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PREFACE

Welcome to my book. It contains all the stories from my life that came to mind during its writing. Some of these memories are clearer than others. Where there are gaps in my remembering I have tried to fill them in as best as I can using my knowledge of myself and the people involved. My guess is that around 90 per cent of the content is true and reliable. In a couple of the chapters I have left it to the reader to decide which stories are the truth and which are lies. The book contains very little opinion or advice, which I hope you will agree is a good thing. There is one piece of advice, though, that I feel is worth stating before you commence:

Always enter your shoes before wearing them.






PART ONE


In which I tell the tale of my early life and adventures, framed within the intriguing story of a brush with mortality and laziness.








1 OCTOBER 2015



In every dream home a heartache

And every step I take

Takes me further from heaven

Roxy Music, 1971



I am fifty-six years old. My life is trundling along like a podgy golden retreiver being dragged along the pavement by an indifferent owner. I wake up in my bed to the distant sound of a building site and the click click drip of the central heating system.

I sleep on a thick memory-foam mattress so there is always a certain stickiness to my risings. The undersheet clings to my back as I sit up, then floats back to its base as if giving out a sigh of relief. My knees click along with the radiators as I make my way to the bathroom.

I look in the mirror and see before me a face like a puddle of spaghetti hoops; bloated, creased and tired. I’m always tired. No amount of sleep can shift the massive ball of pure weariness that has lodged itself to the rear of my eyes.

I get very breathless at any exertion. I put it down to my age and the years of smoking. I have tried to quit in the past but have never been able to manage more than five hours without a cigarette. Maybe next year.

I am about to embark on a month-long tour of the UK with my comedy partner Jim Moir, whom you may know as Mr Vic Reeves. It’s an anniversary tour marking thirty years since we first stepped on stage together. There will be energetic, sometimes aquatic, singing, athletic and handsome dancing, and tight little bundles of concentrated slapstick. I need to get myself into some sort of recognisable shape, but the tour starts in three weeks.

I decide to do some staircase exercise nonsense. You know – up and down at a discernible pace and stepping on and off the bottom step at various approximate speeds. But before that I whimbrel into the kitchen and cook myself a fullish English breakfast. Beans near, and not on, toast, a fried egg, three rashers of back bacon, fried mushrooms and tomatoes. I wash it all down with a mug of tea containing five sugars and then suck hard on a wonderful post-baked-bean cigarette. That’s better.

Then to the stairs. I hate exercise. I curse the inventor of exercise and all his disciples. I turn my back towards shops that sell exercise equipment. I send moonlight shivers to each and every jogger that has forced me to walk through their sweaty pavement haze. Exercise is my nemesis. I would rather clean a 747 jumbo jet using a mouse’s eyepatch than exercise.

I run up the two flights and back down again. I repeat times ten. I get clammy and my mind turns towards the dreary. I can’t do it. It’s just too unpleasant a way to spend even two minutes of your life. Out of breath, I slump onto my sofa with another cup of tea (and another five sugars) and draw heavily on my second cigarette of the day.

That’s when I feel it: a sharp but not really significant pain just behind the lower sweep of my left ribcage. It’s gone almost as soon as it came. No big deal. I finish my cigarette, get up from the sofa – and there it is again.

My immediate thought is that it is what my mum would have called ‘a cold on your chest’.

‘Have a mug of Bovril, sit with your coat on and sweat it out,’ she would say (with a fag in her mouth). But with my tour coming up, I think it best to phone the GP and get an appointment. I book in to see him later that day.

My doctor is a lovely, caring man called Bob Bowes. I always enjoy going to see him, not least because in the corner of his consultation room he has the lowest sink I have ever seen. I reckon it stands about two and a half feet off the ground. I’ve asked him if it is specifically for children. He says not. I’ve asked him if the person who fitted it was particularly small and fixed its height according to his requirements. He says not. I’ve asked him if its height gives it a specific medical use or advantage. He says not. I’ve asked him if it is made of lead and sinking into the ground. He says not. I’ve asked him if he’s ever considered employing a sink raiser to sort it. He says not. I sense he is never going to tell me. I suppose it’s his sink, and if he’s happy with it then that’s all I really need to know. I’ve learned to mind my own business when it comes to preferred sink heights.

I tell him about the little pain behind my rib and he listens to my chest with his stethoscope. He doesn’t like whatever it is he’s hearing and says that I need my heart checked. It’s a bit of a shock, but the pain is so minimal that I’m not really worried. However, with the tour imminent, he arranges for me to see a cardiologist a couple of days later.

The following night I take the train up to London with my partner Lisa to see the band Squeeze at the Royal Albert Hall. We meet up with Matt Berry and my long-time TV-producer guru, Lisa Clark. I sit next to Matt for the show. I have always adored Squeeze and will always adore Matt. He’s funny, polite, unassuming, a musical and comedic frontrunner. When he laughs, his face beams with pure joy. He’s got a great big beard and a great big heart.

A lovely night is had by all. Matt loves a bit of gossip and is quite ruthless in his assessments of other players in the comedy world. (Matt, the wonderful Reece Shearsmith and I occasionally meet up for drinks in London. They are strictly ‘gossip only’ evenings, our favourite topic always being which of our contemporaries are currently sitting around the dining table at ‘The Lucky Club’.)

The next day I visit the cardiologist, where electrical wires are attached to my chest while I run at my fullest, most athletic pelt on a running machine for eight long minutes. This procedure is known as the treadmill stress test. Its purpose is to assess how well your circulatory system and heart are performing when you put it under some pressure.

The test is easy. The worst part is the removal of the wires that are attached using sticky little pads. I have a middling to gross amount of chest hair and suffer terribly from anticipatory pain fret. I don’t think all nurses enjoy this torturing, but I suspect a few do.

The results of my test are printed out and are laid on the cardiologist’s table when I enter his office (no sink). He explains to me that the test is very much a screening exercise and not a diagnostic tool but that nevertheless it does indicate a possible narrowing of the arteries surrounding my heart. Probable worst-case scenario is that I might have to have a few stents inserted into the more seriously blocked pipes to open them up and allow the blood to flow freely. I’m told it’s an outpatient procedure and you can go back to work after a couple of days.

‘Will I still be able to go on tour with Jim?’ I ask.

‘Yes, absolutely.’ He explains that the next step is for me to have an angiogram at the local hospital. This involves having a catheter inserted into an artery in my wrist or groin. (I choose the wrist.) A special dye will be passed through the catheter and X-ray images taken of my arteries as the dye explores all the avenues and alleyways surrounding my heart. It’s all about discovering how strong the blood flow is and whether there is any narrowing. If there are any dangerous blockages then stents will be inserted during the angiogram. I arrange to have the procedure in a couple of days’ time.

I’m not worried. After all, my good friend Paul Whitehouse has had a couple of stents inserted and he’s still as magnificent as he ever was.

I quite like hospitals. They have such a purposeful vibe. In the past I’ve had jobs in the civil service and local government and hated the general malaise that permeated those institutions, due, I suspect, to the lack of a real sense of purpose or direction. The ever-present nagging feeling that you are achieving absolutely nothing. Whereas a hospital is a full-on, in-your-face, achievement factory.

The room where the angiogram is administered is like the cockpit of a 1980s movie spaceship. A lot of serious-looking kit and a lot of silent medical personnel attending to their roles with precision and quiet calm. For the first time, I am scared.

I can feel the catheter as it travels up my arm and into my chest. The dye it releases feels cold and alien as it flushes through my arteries. The sharp, cold squirreling around my chest is taking much longer than I expected. I can sense that the surgeon is not happy with what he is seeing, and I feel the mood change in the room. The procedure is halted for a while and out of the corner of my eye I can see the surgeon in the adjacent control room. I think he is speaking to someone on the phone. I sense the beginnings of dread and panic in my ample stomach.

He returns and tells me he is going to try a procedure to help the catheter penetrate my pipes. I know not what he did or what tools were employed, but I am suddenly hit with a massive bolt of electricity in my chest. It raises me up off the slab. Then it hits me again. I have never experienced such pain in my life. It feels like a tiny hippo has snuck into my heart and is having the largest yawn it can muster while trying to escape using an ice pick.

I’m silently begging for him to stop, but he delivers three or four more hippo bolts. And then it is over. It would seem that the procedure has either been completed or abandoned. I’m wheeled out and my gurney is placed under a large set of open-tread stairs. A wandering inpatient recognises me and comes over to say hello.

He thinks that I will be fine because I have been on the telly.

Then the surgeon arrives in my little understairs den and I can immediately tell from his face that it is not good news. He sombrely explains that the blockages in my arteries are too advanced and in such awkward places that they cannot be stented. I will have to undergo open-heart surgery and have a number of my arteries bypassed. He will try to find a bed for me as soon as possible.

‘Will I have to cancel my tour?’

‘Yes, definitely.’

Strange that my work should be the first thing on my mind. That will change very soon indeed.

I am wheeled back to my reception room where my wife has been waiting. I give her the thumbs down motion and, like a watery fig, tears form in my eyes. I telephone Jim from my gurney and explain what’s happened and that the tour will have to be cancelled. Jim seems a bit shell-shocked, not because of the aborted tour but that, out of the blue, I should be so ill. I apologise profusely.

I have subsequently, of course, found out that heart surgery is not that big a deal at all. Though complicated and requiring incredible skill, the procedure is bordering on the routine these days. Perhaps it’s because of my age that the fear is so intense. When I was young, open-heart surgery was in its infancy and was viewed more as life-extending than life-saving. To my generation, the mention of open-heart surgery has the whiff of death about it.

I arrive home and my body feels different. I am suddenly aware of every single beat of my heart, every little muscle movement in my chest and every little jump and rumble from my stomach. I can feel and hear my heartbeat in my ears, in my brain and in my imagination.

The consultant had explained that some of my arteries were as much as 95–98 per cent blocked. How long would it take for that last 2 per cent to close up? Should I remain completely still? Will I be spending the rest of my life stood staring out of my window watching parcels being delivered to neighbours? Will I be making a special occasion out of bin day, when the street action is at its most vibrant? What should my heart rate be? How do I stop my heart from racing with fear of what lies ahead? Am I going to die?

I phone the consultant and tell him I can’t cope. He’s heard it all before and gives me a prescription for Valium to see me through to the operation. He doesn’t accuse me of being as pathetic as an abandoned dishcloth, but I can kind of tell that’s what he’s thinking. I am strangely reassured.

After the angiogram, my world became tiny. All it contained was my home, my partner Lisa and thoughts of my two sons, Harry and Tom.

I thought nothing about work or the world outside my four walls. I went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. My mind started to focus on all the little trinkets and frou-frou that usually went unnoticed and unthanked in my kitchen. My favourite mug; my favourite egg cup; the teaspoon with the long bent handle; the tea towel we bought on holiday; the mat that my cats slept on; the picture of me and Lisa in Paris when we first met. All of them made me feel incredibly sad, and I burst into tears.

I hadn’t felt this vulnerable for a long, long time. Not since 1970, when I was eleven years old.






2 1959–1970



Shyness is nice and shyness can stop you

From doing all the things in life you’d like to

The Smiths, 1987



I was born on my mum’s bed in a 1950s semi-detached house near the centre of Middlesbrough in the North East of England. It was a truly magical place to grow up. There was a playing field over the fence that you were free to use as your own, and another one just across the road where we would make shitty shotty weapons by attaching some dog dirt to the end of a bendy stick. Just beyond this field was a small drainage beck surrounded by bushes and overgrowth, ideal for making dens or for tying a rope to a tree to make a tarzy to swing over the dirty water. My only problem was that I didn’t really have anyone to share this wonderland with.

I was the youngest of four brothers: Jonathan, nine years older than me; Richard, seven years; followed by Sam, three years; and me. I was the irritating runt, constantly trying and failing to get the attention of my brothers. Very early on I realised that I was fighting a losing battle and took the easier route of keeping out of people’s way and observing home life rather than participating in it.

My brothers were funny, gregarious and outgoing. I simply didn’t believe that I could compete with them or successfully tag along with their antics. Why would they want me to? I had little to add or contribute. It became less painful not to try.

I have very few memories of my early years, mainly just dull little moments from an ordinary life.

I remember being around four or five years old, on a family day out in Saltburn-by-the-Sea. I somehow found myself separated from the others and started wandering through some sort of municipal park with freshly cut grass and numerous paths from which to choose. The further I walked the more panic set in. I began to gently sob as I walked aimlessly, trying to catch sight of my family.

A man approached me and asked if I was OK. I must have told him I’d lost my mum and dad. He lifted me on his shoulders and we strolled around until I spotted my family. Boy was I pleased to see them. They were elated to have found me, too, and I think it was the first time I had really felt important.

I remember in my infant school, aged around seven, standing in the playground surrounded by other children. I had pulled down my trousers and was displaying my underpants to a little crowd that had gathered around me. I think the underpants had some cartoon motif on them like Deputy Dawg or Dick Dastardly. I was working hard to be a player, a character, someone to take a shine to. A teacher dispersed the kids and I was left stood with my trousers around my ankles like some sort of junior pervert.

A couple of days later a letter arrived at my home informing my parents of what had occurred. I was marched upstairs to my bedroom and told to lay on my bed as my father administered several blows to my bony arse with his leather belt. So much for trying to place myself at the centre of attention. Better to be on the outside looking in, I decided.

One strange day when I was about six or seven my mother took me to the home of a boy who lived about 100 yards further along the road. I now realise that the intention of this visit was to ‘find a friend for Robert’. I was ushered into a room with this potential saviour, where I think he was playing with some Meccano or such like.

He looked up at me from the carpet. His head was huge. He was literally one-third head. I remember thinking, You need to boot this head and destroy it or it will devour you and use your bones as modelling supports.

And then he spoke.

‘Mum says I have to play with you but I don’t want to. You can play with that Lego if you want.’

I sat down by a cardboard box full of bits of Lego and half-finished Meccano models and started to add bits to one of the incomplete models. All was quiet and I thought that maybe I could get through this encounter in one piece. Then suddenly The Head ran towards me, grabbed the model from my hands and ran his massive cranium out of the room in tears, complaining to his mum that I had ruined his toy. We left shortly after, The Head staring at me from the doorstep as we left. I don’t remember seeing him again but would always shiver a little when I had to walk past The Head’s lair on my way into town.

One time I had a terrible pain in my stomach and so Mum took me to the doctor. He was called Dr Longbottom and he was as blind as a bat. I don’t think he could actually make out the shape of a human, but he could always sense their presence. I was told to take my trousers off and lie on his examination table. He squeezed my stomach a bit and asked me where it hurt. Then he put on some medical gloves and felt around my bottom crack until he located the hole. Once there, he inserted his middle finger right up and I let out a fart that can only be described as lengthy and important.

‘There she blows,’ stated Dr Longbottom. ‘Better an empty house than an unruly tenant.’ My mum laughed out loud, which is something I rarely remember her doing. I still use the doctor’s phrase to this day if the circumstances are suitably riotous. Funny thing to recall, but there you go.

Halfway up the stairs in our house was a window with a ledge you could sit on. From this vantage point I could see right up the road into the distance. There was a playing field, and then after about 200 yards the semi-detached houses commenced again on either side of the road. There was a small gap in the fence to the field on the right that we kids used to access the field, and one day, while sitting on the window ledge on the half landing, I saw a young lad about my age crouch down to get through the gap, just as two older lads arrived and pushed him out of the way. The little lad immediately adopted a classic Queensbury rules stance and faced up to the bigger boys and started peppering them with stylish but very weak jabs and punches. The big lads seemed unsure what to do. Go on, little un, I was thinking. Knock them out! Suddenly one of the older guys lunged at him, grabbed him round the waist and pile-drived him onto the concrete pavement headfirst. The little lad lay perfectly still on the floor. One of the big ’uns gave him a kick and then they ran off into the field. Please get up, please get up, I chanted to myself, but he didn’t. I put my school shoes on and ran out of the house and up the road to the gap in the fence. The young lad was nowhere to be seen. All that remained of the incident was a few drops of bright-red blood on the floor. I think, in my juvenile mind, I presumed he was dead. The sight of him being smashed into the cold hard pavement stayed present in my mind for many months. Eventually I mentioned the incident to one of my older brothers and they reassured me that the young boy would be OK.

My most vivid memory of these early childhood days, however, is a sunny day in January 1967, when I returned home mid-afternoon to the sight of a police car parked outside my house. As I entered the front door I was quickly ushered out by a neighbour and told to go and play football in the field over the back garden fence. My brother Sam was already there kicking a ball against a brick wall.

Something was wrong. Neighbours were in and out of the house, and we got an occasional glimpse of a policeman through the kitchen window. I saw my mum just outside the back door and she seemed to be crying.

Eventually we were called into the house for our tea. The atmosphere was strange but everything seemed relatively normal. Later, when my mum was drying me with a towel after my bath, I asked where Dad was and when he would be coming home.

‘Daddy was in a car crash and he won’t be coming home. He’s in heaven now but he will always be looking after us,’ she replied.

‘So will I ever see him again?’

Mum shook her head and I could see tears forming in her eyes. I had never seen her cry before and something about seeing it for the first time made me realise she was definitely telling the truth. I ran into my bedroom and cried myself to sleep.



My dad, Charles Stockton Mortimer, was a salesman for Fox’s biscuits at this time, and I have very few memories of him.

I know he liked cars, because he forked out for a green Ford Zephyr convertible with cream leather bench seats front and back. It was a pretty flash vehicle at the time, and I have fleeting memories of him allowing us to sit on the top of the rear seats as he drove around Middlesbrough with the Zephyr’s top down.

I know that he liked to wear lederhosen – those grey leathery suede shorts that have a bib attached and straps that go over your shoulders to keep them up. My elder brothers have often told me of their embarrassment when they were seen out with him on a lederhosen day. I think, Good for you, Pops. I love that sort of shit.

I am aware that he was quite strict, but have no feelings of fear or foreboding associated with him. On Saturday afternoons I used to watch the wrestling on ITV’s World of Sport with him. He would allow me to practice moves on him and pretend to submit if I managed to clamber on top of him.

He would take us for days out to the seaside or for ice creams in the villages on the North York Moors, and he liked to sing around the house. He smoked Players Senior Service, which was undoubtedly the king of the non-tipped fag scene, and he used Brylcreem, which gave him a cheeky outlook. He had a lovely brown checked Jaeger suit, and he always wore brown shoes. I like men who wear brown shoes. It hints at a confidence not born of the shoe but by the person whose foot is inside it.

On one occasion one of my elder brothers (I’ve always suspected Rick, though he always denies it) wrote in lipstick on the back of the toilet door, in large letters, ‘RICHARD IS A C**T’.

My dad gathered Sam and me into the hallway outside the toilet door and demanded to know which one of us had written it. We both denied it, because of course Rick was the author. Dad then proceeded to bang our heads together to get one of us to admit it. It hurt like hell but neither of us broke. Dad later apologised and life moved on. I think quite a tight bond was forged that day between me and Sam.

One Christmas morning when I was around six years old, I was the first to wake up and sneaked downstairs to the living room to see if Santa had been. Jonathan and Richard would hang their stockings either side of the mantelpiece, Sam’s would be hanging from the top of the TV, and mine was on the chair facing the TV.

When I got in the room I immediately saw a tiny drum kit in front of the TV. It was just a toy one, probably from Woolworths, but it looked magnificent. Sam must have played a blinder behaviour-wise this past year. My main present was a plastic rifle (again from Woolworths). It was a decent piece of loot, but it paled significantly in comparison to that drum kit.

Then a thought crossed my evil childish mind. I was the first one to wake up, so no one else actually knew what gifts Santa had intended for which boy. If I swapped the drum kit for the rifle, nobody would ever know. I quickly did it, and then sneaked back up to my bedroom. As soon as I heard my brothers get up, I followed them downstairs. It worked. I was now the lad in the house who owned a drum kit.

Dad eventually came downstairs and of course must have immediately realised what I’d done. I hope it made him smile. He explained to me that, actually, he had bumped into Santa when he’d got up in the night and Santa had asked him to help put the presents out. He remembered Santa had specifically said that the drum kit was for Sam, and that Dad must have made a mistake.

To be honest, I remembered being incredibly relieved. I knew I had done a bad thing but it seemed I had got away with it and wouldn’t be punished. As it turned out, the drum kit was a piece of shit and the ‘bass drum’ split in two after just a morning’s bashing with the ‘drum pedal’. My rifle, however, could actually fire authentic-looking grey plastic bullets that you could aim at the little toy soldiers that came in my stocking. I was now the lad in the house who had a future in military operations.

My dad was thirty-eight years old when he died. He was driving his green Hillman Super Minx on the A19 just outside Thirsk when he ploughed into an articulated lorry while overtaking another car. The coroner concluded that he had been blinded by the very low early-morning sun. The steering wheel crushed Dad’s ribcage to smithereens, and he died more or less instantly.

So that’s it. Those are my memories of my dad. Not much at all really. But I suspect the loss of him was the single most defining moment of my life.

While I was writing this book, my brother Rick sent me a little package of my school reports and exercise books that my mum had kept. One contained my English essays from 1967. I wrote this little story just two weeks after my dad died.


18th January 1967

One day when I woke up it had been snowing so when I had finished my breakfast I went out and built a snowman. When I came in again I heard my mummy saying that she wanted the big tree in the garden cutting down. All that night I was thinking about what mummy had said. The next morning I looked outside and the big tree had gone. It made me very sad.



My abiding memory of the months after his death is that my day-to-day life didn’t change much. Same bed, same house, same school, same clothes, same routines. However, I now had a real purpose in life: an overpowering and ever-present need to protect my mum at all costs. I didn’t want her to be sad. I didn’t want her to be lonely. I didn’t want her to feel underappreciated, or her life to be a burden. I didn’t want her to leave like Dad had.

From then on, looking after her became my job. I would cook with her, clean the house with her, take the washing to the launderette with her, go shopping with her, do the gardening with her, watch the TV with her, and most of all I would try to cause her no bother or upset. I would get out of bed as soon as I was called and go to bed as soon as I was told. I would dry the dishes and plates with a tea towel as she stood next to me at the sink washing them.

I became Mummy’s Little Helper.

My mum, who had never smoked before, started smoking the day of her husband’s death. She later explained to my brother Sam that his pack of cigarettes had felt like her last connection to him. She somehow felt a closeness to him by smoking just as he had. Then, of course, addiction took over and she became something of a chain smoker.

On reflection, I think I similarly took a shine to another mood-altering substance after Dad died: by the time I was about ten years old, I was taking sixteen sugars in my tea and coffee. It seems such an odd habit to get hooked on, but hooked is definitely the word. The ever-so-slightly amusing aspect of this sugar addiction was that if I ever put seventeen sugars in by mistake (it was easy to lose count), it was far too sweet for me and I would throw it down the sink.

I started smoking when I was eleven or twelve years old. At first I would just nick the odd fag from my mum’s packet, but soon enough it would become my main expenditure. You could buy cigarettes individually from the newsagents at this time, and I remember it was half a pence for a couple of No. 6 filter. A tiny but very pleasant cigarette.

My mum, Eunice Mary Mortimer, was born in 1922 in Consett, Northumberland. She was a small, thin, extremely elegant lady with strawberry blonde hair. Our humble house, just a five-minute walk from the centre of Middlesbrough, was a great expression of her personality. This is how I remember the downstairs when I finally left home in 1977:

From the front door you entered into a hallway carpeted with a zigzag-patterned carpet of brown, orange and white stripes. Hanging from the hallway ceiling was a huge, bright-orange, plastic geometric lampshade. The hallway and staircase were covered in a wallpaper with massive, jungle-like fern leaves. The stair carpet was orange and thick underfoot.

The kitchen floor was orange and white square lino tiles. It had orange Hygena QA fitted cabinets with white countertops. All the plates, cups and saucers were orange melamine from Habitat. The knives and forks had orange handles. The walls of the kitchen were covered in three-dimensional stainless steel tiles (which were a bastard to clean). There was an orange roller blind on the window facing the playing field and orange curtains on the window looking out to the back garden.

The gas cooker was a Parkinson Cowan 2000. I remember it fondly because it had the eye-level grill. I miss eye-level grills. I love to stare at my bacon or fish fingers as they cook. Modern cookers have taken this simple pleasure away from us.

The living room walls were covered in a wallpaper patterned with 3D-effect yellow and silver cubes. The carpet was mid-brown (a bit like the chocolate brown you would see on an Austin Allegro), and in front of the Gas Miser Fire was a large, shag-pile orange rug. My mum’s chair was orange and the curtains were orange. There were two tall cylindrical table lamps with large, orange fibreglass lampshades. And the TV was – you’ve guessed it – orange.

Yeah, Mum was ‘the orange lady’. Our house was identified by our neighbours as ‘the house with orange curtains’. A few years later this changed when Mum had the whole of the outside of the house painted. It then became known as ‘the pink house’.

(I paid a visit to my mum’s old house for the Gone Fishing Christmas Special while writing this book, and stood on the very spot in the playing field where I saw my mum crying at the back door on the day that Dad died. The house still has its pink exterior, but it is all blistered and neglected. The back garden is chest-high with weeds and brambles. It was the garden that made me most sad. I imagined my mum beavering away with her arthritic hands and tired legs trying desperately to keep up appearances, her black-and-white cat Billy by her side as she tended to the flowers and the shrubs all set out to her design. She was very proud of her garden and it would have broken her heart to see it in this state. You can’t take it with you, and sadly you can’t always leave things in safe hands.)

I only know scant details of my mum’s life before I arrived in the world. She was an only child, and was brought up by her grandparents, as her dad was a railway engineer and largely worked in Africa and South America. After her schooling, she went to the Athol Crescent Cookery School in Edinburgh. She worked for the Polish and American Red Cross in Cambridgeshire during the war, and afterwards she was employed by the Ministry of Food to travel the country teaching people how to make the best of rationed ingredients.

After marrying my dad, I know they managed a hotel in Epping Forest called The Bell Inn, and then a hotel in Hull. My dad managed front of house and Mum was the chef. I presume neither of these ventures worked out, though, as come the 1960s Mum was teaching home economics in Middlesbrough and Dad was flogging biscuits around the north of England. My dad’s parents died when I was just a baby. His father ran a bus company in Stockton-on-Tees. By all accounts he was an unpleasant character. My parents had to elope because he wouldn’t give them permission to marry. Mum was seven years older than Dad and his father didn’t like that.

My mum’s father was around until I was nine years old, but I have very few memories of him other than the fact that he had massive hands, like all grandads do. I was always told that my mum’s mother returned from Africa suffering from the after-effects of a tropical disease (apparently caught from a parrot) and that had led to the onset of Alzheimer’s. Ever since, I remember, she was an ‘inmate’ at St Luke’s Mental Asylum in Middlesbrough. Mum never took us to visit her. I do recall her spending one Christmas Day with us, however, and I caught her sneaking out of the front door. When she saw me she gave me five pounds and told me to keep quiet about her escape. I did as I was told and not long afterwards she was returned to our house by a policeman who explained he had found her on the street trying to hand out money to strangers. I felt guilty, but was kind of glad that I had kept quiet.

I wish I knew more, but I never asked. If your parents are still alive, do make sure you talk to them about their lives. You will regret it if you don’t.

So there I am in the Swinging Sixties, a young boy beavering away to keep Mum happy and largely avoiding the company of others. Basically, and in a nutshell, I had turned out to be a shy boy. Shyness is so frustrating, a proper omnipresent curse. You have things to say but you can’t or dare not say them. You watch on as others chat and laugh and you yearn to be part of those moments.

The one thing that made me happy, the one thing at which I excelled, was football. I was good. I honestly had a real talent. I attended Green Lane Junior School, whose first team was made up of eleven-year-olds in their final year. Such were my skills that I played for the school team from when I was just nine years old. I hated the pre-match kickabouts and banter and the journeys to opposing schools in the minibus. I wasn’t part of the ‘gang’, but I was never picked on. Presumably because of my undeniable, jaw-dropping, breathtaking, in-your-face footballing skills.

As soon as the matches kicked off, I was in heaven. Teammates clapped me and hugged me. I was someone worth knowing on that pitch, and my feet did the talking that my mouth was unable to do.

I suppose because these matches were my happiest of times, I can still remember nearly all the names of my teammates from that Green Lane football team even though none of them could have been described as close friends.

There was Tom Holdsworthy, Gary Cheeseman,1 Nigel McManus, Keith Brine, Ian Belton, Alan Crombie, Steve Byetheway, Paul Tootil, Geoff Craggs and Neil Grannycombe, but sadly, of all these lads, the only one that evokes any particular memory is Geoff.

It was one afternoon in the school playground. We used to play a game where each boy from the year had to run from one end of the exterior brick wall of the assembly hall to the other. While running, other pupils would kick footballs at you as hard as they could from about ten yards away. If you got hit, you had to go back in the runners’ queue. If you avoided being hit, then you joined the ranks of the kickers.

Geoff was a slight boy whose parents insisted on him having a 1950s side-parted hairstyle. He had an unusual face. There was a lump on the top of his cheekbone, about the size of a large marble, which earned him the nickname ‘Eyeball’. If The Head had had one of these lumps it really would have felt like the end of times. Anyway, he went for his death dash and got hit full on the side of his face with a leather football. He went down like a slinky off the mantelpiece. A few of us went to his aid, and when I picked him up onto his feet I noticed a tiny spot of what looked like Primula cheese in the centre of his face lump. He wiped it away and another piece of cheese emerged in the centre of the lump. Now, I was a spotty kid, and well used to squeezing pus from bumps all over my body. I told him that the lump needed squeezing and relief would be certain. He begged me not to, saying that his mum had told him he must never touch it. But something told me I was right, so I went in with my forefingers and achieved classic spot-squeezing grip on either side of the lump.

As I increased the pressure, lo and behold, a constant stream of pus started to erupt from the lump. It wasn’t quite liquid; more like the consistency of butter. Onlookers screamed as this stream of pus actually formed and fell in one, unbroken pipe from his cheek to the floor. I reckon it was about four feet long. I’d hazard a guess that it might be the longest unbroken pus rope ever to have been produced by a human. Before long, his lump had disappeared. It was a playground miracle and I was the hero. Geoff lost his nickname Eyeball only for it to be replaced with ‘Pussy’ Craggs. Swings and roundabouts.

Away from home, football gave me a purpose, an identity and happiness. I would play football before school, at lunchtime, at play time, and would practise in the playing field next to my house as soon as I got home – sometimes with my brother Sam, sometimes on my own. After tea it was time to practise again until Mum called me in from over the garden fence. I got really good. As far as my young mind was concerned, I was going to be a professional footballer. There was no one at my school as good as me, so I reckoned it would be an easy ride into Middlesbrough Football Club’s first team.

One memory from these times that is indelibly burned onto my mind-grooves occurred in November 1969. I was eagerly anticipating bonfire night, and in those days my brother Sam and I would make a Guy out of old clothes stuffed with newspaper with a painted balloon on top for a face. We would sit it on our front garden wall and ask passers-by, ‘Penny for the guy, penny for the guy’. We always did well enough to buy a decent-sized box of ‘Standard’ brand fireworks from the local newsagents.

A couple of days before bonfire night, I was alone in the house and decided to open the box of fireworks and drool over the contents and their descriptions: Air Bomb; Golden Rain; Fireball; Spitfire; Mine of Serpents; Super Sonic Boom; Shooting Star. While looking at the description on a packet of sparklers, I noticed that it contained the warning ‘Not Suitable For Indoor Use’. For some reason that I’ve never been able to properly explain, I managed to convince myself that this really meant they were suitable for indoor use, but that you would just need to be careful. I knew what sparklers did and they seemed pretty benign. The little sparkles land on your hand and they don’t burn or hurt you. Basically I thought the warning was on there because people do use them indoors but the firework makers don’t want to take responsibility, so I took a match off the mantelpiece and lit one. Needless to say, it was a big mistake.

A cascade of sparks fell down into the open box of fireworks and the contents started to fizzle and ignite. Panicking, I grabbed hold of the box and ran through with it into the kitchen. I threw the box down then watched in horror as a Mine of Serpents exploded across the floor. Golden Rain cascaded over the linoleum. A Shooting Star flew at the window and bounced around the frame like a trapped fly looking for escape. I was helpless and just stood there, watching aghast and terrified from the hallway. Eventually all was quiet and the show was over.

The kitchen was left with huge scorch marks on the orange and white lino floor, on the cupboard fronts, on the surfaces and on the window frames. My heart was pounding. If Mum found the kitchen in this state, I would be murdered. I set to work to try to clean up the mess using a bucket of water and Brillo pads. Some of the scorching could be removed, but there were areas where the lino, wood and plastics had actually burnt. I knew I was fighting a losing battle, but I thought the better I could make it look, the less trouble I would get into. I scrubbed and I scrubbed and I scrubbed. After a while I suddenly became aware of strange noises coming from the living room.

When I walked back in, I was met with a wall of flames. I had obviously left or dropped a firework in there, as the whole room was now ablaze. 1960s nylon and foam soft furnishings are only slightly more fire retardant than petrol. I ran outside to my next-door neighbours, two elderly spinsters called Mrs Haze and Mrs Best. I banged furiously on their door and eventually they answered.

‘My house is on fire! My house is on fire!’

‘You know what, we thought it was. Would you like us to phone the fire brigade, then?’

The firemen arrived shortly afterwards, by which time dense black smoke was gushing out of the front door and the windows, where the glass had smashed open. They pumped gallons of water everywhere and put out the fire. A policeman arrived and asked me what had happened. I told him that I had accidentally set off a sparkler by getting it too near the fire. I could tell he didn’t believe a word. I began to think I was off to jail.

Mostly because of smoke and water damage, the house was a write-off. I remember my mum arriving home and getting out of a car opposite our house. She was clearly looking for me. When she spotted me, she ran over and gave me a massive motherly hug. I was OK and that’s all that seemed to matter to her. I was so relieved. Maybe I wouldn’t have to go to jail after all. I have often reflected that if all I had done was scorch the kitchen, I would have been in the worst trouble of my life. Somehow, by actually burning the whole house down, I felt a little bit of a hero, and not an angry word was said to me.

Because the family was basically homeless now, my brother Sam and I were sent off to live with my Auntie Jessie in Redcar. She was a lovely lady and the youngest of my dad’s six older sisters. I was struck by what a happy atmosphere there was in the house. Jessie was chatty, fun and outgoing, not at all like my mum, who was always very demure and reserved. On a couple of occasions Jessie’s husband, Stan, took us to his workplace at the gelatine factory. Basically, at one end of the factory, lorry loads of animal bones were dumped. Then they passed though various cleaning, crushing and cooking machines until tubs of the finished product rolled out of the back gates. The smell of the factory was very challenging, like opening up a hot-water bottle that has been filled with pork residue and horse sweat. You never got used to it. Thank God I’m going to be a footballer, I thought to myself.

By 1970, I am more or less certain that Santa doesn’t exist anymore, but a little tiny near-exhausted bit of belief remains. I go downstairs on Christmas Day and there on the chair opposite the TV is my stocking and a little pile of presents. My ‘big’ present looks decent. A large box wrapped neatly in bright-red Christmas paper. Exciting. I rip the paper off in a frenzy and find… a Pifco steam blackhead removal and face sauna unit. It was basically the bottom half of an electric kettle with the heating element beneath a perforated metal plate. On top of that you put a wide plastic funnel, which you put your face in and steamed the living shit out of it. It was a modern version of putting a towel over your head above a bowl of hot, steaming water.

The idea was that it opened your pores so that you could then really go to town on your blackheads. I can’t recall if it worked. All I can remember is sitting on my bed staring at the thing and then out of the window where other children were playing with their new bicycles or footballs or roller skates. It also stole from me that last drip of belief in Santa. Only a mum could have thought this a quality gift for a ten-year-old.

One hot summer’s day a few months later, it was just me and Mum at home. She was in the downstairs toilet at the bottom of the stairs, and I heard her fall and shout out. Then there was silence. I stood outside the toilet door and called to her, ‘Mum? Mum, are you OK? Mum, what’s the matter?’

There was no reply. Just silence. The pit of my stomach revolved like a mill wheel cutting through chip oil and I wandered around the downstairs of the house sobbing and terrified. I was certain in my little mind that Mum was dead, and I thought I was going to have to leave my lovely house forever.

‘Goodbye, kitchen.’

‘Goodbye, table.’

‘Goodbye, living room.’

‘Goodbye, Mum’s chair.’

1. Gary ‘Cheesy’ Cheeseman came back into my life many years later when I was appearing on the TV show Would I Lie to You? I was telling some tale from my childhood when I mentioned his name and remarked that Gary had a huge head and was therefore known as ‘The Sniper’s Dream’. Interestingly, the headmaster of Green Lane School, Mr Portugal, walked with a limp and was known as ‘The Sniper’s Nightmare’.
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He took her hand

They took the floor

She was his all time favourite dancer

Orange Juice, 1982



And now here I am, forty-five years later, having just been told that I require open-heart surgery, wandering around my own kitchen with similar feelings of dread and fear. Mum wasn’t dead, of course. She must have fainted or something that day, as when she emerged from the toilet she assured me nothing was untoward. My extreme panic must have been born from a real and painful insecurity.

Here in my kitchen I’m not actually saying goodbye to my egg cup, favourite mug and tea towel; I’m just suddenly desperately appreciative of how important the simple, mundane, ordinary things of life are to me and how much I would miss them if death took them away from me. I’m not feeling insecure anymore, just very scared.

I live with my partner, Lisa. We have been together for some twenty-five years. We have two sons, Harry and Tom, aged eighteen and sixteen. Lisa and I met in the Grove pub in Camberwell back in the ’90s. We are a tight unit. She is tall, elegant and beautiful. The love of my life. Stood there in my kitchen with the smell of bleach rising from the sink, I am suddenly overcome by the desire to ask her to marry me. It’s something that Lisa and I have never really talked about before. There just didn’t seem to be any need to rubber-stamp our relationship. Now, however, it feels very important to me indeed.

Lisa came into the kitchen and I blurted out, ‘We should get married.’ I think she laughed. ‘No, I’m serious,’ I continued, ‘if we’re not married and I don’t make it through the operation then there could be all sorts of problems. I don’t even have a will.’ We hug and the deal is done.

The next day I find a local solicitor on the internet and arrange to make a will. On returning home from the solicitor’s, he phones to tell me that he has spoken to the local registry office and that they can see me that afternoon. He says I should ask if I can obtain a special licence that would allow me to get married before my operation in four days’ time. Usually twenty-eight days’ notice is required before the ceremony can take place. He advises that I should contact my consultant, Dr Lawson, and ask him to provide me with a letter to take to the registry office explaining that there is a reasonable chance that I will not survive the twenty-eight-day notice period.

Later that day, Lisa and I attend our appointment at the registry office, which is just a couple of hundred yards from our home. We are interviewed separately and have to tell the history of our relationship and confirm that we want to marry of our own free will. I explain the urgency of our application and hand over the letter from Dr Lawson. When we get home, the lady from the registry office telephones to tell me that the application has been sent off to London for the Chief Registrar’s office to consider. If it is granted, she has a slot at 9.30 available on Monday morning when we can be married – the day I will be admitted to hospital for the operation. Today is Friday.
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