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CHAPTER ONE


THE VISIT


The smackhead in the corner is silently enduring the agonies of withdrawal. Hollow-eyed, sallow-skinned and sweating profusely, he constantly mops his face with rough paper towels taken from the waiting-room toilet. His plight is hypnotic and faintly heroic because, like me, he is here to visit a friend.


A young woman sits six feet away, clutching a pack of baby wipes. She has the pallor of permanent tiredness and carries the weight of too many cheap takeaways. Her toddler, absentmindedly playing with a plastic toy, has been dressed for the occasion in a polo shirt, offset by a gold neck chain, cargo pants and pristine Nike trainers.


I’m back in a familiar place, prison, for a reality check on who I was, who I have become, and who I want to be. The victims are not necessarily those on the other side of the security scanners, the inmates who wear orange bibs and have the expectant eyes of children arriving at a birthday party.


The air is stale and the sights are stark. It smells of decay and enforced abandonment. The memories are personal and paper-cut painful. An unfulfilled threat from another time, another jail, filters through my brain: ‘You’re getting stabbed, Barton . . . you’re going to die, you maggot.’


This is HMP Preston, a Victorian relic designed for 750 men which is consistently overcrowded. It feels like a run-down NHS hospital and is set, incongruously, in an industrial estate. We are ushered through an entrance framed by a sign that reads: ‘Challenging and changing offender attitudes to reduce crime in our communities.’


Even as visitors, we surrender a little of our humanity. No keys, symbols of possession. No wallets, with their dog-eared photographs and scraps of individualism. No books, in case the pages are invisibly laced with hallucinogenic drugs. No chewing gum or rail tickets, other everyday items viewed with suspicion.


Everything, apart from a small amount of loose change to buy the inmates sweets and soft drinks, is locked away, awaiting our return to normality. We are identified by a numbered ticket and a fluorescent wristband, which must be ripped off on departure.


There is a strange kind of energy, created by the trade-off between people who are locked up and those who are free to walk away when they choose. One group is desperately upbeat about the limitations of their life, and the other deliberately downplays the attractions of the outside world.


Everyone is putting on a front. The bravado is a little too close to bullshit to be entirely convincing. There’s that frisson of uncertainty you feel when you know someone is lying to you, but you can’t quite put your finger on how big the lie is.


I know what some of you are thinking. I’m in my element behind bars. I’m a thug, a Neanderthal, a stain on society. I’m back where I belong, with the dregs and the druggies. I am The Man Who Shamed Our Great Game, Football.


Nice try. I am desensitised to the slurs, because they form the soundtrack to my life. My past screams at me from half-forgotten headlines, crusty leader columns and ill-tempered Twitter rants, so that my hearing has become selective. If you want to understand me, my weaknesses are as important as my strengths.


It has been a long road, with more than a few speed humps to negotiate, but I finally accept myself for who I am. I couldn’t be prouder of what I have achieved. Good people have given me the time and room to understand why, and how, I was out of control for so long, for most of my twenties. One of them happens to be here, serving a seven-and-a-half-year sentence for manslaughter.


Andy Taylor, Tagger to use his childhood nickname, is my closest friend outside my family. We grew up together in adjoining council estates, though he was deemed posh because he lived in a semi-detached house rather than the traditional terraced two up, two down. When he gained his sociology degree in the United States, he began to build a successful career as a football agent.


He must live with the fact that his role in a brawl in Liverpool city centre in the early hours of Friday, 19 December 2014 resulted in the death of a fellow human being. It was impossible to prove who delivered the fatal blow, but off-duty policeman Neil Doyle, recently married, did not return home.


It could so easily have been me in Tagger’s position. He was the smartest of us all. I was more capable of violence. There was so much ferocity, so much anger, inside me. My behaviour was occasionally psychotic. I was involved in so many similar incidents that I look at him and think, ‘Fuck me, I got so lucky there, so, so lucky.’


I was capable of serious, serious stuff. I’ve contemplated that on so many levels, and tried to deconstruct my actions. Without that dangerous energy, I probably wouldn’t be here to tell my tale. I’d be working on a building site, or I might be dead. My intensity is the greatest gift I’ve been given, but equally it is the most destructive force imaginable.


I’ve done some bad things, but I’ve never killed anyone. I lost as many fights as I won, and, by chance, never caused anyone serious harm beyond superficial cuts and bruises. We all think we are immune to bad things, but events can spiral out of control and conspire against you. It scares me to realise how fragile life can be.


Do I feel guilty as I turn to go after a couple of hours, and Tagger rises from his plastic chair, which is embedded in concrete, for a farewell embrace? Not really. I never thought he would end up in jail, because of what he stands for. No one did. I care about him, since he is one of an extremely small circle of friends to whom I reach out for advice, but he has his own journey to make.


That phrase has been cheapened by the schmaltz that passes as Saturday night TV entertainment, but I’m talking about dealing with the reality that, however sorry we feel for him as a mate, another family has lost their loved one. Society dictates there is a price to be paid for that. Some will argue that such a debt can never be met.


Tagger doesn’t fit the traditional prisoner profile; he is set on proving he can be a positive influence, a stronger individual through adversity. He has earned the trust of the authorities and works on the front desk, preparing inmates for court appearances. He processes newcomers, gives them their prison-issue clothing and talks them through the formalities of incarceration.


Prison is a terrifying place, with no shortage of people who will slash your face for £20 worth of weed, the hardest currency of all. Tagger is a ‘listener’, a mentor trained by the Samaritans. He has a single-bedded cell, or pad to use the old lag’s slang, to enable him to privately counsel those who have been traumatised, mentally or physically.


He has prevented several suicides. The alternative to talking down unstable inmates is the dreaded ‘Tornado roll’, in which the potential victim is overwhelmed by force, trussed into a straitjacket and bundled into a holding cell for his own safety. Tagger is held in respect, on both sides of the divide.


Where we come from, we learn to be adaptable. We have an ability to operate in different worlds. Tagger plugs into emotion. He knows instinctively how to deal with people. He always reminds me of one of the favourite sayings of one of my other great mentors, Steve Black: ‘People don’t care what you know, until they know that you care.’


Prison worked for me, following my conviction for assault in 2008, because I had something to lose. You shouldn’t need a degree in criminal justice and criminology to realise that’s the key. If you’re a kid on a council estate, with no education and no career prospects, and you have the opportunity to make a few quid by selling drugs, prison isn’t going to be a deterrent.


It is a flawed, ancient system which needs reviewing. It may not be as obscene as the American model, where they put people down like animals, but there has to be a different way. Society has surely moved on from the era in which judicial revenge was taken by throwing an offender into jail and throwing away the key.


I’m a creature of habit. I can have a conversation with anybody, about anything, at any time. Given literally a captive audience, here was my opportunity to determine what makes people tick. I spoke to killers, blaggers, career criminals and petty thieves. They taught me that individuals aren’t born evil, but things happen that make them behave in a certain way.


Fear, for me, was rocket fuel. It was me against the world. I had that little voice inside, telling me, ‘No one likes you. No one thinks you’ve got a chance.’ I might as well have been walking around with ‘Fuck Off’ stamped across my forehead. It was no wonder I alienated people.


Peter Kay, the counsellor who enabled me to make sense of my life before his death, used to talk about me as a self-saboteur. He took me through the process of understanding the importance of environment, whether that’s a prison cell or a council estate on which no one is going to give you anything.


St John’s estate, in Huyton, has a frontier feel, geographically and spiritually. It was earmarked as a social dustbin, following Liverpool’s slum clearance programme, and has its own micro-climate. It’s a daunting place for strangers, with its own set of predetermined yet unwritten rules. Survival instincts are deeply ingrained.


You cannot be seen as a soft touch in a school playground or on a football pitch. Show weakness on the streets, and they will steal the shirt from your back if you let them. The dynamics haven’t really changed as I’ve progressed through my football career. Whenever I enter a dressing room for the first time, the deflector shields are up. I’m sensitive to threats, real or imagined.


I burned from rejection by Everton, my boyhood club, and learned that ignorance doesn’t excuse failure. If you don’t know something, find out about it, quickly. My self-protective mechanisms are almost automatic. I prepared for jail, once it became clear I would be going inside, by consciously cutting myself off from the outside world. I wanted to know what isolation felt like.


It gave me an overwhelming determination that I would never again allow anyone to take my liberty from me. I would never give them another chance to dehumanise me, by locking me behind a grey metal door. I would never again be known as a number.


I thought, ‘This isn’t how it is meant to be. This isn’t what my life is going to be. I am going to dictate my future.’ I knew it would be difficult, but I was going to do this on my own. I didn’t want anyone to visit me, even going so far as to ban two of the people I hold most dear, my partner Georgia and my grandmother. I wanted to protect them from the experience.


I’ve always been thrown in at the deep end, and swum. Let’s park the social obstacles, for a moment. Genetics were against me. They told me at Everton I was too small to make it as a footballer. I didn’t have pace, lacked a trick, and wasn’t overly big or strong. You need most of those five traits to make it as a pro, never mind a Premier League player, but they didn’t feature in my skill set.


Throughout my life I’ve had self-appointed experts, coaches and schoolteachers, telling me that I won’t amount to much, that my ambitions are ridiculous. They expected me to fuck everything up at some stage. I had a good go at that, by the way, but the thing that got me through was an insatiable hunger, an unadulterated love of the game. That can spill over into dangerous areas, but I found a way of competing, of coping.


I gave myself a puncher’s chance by fighting and fighting, with a ‘fuck you, world’ attitude. I knew I was way behind my contemporaries, and was just trying to keep my head above water. I needed someone to believe in me. Jim Cassell, Manchester City’s academy director, was that man. He was that rarity – a football man who possessed the sensitivity and imagination to get what I was all about.


He had a simple ethos: he treated each of his young players as unique. He offered support, up to the breaking point, and allowed us the freedom to fail on our own terms. He recognised I lacked that supposedly critical yard of pace, and doubted whether I would develop sufficiently to play at the highest level.


But, luckily for me, he identified passion as a principal asset in both his coaches and his kids. He detected the depth of my devotion. He sensed, correctly, that I would have played pub football if I didn’t make it as a pro. He had the specialist knowledge and the moral courage to give me time to progress.


Kevin Keegan wanted me to be more respectful of my peers, to show some humility. That was never going to happen, because they were in my way. My dad once told me, ‘If you want to be a first-teamer’s mate, you’ll never be a first-teamer.’ I looked at the lads around me, playing for England at youth level, coming in from Ireland and abroad on pro contracts, and knew I was scrambling for employment.


I’m thinking, ‘Dad has got a point.’ I had to be ruthless, and develop an advantage they were not prepared for. That was fitness. I couldn’t control the rate at which I grew, but I could out-work them, out-think them. I could turn each training session into a war, to make up the difference. I could stay on in the afternoons, to close the gap.


I’d play out of position, even as a senior player. I was thrown into right midfield at Newcastle, made the position my own by thinking on my feet, and helped Andy Carroll get his big move to Liverpool. I made the most of what I had. I was as comfortable as a Premier League footballer as I was a prisoner in Strangeways; that ability to adapt took me from the ducking stool, provided by the red-top tabloids and the cyber warriors, to the Question Time studio.


If someone throws a challenge at me, I get after it. So what if I fail? Far worse to cower at the chance to take a chance, and learn nothing. Far better to disregard the ridicule and fail gloriously. My logic is that even if I fall flat on my face, I’ll have something to file away for future reference. I’m comfortable swimming in deep and dangerous waters.


Prison gave me space, allowed me to be alone with my thoughts. You interact with the outside world as and when you choose. I’m not advising anyone to go there, but it is the one place you are guaranteed to find solitude, whether you want it or not.


You must submit the telephone numbers of people you want to speak to, so they can be cleared. The bullshit around you melts away. You ask yourself, ‘Who is really worth my time?’ Suddenly, you realise you’ve got so little in common with so many people you thought were focal points of your life.


Human contact comes on your terms. I went to AA meetings in prison, primarily to interact with people instead of being in my cell, staring at four walls. I discovered a level of honesty and integrity I never experienced on a day-to-day basis in what passes as the real world. Paying others the respect of listening got me through. It made me realise I wasn’t the only one in the room who felt vulnerable.


Many of the guys were trapped, rejected by society because they stole or dealt to put food on the family table. They were resigned to their fate, and had used alcohol as an anaesthetic as much as a stimulant, but they were not bad people. They merely made bad choices, and lacked the economic and emotional wherewithal to cope.


It’s a complex issue, but their involvement in crime tended to be a self-fulfilling prophecy, since many came from abusive backgrounds. How could I judge them? One was a Manchester City fan, who had not been visited by his wife and kids for two years. She had moved abroad with a new man; his children would be strangers by the time he was paroled. His depression was dark and deeply affecting.


That made me realise I needed to like myself. I seized the chance to reconnect, to understand why I had such a deep-rooted dislike of what I had become. I read anything I could get my hands on, from books on Buddhist principles to brilliant insights into the institutionalised drug culture of the Tour de France.


The irony, black and bitter, was that I spoke to Tagger about making the time work for me, instead of me counting down the days and being its dutiful slave. His own fall from grace was simply unthinkable at the time. We concluded there was no point in me sitting there, feeling resentful or sorry for myself. It had to be a productive experience.


I realised I’d been living for years in a jail constructed in my own head. I had the trappings of freedom, and felt unrestrained, but it was an illusion, a falsehood. I’d closed down spiritually, emotionally and even physically in some ways. My cell was between my ears, because I felt I couldn’t fit in.


I wanted people to like me. I wanted to be light-hearted, to laugh and joke with those around me, but everything I did had the opposite effect. I wanted to be a good team-mate, and yet I ended up fighting with them. I wanted to be successful, but everything I did conspired against that. I wanted to behave, to assimilate myself into society, and I couldn’t. It didn’t agree with me.


That frustrated me, because I wanted to conform. I was alienated to the point where I wondered whether I could handle it. It was like living in an endless anxiety dream: I was chasing something that, no matter how fast I ran or how hard I tried, I could never catch. In the end I admitted defeat. I just let it all go.


Weirdly, just by being true to myself, I found fulfilment edged closer, within reach. There is still a side of me conditioned to challenge convention, but I’ve learned there is a time and a place for defiance. There are still days when I feel I’m wasting energy, but I’m more at ease. I let things go because I can see the marker posts, stretching towards the horizon. I know where I want to go.


Peter Kay gave me the key to fast-forwarding my decisions. I never had the ability to say to myself, ‘If I do X and Y, the consequences are Z.’ I had no concept of consequence. Now I understand the outcome. It is a skill I have needed to practise, because, as Tagger says, I am emotionally driven, so that a relapse is always a possibility.


I can still be the young boy who sees sweets and eats as many as possible, as quickly as possible, before he is violently sick. I am in a profession that infantilises young men, showers them with material rewards and gives them an excuse never to grow up. It tells them what to do, what to think, how to act, without rationalising the process.


I make no excuses because I am still the child who gets so consumed by what he is doing that he has no concept of time and space. My timekeeping is erratic, to say the least. I get caught up in things because I am so passionate about what I am doing. That might be analysing a coaching video, or obsessing when I’m beaten at golf or snooker.


Part of me, the more organised side, says, ‘For fuck’s sake, get that in order.’ But the other side of me won’t have it: ‘This is the most important thing in the world, Joseph, because it is in the here and now. Nothing else matters.’ At least, I suppose, I can now identify the difference.


This book is important to me, not merely because I want to reach out to those who feel isolated or frustrated, but because it is time to bury the caricature. I promise full disclosure, because I have finally come to terms with instincts and experiences that brought out the nastier aspects of my character.


I’ve learned that being so dogmatic, seeing everything in black-and-white terms, slows me down. I’ve tried to replace aggression with inquisitiveness. I won’t waste my natural energy on anger and recrimination. I’ll merely channel it in different ways.


The one thing I didn’t understand when I was dealing, badly, with a whole range of issues was my place in the world. Peter Kay encouraged me to seek out the past. I would speak to my nan about my grandad, about their parents. A light went on inside my head. Instead of blaming Dad for not forewarning me about life’s difficulties, I began to realise he was doing the best he possibly could.


One by one, the dominoes fell. Change was possible, because I represented a new generation, with an opportunity to write its own history. At precisely 4am on 28 December 2011, I discovered the power of unconditional love . . .





CHAPTER TWO


FAMILY


For once in my life I was lost for words. My mouth moved, but nothing intelligible emerged. I was awestruck, dumbstruck. I had no real idea of how I reached the corridor outside the birthing suite at Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, and I made no sense when I got there. My dad, who was sitting with Tony, Georgia’s father, simply burst out laughing.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘What is it?’ I paused, for what seemed like an age: ‘Er, um, it’s a boy.’ Cassius Joseph Barton, my first child, weighed 7lb 3oz, but he tilted the world off its axis. His first breath gave me perspective. His first cry gave me clarity. The everyday miracle of his birth brought my planets into alignment, and my family into focus.


I’m told I cut the cord, but I was in a daze. I need only close my eyes to recall the most powerful moment, when the midwife cleaned him up and gave him to Georgia to hold close to her chest. It is an eternal freeze-frame image, lodged in my brain. I had done nothing, but the love I felt for both was overpowering, humbling. I revelled in my insignificance, and marvelled at her strength.


I was not the first father to find it a surreal experience, and I am sure I will not be the last. I had been fascinated by the progression of pregnancy, from the gently swelling stomach to the other-worldly experience of watching a baby wriggle in the womb, but nothing prepared me for this. Robbie Fowler told me he was at the business end for the birth of his four kids, but I took my orders from my nan: ‘Stand up this end of the bed. Hold Georgia’s hand. And don’t get in the way.’


I had played the previous evening in a 1-1 draw for Queens Park Rangers at Swansea. The club were brilliant: one of the staff on the bench had my mobile, with orders to haul me off the pitch and place a private jet at my disposal should the message get through from London that Georgia’s labour pains had intensified. I did not need to take advantage of the gesture, but I have never forgotten it.


Bradley Orr, my team-mate and childhood friend, who has subsequently become my agent, drove me to the hospital at around midnight. He had two children, and a telltale smirk. ‘Oh, this is going to change you,’ he said. How could I be expected to understand such a simple truth? I was still the lone wolf. My ego was not only intact, but seemingly bombproof.


Brad knew . . .


Love is such a powerful emotion, subtly different for each of us but a uniquely unifying force. The energy shift, when the bond between parent and child is formed, takes the breath away. Everything changed that morning. That was the point when I said to myself, ‘Get out of the way. You are no longer at the centre of the universe. You are not important.’


In a sense, it signalled my rebirth. Cogs were whirring in my head. The momentum of my life had shifted. I was still several months away from Manchester City, and the Carlos Tevez clusterfuck, but things felt different. I understood, instinctively and instantly, why Dad swallowed me in a bear hug. Until then, again to quote my nan, I was one of those ‘kids who don’t realise what a parent is’.


I suddenly felt closer to him than it seemed possible. I understood how much I had hurt him when I shunned him because of the way I felt he lived his life. It took Cassius, innocent and unknowing, to superglue us back together. I realised he loved my very bones. After all, I was his first born, too.


At that moment, in that corridor, the years fell away. I was little Joe again, the baby who had a shock of blond hair when he arrived on the planet at Whiston Hospital, weighing 8lb 2oz, on 2 September 1982. My dad reminded me he had celebrated my birth by getting pissed with my grandad, and was evidently up for a nostalgic pre-breakfast livener.


I had to make my excuses, as I had a game three days later (we lost to a Robin van Persie goal at Arsenal), but I reconnected with my childhood. Dad wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t batter us, he didn’t lock us in cupboards, as some did on the estate. He did what he could. He tried to give me what he thought I needed to survive, and thrive, in any environment.


He was a grafter and left home for work before 6am in all weathers. A roofer from the age of 15, his hands had the consistency of sandpaper. His face was wind-blasted, reddened and rough. He was an active man, who played sport four nights a week and drank the other three. Occasionally, he would come home exhausted, sit on the couch in his torn long johns, open a can of lager and simmer gently in front of the fire.


Cassius unknowingly created an extended family. Georgia’s parents admitted they had thought me quite cold, clinical. I probably was, to be honest. Maybe not with my own flesh and blood, but I had a capacity to cut people dead, to isolate them in a heartbeat. I had a complicated relationship with my mum, but I wanted her to be part of her grandchildren’s lives. I think that meant a lot to her.


The media mistakenly ran away with the idea that Cassius was named after Muhammad Ali, a lovely conceit since I admired him greatly, not only as a phenomenal athlete but as a principled man for his stance against the Vietnam War. His death on 3 June 2016, at the age of 74, triggered a global outpouring of grief and reflection that confirmed his status as The Greatest. He also featured, unwittingly, in one of the strangest experiences I have ever had at a sporting event. The jockey Martin Dwyer, a friend and fellow Evertonian, invited me to watch him ride in the French Derby at Chantilly one Sunday. It involved the works: private jet, paddock access and dinner with the owners of his horse. There were about 20 of them, from a quirky, indiscreet and deliciously mischievous family from Lexington, Kentucky.


The owner’s son, Joseph Clay, took a shine to me. We got to talking about our children; it emerged we both had sons named Cassius. I made the inevitable reference to Cassius Marcellus Clay, and he replied, casually, that Ali’s paternal great-grandfather John had been a pre-Civil War slave on one of his forebears’ many plantations. John and his wife Sallie adopted the surname of their owner.


The original Cassius Marcellus Clay was an imposing figure, six feet six inches tall. He returned to Kentucky from war in Mexico to free the 40 slaves he had inherited, including John and Sallie, and became a prominent abolitionist. Stabbed during a debate with a pro-slavery campaigner for public office, he fought back with a bowie knife of his own. Abraham Lincoln sent him to St Petersburg in Russia for a year on government business, and he was married, at the age of 84, to a 15-year-old girl.


On reflection, that is some act to follow.


I was named after my dad, who was named after his grandad’s brother. Cassius just felt right for my son. Georgia liked it, and I didn’t want to burden him with the emotional baggage of naming him after me. Those closest to me have always called me Joe or Joseph, incidentally. Derek Fazackerley let the monster loose by referring to me as Joey on the Manchester City teamsheet before my Premier League debut, a 2-0 defeat at Bolton on 5 April 2003.


We are branded as Bartons, and I resolved immediately that I was going to change what the family name meant to other people. There must be another way, because every mistake, each indiscretion, all the aggravation, builds a reputation that impacts on your kids. Peter Kay visited us after the birth and was so happy, because he saw in me the man he knew existed, despite my doubts.


I was convinced I was too selfish to have children. I wasn’t ready for them and honestly didn’t know whether I’d have enough love to go around. I was adamant it wasn’t fair to bring them into a world I didn’t truly understand. I was the product of a broken home, and didn’t want to put my kids through that pain.


When Georgia became pregnant, Pete called it as it is: ‘Look. You’ve just got to throw yourself into this. Nobody’s got every box covered. You’ll learn on the job, basically.’ He believed in me, long before I did. I often think of his advice during my favourite part of the day, the 10 minutes I have with Cassius before his bedtime, reading him a story or watching a Donald Duck cartoon.


I tell him I love him all the time. I never had that closeness with my dad because of the macho mindset of his generation. I knew he loved me, that he would do anything for me. I even saw him fight on my behalf. But as for intimacy, well, men didn’t do that sort of thing. They demanded their dinner on time, made sure they had the biggest helpings, but quietly deferred to the strength of their women when they thought no one was looking.


My nan, dad’s mum, is a traditional matriarch. Her warmth is wonderful and her wrath is best avoided. Peter, my grandad, converted to Roman Catholicism to marry her. Faith got her through pancreatic cancer; she could see the lights of Liverpool’s two cathedrals from her hospital bed as she prayed before her operation. She told anyone on the ward who would listen that, ‘I can’t die because my family need me.’


She was right, you know. We named our daughter Pieta Giulia after my paternal grandparents, who acted as surrogate parents at a key stage in my life. Grandad, who started out as a slaughterman in the local abattoir and ended alongside his son on the roofs, didn’t live to see her born. He didn’t trust hospitals and died quickly when his cancer was diagnosed. I didn’t appreciate it at the time, but he was a disciplinarian, who balanced Nan’s instinct to see the good in me.


He was a clever man, the first from the family to win a grammar school scholarship, but had to take his turn in a queue of eight children. The ridicule, when he was forced to tell the PE teacher he couldn’t afford a pair of cricket whites, left an indelible scar. He wasn’t hung up on his humble background but he never forgot the embarrassment. Both he, and Nan, told us never to accept inferiority, real or assumed.


They were products of the terraced streets and tenements off Scotland Road in Liverpool, where pride was taken in scrubbing the solid stone steps until they gleamed. Wage packets were left, unopened, on the kitchen table on Friday night. The front room, dominated by a statue of the Virgin Mary inside a glass dome, was used on Sundays only.


Grandad was brought up to play his cards close to his chest, but prided himself on being the provider. He hated it when Nan bought a colour TV out of her part-time earnings, managing the payroll at a local factory. No one else in the close had one, and he knew that more than a few net curtains were rustling when the delivery men turned up: ‘People will think I’m selling drugs if we’re buying stuff like that,’ he said, before demanding, in vain, that she send it back.


The ritual was repeated when she learned to drive without telling him, and bought a fifth-hand runaround after passing her test, first time. She pre-empted his complaints with a simple statement of fact: ‘Trust me, Peter, if you were up to no good I’d have bought a better car than this.’ Resistance was futile.


Pieta is a play on Grandad’s name, and also refers to Michelangelo’s statue, which depicts the body of Jesus on his mother’s lap following the Crucifixion. I realise this is contradictory, since I don’t believe in God and consider organised religion repressive and exploitative, but Nan loved it when she saw it in St Peter’s Basilica. I’ve never been to Rome, but was struck by its softness and scale when I saw it in a book I was reading about artists from that period.


Nan cried when we told her Giulia was the Italian version of her name, Julia. She is a lot like me, stubborn to a fault and fiercely loyal to those who offer loyalty in return. I’ve got a long way to go before I can hope to match her compassion and common sense. She has lived in Molyneux Close, just off St John’s estate, for 50 years. Grandad is still with her; his ashes, in a blue porcelain urn, are beside her favourite chair in the bay window.


Nothing much got past my nan, but she didn’t notice my dad sneaking out along the back alley to visit a neighbour, Rita Rogers. She was in her late twenties when her husband left her with two daughters, my half-sisters Sharon and Joanne. Dad was 19, didn’t drink and apparently loved nothing more than to sit in front of the telly with a tub of ice cream. Appearances were deceptive, and helped by the alibi provided by his debut for the pub football team.


Truth be told, it wasn’t exactly a case for Poirot. It didn’t take long to twig his bed hadn’t been slept in, though the covers were disturbed. His van remained parked outside. Nan told a white lie at work that she had an early dentist’s appointment, and lay in wait. When she discovered the deception, all hell broke loose. Dad was told he was stupid, an easy mark for a gold-digger. Nan, who had given birth to him when she was 17, wanted him to live a little, on her terms, before he settled down.


Nan’s misgivings about Rita’s family were well founded. Her four brothers, Eddie, Stephen, Paul and Tony, have all had drug-related issues and been in and out of prison. Her dad, Ned, was by all accounts an utter bastard. My dad came to loathe them, but not before he’d defied his family and walked out to set up home with Rita in Wingate Towers, a high-rise block of flats on the nearby Bluebell estate.


My nan refused to speak to him for two years, until she was accosted while out shopping one morning and congratulated on her new grandchild. She knew nothing about my birth, but managed to bluff her way through the small talk by insisting, ‘The baby’s lovely, a chubby little thing like our Joe.’ Her sister advised her to be a good Christian, buy a pot plant as a present to mark my arrival, and pay her respects. She saw me, announced that I was ‘gorgeous’ and gave Rita, my mum, the benefit of the doubt.


A truce of sorts was established, but any resemblance to the Little House on the Prairie was entirely coincidental. Dad disliked Mum’s brothers so intensely he refused to allow them over the threshold. They used to wait until he was out, playing football, before visiting. No wonder, really. They tended to bring their dubious business home with them.


I was alone, following football stories on Teletext in my parents’ bedroom one afternoon, when I was startled by someone hammering on the front door. It was my one of my uncles, sweating and short of breath. When he knew the coast was clear, he barged past me and bounded up the stairs into my bedroom. I just managed to make it in behind him, before he locked the door.


He went to speak, but evidently decided actions were better than words. He tipped his bag upside down, so that the contents cascaded on to my Everton duvet. There were more £5, £10 and £20 notes than I could count, screwed up in dishevelled bundles. ‘I’ve borrowed this from the post office,’ he said, as I wondered briefly whether my eyeballs would ever return to their sockets.


‘Hide this for me for a couple of days and you can keep the coins.’


Now he had my attention. It was worth risking Dad’s backhander, which carried an infinitely greater threat than the long arm of the law. There was about £16 in loose change on the bed, enough for half a dozen Subbuteo teams. It was hardly the Great Train Robbery, so what passed as my conscience was clear. I didn’t give the morality of the situation a second thought. I was well on the way to being a St John’s boy.


I grew up on Boundary Road, literally the wrong side of the tracks. It was another world on the other side of the railway, where Nan ruled the roost, but even she could not be protected from tragic, terrifying reality. Her daughter Julie was six months pregnant with my cousin Josh when his father Joe was killed in the Bluebell pub, which used to dominate the estate in Huyton on which Steven Gerrard grew up.


Joe worked in London during the week and played local park football, but was originally from Manchester, never something to advertise when the beers are being thrown down in a Scouse pub on a Sunday afternoon. He got into a loud argument over a game of pool, stupidly started by a smartass comment about a sponsored head-shaving event involving the regulars. Two lads followed him into the toilet; one hit him on the back of the head with a pool cue. He died instantly.


The pair claimed self-defence and were acquitted of manslaughter, but the law of the concrete jungle applied. They knew, better than anyone, that their lives were cheap. They fled the area with their families before vengeance could be taken.


The human cost was terrible. Both Julie, who lost one of the twins she was carrying due to the shock, and my uncle Paul, who had been with Joe and was consumed by guilt at his failure to protect him, suffered from subsequent depression. I was too young to understand, and have only the vaguest memories of anguished family gatherings, but violence was a fact of everyday life.


Ice-cream men fought in the streets during one of the more bizarre turf wars. The corner shop was protected by concrete barriers, but was still regularly ram-raided. Drug dealers controlled the high-rises. The police didn’t dare arrive in groups of fewer than six: their vans were bombarded by bricks and their patrol cars were torched if they were left unguarded while they chased local scallies down blind alleys. Once the bizzies were lured into the rat runs near the Labour club, they were lost. I retain affection for the place, despite its rough edges, because it is home to good people doing their best in difficult circumstances. Dad was a man’s man, in the days when that phrase didn’t offend the easily offended. He was a good fighter and a great drinker. He could lend his hand to anything. If you needed a shed building, a roof mending or a fence erecting, he was up for the job. He painted the house, converted the dining room into a playroom, and knocked a wall down to install a new kitchen.


He was softly spoken but could handle himself. Although he played football at the weekends, thereby avoiding involvement in most of their most notorious exploits, he was a member of the Huyton Baddies, a group of casuals who caused havoc following Liverpool and, to a lesser extent, Everton around Europe in the eighties.


Their greatest urban legend features a circus strongman, who rather rashly threw a Baddie through the window of a local pub because he attempted to chat up his companion, a trapeze artist. A council of war was called, and the following evening the big top was stormed. The strongman was beaten up, together with the ringmaster and any member of the supporting cast foolish enough not to flee. The tent was burned down and, for good measure, someone decided to release the animals from their cages.


The story goes that a lion was shot outside the King’s Head pub. A tiger was cornered outside Betty’s Hair Salon in Mortimer Street. An elephant rampaged across the common and was heading into town until a police SWAT team, supported by vets, imposed some sort of order on chaos.


If that episode had cartoonish elements, cold-blooded cruelty scarred the landscape. Paul Hagan, who worked as a roofer with my dad, was beaten to death with his friend Francis Perry by two bouncers wielding metal baseball bats. Their fatal mistake was to make a beeline for the wrong girls in the wrong place, a Southport nightclub. The court heard that one of the killers, Sean Jackman, urinated on the dead men.


Dad had a set of unwritten rules, shaped by circumstance. Protect your own. Back your mates up. Big sticks where necessary, but no tools, knives or guns. Rely on your fists, whenever possible. Impose your own form of justice, without fear or favour. I am reminded of the consequences of that regime, on a daily basis, by a scar across the end of my nose.


I was approaching my fourth birthday when I was playing with two plastic cars in a concrete tunnel in the playground at Sylvester school. From what little I remember, and according to what I have since been able to piece together, an Alsatian appeared at the other end of the tunnel. I tried to be friendly. It mauled me, biting my temple, nose and face. My half-sisters Sharon and Joanne, who had left me for a few seconds, were alerted by my screams.


They fought the dog off, and helped Nan get me to hospital, where I stayed for 10 days. The doctors were worried about me losing the sight in my right eye, and they decided I needed minor plastic surgery on my nose. Dad was tracked down to the local pub, where, after making sure I was in good hands, he borrowed a mate’s van and headed towards the playground.


He was enraged to discover the dog was still off the leash. It had avoided capture and was roaming across the school playing fields. Dad drove through the gates, ran it down, and reversed over it to ensure it was dead. He leaped out to confront the panic-stricken owner, who lived nearby and saved himself from a beating by apologising profusely.


‘Fuck off back to your house,’ he was told. The man saw the fire in Dad’s eyes, and knew better than to argue. He returned to collect the corpse under the cover of darkness, and never complained about the vigilante action. It was the St John’s way. Everyone respected Dad for his football, and his fury. It wasn’t abnormal. It was an accepted form of behaviour.


He didn’t need a textbook on social conditioning to know his parental duty was to make sure no one fucked with me. All I could do was imitate and intimidate in my own small, less-than-sweet way. The lessons he administered were sharp, unsubtle, but undeniably effective. They began in earnest when I was six, soon after the birth of my twin brothers, Michael and Andrew.


He hated bullying, because he had been picked on as a kid. I overstepped the mark one November afternoon by punching the living daylights out of a lad who’d tried to stop me pinching his bike. His mum came to the door to complain, and I knew what was coming. I concentrated on Dad’s slippers; when they began to move I accelerated towards the first step on the stairs and tried to slip under the slap. Some hope.


Our gang worked out pretty quickly that there was limited safety in numbers. When we were seven Paul Morson, a lad who lived with his mum at the top of our road, used to prey on us individually, and take our pocket money. Everyone knew him as Birdie. He was 10, and thought he was the business. His mistake was to underestimate our desperation; we simply attacked him as a group, and gave him a bit of a shoeing.


He got his revenge, of course, when we let our guard down and walked around on our own. We’d simply regroup, and beat him up again. He soon got bored of the indignity. He became a bit of a rogue, and disappeared in 2011. Two men were jailed for life for his murder, after being found guilty of abducting him, and torturing him with a hammer. His body has never been found; some say it was thrown in the Manchester Ship Canal, others believe it was chopped up and fed to pigs.


Everyone knew the faultlines on the estate before they knew their six times table. Get caught on Cowper Way, and your trainers and pocket money would be nicked. The back-doubles on the way home from my cousin’s house on Scott Avenue were dangerous, but on this particular day I decided they were worth the risk because I figured the bigger boys would be having their tea.


Big mistake. I ran into a rival gang who gave me a kicking. A lad called Chrissie Hogg, who was about 12, ran off with my football. I arrived home, whimpering and feeling sorry for myself. ‘What are you crying for?’ Dad asked, reasonably enough. When I explained the ambush, he went to the cupboard under the stairs, which contained the electricity meter. As in so many houses, it had been fiddled with a filed-down coin.


He rummaged through discarded trainers and emerged with a wooden rounders bat. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Don’t come back into this house crying, ever again. Never let someone take anything from you. If he is bigger than you, hit him with a stick. If he pulls a knife, run. Do you understand? Go and fucking sort it.’


He pushed me out of the front door, and left me to my fate. It wasn’t long before I reached the point of no return. The older lads were playing with my ball. They saw me, and laughed. ‘Want some more?’ they sneered. I had no option. I ran at the nearest kid, screaming like a banshee and swinging the bat at anything that moved. I managed no more than a glancing blow, but they scattered and left the ball behind. Chrissie Hogg never went near me again.


So that was the way it was going to be. I could protect myself by cultivating a reputation as a lunatic. Any time I was confronted, I had to go over the top in terms of spite and aggression. I couldn’t show a flicker of fear. If they didn’t know what I was capable of, they were too scared to take the necessary risk to find out. Feeling lucky, punks?


I was a law unto myself, even at junior school, where I’d get sent out of class, kick the fire exit open, and run home. Mum would take me back, but the cycle was quickly repeated. I’d answer back to the teachers, refuse to stand outside the headmaster’s office to await punishment, and leg it. If anyone apprehended me, I’d wriggle free and invite them to do their worst.


Ridiculously, it worked. They tried to pander to my better nature, on the assumption it existed, because they knew the process was futile. I sensed the teachers’ weakness when they were confronted by someone who didn’t really want to learn. My classmates were in awe and a little afraid, because I’d simply tell people to fuck off.


Yet it was a front. People were reluctant to engage with me, and preferred to leave me alone. When we played football in the street they’d be fearful of tackling me because they couldn’t trust me to react normally. On one level that was great, because I felt somehow safe. But on a deeper level, it was killing me.


I was bright enough to know that the only person I was really hurting was myself. I felt lonely, isolated, lost. I needed structure, reassurance. The real problem was that there were no rules with my mum. I did pretty much as I pleased. I yearned for Sunday nights at my nan’s, where I developed the love of tea and toast that still irritates my nutritionists. It was served on a brown leather ottoman, and accompanied by her parables and stories, such as the one about Spring-heeled Jack, a Victorian bogeyman who was supposed to have been spotted on the roof of St Francis Xavier Church in Everton.


Grandad took advantage of the diversion, and used to sneak into the garden shed for a cheeky smoke. He gave me my favourite toy as a toddler, a plastic hammer. I badgered him for small nails, spare pieces of wood, and made a fuss if I didn’t get them. Dad, seeing my wilfulness, made sure I had a regular supply of plastic footballs to kick against the fence.


He excelled at every sport, and was paid to play football. He was non-league, but the best player on the estate. He was respected, admired. He quickly became everything I wanted to be. Football gave him an edge, a strange sheen. He was my hero, and the game was my escape route.





CHAPTER THREE


JOLLY BOYS AND THE BISTO KID


Dave Taylor is a very lucky man. There have been Kamikaze pilots with greater regard for their own safety. He somehow survived the biggest decision of his managerial career, dropping my dad for a Wembley final. It might have only been the FA Vase, but 29 years are not remotely long enough to ease the pain or dilute the anger.


Dad was left out of Warrington Town’s 3-2 defeat by St Helens Town in 1987, despite scoring in a 3-0 aggregate win over Collier Row in the semi-final. All he cares to keep from that fateful day at the old Empire Stadium are a loser’s medal, awarded as an unused substitute, and a few photographs of a five-year-old, who was smuggled on to the pitch by his uncle Paul to take a pre-match penalty.


I scored, of course, though Dad insists John O’Brien, the goalkeeper, deliberately dived over it. He’d like to lose the details of his disappointment in the mists of time, but they come in handy when he tries to reinvent himself as a cross between Duncan Ferguson and Duncan McKenzie. A move was inevitable, and by the time I was eight he was patrolling midfield for Knowsley United in the Northern Premier League.


My football journey had begun. It took in Whitley Bay and Colwyn Bay, Gainsborough Trinity and Goole Town, Barrow and Bishop Auckland. The coach journeys and the dressing-room rituals were private pleasures. I peered through the fog of pre-match roll-ups and glimpsed the joy of working men playing a boys’ game for beer tokens. Their results might have been in the small print, but they were stars.


No one talked down to me on those special Saturdays. They even tried to kick me on Tuesdays and Thursdays if I was a little too cheeky when I joined in training with Bradley Orr, whose dad Pedro was manager. We were ejected, kicking and screaming, whenever they wanted to work on team shape. On game day we would act as mascots, and run out in spare adult kits. Our shirts were like nightgowns and our shorts were held up with string, but we showboated for England in the warm-ups.


We were sent to fetch any balls kicked over the fence during home matches, though Brad and I preferred to sit in borrowed warm-up jackets at the end of the bench. We were spellbound by what was going on around us. We’d take everything in, from the body language of the players to the manager, shouting and swearing at the referee, linesman or opposing manager. Even at that age, I was quietly working out how I would set up the team.


The ground was owned by Terry Phillips, a bodybuilder who won the Mr Universe title four times in the seventies and eighties. The boys were paid out of the proceeds from the fruit machines. Attendance figures were fictional, so the books could be cooked. Dad discovered that his cousin Tony Kelly, who played 500 league games in midfield for Wigan, Shrewsbury and Bolton, had secretly negotiated a second wage packet; it was swiftly retrieved, and placed behind the bar each week.


The dressing room was a treasure trove of knocked-off gear, ranging from suits to CD players, perfume to pots and pans. Win or lose, they were on the booze: raiding parties used to lay waste to off-licences on the way home. The older lads provided a diversion for some of the petty thieves, who would walk out with cases of lager, which lubricated the endless card games at the back of the bus.


Dad, who loved a laugh as much as he loved a tackle, had a decent voice. His party piece was to sing Deacon Blue’s ‘Dignity’. Brad’s old fella massacred Ringo Starr’s ‘You’re Sixteen’. The team had their version of the rugby song, ‘Alouette’. I’ve used variations of that throughout my career; Nobby Nolan insisted on it being the theme tune for our celebrations at Newcastle in 2010, when we were promoted back to the Premier League. It was wheeled out when Burnley repeated the feat in 2016.


I was blessed to have that upbringing, that football education. I understood the importance of camaraderie, team spirit, a collective ethos. Knowsley punched above their weight season after season because they had players who cared. I was captivated by their genuine love of the game. It has remained with me because that is the first trait I look for in any team-mate.


There was no envy, no resentment at the optimism and opportunity of youth. When they knew I was in Everton’s academy, no one burst my bubble. They’d all been at clubs, and come close to making it, and could so easily have been sour and cynical. Nobody went, ‘Nah, dream on, kid.’ They might have taken the piss in public so that I knew my place, but they quietly told me to believe.


Those rough-arsed footballers taught me that the human chemistry has to be right, regardless of the level at which you play. It is about a blend of styles and personalities, a commitment to a common goal. A bank manager must be able to partner a potential bank robber in central midfield. A central defender must acknowledge the courage of an irritating little shit of a winger who knows he is going to be kicked, yet still tries to push the ball past an opposing fullback.


Strokes were pulled on these Jolly Boys outings, and no one stood on ceremony. Dad excelled himself at Eastwood Town, where things got a bit spicy and he was sent off for leaving his foot in once too often. The home fans had been giving him stick, so instead of walking down the tunnel, he decided to vault the fence. He laid out the noisiest of his critics, removing his two front teeth with a single punch.


He happened to be an off-duty policeman, so the inevitable call for reinforcements was made, and the Keystone Cops chase was on. Dad wasn’t going to hang around for the team bus, because he knew he would be nicked, but left word he was to be picked up at the first motorway service station on the northbound carriageway. He sprinted out of the stadium, in street shoes and his kit.


His getaway driver was the Lord Mayor of Liverpool, who happened to be Brad’s grandad and club chairman. The police searched the dressing room and prowled between parked cars like confused bloodhounds. The boys, of course, obeyed the law of omertà. The teamsheet might have offered Nottinghamshire’s finest an unavoidable clue, but players couldn’t remember Dad’s name, and didn’t know where he lived.


Someone smuggled his suit and boots on to the coach, which pulled up as planned at the service station. Dad leaped into the luggage compartment for a few miles before everyone was convinced the coast was clear, and he was applauded on to his seat. He couldn’t play for a couple of weeks, because the East Midlands police turned up at subsequent matches, and played as a ringer for a few months before the heat died down.


He broke cover to appear on Match of the Day in 1993, when they played Carlisle United in the first round of the FA Cup at Goodison Park. To get there, Knowsley had to beat Stafford Rangers, who were two leagues above them in the Conference, in a second replay, following 1-1 and 2-2 draws.


I used to be able to play football in the run-off areas during the game at Alt Park, and nick on to the pitch at half-time for a kickabout. Not on this Tuesday night. The estate had emptied, and the scallies stole in through holes in the fences. No one could move. We even had stewards. It felt like a real football club.


With 10 minutes to go, and Knowsley winning 1-0, goalkeeper Lee Williams, a chunky Welsh lad, brought down a Stafford forward in a one-against-one situation outside his penalty area, and was sent off. There was no substitute keeper, so Dad volunteered to go in goal, where his style was closer to Mike Tyson than Joe Hart. He couldn’t catch the ball to save his life, but he ran through a ruck at corners, trampled over the centre forward, and gave it a right-hander. The ball fled, beyond the halfway line.


It was some sight. His borrowed jersey didn’t fit and he had a maniacal look in his eye. He was a lower league version of Monk, the mad Scottish keeper played by Jason Statham in the Vinnie Jones film, Mean Machine. People didn’t know whether to laugh, cheer or gasp, so they did a mixture of all three. The crowd sounded as if they were on helium.


When, somehow, Knowsley held on, the scallies invaded the pitch and let fireworks off. Everyone was asking, ‘What the fuck’s going on?’ The Carlisle players were similarly bemused when they arrived at Goodison to find Dad blocking the narrow corridor between the home and away dressing rooms. He was making use of the only convenient socket to plug in his razor and shave his head. The full-time pros meekly waited for him to finish before going in to change.


The culture shock would have deepened had they known other aspects of his pre-match routine. Dad had a touch of OCD, and had to hoover the house from top to bottom before he could take us to games. We had to sit obediently on the settee while he brushed the rug until it was spotless, and virtually threadbare. Mum, bless her, preferred shopping.


He had his chance to be a hero after 10 minutes, hitting the bar after going clear with only the keeper to beat. Carlisle won 4-1, but they knew they were in a game. I wouldn’t have liked to play against my dad, because he was a really tough bastard and Knowsley could put it about a bit.


They provided a finishing school for young pros at Liverpool and Everton, who were routinely roughed up in Liverpool Senior Cup ties. I can still see the fear and bewilderment in Michael Branch’s eyes when the boys used him for target practice. He was the Chosen One, a 17-year-old spoken of as Everton’s equivalent of Michael Owen and Robbie Fowler, but he looked lost.


That was prophetic, since, at 37, Branch is serving seven years for supplying amphetamines and cocaine. When football turned sour, and the struggle became too wearing, he succumbed to the streets. I know a hundred lads with a lot less talent from an identical background who made the same alarmingly simple life choice, and went into the drug trade. Some are up to no good on a ridiculous scale.


They don’t have two heads. They were once ordinary kids. Some have had the stuffing kicked out of them, others simply don’t care. Dad fell out with a neighbour because he conditioned his son to the inevitability of joining the family business, dealing and distributing industrial quantities of the stuff. He knew how vulnerable I was, but football gave me just enough scope to survive.


I had no choice in my allegiances, since he ensured I was blue from birth. I had my first Everton kit before I could walk, and by the time I was six I understood the consequences of indoctrination. I just missed out on the great Everton team of the mid-eighties, when Gary Lineker, Andy Gray and Peter Reid were denied fulfilment by the European ban on English clubs, and had to settle for relative dross.


I was first taken to Goodison by a mate of Dad’s. Bob was known to everyone as Striker. We stood in the Lower Bullens, close to the dugouts. It was from there that I first sensed the scale and speed of the game. I bought old programmes from St Luke’s Church, between the Gwladys Street End and Goodison Road stand, and eventually queued for spares, getting into the ground for £4 as a Junior Evertonian.


I kept goal in the playground until I was seven, because they said I spoiled things by being too good as an outfield player. I was closer in spirit to David James than Big Nev Southall, as I was easily bored. I got fed up waiting for the game to happen in front of me and consciously made things as difficult as possible by under-hitting passes to my defenders, so I had to redeem myself with a save.


I still get the gloves on after training, when the lads are taking shooting practice. I’m unorthodox, but effective. It drove my gaffer at Burnley, Sean Dyche, mad. He used to spot me from a distance and yell: ‘What the fucking hell are you doing? Imagine you are a manager. Imagine someone shoots and you put your shoulder out? If someone else was doing that you’d be moaning.’


Fair do’s, but I learned long ago that rules are there to be broken . . .


At seven, I was officially too young to play for my Roman Catholic junior school, St Agnes. Mr Alcock, our PE teacher, quietly ignored that because he wanted to win the area’s top trophy, the Hanson Cup. We did, twice, with me up front. That didn’t stop me playing as a ringer for another school, whenever they needed a result. Mr McCormack, their PE teacher, was putting his career on the line because they would have been thrown out of the league if any of my mates had grassed me up.


Everyone knew me by my nickname, Danger Mouse. Just like the cartoon character, I was first in, headfirst, if anything happened. It didn’t matter if that was a scrap or a dare to launch myself off the highest diving board in the leisure centre. No one bothered to hold me back. I laugh about it now, but I keep him for posterity as a tattoo on my left foot, to remind me of the wild child within.


Brad and I used to play for Pine DIY, sponsored by a chain of stores owned by Phil Thompson, the Liverpool captain. It was one of those typically hyped youth teams, a collection of pot hunters which consisted of all the best kids in the area. At heart, though, I was at home on the pavements, or the glass-strewn gravel on which we played pick-up games.


I’d leave my ball in the bushes outside St Agnes each morning, and play fantasy football on the way home. Dustbins were international defenders, to be dazzled by my close control. I dominated central midfield, playing deft one-twos off post-boxes and parked cars. The owners would bang on windows or bawl abuse, but they’d be lost in the roar of an imaginary crowd.


I fended for myself. After school I’d change into my Everton shirt, trackie bottoms and trainers, and be out. Each street would have its posse. There were up to 20 of us, of all ages, plotting and practising for games that rapidly descended into gang warfare. Losing bragging rights in school or on the estate was not an option, so tackles became progressively worse and the assaults became more spiteful.


Inevitably, it all kicked off. When I was first involved, I made myself scarce. But gradually the violence became an end in itself. I began to love fighting as much as I loved football. As so often, a scar, this time on my right hand, tells the story. That was where I punched John Beaton’s buck teeth, and had to prise my fist free. The legend of the Bisto Kid was born.


We became mates in later years, but he ran home to get his dad, who pinned me down when we resumed scrapping. John, known as Bisto because he looked like the lad in the gravy adverts, saw his chance and got in a few free punches to my unprotected face and stomach. A line had been crossed. No one, least of all an adult, steps in when the fight is fair. ‘Sound,’ I said, as I wrenched myself free. ‘No problem. If that’s how it is, we’ll sort it right now.’
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