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    ‘The problem of the actor has troubled me for the longest time. I felt unsure (and sometimes still do) whether it is not only from this angle that one can get at the dangerous concept of the “artist” – a concept that has so far been treated with unpardonable generosity. Falseness with a good conscience; the delight in simulation exploding as a power that pushes aside one’s so-called “character”, flooding it and at times extinguishing it; the inner craving for a role and a mask, for appearance . . . masters of the incorporated and inveterate art of eternally playing hide-and-seek, which in the case of animals is called mimicry – until eventually this capacity, accumulated from generation to generation, becomes domineering, unreasonable, and intractable, an instinct that learns to lord it over other instincts, and generates the actor, the “artist” (the zany, the teller of lies, the buffoon, fool, clown . . .)’




    Friedrich Nietzsche




    ‘Don’t stand so close to the fire, lad – you’ll burn.’




    Charlie Chuck
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Prologue




    My elder brother once said to me: ‘The trouble with you is you have no respect for anyone.’ He was right. I was only seven years old, though, and hadn’t yet met anyone that impressive, I suppose. As I grew up my catchphrase became, ‘I know, I know . . .’ I knew everything and yet I knew nothing. No one could tell me anything – not teachers, not family members, not any person in authority. The idiots I would listen to: the oddballs, the tramps, the funny fat kids who rode bikes too small for them and seemed to have no friends . . . Those guys got my full, undivided attention. I took my information from television and books and comics and whispered folklore. My parents might repeat things to me over and over and I’d seemingly ignore them, but it all went in and got stored away. I wouldn’t give them the credit at the time, though. I’d just say, ‘I know!’ in an exasperated manner as if they were the children. Once, when I’d been instructed in some way by my dad, my brother stated that I’d looked ‘like a wrestler receiving a public warning’.




    I wanted to be different but not enough to really make a go of it. Maybe I’ve made a small difference. I’ve been called a maverick and a one-off but I’m not really. People in my field love to hear these words in the same way I hoped my dyslexia and Attention-Deficit Disorder might contribute to me being seen as some sort of idiot savant. These words, along with ‘genius’, have been devalued by thoughtless and deluded journalists. I’m not and never will be Ian Dury or Paul Gascoigne, Lee Perry or Brian Clough (obviously), but these people have inspired me; they’ve really uplifted me, made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I’m Simon Day and this is my story.








  



    

       

    




    
Chapter One




    I was born in a nice little house in a nice little suburb of South East London called Blackheath, in 1962. Some two months after my birth Marilyn Monroe was found dead in her bed, the victim of dark forces in her brain and in her private life. When showbiz historians look back on our respective lives they will be forced to draw a number of parallels. One, we are both Geminis; two, we both took prescription drugs and slept around with powerful figures in organised crime and politics (local for me); and three, we both became much-loved comedy actors and talked in a silly voice for comic effect. But that was a world away. First I had to make my bones into funny bones – and that took quite a while.




    It’s hard being a child. One minute you’re a baby and people are peering at you, saying, ‘Ooh, he’s so sweet; look at his little face!’ Your mum picks you up and you suck on her tits for hours and when you’ve had your fill you stare into her eyes and do a great big shit – and then she wipes your arse. What a life . . .




    Suddenly, around the age of three, it all changes. Everything you do is wrong. ‘Put that down!’ ‘Pick that up!’ ‘Don’t draw on that!’ ‘Don’t snatch!’ ‘If you don’t eat that foodstuff you can’t have the slightly better foodstuff!’ ‘If you carry on you’re going back to bed!’




    It doesn’t make sense.




    No one warns you. You need someone from one of the Five Families to take you aside: ‘From now on, kid, you gotta act like a man. You gotta use that potty: no more shitting your pants and crying ’cause you have to go to bed. You gotta stop hitting your sister or you’re going away; you’re gonna get whacked. Keep your mouth shut and don’t rat on your friends.’




    My earliest memory is of Mum crying and being comforted by my dad. A year after my birth my mum had a little baby girl, called Charlotte. She had Down’s syndrome and died when she was two years old. They had no idea how to treat the condition then – it was 1963 after all. I remember Charlotte’s face, her eyes particularly. Lying in her cot she looked perfectly Chinese; she had jaundice, too. I remember asking Mum questions about her, of the why variety, just as my boy does now. But his are questions I’m happy to answer. I’ve no idea what that did to my mum, her only daughter dying (the subject has never been discussed since), but it must have damaged her somehow. She was alone in a strange part of London with two kids and a man who, although kind, did not discuss emotions – yours or his. She dug in, I expect, and got on with it, which is what you did in those days. There was no recourse to any form of therapy, but you always had gin and tonic. And, trust me, I didn’t give her a second’s rest to ponder her feelings anyway. My name was Simon Day and I was alive and needed help with everything.




    My mum was from Kenilworth in Warwickshire. Her parents had an outside toilet and grew all their own vegetables. My dad came from a large, prosperous family who had ties to St John’s Wood and Henley-on-Thames. She told me once she married him because he seemed nice and had money. An earlier suitor had run over a rabbit in his MG and burst out laughing: he got the heave-ho. She was very attractive, my mum – still is – and Dad made quite a catch there. My dad loved to read – he had at last count more than 7,000 books, mainly about war and architecture, with his own little watermark on the first page of each; amazing, really. Everything is filed away. A good stamp collection too. After they got divorced I used to nick his books and sell them from time to time. One day he saw them in a junk-shop window and had to go and buy them back. I was a right little cunt or a damaged individual crying out for help – take your pick.




    Every kid wants to be good at sport (apart from homosexuals). It’s the ultimate high, scoring a winning goal in the World Cup Final, pinging in the last arrow to hit a 180, smashing your fist into a Mexican’s liver in a hot room. All that adulation. The respect of your peers and beyond. I went to Brooklands Primary School in Blackheath. It was tiny by Inner London standards and there were only twenty-one boys in the top two years from whom to draw the football and cricket teams. But we had a secret weapon: Mr Davies. We called him Dickie after the ITV sports presenter. He was a superb example of seventies man-hero. He always wore a skin-tight old-school blue tracksuit; he had lovely sandy hair, a medallion and an MG in which he was frequently seen purring around Blackheath with leggy bits of stuff. In short, he was the seventies.




    But beneath this seemingly shallow (and now much-derided) exterior there was a brilliant sports brain. We did all right at the football, though we didn’t have good enough players to challenge the bigger schools. Everyone wanted to be good at football. Cricket was a slightly different matter. It was unfashionable, but cricket was Dickie’s thing. The tiny pool of talent meant I somehow made the team. I batted at number 9 and fielded here and there. I was no Ian Botham but I could catch and I had an accurate throw. I was only a little fat fella then, yet to reach puberty. We had two very good players, Paul Cobb and Graham Wooldridge, both of whom played for the district. Paul Cobb was a sort of David Watts figure: he looked a bit like Paul Weller and the girls went mad for his broad shoulders, high cheekbones and dim nonchalance. (I’m assuming all this – at the time I had no idea why girls liked him; he was just someone I thought was cool because he was unlike me.)




    I imagined myself as a scientific example of an unattractive boy: basin haircut, skinny legs; I had a lazy eye and wore National Health specs with an eye-patch. I often wore socks with sandals. Graham Wooldridge was a ginge but still had the wow factor both on and off the field. He once got off with a girl I fancied, called Janet Roy, while I was at my nan’s. I was devastated, but what could I do? I had no pubic hair and at that stage I thought girls’ vaginas were situated somewhere around their tummy buttons. I remember being told about Graham and Janet by someone on a patch of waste ground near where we lived. I was smoking a No. 6 at the time and the combination of the news and the nicotine rush forced me to lie down in some wet grass. I imagined them loving each other up, rolling about on a bed in a hot little room. It was too much to bear. I went home and read Tintin and the Black Island and pushed a half-eaten apple down the back of the radiator.




    Dickie Davies was the first teacher to make me believe I could achieve something. Like Alf Ramsey with the England football team in 1966, he told us and the press (the South East London and Kentish Mercury) we could win the Cup and the League. Is he mad? I thought. Yet somehow we started winning matches. Our opening partnership of Cobb and Wooldridge was too good. They regularly put on seventy or one hundred between them – at that level it was enough – and they could both bowl too. We started moving up the League. I loved that season. I didn’t have to do much: I caught a few people out, made the odd eleven or fourteen runs. Obviously with the Attention-Deficit Disorder I drifted out of games and started admiring trees and buildings beyond the boundaries, staring at people on the opposing team and wondering what they were like, where they lived, whether they’d read Emil and the Detectives . . . Suddenly I’d be brought swiftly from my reverie by a ball skimming past through my legs, or someone pointing to a red dot in the sky hurtling towards me. We’d all stare up at the heavens like a tribe of primitive pygmies witnessing the end of the world and a chant would rise: ‘Don’t drop it, Day! Don’t drop it, Day!’




    As the season reached its climax we were top of the League and in the semi-final of the Cup – unheard of for a school of our size. Dickie sent a letter to our parents requesting our attendance at school at seven-thirty in the morning for practice – seven-thirty! Everyone’s parents agreed; we were on the verge of something extraordinary. On the first day of our dawn manoeuvres he put us in a circle and had us throw the ball to each other faster and faster. No one dropped the ball for ages – it was brilliant. I felt giddy with excitement. Then we ran around the playground for ages. I thought we’d done something wrong, but no – he was getting us fit. I didn’t understand. I enjoyed cricket because fat people could still have a decent stab at the game; I had no idea that people who played cricket were in any way athletic. To me it was something like a John Major fantasy – all about the gentle thwack of ball on willow, and people dozing off in the sun. I didn’t realise it was a proper sport. I kept my mouth shut, though.




    After training I asked Dickie why he’d made us come before school and not after.




    He said, ‘At that time, around eight in the morning, your brain is at its peak and your reactions are quickest – you can learn more.’




    Rather insolently I asked, ‘Who told you that?’




    ‘Colin Bell, actually. He’s a good friend of mine.’




    Then he walked away, his trim behind highlighted by his tight blue tracksuit bottoms and the sun glinting off his sandy-blond hair.




    Colin Bell! Colin fucking Bell! The England and Man City midfielder. I was staggered. Dickie was friends with Colin Bell!




    That night I told my dad. He was reading a book about Stalingrad and drinking a Martini Rosso.




    ‘Really?’ he said. It’s not that he didn’t care: he was distracted, deep in a book detailing one of the most ghastly and cruel battles in military history. When my old man concentrated he really concentrated – he may as well have been in one of those flotation tanks. He was constantly reading. Given the chance he would have read himself blind. He loved it, and I think he preferred it to interacting with other people. In that respect I’m my father’s son. I have to admit that now, having overcome the dyslexia, I can read for hours, isolate myself, just the page and the quiet room. Sweet bliss.




    We had to play John Stainer Primary in the final of the Cup and to decide the League. They were a massive school in Brockley, which is a racially mixed area bordering Lewisham and New Cross. To me they looked like the West Indies Test team with a few picture-postcard Cockney kids thrown in. This was my first experience of black kids up close. There were no black children at my primary school – not one. I’d seen them in Tintin books and on Top of the Pops but that was it. They were cartoon figures. In fact when I was very young I had a seven-inch single, ‘Little Black Sambo’, which was a song about a young black guy who got chased round a tree by a tiger. The tiger ran round the tree so fast he eventually melted into butter and Black Sambo’s mum, being a resourceful jungle lady, cooked the liquefied tiger up into pancakes. My generation was the last to have a ridiculous, twisted prior knowledge of black people as ‘golliwogs’. They smiled at us from our breakfast marmalade and at night we watched them dance about on The Black and White Minstrel Show. There they weren’t even black: they were white people dressed up as black people. Very confusing.




    Still, there were no happy golliwogs in this team. They bowled at seventy miles an hour and the only hoofing they did was of the ball over the boundary. This was a good team from a poor neighbourhood. Half the players didn’t have proper cricket whites. Their sports teacher was a gnarly old badger who wore clown trousers that concealed cricket balls and bails. He craftily suggested we play two games, one for each competition. Dickie knew we didn’t have the squad size to do that so he made them settle on one game, winner takes all. The venue: Blackheath Common. Blackheath is enormous. It’s the main attraction of an area wrongly dismissed as a poor man’s Hampstead – I think it spanks Hampstead or any other area of London. I’ve been beaten up on it, had my first drink on it, slept on it, run across it, had picnics, flown kites and had something close to sex on it. It’s covered in cars now but you’ll never destroy it – it’s too big, too romantic, too alive. It was my home from the age of nought till I was twenty-nine, and one day I hope to return not in triumph but at least with my name on a bench. Or maybe I could have a curry named after me like Terry Waite in the Blackheath Tandoori. I mean, what’s he ever done since he got off his radiator?




    We won the toss and put them into bat. They made a good score, though I can’t remember what it was – a hundred and something. Our lot made a good reply and when I got the call we were just fourteen runs behind. As I came into bat it started to rain, sweaty, misty summer rain. I was partnered with a podgy French-Arab boy called Matthew Le Merle. He wore glasses and I could see they were steaming up: he kept taking them off and rubbing them on his white shirt. I remember seeing his belly and thinking, How fast can he run with that tyre? I was terrified. The bowler hurled a full toss down at me and I hit it with the wrong part of the bat, the bit at the top near the handle. It flew slowly towards another boy. I was surely out, a disgrace. But he dropped it. He dropped it! We made two runs. I looked around me and swallowed, the blood crashing in my ears like waves on a beach. I was on Blackheath, my home turf. I could see the village clearly. I could see Stower’s newsagent’s, where I’d stolen sweets and cans of Coke, and the bus stop where the man approached me then changed his mind when he saw my haircut. Rossi’s ice-cream van, the houses, the church, the sherbet lemon I found in a puddle and still ate, the disappointment of the helter-skelter at the fair, the good times, the bad times . . . It was all swilling around in my head. I tried to concentrate. I hit a single. The game crawled on. Le Merle made three runs. I looked at Dickie Davies. He was sort of fizzing and exploding underneath his haircut. Paul Cobb shouted, ‘Come on, Si!’ We stumbled on, singles here and there, then Matthew got a four. We needed one run.




    The rain was filmy and slight; it made everything greasy. There was a rainbow behind me but I couldn’t see it. Someone bowled at me. I hit the ball all wrong: it skidded off behind the wicket through the despairing slips. We ran towards each other, me and Matthew Le Merle. He was fat and I was an idiot, and it was our dog-day afternoon. As we ran our team were running towards us, white ghosts with red shining faces. People were shouting and laughing; everyone jumped on me. I was steaming. I’d somehow scored the winning run – we were the Cup and League champions. I was soaking wet and covered in boys but I didn’t care: it was the greatest moment of my life. I was the hero of the hour and it seemed to go on for ever. The day fizzed and popped around me like a Latin American carnival. We walked back to the changing rooms like stick men as the gods drew back into the heavens.




    I have absolutely no recollection of that evening at home but I must have been on cloud nine for weeks. I was boasting about scoring the winning runs at school later that week when Dickie snapped at me. ‘Without Cobb, Wooldridge and Stefan Hohman’s runs we’d have lost. You only scored eight!’ I went all red. I’d been taught a valuable lesson, which of course I forgot immediately. I scored the winning runs and I’m more than the sum of the cricket team’s parts, OK? So fuck off, Dickie! They gave me an engraved medal, gold with a little cameo of a cricket player on it.




    Later, I proudly took it with me on my first day at secondary school and showed it around to everyone and anyone, filling them in on my own little Test Series victory. When I got home it wasn’t in my bag; just the little box stared at me – a smooth little felt crater, devoid of jewellery. Someone had relieved me of my trophy.




    Welcome to Kidbrooke. Welcome to the real world.




    My extraordinary cricketing abilities meant I was put down for the team at my new concrete school. The trouble was I’d still not reached puberty: everyone else on the field seemed bigger than me, with huge Adam’s apples and deep voices. Next to them I looked like one of those children who are led out by the captains in the Charity Shield, clutching a pennant and blushing.




    On the first day of practice in the nets a boy bowled a ball at me so fast I thought I was imagining it. It hit my thumb. I screamed. It went all purple and swelled up like a weird vegetable. I retired, hurt, for ever. I never played cricket again, but I’d had a dangerous taste of adulation. I loved it! I’d felt fantastic. I’d seen the looks on those boys’ faces and I wanted more. I wanted those looks on girls’ faces too – that’d be more difficult but maybe I could be a contender . . .




    I had to wait seventeen years to win something again. This time I did it on my own: the Time Out New Act of the Year, 1991. If I hadn’t written this book I fear both these events would have been airbrushed from history.




    I can’t remember the first time I wet the bed. I was between three and six, probably: that’s what it says on a website I found; that’s the average age of the child when the soggy odyssey begins. Another website I looked at listed famous bedwetters! Can you believe it? It was an American site and the top name was Michael Landon, the actor from Little House on the Prairie. Jesus, I hope it was just him in the family. I mean, that’s a hell of a lot of laundry.




    I suppose in its own way the site was trying to say, ‘Look, even wholesome, solid, kind men like this wet the bed, so don’t worry about it.’ Another big name was Bill Gates. That figures: the übernerd cowering in his sodden sheets. Britney Spears too. (I think we’re moving into a different area here, so let’s move on . . .) I wet the bed three or four times a week right up until I was in my last year at primary school. It was soul-destroying for me and very boring for my parents. I used to wake up and think, Oh no, not again – another Tintin book ruined . . . (Actually the hardbacks were remarkably durable.) Poor Mum and Dad. I never thought about them having to strip the bed and wash the sheets over and over again. They must have worried, too, but it was the seventies and no one – least of all children – saw analysts or psychiatrists then. They couldn’t ask an expert, so they used to ask me.




    ‘Why have you wet the bed again?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ I’d say. ‘Do you think I enjoy it?’




    I was sharing a room with my elder brother, Robert. We were in bunk beds, and I got moved down from the top bunk for obvious reasons.




    My parents tried all the available cures. First off, no fluids after six o’clock. This didn’t work – I was only six, so it wasn’t like I was out drinking seven or eight pints of Ribena a night. They also tried offering me a treat or gift in the morning if I didn’t empty my bladder in bed – a toy maybe, or a special lunch. I remember once they promised me a trip to the fair. I can clearly recall Mum tucking me in and talking about the helter-skelter and the dodgems. I went to bed with a smile on my face: no way was I going to piss this opportunity away.




    I woke up soaked in urine again. I was gutted, and cried when she came into the room. They still took me to the fair of course.




    The other precaution they embarked on was more proactive. It’d be midnight – the witching hour – and in my room silence would lie like careful mist; primitive robots and toy soldiers frozen mid-play, books stacked neatly, some orange peel rotting in the corner where I’d thrown it, a dead fly sitting crisp on the window sill. All at once the door would burst open and my parents would appear. The harsh sixty-watt bulb would blink into life, temporarily blinding me. I’d be dragged out of bed, half-asleep like some tiny political prisoner, and marched into the bathroom. More harsh electric light – a hundred watts! They’d then sort of hang me over the toilet and fumble my tiny cock out of my pyjamas and encourage me to pee into the bowl. By this time I’d be fully awake and the strange thing was that they’d always be talking about something completely unconnected to what we as a family were doing. Like the guttering, or renewing Dad’s National Trust membership. Sometimes they’d actually be arguing about something while I was shaken down. It was odd, to say the least. I’d then be put back to bed – drained of liquid waste, happy, proud, and slightly traumatised.




    Of course my brother would be woken up by the intrusion too, so he’d have the right hump. It didn’t work, needless to say.




    The last resort was a blanket they bought for me, which you plugged into the mains and placed over your offending child’s torso. It had some sort of sensor and when the kid started to pee an alarm went off. So . . . On the first night, they tucked me in, lit the blue touch-paper and retired.




    At around twelve-thirty they were woken by a furious beeping. They rushed into my room and found me fast asleep, the alarm going off as I peed on regardless.




    I remained a committed bedwetter until the summer of ’73. I was on a school journey on the Isle of Wight, that glamorous bit of rock off Southampton. I was in my last year at Brooklands. We were all crammed into a B&B/hotel in Shanklin – so crammed I had to share a bed with Graham Wooldridge (it was all good clean fun, though: we weren’t at Eton). There was a single bed in our room, which Paul Cobb took. It was a shabby little garret, straight out of a Graham Greene novel, as was the rest of the hotel, but we children banished his Catholic guilt and seedy whispered conversation with shouts of joy and unconfined glee as we thrust pillows in each other’s faces and hurled soggy spoonfuls of cornflakes at one another. I became the trip’s Shoplifter-in-Chief: if you wanted something pinching you had only to ask and I’d snake it under my coat and hand it over outside the shop. The main gift on people’s lists here was a funny little test tube of different-coloured sands denoting a visit to Blackgang Chine, a bit of beach where such a miracle of nature occurred. Ten different colours of sand! All in stripes! You can keep the Hanging Gardens of Babylon . . . Actually at the time I loved my little knick-knack and kept it on my bedroom shelf for ages, often twisting it around in my little mitts, mixing up the sands into a kaleidoscope of grains. When my dad eventually saw the mess I’d created inside the glass he sighed and said, ‘You’ve ruined it.’




    I stole about four tubes and doled them out to happy hands on the pavement. I couldn’t get any more – security was tight. They must have lost a lot of stock every summer, poor sods. Still, the sand was free, wasn’t it? And test tubes cost fuck all.




    I was very worried about my bladder letting me down and introducing Wooldridge to my own version of water sports. I didn’t think he’d appreciate it – we were only eleven after all. But the captain of the football and cricket teams awoke at around seven-thirty one summer morning to discover a patch of piss under his left buttock. He shouted, ‘Eeugh! What’s that?’




    I was mortified, having been awake for hours soaked in urine and terror waiting for him to stir.




    What could I do? I’d crept out of bed and changed my pyjamas and put a towel under me, but there was too much fluid. I wished it had been blood. I wished I’d slashed my wrists – that would have been less embarrassing.




    ‘Please don’t tell anyone I’ve wet the bed, Gray. You won’t tell anyone, will you! Sorry . . .’ I was a stuttering, muttering fool.




    I remember quite clearly that as he went to the bathroom he said, ‘Don’t worry, I won’t say anything.’




    We filed down to breakfast, girls on one table, boys on the other, the din, the teachers trying to establish order. Graham Greene had his pen out. I was fucked.




    I remember all I was worried about were the girls finding out. The girls – why the girls?




    I’d kept my eyes on Wooldridge like a sparrowhawk on a mouse since we’d entered the room. He sat opposite me with his back to the girls’ table. At some stage I knew he would tell. Wouldn’t you? He wasn’t a care worker. I saw him lean back in his chair, his head entering the girls’ atmosphere.




    I can’t remember which of the girls he spoke to, but she turned her chair round to face me as he whispered . . . something.




    What? Was I imagining this?




    Suddenly her jaw jacked open like a Pez sweet dispenser. She looked up briefly at me in horror and pity, then spun back to her cohorts.




    I wished I was dead.




    I never wet the bed again, though.




    (I did, actually: seventeen years later in Dublin with an ex-model, but I had drunk fourteen pints of Guinness . . .)




    My dad was a product of the public-school system. He was born in a house called the Mount in Surrey; prep school, boarding school, Cambridge. He enlisted and drove some oil drums about in Kent somewhere as the war was drawing to a close, then became a civil servant for a bit before working as an architect. He wore glasses like Eric Morecambe, had a study, drank Ruddles or Martini Rosso, and had fearsome powers of concentration. Like all human beings he was a mass of contradictions. To me as a child he sometimes seemed almost from another planet, while at others he was a normal loving dad. I wasn’t an obedient child. I wanted it both ways: I wanted to rebel, to cock a snook, and to be admired and loved at the same time. My dad was strict, shy, kind, stubborn, academic and pompous. He was both distant and loving. He was very clever but in a way I couldn’t get down with, a way I couldn’t admire. I found his intellect to be very rigid.




    He was Establishment to the core: Home Counties, Tory upbringing; very secure, he was, in his way. He did everything by the book, had magnificent handwriting and polished his shoes with an aggression and diligence I found overwhelming. He did everything properly: took his time, read the manual, purchased the right tools. Don’t get me wrong, he could get quite steamed up indulging in DIY – ‘damn’ and ‘blast’ were the swearwords of choice – but he always prepared the ground. He left nothing to chance in everything he did – which is why he was a bit confused by me, a right chancer. I had a strange combination of insecurity and confidence that was hard to identify. He had a good sense of humour, though, and we used to watch comedy together. It was the seventies so we were spoilt for choice: Porridge, The Likely Lads, Dad’s Army and of course Morecambe and Wise. It was one of the only things we really bonded over. A shared laugh is a balm to any relationship – that magic understanding; it brought a closeness we struggled to enjoy in other areas. He just didn’t get me. I couldn’t sit still, I couldn’t write properly, I was hopeless at maths and fixing things, I used to drift off in conversation and stare out of the window. I should’ve run away and joined something, but what? The circus? The Royal Ballet? Like most kids I didn’t know what I wanted but I knew what I didn’t want: his world.




    His grandfather had come from Essex, built up a property firm from scratch and passed it on to his son, my grandfather Frank. I never really knew Frank; he was heavily medicated whenever I sat on his knee. The firm was based in St John’s Wood and was sold on at the time of his death to his partner, Michael Percy. I think my dad, his two brothers and one sister, Jane, got a nice wedge, but there was no trickle-down effect to me, thank God – I cannot imagine what a nightmare I would have become if I’d been a trustafarian.




    My father’s mother, Dorothy, could be summed up in one word: ‘class’. She was good-looking, witty, charming and clever. She came from that select breed of women who’d appear in British films of the forties and fifties, formidable and resourceful, but always laughing. She was the sort of person who would have taken charge had there been some sort of calamity – a flood or a collapsed building – quietly instructing everyone, bandaging legs, marshalling children, occasionally raising her voice at the odd spineless man.




    Every year she’d take me and my elder brother to see the new James Bond film at the Odeon Leicester Square. She often wore a mink stole and pearls and before entering the cinema we’d be taken to a posh London store and set loose on the pick-and-mix sweet wall. This was not the tired collection of fizzy snakes and stale hard gums you find now at your local multiplex, but was the best of British confectionery: individually wrapped chocolate caramels, proper humbugs, mints in a wide variety of strengths. I was like a pig in shit and would approach the till hopefully with four or five pounds in weight of sweets, smiling like an African dictator approaching Customs at Geneva airport. She’d then lead me back gently to reluctantly return most of my bounty.




    Grandparents in general always seem more attractive than your parents. They always have more treats, for one, plus they only have to deal with you every other weekend, so you appear like a breath of fresh air and not the scowling, sulking horror you really are.




    My dad had an older sister named Jane, a younger brother called Jeremy and an older brother who was never there. Jane was much like her mother, a bit taller but with the same slightly clipped way of speaking, frequently descending into laughter. Jeremy was an early hero of mine. He was suave and handsome; he played golf and had a large set of clubs in a leather golf bag that was always in the garage. I’d often wander in and examine these huge tools, engineered and built with as much care and precision as any Samurai sword. I was too small to pull a club right out of the bag and made do with examining the heads and handles, twirling the cold steel in my hot little hands. I enjoyed rummaging through the bag’s pockets, the golf balls like giant gobstoppers you could not eat. I once bounced a few of them around the garage but was worried they’d smash into a thousand pieces.




    We would visit my dad’s parents around every three weeks, I think; all the family would be there. They lived in a huge house in Henley-on-Thames, and had thick carpets, lime-green shagpile in the downstairs toilet (with matching carpet on the toilet seat – whizzo!), a large television, housed in walnut veneer, that we weren’t allowed to watch, and an enormous garden with an ornamental pond complete with cherub fountain. The house was big, modern and light. I imagine the furniture came from John Lewis. Oh, and they had a gardener called Murket too – now that does sound posh.




    On reaching the house I’d run through the living room, out the back door and into the garden shed to press the white switch that turned on the fountain. A small spurt of water would leap from the cherub’s mouth and rain down softly on the fish beneath. I would watch for a bit, then turn it off and on rapidly, then trudge back into the house feeling cheated: it was never as good as I’d remembered it.




    My dad’s family were very close – clannish almost – and I think my mum struggled with this a bit. As a unit they were well-off and confident, certain in their political beliefs and unafraid of what the day might bring. They’d sit round the table like a Punch cartoon, laughing at jokes and events I was never really in on. I wanted to be part of it but never was, being much too young. There were loads of cousins and aunts and people twice removed who appeared now and then, a lot of whom seemed to be in the forces, but I only really knew the core group.




    Once back from the garden I’d say my hellos and then wander around the house eating any boiled sweets I could find. At lunch table manners were important – not speaking out of turn, that sort of thing – but all in all I loved going there. It was a different world. They all still had that Empire confidence about them, which made me feel safe.








  



    

       

    




    
Chapter Two




    I had two brothers. Robert was a year older than me and I tried to hang around with him as much as possible. My younger brother, Toby, went to boarding school when I went to borstal and I didn’t really see him again until we were both living in Brighton in the mid-nineties.




    Robert was always more grown-up than me. He was sensible and trustworthy and also talented and clever. He didn’t have any obvious flaws as a person, which was difficult as we were growing up because I felt that my parents were comparing me to him constantly. We got on all right until he went to public school then a sort of gulf appeared. We had a fairly standard younger brother/older brother relationship: I was always breaking his things and doing things he got blamed for. I’d be kept out of his room and he wouldn’t encourage his friends to associate with me. My main problem was clumsiness: excessive clumsiness. I was always spilling drinks and breaking toys; furniture would rebel and fall apart at my touch. I had a habit of worrying fabrics until they came undone. I pressed the wrong buttons, opened the wrong doors, drawers were always sticking then flying open, hurling their contents skywards. I was hopeless with any kind of machinery.




    A lot of this stuff is quite normal, I suspect, but at the time each incident felt like a little crime. What’s wrong with me? I’d think as people began searching for the hamster or sweeping up the broken glass.




    At an early age I became the problem kid: by accident and design, I think. I started bucking authority, being a pest. I remember people used to say to me, ‘You think you’re clever,’ and I did! But how can you think you’re clever? What if you’re insane? Where does that leave you? My dad was easiest to dis agree with, as he had very strong views about what I should be, what I should like and how I should apply myself to my education: CONCENTRATE . . .




    Every year Dad forced us kids to watch the Royal Tournament on TV. I hated it: idiotic, pointless, men in uniforms dismantling cannons and carrying them over makeshift walls. Then one year he took me to see it live. Cadets bussed in from Sandhurst, the stalls selling military paraphernalia, the smell of gunpowder and horse shit, my dad glowing with pride, standing for the National Anthem.




    The Red Arrows were another family fixture. We’d stand in the burning sun, our tiny necks cricked as we stared into the clouds watching for those magnificent men in their flying machines. Now you see them, now you don’t – wow, there they go! Superb. I must have seen the Red Arrows seven or eight times. My dad was always crowbarring in air displays and military bonanza into our family holidays.




    Another annual day out was the Lord Mayor’s Show. Squeezing through the crowds, asking to sit on someone’s shoulders, cheering a fat man covered in jewellery. I remember asking an uncle what the Lord Mayor did for a living and being met with a stony glare. Is there anything more boring than pageantry? Dad was crazy for any of that shit – royal weddings, the Changing of the Guard . . . I remember nodding off to Winston Churchill’s funeral, the somnolent, sober tones of the commentary washing over me like clouds of Mogadon gas.




    I liked football and wrestling. For him it was rugby and cricket. I had no interest in yachting or any kind of spirited travelogue. I suppose he was part of that Boy’s Own generation, climbing mountains and suppressing ‘fuzzy wuzzies’, the stoic stiff upper lip. To him the British Empire meant Wedgwood china and Edmond Hillary; to me, Wall’s ice cream and Brian Clough. One night we were brought downstairs to witness Sir Francis Chichester complete his round-the-world voyage. We had a tiny black-and-white TV at the time and I struggled to make out the image of the plucky pensioner wobbling on to shore – it was like watching an Etch A Sketch in a sandstorm. Don’t get me wrong, it was great to be up at that time of night, but his achievements left me unmoved. It wasn’t much of a spectacle, a man staggering off a boat. I was half asleep anyway and I just didn’t get that type of endeavour. An awkward, ungrateful little sod I was then . . . Or was I?




    On rainy days Pa would always discover an obscure war film on the telly and we’d watch it together. Some of them were good, actually (Went the Day Well? among others) but I couldn’t get down with the army vibe. He was so proud of the British war effort, whether fact or fiction. Bursting with pride, he’d get the books out and try to interest me in the finer points of Waterloo and Dunkirk. Jane’s Fighting Ships: an enormous series of volumes detailing every naval warcraft ever built! You needed a forklift truck to read it. I would have rather Braille-read a cheese grater but I didn’t want to shatter his dreams. He bought me rulers and compasses, a set of woodworking tools, showed me blueprints of building foundations I didn’t understand. The thing was, I never told him outright: ‘This is shit, Dad! I have no interest in this.’ I was as emotionally stymied as him, in a way.




    Unfortunately my brother Robert didn’t help matters. He was academic, didn’t wet the bed and worked hard. By the time he followed Dad to university I was squatting, smoking pot and wanking in sleeping bags. My overwhelming image of Dad is one of kindness and love, but kindness and love that he found hard to articulate. I remember once when I was in court he was asked by the judge if he had anything to say. He stood up.




    ‘Yes,’ he said firmly. Then he faltered; the words wouldn’t come. He ‘um’ed and ‘er’ed for what seemed like for ever. My friend in the dock with me was laughing, but to me it was awful – I really felt for him that day. I wanted to hug him and tell him it was going to be OK: we’d only been arrested for breach of the peace. Of course it wasn’t OK. His marriage went down and so did I – not then but soon after.




    My mum’s dad was gassed in the war and had a market-garden shop-thing. They lived in a terrace and you could pump rainwater from a barrel for their outside toilet. They had toilets in the house too but I liked the outside bog – the spider webs, the yellowing newspapers, the overwhelming smell of must and creosote. It had a pale light that appealed to me and I’d sit there now and again imagining the olden days. Margaret Grindrod was my mother’s name. She was clever but the family couldn’t afford to send her to university so she went to work as a nurse in London, giddy London. After a few false starts she married my dad and moved to leafy Blackheath where she gave birth to me. As a child I loved my mum but this was dependent on her working tremendously hard for me as an unpaid servant. It seemed completely normal at the time that I didn’t lift a finger. I wasn’t spoilt as such, but she cooked and cleaned and organised for me and my brothers and just did not stop. I remember she’d say things like, ‘This is the first time I’ve sat down all day,’ and it would be eight o’clock at night. It just didn’t register with me; I just thought, Yes, but that’s your job.




    Food-wise she was immense. She cooked three meals a day, every day, with all the puddings too: apple crumble, steam pudding, syllabub, gooseberry fool, queen of puddings, apple pie, baked apples . . . She did this every fucking day! And all the classic main courses: steak and kidney pie, toad-in-the-hole, spaghetti bolognaise, Lancashire hotpot, macaroni cheese; six kinds of potatoes, and all the veg.




    Are you listening, women of today, with your hummus and your tiny sea-bass fillets? Get your aprons on and get stuck in! The kitchen is meant to be full of steam, not cocaine-driven conversation and bunches of dried chillies you’ll never use.




    I’m proud of my mum. She brought us all up, educated herself, qualified as a teacher (remedial English), started smoking Silk Cut, joined the SDP, then met and fell in love with a man she still dotes on today. As the Americans would say, she really grew as a person. I’m not being patronising here: after sixteen years of grafting for the family she started thinking about herself. I can understand that. I started thinking about myself the minute I was born and haven’t stopped since. Not a day goes by when I’m not mired in self-obsession; having children has helped but it’s all about me in the end.




    She was strict with us, though. She smacked our legs now and then, shut us in our rooms, the usual fare. I think we three kids drove her mad but I was the worst. As a kid I did the normal stuff – fighting, teasing, not sharing – but I also had a sort of death wish as far as my relationship with grown-ups was concerned. I’d push and push my parents’ buttons until they cracked. But they never hit me properly, even though I deserved it often enough.




    We’d visit my mum’s parents quite a lot. We often spent whole weekends there, which suited me down to the ground – the main reason being my nan. Eileen Grindrod spoilt us rotten. We had eggy fingers for breakfast – French toast, the Yanks call it. This was Mother’s Pride dipped in egg and fried in butter. It was delicious and all the better eaten in bed with a Whizzer and Chips or a Victor. My brother Robert and I shared a room upstairs at the back of the house. I loved the slightly musty smell of the numerous bedcovers that weighed you off to sleep every night. Even in summer we’d have two sheets, two blankets, a knitted blanket of some sort and a small silky eiderdown. I always felt very secure under that lot but as I got older having a hand shandy proved difficult.




    Lunch was often a full roast, with beef or pork absolutely annihilated in the oven. The meat was always brown and the veg (often from the garden) was cooked for ages. I was a potato man and the roast spuds were always good, as were the new potatoes (again from the garden). She kicked on again with the pudding: homemade jam roly-poly with egg custard (I never ate that, though: too sloppy).




    We’d have homemade scones for tea, with homemade jam. And she made us egg and chips every Friday when we arrived, the chips scattered on to newspaper or kitchen roll, then put into bowls, good eggs thrown on top, the wire holder thrust back into the murky boiling lard. She made bread and dripping for my mum, too, which I found a bit scary: I wasn’t a war baby.




    For obvious reasons I was very, very happy whenever I was under that roof. My gran liked me and frequently called me a ‘card’, which in reality I later came to be.




    My nan would wake at seven and start knitting immediately. She’d get dressed – a twinset or jumper and thick skirt – and start cleaning the house, emptying fire grates, washing steps, sweeping yards. Like my mum, she didn’t stop. My mum would try to get her to sit down but that was an alien concept to her; if forced, she’d just start knitting again. Her joints were always bandaged, it seemed to me, ankles and elbows, knees and wrists, and she twittered rather than had a straight conversation. She was too busy to sit down and have a chat, even when we were there.




    She had a catchphrase – ‘I didn’t like to say anything’ – which often ended a particular strand of conversation. She’d be reporting some terrible events involving Mrs Arkwright from number 89, a friend of hers who had just discovered her son was a murderer and her husband a paedophile, and she’d pause in her knitting and say, ‘I didn’t like to say anything.’




    Granddad was the strong but silent type. He said hardly anything but if I resemble anyone in the family it’s him, with his large frame, bald head and slightly slitty eyes. He had a ruddy complexion and almost blistered hands from working outdoors all his life. I remember his hands, hard and calloused, when he was hurling me about under the pretence of bouncing me on his knee.




    Once, after a family outing in Blackheath, my nan shut my finger in the door of the Cortina. I started screaming but she – still inside the car and a little hard of hearing – thought I was joshing; she was laughing, pointing at me saying, ‘Ooh, you are a one!’ Suddenly a spurt of blood hit the car window and I clearly remember the colour draining from her face instantly. She’d gone into shock and slowly, slowly released the door to free my little finger, which was hanging on by a small piece of skin. I was rushed into the house screaming like a napalm victim.




    My mum turned off the telly, causing my little brother, Toby, to burst into tears (he was watching Tom and Jerry). The thing I recall was this: Mum said to her father, ‘Go and look after Mum, she’s upset.’ Nan had come into the room silently, white as a sheet and not speaking, her body bent forwards as if she was pushing herself into a great wind. With my little finger wrapped in a tea towel, I watched Granddad as he looked at my grandmother.




    ‘She’s all right,’ he told Mum and went and sat in a chair, ignoring his wife.




    That really hit home, that; the hardness of it. He didn’t seem to have the ability to comfort her – nor the desire.




    That generation didn’t make a fuss. He’d been gassed in the trenches and I doubt he ever moaned about that. What would he have made of Big Brother or Premiership footballers, Jeremy Kyle or Peter Mandelson?




    I would constantly steal any sweet foodstuffs in the house and eat them all, then stuff the remains and wrappers down the back of sofas, radiators, wherever.




    I mean everything, from a family pack of Club biscuits (which were intended for the whole family) to all the chocolate digestives, flapjacks, rock cakes – gone! All the packs of raw jelly. I’ve been known to box down sugar in any form: caster, icing, brown, refined, unrefined . . . If Mum made any cakes I’d get in the tin like a fox in a hen coop and leave the contents torn to pieces. Also any cake decorations: hundreds and thousands, those little silver balls, bits of candied peel, sultanas, raisins.




    Nothing would escape my lunatic gorging.




    My dad had a sweet tooth and his more adult and glamorous sweetmeats would be savaged too. Pontefract cakes, Liquorice Allsorts, glacé fruits – all dispatched. Of course my prime hunting season was the Christmas period, when I’d be constantly chewing: After Eights, Matchmakers, Quality Street and – the pièce de résistance – the liqueurs.




    I was showing early signs of an addictive nature; but my parents didn’t know and nor did I – they just thought I was thoughtless and greedy. I was, but I once ate four packs of lime jelly in one sitting and that’s not normal, is it?




    And the interesting thing about the liqueurs was that I didn’t like them! I hated the taste of the booze and yet I’d still eat them all, just for the chocolate. I’d wince and gag the little bells and angels of chocolate down my gullet and then burn the box. I was never sick, though, never ever. I didn’t do that bulimic vibe and I now have the love handles to prove it.




    Vision On was a popular children’s programme featuring kindly, shabby Tony Hart. They did arts-and-crafts stuff and it featured Morph, a Plasticine creature who got up to fancy tricks. My favourite bit was at the end, when the camera panned over all these pictures on the wall that were painted by children (they were handicapped, I think). They told you in sign language in no uncertain terms that they couldn’t return any of the pictures. I thought this cruel and unfair: the pictures were brilliant – watercolours painted by four-year-olds! The standard was much higher than now. On CBeebies now they encourage kids to send in pictures of CBeebies characters, which is shoddy and smacks of greed: it’s only so they can sell merchandise.




    Tony Hart was doing a live PA one day and my mum took me to meet him. He sat sweating behind a table looking persecuted, a long line of children (including me) snaking away from him. It was very exciting – I’d never met a TV star before. We inched forward; he was drawing pictures for people and smiling. I stared at him like a girl looking at a blouse in a shop window. Finally I was face-to-face with the great man himself.




    ‘What would you like me to draw?’ he said.




    ‘Snoopy, please.’ I was mad on the Peanuts cartoon strip.




    ‘I can’t draw Snoopy but I can draw you another dog.’




    I faltered. ‘No, thank you; Snoopy, please.’




    ‘I can’t draw Snoopy but I can draw you a different dog.’




    My patience was wearing thin. I looked up at my mum; was he taking the piss?




    ‘Can you draw me Snoopy, please?’ (Just draw it, you sweaty fucker . . .)




    He stared at me for a bit too long. ‘I can’t draw you Snoopy but I can draw you another dog.’ He was quite firm.




    My mum hushed me up. I was astonished by his behaviour – how hard could Snoopy be?




    He drew me a shit dog, a sort of Thelwell friendly-hairy-dog thing.




    I have no idea why Tony Hart refused my request – was it some contractual thing with the BBC, or did he just hate Snoopy? Maybe he was jealous of Charles Schulz’s wealth. I was absolutely gutted. My mum couldn’t understand why I was so angry; she told me to shut up after a while. That was the first time the BBC let me down. It wouldn’t be the last.




    Apart from Obelix my first real hero was my friends Ben and Dan’s dad, Ray Joseph. I’d known his two sons since I was five. They lived in a basement flat in a huge Georgian house round the corner from us. Their mum’s name was Thelda; she was a handsome woman with a dry sense of humour and she was pals with my mother. She had a funny way of looking at you, and I found out much later she had a glass eye. This was drawn to my attention by a bloke called John Gordon, who asked Dan if he could take out her glass eye and fuck her eye socket. Nice of him to ask. He also asked if he could fuck my mum. I found this really funny but my elder brother was deeply upset. Was there something wrong with me? Do comics have a broken moral compass?




    I felt a connection with Ray as soon I met him. He woke me up as if from a long sleep. He was the first grown-up to treat me like an adult and he didn’t seem puzzled by me. He laughed at a lot of the things I said and this made me feel special – something I hadn’t felt before. He was Jewish, very clever, slightly hangdog and ruffled-looking with wiry hair. He kept odd hours and never seemed to have any clothes on in the house, just a selection of dressing gowns and robes.




    He was a professional gambler by trade and got a black cab up to town every day at eleven sharp (how cool is that?). When he was at home he sat around most of the time, playing mah jong or backgammon and listening to the Who or Ten Years After. This was where I first saw the album Quadrophenia, and I was very taken with the giant photos inside. When I listened to that album and looked at those images – the fry-up, the kid in the tunnel (a tunnel I’d walked through), the sea, the emptiness of it all – a majestic melancholy soaked through me like sea spray, all that rage and frustration. It’s the ultimate adolescent album; I can’t describe how affected I was by it. Much later, when I was homeless, I became obsessed with the film and used to travel down to Brighton to watch it. Lingering around on the beach, thinking about dossing down for the night under the pier, I’d stare up at the cast-iron arches of that Victorian monolith, as distant and forbidding as any cathedral, while under my feet the shingle slipped and slid in the waves like the penny falls in the arcades above, on and on mercilessly with no winners. But I found the whole thing too wet and spooky: those mods must have had waterproof sleeping bags – two-tone shell with mohair inside, probably. Later still I lived in Brighton, a compelling town but not restful, not peaceful. It’s no place to lay your weary head.




    Ray Joseph had been a genius maths pupil. He’d gone to a top boarding school until he was expelled after being caught using the phone in the headmaster’s office to put a bet on (again, how cool is that?). His excellent maths brain meant he was immediately offered a place at Manchester Grammar. I think he flunked out of there too. My dad had told me this over lunch one day, relaying this information as evidence of how Ray had wasted his life. He summed up by saying, ‘The man lives completely outside the system.’ Of course that last line completely confirmed Ray’s reputation for me: he was the king of everything! He lived completely outside the system . . .




    Ray taught me to play backgammon and by some crazy fluke I beat him the third time I played him. His sons loved this and ribbed him mercilessly. The victory also sealed my friendship with Ray and he took me under his wing after that, teaching me different card games and even trying to teach me mah jong. He introduced me to his whacky friends, odds and sods who were vaguely hippified and often sat in a sort of lotus position. Ray did yoga and meditated – although he was probably meditating on the gee-gees. He put me in a yoga pose once and told me that monks could sit in sub-zero temperatures in that position for hours and feel no chill; they’d have a fire in their bellies.




    ‘Can you feel the warmth?’ he said.




    ‘Yes,’ I lied, wanting a wee.




    I have no doubt he was smoking pot in the house but I never saw or smelt anything. He told me a story once: he’d been watching the con guys on Oxford Street doing ‘find the lady’ on a packing case; he’d watched them for ages, until it started to rain, then Ray counted the number of rain spots on the queen and took them for 150 quid. Another time he’d sped round in a cab putting money on different horses in different bookies, driving the odds up on a horse he fancied.




    The Sporting Life later called him a ‘gang of crooks’. Him alone, a gang of crooks! Of course, I was eleven years old so he was like a god to me. My poor old dad couldn’t compete with a man who played me Jimi Hendrix while discussing Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.




    My dad gave me Hornblower books. My dad went to work on the train and walked home with his briefcase, swinging his umbrella.




    Ray ate egg and chips at two in the afternoon and had a pair of silver balls he’d swirl round in his palms to help him think.




    My dad had Allen keys.




    Ray had Rizlas.




    My dad had a Black & Decker Workmate.




    Ray had a chess set designed by the same guy who did the cover of Yessongs.




    One day Ray took me and my elder brother, Robert, out for a treat with Ben and Dan. I wondered where we were going . . . Only to the Hard Rock Cafe! It was the most excited I had ever been in my life. This was when hamburgers were still a mythical dream: we’d heard about them, seen them in films, but unless you were lucky enough to have been taken to a Wimpy (and, of course, being middle class our parents shunned the Wimpy) they were a divine mystery. We had to queue up – so exciting! There was a red rope between two gold posts. We went in, and the walls were covered in guitars and pictures of bands that I’d heard in Ray’s house, like the Stones and Pink Floyd.




    I’d been at Ben and Dan’s the fateful day Ray entered the room with Wish You Were Here, Pink Floyd’s follow-up to Dark Side of the Moon. Again the artwork amazed me and we sat, the four of us, and listened to the whole album.




    At the end Ray got up, gathering his dressing gown around him.




    ‘It’s not as good as Dark Side of the Moon,’ he said.




    No, I thought, and I proceeded to tell anyone and everyone I met the same thing.




    ‘It’s not as good as Dark Side of the Moon,’ I’d say when I saw it in someone’s house. How they respected me then.




    I told people who’d never heard of Pink Floyd, too, like the Greek barber and the postman. All would nod reverently.




    I had a down-home double burger and Devil’s food cake; also a big Coke full of bobbing ice. The ice was so sophisticated. I held the glass up to the light and chinked it. Jeez, we were really living. I remember it as if it was yesterday. I’m not sure of the wisdom of letting eleven-year-old boys add their own relish, as we judged the condiments on colour rather than flavour, but the whole experience was mind-blowing and we jabbered about it the whole way home.




    We badgered my dad to return the favour and naturally we asked if we could go back to the Hard Rock, as we now called it. He kept saying he was too busy and such. I must have really bugged him about it because I was sliding up and down on the back of his chair whining about it one day when he suddenly lost his temper, which was very rare. Ben and Dan were duly phoned and Dad, still fuming, dragged us on to a train up to Charing Cross, then marched us towards Leicester Square.




    I was still droning on about the Hard Rock, saying, ‘I don’t think it’s this way,’ and, ‘There’ll probably be a queue.’




    He took us into the first burger joint on that little strip leading to Leicester Square – a Golden Egg or something. How embarrassed we were. It was a far cry from the framed prints of the Moody Blues and Chuck Berry’s Rickenbacker pinned like a butterfly above the toilet door. The walls were barren and there was no relish. Then – horror of horrors – he made us eat our burgers with knives and forks! How square can you get, Daddio? Ben and Dan were laughing into their hands.




    I was mortified. He’d really shown me what he thought of Ray’s world, and once again had inadvertently cemented Ray’s genius in my tiny mind. I don’t know why he’d been so against the whole thing; it may have been that Mum had nagged him too – that would have really put his back up. I know that when I have something to do and then my wife asks me to do it, it suddenly becomes the most disgusting, most difficult task in the world.




    It’s hard being a parent. You step out of line once and you’re branded a clown for ever. Still, the knife-and-fork thing: that was unforgivable.




    It’s strange how addicts locate each other, like vampires or werewolves – there must be hidden signs along with the more obvious ones. I’d never gambled then but would later embark on a disastrous gaming spree. Ray still gambles now. He’s been through millions. He lives in a council flat with three tellies, betting on different sports in the middle of the night.




    When I knew him he made most of his money in prestigious backgammon tournaments across Europe. I imagined him playing poker with Omar Sharif and Sean Connery. He made it look easy. He was shortcut man and so am I.




    Now everyone is a gambler; everyone plays poker online and they all tell me they do all right, but someone must be losing.




    It’s weird. If Ray had been my dad I would have probably turned out very different. I would have seen through the black cabs and the packs of cards, the broken promises and the skint birthdays. As it was, from the age of eleven till I was fourteen he was one of the single most impressive people I knew. Raymondo, I salute you.




    Blackheath was a brilliant place to grow up, a leafy, lazy suburb that seemed enormous to me. We went wherever we pleased, sunup to sundown. There was very little violence, certainly no poverty; there weren’t even many cars. We smoked, spat, shoplifted and spent. It was like the country without cow shit and cattle – which was what the suburbs were meant to be, I suppose: the best of both worlds.




    I was lucky that in my life as a kid it all went to plan: there were no short, sharp shocks, no one betrayed me. It was exactly the same as the children’s books I read. Everyone was clean and nice, there were monsters around but I never smelt their breath. We sat in gardens under trees and drank our lemonade, and went to Devon or East Anglia for our hols. At Christmas our stockings were always full of interesting and imaginative little gifts, and on Bonfire Nights we sat gorging on hot Ribena and baked potatoes while my dad took charge of the fireworks. We lived on a small-span estate and he’d place the fireworks in tubs of sand, using very long tapers to light them. Everyone was kept well back – in those days, the only real dangers posed to middle-class kids were fireworks and being run over. If a lit firework didn’t go off, I’d be the kid who approached it jauntily while the rest of the kids hung back in awe. My dad would shout, ‘Get back, Simon!’ but every time the blue touch-paper didn’t ignite I’d creep forward, like a junior bomb-disposal expert without any training.




    Like I said, I loved growing up in Blackheath and it all seemed completely safe, but from what I hear there was a lot of paedophile activity around there in the 1970s. Many different people have told me of encounters and close shaves with dirty old men and the like throughout their childhoods. In those days there were many more available open spaces and patches of waste ground on which offenders could strut their stuff. I somehow missed out on that kind of attention. I was approached, I’m sure, but I think I got on the men’s nerves, annoyed them during the early part of the chat-up procedure, so nothing more ever happened to me. They’d offer me a sweet and I’d mash down the whole packet in seconds. I remember a man approaching me on Blackheath once and striking up a conversation about Wimbledon. He told me they used more than three thousand balls in the tournament. I was impressed.




    ‘Do you know what they do with them after?’ he enquired. Then: ‘They sell them abroad,’ he said triumphantly.




    I walked away at that point, a bit freaked out – I’d thought he said ‘ball boys’, not ‘balls’. Three thousand ball boys sold abroad? The man is some kind of cretin . . .




    There was a guy called Jim who worked at Deptford railway station. He had the uniform with gold braid on the hat and everything and was in some sort of position of authority – I’ve no idea what. Anyway, in the summer he ran a project involving the restoration of the Tenterden light railway in Kent. There was no doubting his enthusiasm for railway transport in all its forms, but he also had great enthusiasm for young boys stripped to the waist and wielding pickaxes and shovels.




    My elder brother, Robert, was just such a boy. Jim was a clever man. He came to our house in the evening in his full British Rail livery. My dad was impressed. He showed our parents blueprints of the task ahead, the re-laying of the sleepers and suchlike. He used to wait outside for Rob, sweating in his peaked cap, and they’d go for little walks up the road and back. Of course I wanted to go with them but Jim didn’t like me: I had yet to reach puberty, which may have naused it for me. I’d try to join in their little conflabs but Robert would tell me to go away.




    One night my brother was upstairs and I went out to have a chat with Jim. He grunted a few times at me before telling me to piss off. I was appalled. I told my mum and I think his days were then numbered.




    Rob stayed at Jim’s house one weekend and was given Guinness and slept on the floor. He went on a few Tenterden weekends too – how I envied him! Nothing happened, though: Jim never put any moves on my brother. On the weekends in Kent he had about a dozen boys to choose from, and I suppose it was a careful selection process and Robert may have fallen at the final hurdle. He missed his chance with me – I’d have given him a run for his money, that’s for sure.
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