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  To every person who is in, or has lived through, hard times: this is for you.
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  PROLOGUE




  Life Now




  This morning I woke up alone in my own bed. That is to say, my king-size bed, in my three-bedroom house. I looked at my digital Rolex to see the time, then got up and opened my

  Louis Vuitton curtains to see the view out towards my dad Mick’s massive farmhouse, with its stables, dog kennels and giant fish pond with thousands of pounds’ worth of koi carp.




  I wandered through to my bathroom and had a shower followed by a session in my private steam room, and sat there thinking how happy I was to be in a house like this. Not many lads of twenty-four

  could imagine living in the kind of luxury that I was lucky enough to be enjoying.




  Then I thought of my mum in her little council flat, and reminded myself that I needed to call round later to see her. She is the most important person in my life, and I needed to be sure that

  everything was going well for her. I’m now sitting in my office writing this, but later today I’m going to drive to the gym in my white Porsche Cayenne. Until recently I’d have

  been heading off to film a scene for ITV2 reality show The Only Way Is Essex. Then later I might head down to Dad’s club, Sugar Hut, and put £1,000 behind the bar to enjoy a

  few drinks with my mates. Afterwards they will probably come back to mine to play pool in my games room, or watch a film in the cinema room. Not a bad day, is it?! And I still have to pinch myself

  most days to believe this is my life!




  I reckon that is what most people think I do every day. Yes, I do live a pretty privileged life, and I don’t hide it – in fact, I am open about the fact that I enjoy it, and that is

  the life you have seen me live on TOWIE.




  I’m sure you think I’m a spoilt little rich kid who has been handed money by my dad since the day I was born, grown up with nannies and drivers, and then gone to private school

  before being handed a job on a plate at Sugar Hut.




  Well, the reality is very different. You have to remember that what you have seen on TOWIE is only the present. You cannot judge me on my past until you really know it. The truth is,

  until I was eleven years old and my dad was suddenly wealthy, my idea of a rich person was someone who could afford a school uniform that fitted them, who got a packet of crisps AND a chocolate bar

  in their lunchbox, and who, if they were proper good all year, got a bike for Christmas.




  Even after I realized that there was a whole other level of wealth out there, one where you could own a swimming pool, or fly out to Las Vegas for the weekend just for the hell of it, I never

  got to experience it for myself until I was eighteen. Instead my childhood was filled with poverty, homelessness and violent council estates.




  The way I see it, there are two sides to Essex. Most people these days know the flash life of Brentwood thanks to TOWIE, a place where everyone has money and a nice lifestyle. But

  don’t go assuming that the whole of Essex is like that. Because a world away from Brentwood, across the dividing road of the A13, there is a very different county. Places like Grays and

  Tilbury are a huge contrast to the glitz and glamour of TOWIE. Those towns are poor and run down, and most people live in council housing, struggling to get by. They are tough areas to

  grow up in, held together by the spirit of the people within those communities, who support one another through the hard lives they are living.




  And surprising though it is to everyone who knows me today, this is the Essex that I have seen for most of my life, and has been the biggest influence on me growing up. It is the other side of

  Essex which has made me who I am today.









     

  




  ONE




  In the Very Beginning




  The first thing I remember is sitting in the back of our family car in Asda car park with my older brother, Daniel, when I was only about two years old. Mum and Dad were having

  an argument outside. They had just finished the food shopping and were loading it into the boot, but as we were watching them shifting the endless plastic bags out of the trolley, their voices

  started getting louder and louder, and soon they were screaming at each other, both of them mad as anything. Then my mum started crying, so Daniel and I, well, we were confused, so we started

  crying too. No kid ever wants to see his mum upset. When she saw us she opened the door and threw a 24-pack of crisps in.




  ‘Go on, boys, get stuck in – have as many as you want!’ She tried to smile before closing the door again, obviously hoping to distract us and stop us seeing the argument. It

  didn’t work. We left the crisps alone, and just carried on crying and watching Mum and Dad until they were too worn out to shout any more. Eventually they climbed into the car in sulky

  silence, and we drove home with no one saying a word. I think that’s sad, that my very first memory is of my mum and dad rowing, but then I haven’t got many memories of them together at

  all, so maybe it’s better than nothing.




  My mum, who is called Julie, or Ju for short, and Dad, who was christened Michael but is always called Mick, met and married when they were young, too young to know what they were doing –

  that’s what I reckon now, anyway. They met on a blind date in September 1983 when Mum was seventeen, and Dad was twenty. By then, Dad was a big burly guy with dark hair – although he

  shaved it off a lot of the time – and Mum was a tiny skinny little thing, with this awful permed dark hair that she started dyeing blonde, and an obsession with shoulder pads. It makes me

  laugh when I see the pictures, but she promises me it was the fashion at the time.




  My mum’s mate Maxine was going out with a guy who was mates with Dad, and they set them up. On the second date Dad told her, ‘I promise you now, you are going to be the mum of my

  kids.’ Pretty full on, but it didn’t take long for that to come true. Just four months later, at the start of 1984, Dad convinced Mum to stop taking the Pill, and within weeks she was

  pregnant with Daniel. Coming from a strict Catholic family, there was no way Dad was going to let the baby be born out of wedlock, so he told Mum they were getting married, then asked for her

  dad’s permission. From what she told me later, it seems her dad didn’t approve, but knowing she was pregnant he thought it was probably her best option. He told her, ‘You’ve

  made your bed, you can lie in it.’




  Because she was still seventeen, Mum’s parents had to sign the forms to allow her to marry, so that the banns could be read out. That is how young she was – she was considered by law

  too young even to decide it by herself!




  Then Mum turned eighteen on 4 May, Dad turned twenty-one on 11 May, and a day later, on 12 May 1984, they said their vows to each other in St Thomas of Canterbury Church in Grays, which is in

  Thurrock, Essex. Mum was Church of England, not Catholic, but she has always felt that all religions are pretty similar, so she was happy to go along with Dad’s religious beliefs.




  Mum’s bump was still so tiny on her wedding day that it hardly showed under her white dress. Both she and Dad were still very young, but I like to think they were actually in love at the

  time, and that they were going into it really thinking they had a future together. Since then, Mum has told me, ‘Kirk, I think it was more infatuation than true love on my part, but I was too

  young to know the difference,’ which is a shame if she is right.




  Daniel came along in November of that year, and in the beginning they were a happy little family. But my parents were very different people really. Dad was out working a lot of hours. He has

  always been a grafter, has Dad. The minute he was allowed to leave school when he was fifteen he was out like a shot. Nothing could have kept him there any longer – education wasn’t for

  him – so he went and got a job. By the time he was married he had decided one job wasn’t good enough, so he had two. In the day he was working down at Tilbury Docks, getting stuck into

  any manual work that was going, and also learning welding, which was considered a pretty skilled job. That was him following in his dad’s footsteps.




  Dad’s family are originally from Blackburn. He was born there and lived there as a kid. But his dad worked on the docks, and had started working in Tilbury, which is on the Thames, staying

  down south during the week, and going back up north at the weekend. Dad told Daniel and me that when he was five, his dad decided to move the whole family down to Grays in Essex. Later, it had been

  the obvious thing for my dad to join him working at the docks as soon as he was out of school.




  When Dad had finished at the docks for the day, though, he didn’t go home to put his feet up – he didn’t know the meaning of relaxation! Instead by night my dad worked as a

  doorman at Hollywood in Romford – a pretty ordinary nightclub that held about 1,500 people, and was really popular at the time, although it is not there any more. It wasn’t exactly the

  best job in the mid-eighties, when there were a lot of drugs around, and things could get pretty rough. But Dad looked the part – he was a 19-stone skinhead, a huge tough-looking guy who

  could handle himself when he needed to. Not that he was that kind of a doorman – he dressed smartly, and everyone who knew him then has told me he was always very polite, sorting arguments

  out by talking whenever possible. I think that’s why he still has a lot of friends from those days.




  Meanwhile, Mum hadn’t been a fan of school either. She wasn’t the cleverest at academic stuff, and as soon as she could get out, she did. She started working as a carer for elderly

  and disabled people. Mum wasn’t too fussed about a career, though, so as soon as she married my dad she dropped all that, and focused on being a housewife and a mother. She must have thought

  she was going to be with my dad for ever, so she didn’t have a backup plan – she didn’t think she would need one. She imagined Dad would always support her financially and

  emotionally.




  On 21 April 1988, when Daniel was three and a half years old, I was born. Here’s a fact for you – I share a birthday with Queen Elizabeth II and, more importantly,

  my Uncle Gary. He is my mum’s younger brother, and it was his eighteenth birthday that day, but he was so keen to be an uncle he left his own party to go round to Mum’s house to tell

  her, ‘Come on, Julie, get him out of there! I want my nephew out as my eighteenth present, so we can share a birthday.’ So she did!




  I was born in Orsett Hospital, which is still there although the maternity ward has been knocked down. Mum was on her own throughout the birth, because Dad didn’t get the message in

  time.




  I had a pretty complicated birth, as the umbilical cord got wrapped around my neck as I came out, so I couldn’t breathe and my brain was starved of oxygen. By the time they had got me free

  and breathing normally, all the blood vessels in my face had burst from me struggling for breath – I must have looked like a well ugly baby!




  The other big thing that happened when I was born was that my mum rejected me. She had wanted a girl so badly – she’d had a boy with Daniel and was determined she was going to have a

  little baby girl next. Even when the doctor told her she was expecting a boy, she didn’t believe it. ‘No, it ain’t, I know it’s a girl, I don’t care what you are

  saying,’ she told him stubbornly. She was so sure she went home and chose a girl’s name for me. I was going to be called Emma Louise. Now don’t get me wrong, I like that name

  – if I ever have a daughter that’s what I’ll call her – but it wasn’t right for me . . . obviously!




  Instead my dad decided I would be called Kirk John. He liked the name, but Mum didn’t. Apparently this is how the conversation went:




  Dad: ‘Let’s call him Kirk.’




  Mum: ‘Oh no, I don’t like that, it’s like a dog’s name.’




  Dad: ‘Well, I like it, and so does me mum. She’s a fan of Kirk Douglas.’




  Mum: ‘No, it makes me think of Captain Kirk.’




  Dad: ‘Well, I like it, and it’s my decision, so Kirk it is. Oh, and John as his middle name, as that’s my middle name.’




  Mum: ‘Well, it don’t matter anyway, ’cos I am having a girl!’




  And that was it settled! Dad definitely held the power. He is a traditional man who thinks men and women have their roles in a relationship, and people shouldn’t try to change that. The

  man earns the money and makes the decisions, while the woman looks after the house and the children.




  But anyway, when I came out a boy, my own mum hated me. She had bad post-natal depression and wouldn’t touch me, kiss me, go near me, anything. She could not stand me at all. When they let

  her out of the hospital a couple of nurses even had to come round and feed me and take care of me, as she couldn’t bring herself to do anything. Her family all chipped in as well, taking

  turns at looking after me. After a couple of weeks the doctor told her, ‘This is getting bad. You are going to have to start doing something with your baby,’ but Mum just shrugged. Dad

  of course was back at work – there was no way he could take the time off, as we needed the money.




  The next day when the nurses came round they decided to let me cry, not deal with me, and see what Mum would do. Apparently I was crying and crying, and wouldn’t stop, and the nurses just

  sat looking out the window, inspecting their nails, doing anything but acknowledge me, until out of pure frustration Mum walked over to me, and everything changed. As she tells it – and I

  like this version! – ‘The minute I saw you that day, that was it, it was unbelievable: I fell in love with you. After that I wouldn’t let no one else near you, and told the

  nurses, “Go on, you can go, I’ve got this. He’s my baby, I’ll look after him.”’ And since then, I’ve got to give it to her, she really has.




  My early months continued to be filled with drama. When I was seven months old, Mum’s sisters Tina and Terry were round, when I fell off the sofa and banged my head and

  had a fit. Apparently I actually stopped breathing and died then and there, and as you can imagine, they were all going crazy, screaming hysterically, and called an ambulance. The emergency

  services operator gave instructions to Terry on how to give mouth to mouth, which she passed on to Tina, who followed them and saved my life. Obviously I didn’t have a clue at the time what

  was happening, but I am forever grateful to her for that one!




  But that wasn’t the end of it. From then on I kept having fits, caused by even the lightest touch on my head. So Mum could brush my hair and I’d fit, or I’d shake my head and

  it would happen, and it was really scary for my mum. I was sent for tests, and it turned out that somehow my fall had caused my skull to be too close to my brain, so if I knocked my head, even

  lightly, my brain worked by shutting down to protect itself, and fitting. The only way doctors could think of to stop it from happening was to protect my skull until it had grown, so can you

  believe I had to wear one of those stupid helmets that looked like the headgear that amateur boxers wear. I wore it all the time until my skull developed and the fits stopped. I looked like a

  proper melt, but at least it got better. I’m just gutted I don’t have a picture of the helmet to show you – clearly my parents weren’t too proud of me in it either!




  At the time we were living at 12 Jesmond Road, in Blackshot, which is in Grays. The area is not the best, but not the worst either. It has little houses and tower blocks of

  flats, private and council mixed in together, with loads of fields round about. I can’t remember the house that well, but it was a small two-bedroom semi-detached bungalow, with my mum and

  dad in one bedroom, and Daniel and me in the other. I was in a cot first, and then we had bunk beds. I have the impression that although there wasn’t a lot of space, it was all nice and

  homely, and I guess just normal. People would pop in all the time, opening our front door themselves, or coming through the side gate into our little back garden to say hello.




  We had a dog, a lurcher called Oscar, and Dad used to take him hare coursing in the fields at the end of the road. There was a lot of space near ours, and although I was too young to go with

  Dad, sometimes Mum would walk me to the edge of the field where there was a stile you had to climb over to get into it. It always seemed like a huge mountain to get over at the time.




  But my favourite thing about that bungalow was the pigeons. Dad had a loft at the end of the garden where he kept the birds, and he used to take them off and race them. It was a hobby of his,

  and I thought it was great. After he had trained them to use their homing instinct, someone would collect them on a Friday and head off to another part of the country. Then on the Saturday morning

  the birds would be released, and he would have to sit and wait, and hope they reappeared quickly! I loved the pigeons, and would toddle my way down to the loft and just stare at the birds.




  Even now, when I imagine the perfect home that I want for myself, it is a bungalow with a pigeon loft out the back – then I reckon I’d be sorted. I guess that proves it was generally

  a happy time, the first few years of my life, if a house like that is what I link with happiness in my head.




  My memories at that age are all jumbled – just fleeting pictures and impressions that don’t always make a lot of sense – but I do know that my dad isn’t

  in a lot of them. I guess he was working so much it was hard for him to be around. I can’t say whether he wanted to see us more but couldn’t, or if he was happier out of the house. I do

  know he wasn’t involved in bringing us up much, though, partly because now when we talk about being young, Mum will say, ‘I remember the first time I gave you a bath,’ or

  ‘You would always do this thing when you were a baby and crying,’ or whatever, and Dad never has anything to say like that.




  I also know he did have to work hard to keep the money coming in, and even though he was such a grafter, we were always right on the edge of getting by. Dad even had to steal toilet paper from

  work, as he needed to save money any way he could. It was ridiculous. He would head off to work on a motorbike – Dad has always been a huge fan of motorbikes, and I don’t think I have

  ever known him to be without one – and come back with a couple of toilet rolls in his bag at the end of the day.




  Mum and Dad really did start with nothing, and couldn’t make ends meet without skimping a lot, but they wanted to slowly but surely build up a life for themselves. Not that us kids were

  aware of any of this at the time – we just lived in the moment, and that was it. We had no idea if we were rich, poor, whatever!




  One of Dad’s friends, Chris, told me how Dad had always been ambitious, in a business way, even when he didn’t have a penny to his name. He said that to earn money the first winter

  after they had passed their driving tests, he and Dad decided to ride round in a truck they borrowed from a friend, with a chainsaw, looking for any house where a tree had blown down in the garden

  or was blocking the driveway. Then they would knock on the door and start bargaining.




  ‘We’ll get rid of that fallen tree for you for £20. You won’t get a better offer than that now!’




  ‘Oh, I’m sure I can call the council out . . .’




  ‘And how long will that take? It would make a lot more sense for you to use us, madam.’




  And inevitably they would get their way, and make some extra cash carrying out fairly standard work – he was working mad, my Dad! So was Chris, who was a bit of an uncle to me over the

  years. The two of them always had some new scheme or idea. They still do!




  One of the few times I can remember my dad being at home with us is as clear as anything in my mind. It’s an amazing memory, but also quite scary – and the fact that I can still see

  even the tiniest details in my mind shows just how much of an impression it made on me.




  I was about three years old. Dad came in from work, got changed into a red vest top and gym joggers, lay down on the sofa and pulled Daniel up to sit with him. I was on the floor in front of the

  sofa, and I still have the picture of them in my mind, looking up at them on this blue sofa with white flecks all over it, Dad with his arm protectively around Daniel. Mum put her head through from

  the kitchen where she was cooking, and she had a custard tin in her hand – the yellow and blue one with a bird on it, Bird’s Custard. Our latest dog, Bella, a short-haired Staffie that

  my dad had bought recently, was wandering around. Although Oscar was still alive, sadly he wouldn’t last much longer, so it was good that we had Bella already around. She was as soft as

  anything and I already loved her to bits.




  At that moment it was just a really nice family picture. That’s how I guess most families are a lot of the time, but it’s one of my very few memories of us like that.




  But then Dad put a film on the TV. It was Terminator 2, which had just come out on video. And, well, I’ve never been so scared in my life. I watched the whole thing through,

  literally sat rooted to the spot, too scared even to cry. By the time Mum took me to the toilet before bed, I was hysterical. I was convinced I could see the Terminator next to me, this huge,

  muscly half-man, half-machine creature, with bits of flesh missing from his face, and metal shining through the gaps in his skin, with his one piercing red eye staring at me. I was crying my eyes

  out and had nightmares for ages afterwards. Even now it makes me shudder, and I can hardly watch scary films, so nice one, thanks for that, Dad!




  We would all watch Only Fools and Horses together as well. I didn’t really understand the show at the time, but I always associated it with getting milk and Maryland cookies. Mum

  would give them to Daniel and me as the opening theme tune came on, and we’d all sit there together on the sofa laughing at Del Boy and Rodney. I swear, even now, when I hear that music on

  TV, I have to go and get myself a glass of milk!




  When I was four I started in the infants’ class at school. I went to St Thomas of Canterbury, a Catholic primary school on Ward Avenue in Grays. It was just an ordinary

  local state school – I don’t think there was a private school in our area. No one would have had the money to pay for it, so it would have been pointless.




  Dad would drive Daniel and me there in a work van he had by then, most days before he headed off to the docks. There was no school within walking distance of our house, but St Thomas was only a

  short drive away. Then at the end of the day we would get the bus home with my mum after she’d picked us up.




  I was proud of my school uniform when I first got it, especially the stripy blue-and-red tie – it was a good one, that was! We also had to wear a grey jumper and trousers, a white shirt

  and black shoes. You can see how proud I am in my uniform from the photo of me on my first day at school. They insisted on us being well presented, even at that young age. It was a very religious

  school – we would have Bible readings and sing from a hymn book before break and at the end of the day.




  Daniel and I went to church with Dad most Sundays as well, which I think was a good thing. I even went to classes to get ready for my Holy Communion. I got a real grounding in basic moral ideas

  and had a religious belief drilled into me from a young age, and I guess that is why I’m still a hundred per cent religious today, although it is not something I talk about much. The way I

  see it, religion might offer false hope to make people feel better – when you die you’ll be fine, you have nothing to worry about and all that – but if someone ends up happier,

  then who cares? I sometimes think I believe in God partly to make myself feel better about things, but I don’t see that as wrong. So I did start praying when I was a kid, and it is something

  I have carried on in my life ever since.




  As far as school went, I wasn’t very interested. I’m not a naturally sociable person, and I wasn’t keen to hang out with all these kids I didn’t know. Although I try not

  to let it show these days, I’m pretty shy, and not someone who likes huge groups of people, so school was the wrong environment for me. And I wasn’t enthusiastic about the lessons

  either – I just thought they were boring. I didn’t really care about learning to read, or adding numbers together, and besides, it didn’t make a lot of sense. It seemed to me that

  other kids were getting the basics, but mostly I didn’t have a clue what the teacher was on about. In those early days I just sat there and put up with it. I was restless, but I stuck it out

  because I didn’t think I had a choice.




  While I was still in the infants’ class, we moved to a new house. It was a town house at 12 Borley Court, off Welling Road in Orsett, a pretty ordinary village just a few

  miles down the road from Blackshot. It was a lovely place in a cul-de-sac on a new estate that had just been built – I think we were literally the first to move into the road, which was weird

  but cool.




  It was a tall, thin, brown brick house over three storeys, with a massive kitchen that had a big table in it where we could eat, a toilet and a hallway on the ground floor, with a door from the

  hall through into the garage, so you didn’t even have to go outside to get into your car. On the first floor there was a huge living room and a bathroom, then on the top floor the bedroom I

  shared with Daniel, my parents’ room and a spare box room.




  Mum was my whole world, as she was the one who was at home with us. I don’t remember Dad being around much at this time. Back then I never questioned how things were, but later on when I

  was a teenager and thought about it, I resented it. It is only now my thinking has gone full circle – I understand that he was under a lot of pressure to bring in money, so I am back to

  accepting that is the way it was.




  Dad was such a grafter partly because, as I said, he was traditional in his thinking, and took on all the responsibility for keeping the family in money. But then he put himself under extra

  pressure too. Dad is not the kind of man to just get by in life, or accept a mediocre standard of living for the rest of his years. He wanted our lives to keep improving – which is why we had

  managed to move from the bungalow to the town house. His attitude was paying off.




  I only really have one memory of him in that house. He had ordered a table to be delivered and it had arrived with a scratch on it, and he was arguing with the delivery man, saying,

  ‘I’ve paid for it, so if it doesn’t arrive in perfect condition, of course you’re going to take it back and bring me a new one, or I want a refund.’




  It’s a strange thing to remember, but it pretty much sums up his attitude to money and business, so it makes sense!




  What really sticks in my mind from that time is his smell – of the docks, of metal work, and of the warehouse. It’s not a dirty smell . . . it’s hard to describe, but I guess

  it is like a grafting man’s smell. What you can imagine someone who had spent a hard day welding down at the docks would smell like.




  Even these days, if a car mechanic, or someone who works in that kind of job, is near me, the smell from their overalls instantly takes me back to being four-year-old Kirk living in Orsett,

  running to see my dad when he got in from the docks, before he had had a chance to shower and change, and then head out for his evening’s work.









     

  




  TWO




  A Family Divided




  After we had been in the house for about six months, and I had just turned five, my mum and dad had a proper massive row in the kitchen. And I don’t mean the usual kind

  of argument that Daniel and I were used to hearing, where they would dig at each other, shout a bit, then one of them would walk off. This was a blood-curdling, screaming fight that made us stop

  playing out in the corridor and listen in shock. It seemed to go on and on and on and on . . . We didn’t know what to do, so in the end I think we both started crying!




  I don’t think Dad ever hit her – he was too much of a gentleman to do that – and she would never have gone for him either, but this argument really was something else. Later I

  found out that she had finally confronted him about a woman called Stacie who worked at the club, who Mum thought Dad had been seeing. Apparently she had suspected there was something between them

  for some time, but had turned a blind eye. Mum told me later that when she had questioned Dad on Stacie in the past, his attitude had been dismissive, along the lines of, ‘Go on then, if you

  think it’s true, prove it!’ And Mum would just let it go. I don’t think she really wanted to know the truth. If she ignored it, she could think that the affair would run its

  course and Dad would see sense and turn his attention back to her. But this time . . . well, it turned out her brother had spotted Dad and Stacie in a car together, and I guess they were kissing or

  whatever, and then he had told my mum. So she had to face reality now, and this was the showdown.




  The problem was, she gave him an ultimatum – her or the other woman. Maybe she always thought he would choose her, but he didn’t. He chose the other woman, so that was it.




  ‘How could you do this to me, you fucking shit! Just get out! I hate you!’ she yelled. There was all sorts coming from the kitchen. And it seemed to go on for hours. Then Mum stormed

  out into the corridor with tears streaming down her face, and said to us, ‘You need to go and say goodbye to your dad, boys. He is leaving.’




  And somehow, even at five years old, I knew this was serious and we were saying goodbye to him for good. Daniel and I looked at each other and ran into the kitchen, where our dad sat us

  down.




  ‘Boys,’ he said, ‘I’m leaving. But don’t think you won’t see me again – you will. I just have to get myself sorted and then I will come back and see

  you. Without me here, though, you are the men of the house. It’s up to you to behave like grown-up men and look after your mum. Do you promise to do that?’




  I stared at him, and nodded, thinking of all the things he did as the man of the house, and wondering how I was going to be able to do all that. I felt a bit proud as well, though, and

  determined that I would do a good job, and I stood up a little bit straighter. But then I thought about the fact that he was leaving us, and suddenly it was all just too much.




  Daniel was obviously feeling the same. He grabbed Dad’s car keys, and we both ran out the front, and my brother threw them down into the drain. I suppose we thought if we could stop him

  driving he wouldn’t be able to leave us. That would be the end of this stupid row, and he would stay, and we could carry on as we were.




  But Dad did manage to leave somehow – I can’t remember if he got the drain up, or found a spare set of keys – and suddenly that was it. Mum was telling him, ‘Go on,

  go!’, and he was getting in the car and going, just these two black plastic bin bags full of his stuff with him – all he was taking away from his life with us. Then he was driving off

  down the road, and Daniel and I just stood there, staring after him until the car became a dot in the distance and turned out of sight.




  Then the crying began. I swear Mum didn’t stop crying for about a year after Dad left. It was non-stop, all the time, and Daniel and I just didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t

  help it. I think she had proper depression, and I can’t blame her – her world had been torn apart. She was still only twenty-five and now found herself all on her own with two kids, no

  job and no husband. All her future dreams had been shattered. She was allowed to be upset. Fuck, I’d be a total wreck if that happened to me, and I’m a bloke! Mum got married when she

  was just eighteen, so she was going to be a housewife, grow old with my dad and bring us two boys up – that’s all she had in her head. Now she had to find a whole new plan, get a job

  and make decisions all by herself, but she just wasn’t strong enough to cope at that time.




  That night I slept in her bed. I don’t know if I needed comfort, or if in my new role as one of the men of the house I’d decided it was my job, but I think it reassured both of us.

  So much so that it became a habit that would continue for the next ten years of my life. I’d go to my mum’s bed with her to check she was all right, and then later in the evening when

  she had stopped crying and gone to sleep, and I was sure she was safe, I would go back to my own bed to sleep. I’ve never told anyone that – a boy sleeping in his mum’s bed until

  he is a teenager somehow sounds wrong, but from the day my dad left, Mum took on an even more protective role towards us, and I felt like I now had that kind of role for her too. Making sure she

  slept safely was just one small part of that.




  Once I was back in my own bed I wasn’t alone either. Bella the Staffie would come and climb in with me, get under the duvet and literally put a paw around me. It was as though she knew

  something was up and things were changing, and she wanted to reassure me. I swear that dog was like part of the family. I loved her about as much as a sister – if I’d had one!




  For me, the first obvious effect of Dad leaving was the way I was with Mum. I’d always been a proper mummy’s boy, but as soon as Dad left I got even more clingy

  around her. I didn’t like going to school because it meant leaving her, and I would have all sorts of tantrums to try not to go. I was so dependent on her it was ridiculous. It was like I was

  still a baby, clinging on to her and wanting her to carry me around with her everywhere. I don’t know if it was because I was afraid to lose another parent. I don’t know how she put up

  with it, though!




  This was probably one of the reasons why I didn’t have a good time at school in those days – Mum couldn’t be there with me, so I resented it. Why would I want to be in a

  building with a load of strangers, when I could be at home with her instead? I also remember that kids in school were always talking about their families and their parents, and it all sounded so

  lovely and complete. ‘Oh, Mummy and Daddy did this with me at the weekend,’ ‘Mummy and Daddy took me there last night,’ – all the kind of stories that just showed me

  what I was missing. It almost felt like everyone was trying to rub in my face that I didn’t have what they had. One time we even had to draw a picture of our families at home, and I

  didn’t know what to do – should I put Dad in the house or not? Mine wasn’t this nice complete family like everyone else seemed to have. Mine had just been torn apart.




  We didn’t see my dad for a bit after he left. He must have been crashing at a friend’s or something. But then one day he pulled up alongside the car park near our

  house where Daniel and I were playing out front, and we ran over. I didn’t know what to say to him. Deep down I’ve always loved him, as he’s my dad, but I also felt so much hate

  for him at that time. Looking back, it scares me how much hatred I had for the man who created me, but all I could think at the time was that he had left me, and, more importantly, he was making

  Mum feel so much pain.




  ‘How’s it going, boys?’ he asked. ‘I’m going to get myself a place sorted soon, and then you can come over and stay with me for weekends. Would you like

  that?’




  I refused to answer, staring the other way while Daniel chatted happily. He was mature about the whole situation from a young age, and just accepted that our dad wasn’t living with us. He

  didn’t feel the anger that I did. Daniel knew that Dad loved him, and was happy to see him, and that was all that mattered. But all I wanted was to make my mum happy – fuck everyone

  else. I loved her and she was everything to me, so it killed me to see her upset, and I always blamed my dad.




  At the end of that first visit he tried to give us some money. He had five pounds for each of us, a note for Daniel and coins for me. When he passed me my share I threw it back at him and

  yelled, ‘I don’t want your fucking money!’ Even at that age I swore at him – I was so angry. I had heard my parents swearing when they argued, and knew it added an extra

  force to what I was saying.




  He looked shocked but he didn’t tell me off. He just said, ‘Bye, boys, I’ll be back soon, I promise,’ and drove off, the money still lying on the ground. Of course once

  he was out of sight I started picking it up – only to look up and see he had turned the car round the roundabout at the end of the road, and was driving back past, watching me do it.

  Gutted!




  He has since told me that he would do that turn around the roundabout every visit, just so he could see us one more time. But back then I didn’t realize that – I just thought he had

  caught me out, and I wasn’t happy about it!




  After that he would pop round now and then, never calling at the house, instead pulling up next to the car park if we were there, to say ‘hello’. I’d always go over, but

  I’d do it moodily, and make it clear I resented him – although I didn’t want to miss a chance to see him either, because he was my dad, and I loved him! It was a real mixed-up

  load of strong emotions for a young kid to deal with.




  After a couple of months my dad did get a place, and he came to pick us up one Saturday so we could spend the day with him. Part of me was excited, but another bit of me felt I

  was letting my mum down. She was crying so much when we left that I felt like a traitor, and nearly didn’t go.




  This was also when we learned for sure that Dad had left Mum for another woman – we hadn’t been told about Stacie at this point. Before we left with Dad, Mum said, ‘There might

  be a woman at Dad’s house, the woman he cheated on me with, who I think he is in a relationship with now. Watch out for her, and tell me what she is like, but don’t be nice to her

  – remember what she did to our family!’
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