stop shitting. ‘What’s happened?’
         my mam asked.
      

      
      ‘There’s sommat wrong with my stomach,’ I groaned.

      
      ‘Have you eaten anything?’

      
      ‘No … just a bit of chocolate.’

      
      ‘Where did you get the chocolate from?’

      
      ‘Er, your handbag.’

      
      ‘You little swine,’ my mam said. ‘It’s laxative.’

      
      My family dined out on that story for years, laughing at how my thieving fingers had landed me in trouble yet again.

      
      My mother used to say that I got my light-fingeredness from my father. It certainly seemed that, like him, I lived by my wits
         rather than my brains. If I liked the look of something, I just took it, and, like him, I had itchy feet – I couldn’t wait
         to get out of the house every day. Because of our similarities, my mother was convinced that my auld gadgie spoiled me. She
         never let me forget the day when Dad won some money at the York races and returned home with a red wooden train under his
         arm. I was thrilled, but my mother went mad.
      

      
      ‘You haven’t brought Barbara anything back,’ she screamed at my auld fella. Dad just shrugged, but I never lived it down.
         Forty years later, my mother would still throw it in my face. ‘A train set for you! And nothing for Barbara! What was your
         dad thinking of?’
      

      
      It was a fair criticism. Dad always had time and a few spare bob for me, but little for my mother or sister. And I couldn’t
         see any wrong in him at all. He seemed kind and generous. He always had time for people, especially down at the club, where
         I’d often wind up of an evening.
      

      
      ‘Is Colin in?’ I’d ask the doorman.

      
      ‘Yes, son,’ the doorman would say. ‘Your father’s in, all right.’

      
      ‘Can I see him?’ And Dad would come out. ‘Dad, can I have some money for a bag of chips?’

      
      His hand was in his pocket straight away. ‘Here, that’s all you’re getting,’ he’d say. ‘Now, bugger off.’

      
      When I was eight years old, the Queen came to open a new part of the ICI chemical plant in Grangetown. The smells from ICI
         used to take the wallpaper off our walls. ‘What are they making in there?’ we’d say. ‘Dead rats?’
      

      
      The Queen made her way from Middlesbrough to the Grangetown ICI plant along the main road that linked South Bank – or Slaggy
         Island, as we called our neighbouring suburb on account of the many piles of coal, coke and iron slag that surrounded it –
         to Grangetown. My mates and I climbed up to the main road, which ran along a viaduct in front of the house, and waved at the
         Queen as she drove past. Having come up from London, the Queen seemed so glamorous to us urchins and ragamuffins. We’d never
         been beyond Middlesbrough. Anyone who’d visited Redcar, five miles away on the coast, was thought of as exotic, so the day
         when the Queen passed through our little community was one I thought I’d always remember.
      

      
      After the Queen’s Daimler had passed by, I clambered down the bank to our house in Essex Avenue and walked into the kitchen. There, lying on the kitchen table, was another reason I’ll never forget that day.
      

      
      My mother had left home. The only explanation was a note saying she’d had enough. She couldn’t live under the same roof as
         my father any more, it said. She had to go.
      

   





      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      MOTHER LOVE

      
      ‘I’VE GOT CANCER?’ I said slowly. ‘Cancer? … Are you sure? Because I’ve been clean-living … I haven’t smoked, you know …’
      

      
      Dr Martin looked at me in the way I’m sure he’s previously looked at hundreds of patients – that unique combination of professional
         sympathy and emotional detachment that medics have made their own. ‘I’m afraid you have,’ he said.
      

      
      I felt as if I was never going to leave that dark, stuffy little room, with its surgical bed, its oxygen tank and its dipped
         blinds. I’d never suffered from claustrophobia, but when someone is sitting in front of you, telling you that you are dying,
         your body does strange things. And at that moment I felt like a prisoner. More than anything, I wanted to be outside that
         room, away from that man and his bad news. I felt like shouting out ‘I know I’m going to die one day, but I just want a bit
         longer. I just want to see my kids grow up.’ But instead I found myself saying ‘Could you hold my glasses, please?’ as the
         room started spinning ten to the dozen and I tried to look out of the window, where everything was a blur.
      

      
      ‘He’s coming round, sir.’ It was a woman’s voice, coming from somewhere above me. ‘He’s coming round.’

      
      I opened my eyes to find myself lying on Dr Martin’s surgical bed. There was a burning coldness on my head – a towel filled
         with ice. And in my mouth, a lump of ice. ‘Your temperature went sky-high, dear,’ the nurse said. ‘Right through the roof.
         And then you fainted.’
      

      
      I smiled weakly.

      
      ‘You went down like a sack of coal … we had some trouble getting you up on here,’ the nurse said, pointing at the bed. She
         explained that it took three nurses to lift me off the floor.
      

      
      ‘Eh, I’m not surprised,’ I said. ‘The last time I looked, I weighed nineteen stone. Where did you hire the crane?’

      
      The nurse giggled. At least I hadn’t lost that skill. ‘Roy, you know there is a lot we can do for you now,’ the nurse said.
         ‘You’ve had some bad news, but things can get better.’
      

      
      The doctor said he would refer me to a specialist. He told me I might need chemotherapy, I might need a major operation and
         I might lose my voice box, but that it was early days and, at the moment, nothing could be said for sure.
      

      
      I went outside and sat in the car. For ten minutes I stared through the windscreen, wondering what to do. I’ve always been
         pretty good at instinctively knowing the next move in any given situation. But this time I was baffled. If someone had told
         me that if I bungee jumped nude off a mountain it would cure my cancer, then I would have done it. Even if they’d told me
         that sleeping with Ann Widdecombe was the only cure, I’d have agreed there and then. But having cancer was a totally new experience
         and I hadn’t a clue how to react. Should I get out the trumpet and start playing ‘When The Saints Go Marching In’ as if everything
         was okay? Or should I ring up the bank and say: ‘I’m on my way round to pick my money up. I want to have a last bet on the horses’? I just didn’t know.
      

      
      So I rang Helen, who was in Lincolnshire, where her parents live. ‘Are you sitting down?’ I said. ‘I’ve got some bad news.’
         I told her what the doctor had said. The phone went quiet. Then I heard sobbing.
      

      
      ‘This can’t be right’ she said.

      
      ‘Well, unfortunately it is,’ I replied.

      
      Helen was crying on one end of the phone; I was crying on the other end. When push came to shove, I was discovering, none
         of us are as brave as we think we are. After a while, we pulled ourselves together, said goodbye and I drove home to my house
         in North Yorkshire. Three hours later, Helen arrived. She’d dropped off Reece with her sister. They’d all been in tears. And
         then Helen had driven over to Teesside, weeping all the way. When she walked in the side door to the kitchen, I crumpled,
         falling into her arms.
      

      
      ‘I wish it was me and not you,’ Helen said. ‘The kids need you.’

      
      Typical Helen, I thought. Always thinking of others before herself. If only my mother had been made of the same stuff.

      [image: image]

      
      No one in my family ever explained to me why my mother left, but I got plenty of excuses. One neighbour’s verdict was that
         ‘all your mother ever wanted was to be taken out, but your dad would never do it.’ This gossip insisted that if my auld fella
         had taken Mam to the Boy Scouts hut at the end of the street, where they held old-time dances on a Friday night, then she’d
         still be at home, cooking my dinners.
      

      
      Jenny, who lived next door, never got over it. ‘You were everything to her,’ she said. ‘It was such a shock when she walked out because she adored you. She never let you out of her sight.’
      

      
      While the rest of the family never forgave my mother for leaving, my sister was more lenient, insisting that my father pushed
         Mam out of the house, even though my mother didn’t want to go. Amidst all this, I tried to piece together my own understanding.
      

      
      A few months after Mam left, life was starting to settle in down Essex Avenue when a letter landed on our doormat. Mam was
         in Pontefract, it said, working at the Bassett’s Liquorice All-sorts factory and living with a man called Norman Trevethick.
         I’d been suspicious of Trevethick – the spelling of which my mother later described as ‘thick on the end, but I’m not’ – ever
         since he came to our house to repair the washing machine. I thought Trevethick was a slimeball and I was never able to work
         out what my mother saw in him. With his big round face and greasy hair, I thought he looked like a dirty old man, the kind
         of dirty old man that fixed the washer, then buggered off with it and me mam.
      

      
      About a year after Mam left, my parents divorced. It made the front page of the local rag, the Evening Gazette. In those days nobody got stabbed or was left hanging in an alleyway, there was less crime generally and most marriages lasted,
         so a divorce was big news. But to me, living in a house where doors were slammed and ornaments were thrown, it seemed just
         a normal thing. My parents probably had their moments when they had a fuck on the carpet in front of the fire when my sister
         and I were out of the house, but otherwise it wasn’t so much the good old days as just the days. In the end, only my mother
         and father knew why Mam left and they took it with them to their graves.
      

      
      As a consequence, I have no childhood memories of my mother. And even today, more than fifty years later, I feel robbed. I
         used to see other kids coming home from school to their mothers cuddling them, giving them cakes and playing with them out in the garden. And I wanted that.
      

      
      My father did a good job in Mam’s absence. He looked after me, took me to football matches, held my hand and sat in the garden
         with me, talking things through, but he couldn’t entirely replace a mother. Aunt Connie used to give us scones and buns, my
         friend John Clark’s mum used to bake us cakes, and Jenny, who lived next door, kept an eye on my sister and me, but I pined
         for a mother’s love. Without it, I simply became a nuisance. By the time I was nine, I was a complete pain in the arse who
         thought that if I wanted something all I had to do was steal it. ‘If you can get owt for nowt, give us a shout,’ I would say
         to my mates.
      

      
      Every December, shortly before Christmas, my mates and I would walk through the underpass beneath the railway lines and into
         Slaggy Island, from where we’d take the trolleybus ‘over the border’ into Middlesbrough for a bit of shoplifting. We’d pinch
         presents for all our friends and family, who on Christmas Day couldn’t understand how we managed to afford such nice presents
         and wondered why all of them had neither box nor guarantee.
      

      
      ‘Ooh, that’s lovely. That’s beautiful, that,’ they would say.

      
      ‘Yeah, but it was so heavy I threw away the box,’ I’d reply.

      
      One year I got stopped just as I was leaving Hamilton’s Music Store with four vinyl LPs up my jumper. The owner bundled me
         into the back of his car and took me to South Bank police station, where I was hauled into a room and told to ‘shut up and
         wait’ until a policeman was ready to see me. Thinking they might search me, I unzipped my anorak, pulled the four LPs out
         from underneath my jumper and stashed them behind the radiator. A few minutes later, the door swung open and a policeman walked
         in. ‘We have reason to believe you’ve been shoplifting,’ he said.
      

      
      
      ‘Me?’ I said. ‘Not me.’

      
      They searched me and, of course, found nothing. I was released and thought nothing more of it until about ten years later
         when my cousin Lee was going out with a girl called Dorothy. When I heard that Dorothy’s mother was a cleaner at South Bank
         police station, I told her about my brief detainment when I was twelve.
      

      
      ‘Well!’ Dorothy’s mother said. She looked at me and stood up. ‘Well, I don’t believe it. Do you know, I found them!’

      
      ‘You never?’ I said.

      
      ‘Yes. You left them in one of the detective’s rooms upstairs, didn’t you? Was it you?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Well, they’d melted,’ Dorothy’s mum said. ‘I found four LPs stuck together in a big lump.’

      
      Most of my thieving was less risky. In those days, there was a threepenny deposit on lemonade and pop bottles. One of our
         favourite scams was to pinch empty bottles from the yard behind the local shop, take them into the shop and collect the deposit.
         We’d wait ten minutes for the shop owner to take them out the back and stack them neatly in a wooden crate, then we’d climb
         over the wall, pinch them all over again and claim the deposit a second time. On a good day, this never-ending con could net
         us a small fortune.
      

      
      I even stole from Edmond Saul, my best friend at the time. Edmond was an only child and his dad and mam spoilt him wicked.
         His bedroom was rammed to the rafters with toys and I would go round to his house to stare at them with envy. More than anything,
         I coveted his massive army of little lead soldiers and cannons, all carefully painted in regimental colours. So each time
         I visited Edmond’s house I’d pinch a soldier or two, or maybe a cannon. Over the months, his army got smaller, while my army
         was forever attracting new recruits. ‘These are all right, aren’t they?’ Edmond said, surveying the troops in my bedroom one day. ‘Where d’you get ’em?’
      

      
      ‘Er … my dad saw yours, so he went out and bought them,’ I said. Edmond never suspected a thing and I had no guilty conscience.
         When a thieving little bastard wants something, no thought is given to the consequences.
      

      
      By the time I was ten, Mam had moved to Blackpool and taken my sister Barbara to live with her, leaving just my father and
         me in the house in Essex Avenue. I’d become a full-blown house-husband to my father and I was struggling to make ends meet.
         Thieving was the only way I’d get my hands on the things that other kids took for granted. And it was the only way of finding
         some kind of relief from domestic drudgery. I’d get home from school at a quarter to four and rush around the house, vacuuming
         and cleaning so it would be neat and tidy for my auld fella coming home. I’d put something on, a pie in the oven or beans
         on toast or maybe egg and chips. Jenny Robinson, next door, who was the closest thing I had to a mother, would come by with
         some vegetables, but mainly it was chips. Sausages and chips; egg and chips; bacon and chips; pie and chips; beans and chips
         – it always had chips on the end of it.
      

      
      With Dad’s tea in the oven, I’d run up to the end of the street and wait for him returning from work at four-thirty, when
         I’d see him in the distance, wobbling up Evans Road on his bike. When he reached the corner of Essex Avenue, I’d grab his
         hand and shout: ‘Dad, Dad, Dad. Gizza tan.’
      

      
      ‘Have you been a good lad?’ he’d shout before pulling me on to the back of the bike for a ride.

      
      ‘Yeah, I’ve been a good lad,’ I’d say. Usually I hadn’t.

      
      While Dad was eating his tea, I’d go upstairs, make the beds and clean the bathroom. Then Dad would say ‘Jenny’s going down
         the launderette’ or ‘Jenny’s going to wash the sheets’ and I’d fold up the washing and take it over to Jenny’s house. I also kept the garden tidy, cutting the grass, trimming the edges
         and weeding the borders. I had my chores to do and I did them without moaning, otherwise I’d have got a backhander. For Dad,
         life went on as before. He still worked at Dorman, Long, he still went to the club and he still had someone to wash and cook
         for him. He’d replaced Mam with me.
      

      
      Just as he had done with Mam, Dad would take me to the Lyric cinema – we called it the bughole because of all the bugs in
         the seats. Dad was a cowboy fan and we’d cheer whenever James Stewart, Roy Rogers or John Wayne came on the screen and we’d
         boo when the baddies appeared. In the summer he’d take me to Blackpool, where in those days the beaches were packed and the
         boarding houses were smart, with beautiful curtains and clean wallpaper.
      

      
      And like my mam, I’d sit at home alone most evenings while Dad went to the club, waiting for him to come home with some scran.
         On New Year’s Eve one year I was sat in the house at about half past eleven, shivering because there was two feet of snow
         outside and we didn’t have any coal, and listening to everybody knocking on everybody else’s door, exchanging bits of fruit
         cake, putting coal on the fire and singing Happy New Year, when there was a knock on the door. It was Jenny Robinson. ‘I think
         you’d better come with us, Roy,’ she said. ‘It’s your dad.’
      

      
      Outside there were snowdrifts everywhere, so I put my wellington boots on and walked with Jenny and Harry Hardy, another neighbour,
         to the corner of Essex Avenue and Evans Road. There was our auld fella, singing at the top of his voice, lying in a foot of
         snow. He’d fallen over the fence, landed in a snowdrift and couldn’t stop laughing. What a job we had to pick him up.
      

      
      My auld fella’s boozing was starting to catch up with him. He never had a day off work for illness, but he was suspended a
         few times for drinking. Dad would sneak out of the mill at twelve o’clock and run down to the pub for two or three pints. It wasn’t
         allowed, but the Queen’s Head, the Bottom House and the other pubs near the works gate were always packed at dinner time.
         They were so close that my dad and his mates could hear the wailing siren sounding the beginning of the afternoon shift and
         make it back inside before other men had returned to their workplace from the canteen.
      

      
      Dad spent almost all his money on drink. He’d usually give me enough money to keep us in food, but beyond that I didn’t have
         a penny to scratch my arse, so I was the scruffiest, most raggedy-arsed kid at my school, with one pair of shoes and trousers
         that were always ripped. My attendance record at Sir William Worsley, the local school, was poor, but when I did turn up I
         worked hard at being popular. I was good at geography and my best subject was art. At that time my ambition was to be a cartoonist.
      

      
      ‘Stay back, Vasey,’ my art teacher, Mr Nee, would often say at the end of a lesson.

      
      ‘What, sir? I’ve done nowt wrong, sir?’ I’d say.

      
      ‘That’s Robbie Hutchinson’s. You drew that,’ he’d say. ‘That’s Raymond Bassett’s. You drew that. That’s Billy Parfitt’s. You
         drew that.’
      

      
      I did it simply because I wanted to help out my mates. They couldn’t draw, so they’d pass their papers over to me and I’d
         happily do it for them. But Mr Nee wasn’t daft and I often got caught out.
      

      
      It was the same in the playground. I was always the class clown. If someone said ‘Let’s jump through a glass window,’ I would
         volunteer. I was always the one to whom they’d say: ‘Go and kick that dog up the arse.’ I always did it. I wanted to be popular,
         but it meant I was always the kid that got into trouble.
      

      
      Like every school, Sir William Worsley had a pupil who was known as the best fighter in the school. And there were other pupils who were recognised as the second-best and third-best
         fighters. You knew who to speak to and who to avoid. I plodded along quite merrily, having few fights, until I was about fourteen,
         when the kid who was apparently the third-best fighter stabbed a white plastic ball given to me by my father and with which
         I was playing in the playground. So I went over and kicked him. He fell to the floor, so I kicked him again and punched him.
         Amongst the lads, the buzz immediately went round. ‘Royston, third-best fighter in the school, you know.’
      

      
      Once I’d gained the reputation as the third-best fighter, every other hard nut in the school wanted to have a go at me. It
         was ridiculous. A couple of months later, I was in a science lesson. One of my classmates drew a funny face on a steamed-up
         window and wrote ‘Goosey’, the name of the second-best fighter in the school, below it.
      

      
      Goosey walked over to me. ‘You did that,’ he said, pointing at the cartoon.

      
      ‘I haven’t done it,’ I said.

      
      ‘Yes, you did, you fucking cunt …’ Goosey yelled, hitting me over the back of my head with a stick. By the time we got pulled
         apart, I’d given Goosey a black eye and broken his nose, so it was clear to everyone watching that I was winning the fight.
         ‘Royston left Goosey keggy-eyed,’ I heard the lads say in the playground. I moved up the rankings. I was now the second-best
         fighter in the school.
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