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 PREFATORY NOTE

 Some names have been changed in the text to protect the identity of those who would not wish to be identified.
  

 Carlo Gbler and Patrick Maguire
 







    
  
 OVERTURE

  
 
 
 
 I was a boy, eight, maybe nine. It was evening and Dad came in from the pub. He smelt of beer and cigarette smoke, had shiny eyes and moved funny.
 He lay on the settee. I crept up and stared at his watch. The face was white in the centre, black around the edge, and all the numbers were gold. The strap was the expanding sort, little silver-coloured pieces that hinged and fitted tightly around his big wrist. I was sure the strap must hurt where it caught the hairs on his arm but he never said anything about that.
 He had bought the watch when he was stationed in Egypt with the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers from a man on a camel. That was his story anyway, and I believed him. He was eighteen, it was nineteen fifty-something, and for a boy from Belfast to get a good watch like that then, it was a big deal. He always said the watch would be mine one day, and though he never said when exactly that would happen, I believed this too.
 I bent down and got my ear near the casing. I heard tick, tick, tick, and behind this Dads regular breathing.
 Now I wanted to wear the watch like I had many times before. Often, when he came home from work hed say, Here, look after my watch, and give it to me. Or if hed had a drink, hed take it off before he stretched out on the settee and Id put it on. Or if he made it up the stairs, hed leave it on the bedside table and Id get it from there. In the morning, he didnt have to look far for it. Hed call, Son,  he called me Son or very occasionally Patrick, never Paddy  and Id come running with it.
  I began to tug it off. Dad opened an eye and squinted up at me. Do you want it? he said.
 Can I?
 He took it off and handed it to me.
 I slipped it over my left hand and pushed it up towards my shoulder. Now I could be sure it wouldnt fall off.
 Dad closed his eye. I strutted off.
  

 Son, Dad called.
 I came running.
 Watch needs winding, he said. He pulled it off. Only twelve times now.
 Id done this before. One, two, three  I counted, turning the little wheel on the side, hearing first the watch coming back to life, and then the tick going faster and faster.
  twelve, I shouted.
 Well done, son. Youre a good lad. He rubbed the top of my head, then turned and left.
  

 It was evening. Dad came home. He was working as a security guard in a toy factory. Son, he called.
 I ran up. He was in his guards uniform and he had a couple of interesting boxes under his arms, each six or seven inches high, and each holding  I could guess this  a toy, probably an action figure.
 Here, said Dad.
 I took them, and as I saw what they were, my heart raced and I felt giddy. In one box the Lone Ranger sat on his horse and in the other was his faithful Indian assistant, Tonto. The figures came with all the extras  lassos, guns, holsters, a feathered headdress  and each box was decorated with pictures of the American west.
 Oh, thanks, Dad.
 Mum appeared. Did you pay for them?
 Yes, said Dad, winking at me. I paid for them.
 I set the figures free, nudged the settee from against the wall and squeezed into the space behind. Now, in my mind, I made the Rocky Mountains and sent my figures off on great adventures.
 As Anne-Marie got older, she started playing there. Dad would pin a blanket to the wall and hang the rest of it over the settee to make her a house, and I took the Lone Ranger and Tonto on adventures in other parts of our home.
  

 I was on the settee watching TV.
 Here, son. Dad handed me his tobacco pouch, the one wed given him for Fathers Day, leather, dark brown, shaped like an envelope, fastened with a popper, plus a packet of Old Holborn. Can you do the business for me?
 Oh, yes, I said. I liked this job.
 I sat at the table. I undid the foil round the tobacco and the smell came up, rich and dark. I broke off a piece and started to tease it into a pile of loose threads that Dad could roll into cigarettes. I shredded the whole lot and the heap was several times bigger than the block had been. I opened the pouch and tipped everything in. Then I closed the popper. It made a nice ping. Dad, I done it, I shouted. I gave him his pouch.
 Well done, son, he said, and gave the top of my head a little rub, like he always did when he was pleased with me.
  

 Seven years later, Court Two, the Old Bailey. The place smelt of dust and old wood, dry leather and radiator paint.
 I was in the dock behind my dad. I leant forward on my chair, balancing on the two front legs, and tapped his right shoulder. What time is it?
 He looked at his watch. Hed had it with him on remand so Id hardly seen it for months except on visits when hed take it off and give it to me to hold. He turned his head a bit and, from the corner of his mouth, he told me.
 The trial started. Every now and again I would ask Dad the time. After the third or fourth time he looked right and nodded instead of answering.
 I looked in the same direction. On the wall, below the public gallery, I saw an indoor clock. It was no good to me. Even though I was fourteen I couldnt read the time. I couldnt tell Dad that. It would have been humiliating.
 The court voices droned on. I did try to listen but I couldnt understand what they were saying. I got bored, then very bored and then, because there was nothing else to do, I began teaching myself to read the time, using the big clock. It took a day or two and then I had it, and once I had it, well, I couldnt stop myself. Its ten thirty  Its twelve forty-five  Its two twenty. I drove everyone mad with my announcements.
  

 On Thursday, 4 March 1976, a few weeks short of my fifteenth birthday, just before half twelve, the jury delivered their verdicts.
 Unanimously, on the charge of unlawful possession of nitroglycerine, they found my parents Anne and Paddy Maguire, my brother Vincent Maguire, my uncle by marriage Giuseppe Conlon, my mothers brother Sean Smyth and our old family friend Pat ONeil guilty. By a majority of eleven to one, I was found guilty too. We all got jail, lots of it.
 A few minutes later, in a holding cell under the court, Dad gave me his wristwatch. Hed always said it would be mine one day and now it was.
 That evening, in Reception at Ashford, I asked the screw if I could keep it. He said, no, I didnt need to know the time because I wasnt fucking going anywhere for the next four years, was I?
 I started the sentence. The screw was right. I didnt need to know the time. I just had to do it and no watch could help with that.
 At the end of my sentence, the watch came back to me. I took it to London and put it away. It was no longer just a watch. It was the only thing left of the life Id had before I went to jail.
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 Mum was from West Belfast, the Lower Falls, Abyssinia Street. Her maiden name was Anne Smyth. She was Catholic. After school, she worked in a mill. Her first and only boyfriend, my dad, also from Belfast, also a Catholic, was a soldier. He enlisted in the Irish Army in 1952, deserted about eighteen months later, crossed the border into Northern Ireland and joined the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers. He served with them in Egypt and Cyprus. He was demobbed in 1956, and the following year he and Mum got married in St Peters Pro-cathedral in Belfast, Mums parish church. The date was 26 September 1957.
 After the ceremony, there was a reception. Then Mum and Dad went down to the docks and caught the boat for England. People would do that in those days: they would marry and go straight to England.
 That night Mum and Dad got to London. They went to my aunt Teasys. She was Granny Smyths sister. She lived in Kennington in south London. Mum and Dads plan was to live and work in London, save up enough money for a deposit on a house in Belfast, then come home. That was the plan but they only got as far as the living and working in London part.
 The following morning Dad took Mum to their new home. It was a bedsit in Lanark Road, Maida Vale  one room with a shared cooker on the landing. Mum burst into tears. Granny and Grandpa Smyths small house in Belfast, which shed left behind, was better than this. My father said it wasnt for ever. He promised that in time they would move on to a better flat.
  And, after a couple of months, they did. Mum got a basement flat at 99 Randolph Avenue, also in Maida Vale. The rent was three pounds ten shillings a week, and it had a garden.
 On the eighth of the eighth 1958 my brother Vincent was born in St Marys Hospital on the Harrow Road. Mum was warned not to have another baby too soon, but she did. In 1959 John was born. In the same year Dad, through his contacts at the British Legion, got a job with the North Thames Gas Board as a fitter.
 In the summer of 1960, Mum took her two boys to Belfast for a holiday with her parents. She didnt feel very well. She told Granny Smyth she thought she was pregnant, and she was. Granny Smyth decided her daughter couldnt go back to a one-bedroom flat in London and have the baby there. She must have it in Belfast.
 Mum phoned Dad in London. Dad agreed. In the meantime, he said, he would try to find a bigger flat. He got nowhere.
 When she was six months pregnant, Mum left Vincent and John with Granny Smyth and went back to London to help Dad find somewhere bigger. She had no more luck than he had. A housing association advised her to move into a halfway house with the children. She wouldnt. She went home to Belfast.
 A bit later Dad followed. He knew Mum wanted to stay in Belfast, now she had two sons and a third child on the way. Through his army contacts, he was offered a job at Thiepval Barracks in Holywood outside Belfast. He had lived there when he was a soldier. He was also offered work by the post office, stringing wires between telegraph poles. The trouble was, he couldnt settle. He didnt want to be in Belfast. London was his home now  or it was where he felt at home, anyway. After a few weeks, he went back. Mum stayed behind with my two brothers.
 I was born in the Royal Victoria Hospital on 22 March 1961. My mum wanted to call me Gary or Kevin. Granny Smyth wouldnt hear of it. She said that as I was due on St Patricks Day, March 17, Id come with my name attached, even though I was a few days late. Also, Patrick was my dads name. He agreed with Granny Smyth, so Patrick I became, second name Joseph. Mum said later my name was about the only thing he and Granny Smyth ever agreed on.
  Mum and her three sons went back to London in May. Dad had at last found us a new flat. It was on St Lukes Road, near the Portobello Road. The rent was six pounds a week so we took in a lodger, Pat ONeil, a family friend. He had a folding bed in the sitting room.
  

 Now we were settled, my parents started saving, and once there was enough we had a holiday, the first we ever took. We went to Margate. This was the summer of 1963: I was two.
 The first morning, I toddled down the stairs of our B-and-B and went into the breakfast room. It was filled with sunshine and smelt of toast, grapefruit and marmalade. The family sat together at a table and tucked into a full English breakfast. A radio was playing somewhere in the background and the windows were open. The nets moved like flags with a light breeze that carried the scent of seaweed and salt. I was desperate to get out on the beach with my bucket and spade.
 I got there, and didnt leave until evening. Every day that followed was the same. The highlight of the holiday was the huge rowing-boat-shaped hole that Dad dug in the sand.
 Lots of photographs were taken  Mum kept them in a bag in her wardrobe. Once I could open the door, I loved to get them out. I loved to see the look on everyones face, the look of a good time.
  

 When we moved into our flat in St Lukes the landladys husband was in prison. He got out after wed been there two or three years and came with his wife to see what Mum had done with the flat. He took one look and decided shed made it so nice he fancied moving back in. He offered to ask the Paddington Churches Housing Association if they could rehouse us.
 Paddington Churches offered two places, and Mum chose a basement flat in Tavistock Crescent. It wasnt in good shape but the rent  just over two pounds a week  was a lot less than we were paying at St Lukes Road.
 Our new home was in a large house with two families upstairs. Our flat had a large front room and a kitchen with a manhole in the middle of the floor. One day, it rained heavily. Water thundered down in the street outside, surged along the gutter and poured through the grilles over the storm drains. Suddenly the manhole in the kitchen lifted and rainwater flooded into the kitchen. I jumped in and splashed around, even though it was dirty, brown, and smelt of drain and rotting food. Mum opened the back door and swept it out with a brush.
 When the rain stopped and the water was gone, our kitchen floor was covered with bits of paper and leaves, twigs and grit. Mum had to mop it clean. This happened every time it rained heavily.
 The flat had only one bedroom so we all slept in it. For us boys there were bunk beds. Vincent slept on top because he was the oldest. I shared the bottom with John. Mum and Dad had a double bed. Most mornings, when I woke up, that was where I found myself. In the night, I would toddle over or Mum would fetch me across.
 There was a large garden at the back. Mum once tried to grow flowers, but with three children and a dog to look after, as well as keeping a home and going out to work, she had to give up. At the end were the railway lines running between Ladbroke Grove and Westbourne Park. I would watch the trains going up and down and wave to the people in the carriages. I played in the garden all the time. I liked to collect snails in the bucket Mum and Dad had bought me in Margate. Once I got into a neighbours garden and took theirs. When the children there discovered what Id done, they wanted their snails back. But I couldnt remember where Id buried them.
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 It was June 1963. I was two and a quarter. Mum looked after a neighbours children whose father  he was black  came from some city in the United States. This neighbour, I was told, had a friend, a very important person, who came from the same city and would soon be visiting our street. This VIP was coming to see someone across the road who wanted to open a club for children. We would be able to meet him because our neighbour and the VIP were old buddies and we knew our neighbour.
 The day came. My mum got us ready and we went out into the street. There were people and photographers with cameras. Then a car swept up and a huge man with short curly black hair, shiny brown skin and very white teeth climbed out. There was a lot of shouting and cheering.
 Everyone followed him inside a house. He went to the top of the room and the crowd was packed around him. He was talking and the crowd were clapping, and I felt Mum pushing me forward. Suddenly I was at the front, and then this big man had me in one arm and another little black boy in the other. He lifted us both on to his lap. Dont wet my knee or Ill sting your bum like a bee, he said, and the crowd laughed.
 I felt anxious. I looked for Mum. There she was, not far away, with Vincent and John beside her. A huge smile lit her face.
 White is white and black is black, the man said. The crowd went wild now and there were blinding flashes as photographs were taken. The little black boys eyes filled with tears and when he started to cry I began to cry too.
 The next thing I remember, Mum was holding me in her arms and we were walking home.
 Next week there was a photograph of me, the other boy and the man in the local paper. The text identified him as Cassius Clay, who was in England to fight the British heavyweight champion, Henry Cooper. They met on 18 June at Wembley. Clay had predicted victory in five rounds. In round four, Cooper surprised him and put him down, but at the start of the fifth, Clay came out fighting. He pummelled Cooper and opened a small cut over the Englishmans eye into a big gash that gushed blood. That was it. Clay was declared the winner.
  

 We went to the circus. The juggling clowns impressed me most.
 The next day, standing outside on our front door step, I noticed several empty milk bottles. Up they went. I held out my hands to catch them. Mum was in the kitchen. When she heard glass breaking she ran out to see what had happened.
 I was taken to St Marys Hospital, Praed Street, and stitched up.
  

 We left the flat together, Mum, my brothers and me, and headed along Tavistock Crescent. We were going somewhere we loved and arrived a few minutes later. It was Portobello, a long, narrow, hilly street with market stalls on both sides, bustling and colourful. We knew that if we behaved well, Mum would buy us a treat. She always did.
 We joined the stream of people moving between the stalls and let ourselves be carried along. Every now and again Mum would stop at a stall and buy what she wanted, fruit here, vegetables there. At the top end, near the Goldhawk Road, she met a friend. They got talking and she put down her shopping. Here was our chance.
 We slipped away, my brothers and I, and ran to the special place we always visited. It was a block of flats with gardens surrounded by a big wall topped with a wire-mesh fence. Vincent was tall enough to see through the mesh, but John and I had to stand on tiptoe. It was worth it, though. The garden was filled with gnomes, hundreds of them. There was also a pond with stone rabbits, a tortoise and, right in the middle, a windmill. To me it looked like a helicopter that had crashed, head first, into the ground. I liked to imagine that the gnomes had shot it down.
 I scrambled up on to the wall. I wanted to climb in, wrench the helicopter from the ground and carry it home. Several other children had the same idea and were up on the wall with me. We shoved and pushed, hoping to make a hole in the fence.
 Suddenly the owner was rushing towards us. I jumped down. So did the others. The man stopped. Victory! Hed seen us off. He went inside. We swarmed back on to the wall. He came out again, ran right up to us this time and shouted through the fence. He was going to tell all our mums that wed tried to get into his garden to steal his gnomes  and when the police caught us, he said, wed be punished for what wed tried to do.
  I felt a hand grip my arm. It was Mum. What have I told you about climbing on that mans wall? she said.
 She always said that and I knew she would say it next time because wed be back on that wall again. We couldnt keep off it.
  

 It was another day and we were setting off for Portobello Market again, Mum, the brothers and I. Wed get a treat, said Mum, if we were good. On the other hand, she said if we ran off to look at the gnome garden, we wouldnt.
 We shook our heads. We wouldnt be naughty. We wanted our treat, oh, yes.
 In Portobello we followed Mum from one stall to another. She bought what she wanted and put the goods in her basket. It wasnt long before I started to lose patience. I hated shopping. When would I get my treat? Maybe shed just promised so wed be quiet and good, and once she was done shed whisk us home without a treat. But Mum had never done anything like that before, had she? Never. But, oh, this was taking so long. Please, please, treat now, I thought. I cant go another step 
 And then, wow, we were at the pet shop, my favourite.
 A couple of children were at the door, waiting to go in. Wed have to wait for the ones inside to come out and make space for us, but that wasnt the end of the world. There was plenty to do out here.
 The canopy to keep out the sun and rain was pulled forward with empty birdcages and small bags of hay hanging from the two iron arms that held it up. There was a gentle breeze blowing along Portobello and the cages were banging softly against each other. They made a lovely noise as they did.
 I moved forward. In front of the shop, just below the window, there were wooden kennels and rabbit hutches. I climbed straight into a kennel and sat down. I fitted snugly.
 I wriggled out and put my face to the window. There were two boxes behind the glass with kittens in one, puppies in the other. I tapped. Heads and ears went up. I tapped again. The puppies turned towards me, except one, stretched out in the wood shavings at the back. There was always one who wouldnt respond. Id noticed that before. I admired it. That was the one, I decided, that I wanted. He was the dog for me.
 You see that puppy? I said. I tugged at Mums sleeve. The one lying stretched out. Do you see him?
 Yes.
 Thats the one I want. Can I have him?
 What are you on about? said Mum. She launched into her set speech. We already had a dog and a budgie at home so we wouldnt be buying anything from this shop. We were here to look, and once wed all had a look, wed be going home without buying anything. Did I understand?
 Yes, I said.
 Some children came out, which meant there was room inside for the children in front and for us. I went round the coloured bowls, the trays, the bags of dog, cat and rabbit food stacked about the entrance, and in through the door.
 Inside, the shop smelt of animal fur and fish food, wet sawdust and stinky wood shavings. Oh, I loved those smells. The walls were covered with cages, each with a bird whistling and singing, and at some cages kids had their fingers stuck through the bars, driving the birds inside mad.
 I loved the birds, but I loved what was at the back more and ran there now. This space had black walls and was lined with fish tanks, the only light the little bulbs inside each one.
 I ran to the first and peered in. The floor was carpeted with coloured stones, and dotted with rocks and plants with long green tendrils, and hanging there in the water, with bubbles flowing around them, were small purple fish with two huge frilly fans.
 How great would it be, I thought, to be so small I could get inside and swim around with them? Or better still, to be a diver in there, dressed in an old-fashioned diving suit and heavy boots, a knife strapped to my leg. Id get so close to the purple fish Id reach out and touch them.
 I moved to another tank; John was there. This one was full of goldfish. One had something trailing from near his tail.
 What is that? I asked. Is it a baby?
  I wasnt to be so stupid, said John.
 But if it wasnt a baby, what was it? John wouldnt say.
 Whatever it was, it now detached from the goldfish and floated for a second before another goldfish zoomed up, swallowed it and then spat it out.
 He didnt like that, did he? said John, and he laughted.
 The penny dropped.
 Was that his number twos?
 I wasnt so stupid after all, said John.
 In the next tank, the fish were red with yellow barbs dangling from their mouths 
 Later, I heard Mum calling. Wed been in long enough, she said, it was time to go. I didnt want to go. But if I didnt, perhaps next time we were in Portobello Mum mightnt let us come here.
 I pulled my face away from the tank I was staring into and ran to the front of the shop. A packet of budgie seed sat on top of Mums basket. What was that for? Wed plenty at home, hadnt we? Almost a full packet.
 The shopkeeper was smiling but he didnt look like he meant it. He couldnt wait for us to clear off. He didnt want three noisy boys trailing around his shop. Good old Mum. That was why shed bought the budgie food  it had bought us the time we needed for a really good look.
  

 Mum led me out of our flat and across the road. A beautiful motorcar was parked by the kerb. It was a Rolls-Royce and she said it belonged to Ringo Starr, one of the Beatles. They were shooting a scene for their new film, A Hard Days Night, in Tavistock Road, just round the corner. In it, they ran past a burnt-out church that looked like a bombsite.
 Next thing, we were with Ringo and he was signing the guitar Mum had brought with her that belonged to a neighbour, a boy who was mad about the Beatles. After he had signed, Ringo took his hat off and put it on me. It was white and had a peak.
 Someone was shouting. It took us a moment or two to realize they were shouting at us. The flat was on fire. We had to go now, said Mum. I knew what that meant. What had just been given to me was about to be taken back.
 I turned to run. I wanted to keep that hat. But Mum knew me too well. She caught hold of me before Id gone a step. The hat was returned to its owner and Ringo explained that hed worn the hat in all his scenes and he couldnt suddenly stop now, could he?
 We hurried away, Mum pulling and me whining for my hat, and got home to see black smoke pouring out of a window and the front door. We went in. It was the kettle. Mum had forgotten shed put it on to boil before we left.
 As I got a bit older, I was able to play in the street. It was fun, and it was safe. This was still the sixties. Id empty a bottle of water into the gutter and float lolly sticks along.
 There was an adventure playground not far from our house, where all the children from the Crescent went. This was where I put on my first pair of boxing gloves. They were a sixteen-ounce pair. My opponent hammered me. It was a long time before I was tempted to put gloves on again.
 For my fourth birthday I got a Batman costume, of mask, cape and belt. It was the first one in our street. To begin with I didnt like the mask. I couldnt see properly through the tiny eyeholes. But I got used to it and, the mask mastered, I would roam the street in my outfit (to which I added black wellington boots for the complete Batman look), climbing trees, jumping on and off walls and singing the Batman song. Some of the other children fancied the costume and tried to take it. I fought them off.
 There was a sweet shop on the corner. One day I was with another boy, a little bit older, when I noticed that there was a small hole in the wooden trapdoors outside the shop. We looked through and saw empty boxes and a lot of paper underneath.
 We went into the shop and each bought a box of matches. Outside, we lit the matches and dropped them one by one through the hole. Smoke began to come out. Now Id gone and done it. What had seemed a good idea suddenly looked like a very bad one. I began to cry.
 The shopkeeper rushed out. He got hold of the two of us and shouted at us. People from the street ran up to see what was happening. I cried harder, but not so hard I couldnt hear the clang of the fire engines bell as it drove up the street. Firemen jumped down, unrolled their hoses and squirted water. There was smoke and a smell of burning.
 Mum appeared. She took me in her arms. My crying reached its height. I was just watching, I said, between huge sobs.
 The shopkeeper, who knew Mum, said nothing. He didnt need to. She knew I was the culprit. At home, I got a slap on the back of my legs.
  

 As I got older, I would ask, Why was I born in Belfast when Vincent and John were born in London? I was told this story.
 It was a sunny Sunday afternoon. Mum and Dad were walking through woods near Belfast. They came to a gypsy caravan, the old kind with the rounded roof and tapering sides, horseshoe-shaped. I was chained to the wheel. An old man stood over me. I was his prisoner. Dad punched him on the nose. Mum got the chains off. They brought me home with them, first to Granny Smyths house in Belfast, then to London. That was how Id come into the family. I wasnt their son. I was a boy theyd found in a wood.
 Later, Mum would also say, when I knew the story was just a story, how happy she was that at least one of her children had been born in Belfast. She loved the city. When the Troubles started, she was grateful shed ended up in London  we might have had a terrible time in Belfast. Later still, when the Troubles arrived on our doorstep, Belfast suddenly looked as if it mightnt have been so bad, after all. If wed stayed there, life wouldnt have turned out the way it did. It would have been very different for all of us.
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 In September 1965, when I was four and a half, I started at Colville Primary School, on Lonsdale Road, off Portobello. I told the story that I was found in the woods to some of the children in my class. I cant remember if they were impressed but at some point I know it was explained to me that it was just a story and I was actually born the same way as my brothers.
 In the week leading up to 5 November, everyone in my class had to paint a picture of what theyd see on Bonfire Night. We used all the colours in the paint-pots, and then the teacher put our work on the walls. Suddenly my classroom was alive, with my own bit of Picasso lost in one big picture of madness.
 Im sure we were told Guy Fawkes was a Catholic, like my family. Im sure we were told that when he put the barrels of gunpowder in the vault below the House of Lords his plan was to kill the Scottish Protestant King of England, James I, who was persecuting Catholics. Im sure we were told that the betrayal of the plotters and the discovery of the gunpowder saved the Protestant monarch and his Parliament from destruction. And Bonfire Night celebrated that. But it went over my head. I didnt care about the history. I just wanted Bonfire Night to come on. I loved it.
 Mum found some old clothes, a jumper, a shirt and a pair of trousers. Dad tied the trouser legs and the shirt cuffs with twine, then stuffed them with newspaper until the guy had a full, firm body. Then he found a brown-paper bag, stuffed that, too, and drew a face on the front. The head went on and, as a final touch, a hat was added.
 Mum said we could go to the top of the street but no further. My two brothers and I put our guy in the wooden go-kart Dad had made for us earlier in the year and trundled him up the street. We stopped outside the pub, the Metropolitan, and sat on the steps. Penny for the guy, we called, to the people who walked past and the customers who came in and out of the pub. Some threw us change, hapennies, pennies and threepenny bits, and if we were very lucky, the odd sixpence or shilling. Later, Dad came out with drinks and packets of crisps.
 Youre not to go wandering off, he said. He was holding the door open and I saw the inside of the pub. There were men along the bar or around tables, bottles and glasses filled with drink, a thick cloud of blue smoke drifting under the ceiling, and the warm smell of beer and fags and working men coming out to me.
 Yes, Dad.
 He went back in.
 Penny for the guy, we hollered. Penny for the guy. We kept it up until we were cold and went home.
 The money we got that week, plus what Mum and Dad gave us, went on fireworks. Dad came home with them just as it was getting dark. We pulled on our coats and went into the garden, and the two families that lived above us came down bringing food, drink and more fireworks. There was a bonfire at the end built with wood wed scavenged and our guy was on top, his head lolling sideways.
 Dad got it going. The flames whooshed up and the guy caught fire. Then Dad lit the fireworks, and the sky above us was alive with sparkling colours, and the whizzes and bangs of rockets. The fire made our upturned faces hot and red.
 After the excitement, Mum gave us sandwiches, cakes and drinks. We put potatoes on to bake in the hot embers. Suddenly a ghost jumped on to the wall separating our garden from next door. We screamed. The sheet came off and it was Dad, laughing. Later, when the potatoes were soft and their skins were black, we cut them in half, covered them with butter and scooped out the insides with spoons. The first mouthfuls burnt our tongues.
 The following morning, as I walked to school, the air was full of the smell of burning. Charred sticks and the cardboard casings of spent fireworks lay everywhere. As we walked we started a game, me and a couple of lads from my school. How many dead rockets could you find lying about? The boy who found the most was the winner. I could only count up to ten so it wasnt me.
  

 It was the late summer of 1966. I was five and a half. Vincent and John were in Belfast with Granny Smyth. I was at home with Mum. We left the flat in Tavistock Crescent and went to St Johns Wood, to the hospital of St John and St Elizabeth. It was a private hospital and the nuns ran it, but they always had two non-paying patients. Mum was one. She was pregnant again.
  The hospital had big wooden doors with a bell at the side. Mum pushed the button. I heard the ring inside. We waited. After a bit, one of the doors opened slowly, the hinges squeaking, and there was the nun who always let us in.
 Hello, Mrs Maguire, and how are you today? she said. Then she patted my head. And how is little Patrick? she said. Is he not an angel?
 Mum looked at me in a funny way. She wasnt going to argue with the nun but she wasnt going to agree with her either.
 We went in. Mum had her check-up while I sat in a waiting room. Then it was time to go home. When we got back to the front hall, the nun who let us in was standing by the front door. Mum opened her purse. She took out a coin  it was a shilling or maybe a florin  and gave it to me. I put it through the slot in the collection box and heard it clink as it hit the bed of money underneath. I did this on every visit. I had been told the nun would give the money to God, and that in return I would get a sister.
 And lo and behold, it happened. Anne-Marie was born on 7 October 1966. I became a staunch believer. When I helped Mum later with the baby, she said I was a good boy, and I always said, Mum, I paid for her, didnt I? Of course Im going to help.
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 It was 4 March 1967, a Saturday, and I was nearly seven. Pat ONeil came round early and Mum made bacon sandwiches and tea for breakfast. When Id eaten I put on my warmest coat. Mum pinned a QPR blue-and-white rosette to my lapel, wrapped a blue-andwhite scarf round my neck and put a blue-and-white bobble hat on my head. Shed knitted the last two secretly, and until now Id never seen them.
 I left the house holding Dads hand, with Vincent and John. Outside, I saw blue-and-white QPR banners strung up everywhere. Today was the League Cup Final: QPR, in the third division, versus West Bromwich Albion, a first-division team who had won the cup last year.
 We wandered down the road and into the Tavistock Hotel, the pub at the end where QPR supporters hung out. The men had pints, while we had crisps and pop. Two coaches appeared and we got on one. It was full of people laughing, singing and drinking beer. There were crates of the stuff in the gangway between the seats and to get down to the back, where the kids had to go, I had to be lifted over them.
 The coach nosed slowly off. On the pavements, strangers waved and I waved back. We got to Wembley Stadium and piled out, complaining of hunger. Pat and Dad bought hot dogs and drinks, and we made our way into the ground and to the stands. I found a spot close to a low wall behind one of the goals with a lot of other kids in bobble hats and scarves. Dad was behind, talking to Pat and some others from the coach. Every now and again, as we waited for the match to start, I would turn round to make sure he was still there, and he would smile and ask me if I was all right, and I would nod and smile back at him before turning round again. The stand was noisy with shouting and singing and it was all very new to me as Id never been to a game before. Then the shouting and singing got louder still, which made me turn to look for Dad. He put out his arms and lifted me on to his shoulders, where I was safe.
 QPR won, three goals to two, before a crowd of nearly a hundred thousand.
  

 One day in the summer that year a removals van pulled up outside our flat in Tavistock Crescent. Everything we owned was loaded into it.
 Get in the back, Dad said to us boys.
 Mum wasnt happy. She thought it was dangerous. Dad wondered how we would get to where we were going if we didnt hitch a ride in the van. It was either that or walk. Mum saw the sense in that, not that she would take a lift. She had the pram. What if a stray piece of furniture banged into my little sister during the journey?
 We got in. Mum said to sit down while the lorry was moving. I sat and held my most precious possession, a tricycle with a tin bin on the back.
 The ramp at the rear was raised and fastened. Now I couldnt see out. I stood up on something so I could. My brothers did likewise. The whole point of riding in the back of the van was to look out as it drove along. The driver, his mate and Dad got into the cab and I heard their doors close, clunk and clunk.
 The engine came to life. The van trembled.
 Be careful, Mum called, standing by the pram with Anne-Marie in it. Hold on tight.
 Off we went down Tavistock Crescent, we three boys in the back shouting and roaring. We waved at Mum. She waved back. We waved at the people in the street. They waved back. I saw the house with our flat getting smaller as we followed the curve of the road. I saw Mum with the pram, waving and calling after us to be careful, getting smaller too.
 By the Underground station we turned into Great Western Road. Tavistock Crescent, Mum and the pram had vanished. We were on our way. I was extraordinarily excited. I was only travelling a few streets but I might as well have been going to a new continent.
 We went over the bridge that crossed the Grand Union Canal and we came to the T-junction at the top of the Great Western Road. The driver turned left and we were on the Harrow Road, a high street of family shops and old businesses. It ran eastwest, the canal on its south side and terraces of shops opposite, broken by the streets running north. Fernhead, Ashmore, Portnall and Bravington Roads, then First, Second, Third, Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Avenues.
 We entered the Avenues, as we called it, or the Queens Park Estate, as it was officially known, which lay between the Harrow Road and Kilburn Lane. It wasnt a modern 1960s estate with tower blocks. It had been built before the First World War. The terraced houses were called cottages, and they were low, built of dark brick and had porches with pointy roofs.
  The van drove on. We passed the streets that led off Third Avenue, Droop, Enbrook, Farrant and Ilbert. Now the driver slowed. The next one, Kilravock Street, was where our new council house was. It was another street of tiny houses with a tree outside every front door  as if they had been built in a park. (In the coming months John and I played a game out there. Wed both stand next to a tree, one on either side of the street, and throw a dart at the other ones tree. It was going well until my dart hit John right in the middle of his forehead.)
 The driver stopped outside number seventy-nine, then dropped the ramp to let us out. When I got on to the pavement, I saw some of our new neighbours. Theyd heard the van, with my brothers and me roaring, and had come out to look at us. I didnt like being the centre of attention  and I never got to like it.
  

 The new house had two bedrooms and a garden that wasnt as big as the one wed left behind. It didnt have as good a view either. Instead of railway tracks, there was nothing to see but other small gardens, like ours, with washing-lines hung with laundry. Dad strung one up for us soon after we moved in. Mum washed a few things by hand and put them on the line to dry. Then we were like everyone else.
 As there was nothing in the garden I turned to the street for my amusement. I hauled out my tricycle and pedalled up and down the pavement. I wasnt yet ready to move out of sight of our house.
 Now that we had moved, we had to go to a new school. On the other side of the Harrow Road, in Kensal Town, there was a Catholic one. Mum and Dad went to see the nuns, but when they heard wed already been to a Church of England school, Colville Primary, they said we couldnt come. In that case, Mum decided, we should go to Queens Park Primary School, on the corner of Third Avenue and Droop Street. She met the headmaster, who told her he only had room for Vincent. John and I would have to attend a different school on the Harrow Road.
 My mother wouldnt hear of it. She wanted us to stay together. She had several cleaning jobs, and if we were at two different schools her life would become even more complicated than it already was. Since the school of her choice wouldnt have us, she decided to keep us at home until it would. We wouldnt miss much anyway. In a few weeks the summer term would end and then it was the holidays. She reckoned that by September, the headmaster of Queens Park Primary would have seen sense and wed be in. So, we stayed at home. John and I were delighted. Though Mum and Dad both made us sit down and practise our reading and writing, we were free for the most part to ride about the street, me on my tricycle, John on his bike, and have a good time.
  

 We set out from the house in Kilravock Street with towels and our swimming trunks. Mum had the pram with Anne-Marie at one end and our laundry at the other.
 We went down Third Avenue to the Harrow Road and crossed. In front of us now was the Grand Union Canal, filled with black, dirty-looking water. The only way over was by a footbridge, known as Hapenny Steps. It used to be a toll bridge, or so I was told, and you paid a hapenny to use it. Now it was free.
 We helped Mum carry the pram up the steps to the bridge. The sides were made of iron and the spars were painted deep green. On the other side, we helped her bump the pram down. We had reached our destination: the Harrow Road Baths. We went in and Mum paid the ticket lady. Then she went into the laundry while we ran to the changing rooms, got into our trunks and then into the pool. We had been before. We knew the place. We liked it.
 The pool was long and deep, the water cold. It tasted of chlorine. In one corner, there was a room with a sunken square bath, the sort football players sit about in after a match, drinking champagne and singing. There were showerheads above it and we turned them on. Lovely hot water poured down. My brothers and I got in and splashed each other. The bath filled and water flowed over the sides, splashed across the floor and down the drains. Steam, thick and milky, almost like a fog, hung in the air so we didnt see the pool man when he came in  but we heard him when he told us to clear out and turned off the showers.
 We ran out and jumped into the pool. We waited in the cold water until the pool man had gone. Now came our chance to do the really exciting thing but we had to be careful that he and the ticket lady didnt catch us. We got out, tore up the stairs and burst through the big doors at the top.
 Now we were on the balcony that ran round the pool. Mum had said that in the past, when kids jumped, some had missed the water, hit the hard poolside and broken their ankles and wrists, their ribs and skulls. We were not to do it, she had said. But we had to do it. It was too exciting to pass up. Only we had to do it quickly before anyone could stop us.
 I bolted to the front of the balcony and, without a seconds hesitation, jumped over. Suddenly I was plunging down, screaming with terror and excitement. I hit the surface with a splash and down I sank through the cold water. My feet found the bottom, pushed, and up I came. My head broke the surface. I heard myself shouting and laughing at my daring, and I wanted to do it again, which I did, which we all did, not once but several times.
 Later, Mum came to the poolside and called us. She was nearly ready, the laundry just about done.
 We paid no attention as we larked about in the water.
 Come on, Mum said, its time to get out. Go and get dressed.
 We would, we promised, if we could have just another minute in the water.
 All right, said Mum, but then youve got to get out and get dressed. Then Ill be back for you and well go home.
 We stayed in the water, squirting, fighting, throwing each other into the air. She came back a second time and we promised to get out. She came back a third time and we promised again, and this time, we said, we really meant it. She left and we stayed in the water. Then she came back and she said that if we didnt get out now there would be no treat on the way home.
 We knew she meant it, so we got out and got dressed. Then we carried the pram up the steps, she pushed it over the bridge, and we carried it down the other side. There was a chip shop near where the bridge came out with steam on the windows. We went in. It smelt of vinegar and batter. Chips and crackling for the kids, fish and chips for Dad, then up Third Avenue towards home, Mum with the pram piled high with clean laundry, Anne-Marie somewhere in the middle, us eating. Lovely.
  

 The headmaster of Queens Park Primary relented and said John and I could join Vincent at his school. Of my time as an infant there I remember the playground mostly, kicking a football, playing war games or chasing the girls.
 When it came to learning, my memories are not nearly so rosy. Our early reading books featured Peter, Jane and Pat, their dog. To be named Pat, as I was, became a curse so I insisted on being called Paddy. Unfortunately the prime minister Harold Wilsons dog was called Paddy. That, though, was better than having the same name as the dog in our reading books.
 Once I had mastered a few words (and they didnt come easy), I started to write little stories. We were taught to begin our com positions One day  then add what happened after that. It was a system that worked well for me.
 Time passed and came the day when the teacher stood in front of us.
 You start your stories One day, dont you?
 Yes, Miss, we said. Of course we did. That was what wed been taught.
 From now on youre going to stop writing One day.
 Oh?
 Because thats for babies, she said.
 So, how were we to start our stories if not in the old babyish way? I waited, but there was no word from the teacher about the new way. I had lost something reliable and been given nothing new to hold on to.
 In September 1968, I moved up from the infants to the juniors school. My handwriting was good  it was neat  but the only thing I could spell with confidence was my name. My reading was bad too. I had to attend special reading classes. The teacher would break down the words into their syllables but this put me off altogether. It made me think I couldnt manage a whole word and therefore I was stupid. I wasnt, but as a kid, in this situation, what else would you think?
  

 Now boys and girls, said the teacher, a few days later, I want you to write something about what you did at the weekend.
 I wrote about playing in the park where I had gone as usual, and added a drawing of some trees, grass and me. I was always happy to do a bit of art: other than my handwriting it was the only thing I was good at.
 Patrick, said the teacher, come up and show me your work, please.
 I carried my book to the desk. She took it and started to read. Her face was still for a moment. Then she scowled and, with her red correcting pencil, she circled a word.
 Look at this, she said. Playing is not spelt p-a-l-y-i-n-g, is it?
 My face reddened and I wanted to turn and run. I always felt like that when I was scolded.
 She went to the blackboard and chalked P-L-A-Y-I-N-G.
 This is how Patrick spelt playing and thats not right, is it? she said. Can someone tell me how to spell it properly?
 P-L-A-Y-I-N-G, shouted a child.
 Thank you. And you should know that, Patrick, she said. Weve been over it enough times.
 I went back to my desk thinking, fuck this, they wont get any more out of me, and from then on I gave up. I wont say I went downhill from there because I dont think Id even got on to the hill, but I wasnt going to do any more reading and writing because I was never going to give my teacher the chance to humili ate me like that again.
 School became a punishment. I knew I was no good  or I believed I was no good  and nothing happened to change my mind, not even winning a prize. It was a book, The Call of the Wild by Jack London. The cover was very nice. I got it home, opened it and saw this:
  

 CHAPTER I
  

 Into the Primitive
  Old longings nomadic leap,
 Chafing at customs chain;
 Again from its brumal sleep.
 Weakens the ferine strain

 I couldnt make head or tail of it or any of the rest of the page. Someone at school had said I was given it so I wouldnt feel left out. Now I knew that was true.
  

 A man came to the school to test the childrens musical ability and somehow I was selected to learn the violin. I carried it to and from school every day and had a lesson once a week, but I had nothing to show for my pains, other than a sore neck. Mum was proud, though. She would say to people, My son Patrick plays the violin, you know.
 There was a man who used to come to our house  Dad, who was still a gas fitter, did private jobs for him  and he played the violin in the London Symphony Orchestra. When he came, I would run up the stairs and hide in my bedroom for fear that he would ask me to play a note or two. I didnt want to show myself up in front of Mum.
 In the late autumn of 1969, when I was eight, preparations started for Christmas at the Queens Park Primary School. There was a band made up of the oldest juniors but each year a few younger children played with them. I was chosen and so was another kid who was also having violin lessons. He was about as good as I was.
 It was afternoon. The band was in the assembly hall, arranged around the piano. I was sitting at the front with the other kid, our violins under our chins. That much we did know. We went through the motions, pretending to play, keeping an eye on the other band members. When their bows went up, our bows went up, when theirs went down, ours followed. We tried not to make too much noise, if any. For a day or two we got away with this. But you cant get away with something for ever. Youll always be caught out in the end.
 One day the teacher pulled us out in front of the band. Play something, she said, pointing at me.
 What?
 Anything.
 I pulled my bow over the strings. I made a noise like two cats fighting.
 The teacher couldnt work out how the other lad and I had got into the band in the first place. In fact, neither could we. Was it just because we had violins? No one had asked if we could play and we hadnt told anyone anything different. Well, why would we? If wed said anything we wouldnt have got out of the classroom as we had and for that it was worth the risk. Yes, it was worth it, even though we looked like fools in the end.
  

 Football was my game, and I was good at it. Number nine, up front. The only thing Dad ever told me about it was this: get the ball into the goal. Good advice. Our home ground was Paddington Rec and I couldnt wait for Saturdays.
 It was a training day. The boys of the Queens Park Primary School squad were on their practice pitch on Wormwood Scrubs. The Scrubs were open and flat and, as we waited for Sir to organize us into teams, we could see all the way to an old building with high walls.
 Whats that place, sir?
 Thats where they put the bad boys, he said.
 What was he on about? I wondered. Then I caught on.
 Sometimes, when I was sitting at Mums feet having my head stroked and my back rubbed, thered be something on television about these places. Id not paid much attention but Id taken in enough to understand what they were and now I knew that this was one of them.
  It looked horrible. But it was only for bad boys. Wasnt that what Sir had said?
 So what exactly did those bad boys do to end up in that grim building? Id no idea but it would be worse than anything I could think of, let alone do, I was sure. I would never end up in a place like that, I thought.
 And the boys with me, they thought the same. Standing there, looking at Wormwood Scrubs jail, we shuddered, and we all thought, No, not me, never  Ill never go to a place like that.
 Right, lads, shouted Sir. Listen up.
 The place with the high walls went right out of my mind as we started to train.
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 My father left the Gas Board in 1970, after eleven years as a fitter. At first he didnt let on to Mum, but when he did they had an awful row and Mum said something about leaving him.
 Now that he was out of work, Dad was drinking every day. He went to Horton Hospital at Epsom in Surrey for treatment but discharged himself after five weeks. Later he went back but discharged himself again. Then he got work, first as a fitter at a factory in Park Royal that made double-glazed windows, then at William Press and finally on the Mozart Estate, which was being built close to our house, as a night-watchman.
 Some evenings I would go with my brothers to visit him there. We would sit in his little hut and drink tea or muck about on the site. For me, the attraction was the dogs that came with the job: Brandy the Alsatian bitch, who lived at home with us, driving Mum mad and terrifying her, and Whiskey, who lived on the site.
 One night, coming home with Dad, I asked if I could hold Brandys lead. I was big enough, I believed, for the job. Yes, he said. But you cant let go.
 I wouldnt have dreamt of letting go. That would have defeated the whole purpose, which was to be seen walking along the road with a huge Alsatian.
 I took the lead and we walked on. I felt so proud, Brandy and me together
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