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Dedication

This book is for Maisie and Isla,
who will never be allowed to read it.
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INTRODUCTION

To the Devil, a daughter.

Due to a misunderstanding on the part of all involved parties as to exactly what constituted ‘going into labour’, when our first child was born my wife and I made it to the hospital with just moments to spare. There was no time for gas and air, certainly very little chance of filling a birthing pool, and barely a moment for me to shout ‘shitting hell!’ while doing 140 mph through the streets of Canterbury, in Kent, at three o’clock in the morning. Quite by accident, most of the breathing, painful bits, swearing and yelling had been done at home, the latter mostly directed at me, largely because I’d thought it a good idea to time the contractions via an app on my phone and had managed to get it staggeringly, impressively wrong.

‘According to the app,’ I kept saying to my wife as she huffed, puffed and profaned on all fours, ‘the contractions are still quite far apart.’

My wife’s scepticism, by which I mean anger, was exacerbated only by me confidently explaining that I couldn’t be wrong, because all I had to do was press a button at the start and end of each contraction. It was hardly rocket science. Hell, it wasn’t even rocket salad, yet somehow I still got it way off and, having narrowly avoided a newborn baby’s first experience of the world being the footwell of a car, we arrived at the birth unit only to be immediately hooked up to machines with varying levels of nursing staff peering intently between my wife’s legs.

‘Baby’s coming right now,’ one said.

And so it began.

‘Gas and air!’ screeched my wife.

‘No time, baby’s here,’ said the midwife. ‘Push.’

There was agony, more shouting, gore, blood and things that the human eye should never ever see happening to bed sheets, as if Eli Roth, rather than a midwife, was directing proceedings. Clearly, I was aware that midwives are trained professionals who are taught to pull babies out of people willy-nilly, day in day out, but to my inexpert eye it was carnage. And then it happened. In the midst of all the bleeping and shrieking, I was dimly aware that the midwife had called a trainee over to show her the ropes of whatever it was that was coming out of my wife. I was, like most cowardly men, stationed firmly at the northern end, because I had taken one look and seen enough of what was happening in the southern sector to know that it was best avoided.

‘Push!’ people were now shouting.

‘Fuck off!’ my wife was bellowing. And then suddenly a head began to appear.

‘Crowning,’ said the midwife, and pulled the trainee closer still so that she could get a better view of what was going on. I too took the opportunity to glance down at the action, knowing I was about to see the miracle of life being brought into this world. The fragility of human existence entering this realm in the shape of a child, our child, my child – a tiny bundle of pink happiness, slicked wet with the natural processes of nature. It is the most wondrous thing that a human being can bear witness to.

And it was then that I noticed that the trainee midwife was wearing a low-cut gown. She was bent over, staring intently at my wife’s vagina, and I could see straight down her top. All the way down, almost to her waist, and she was wearing nothing underneath but a lacy bra. My child was being born, yet here I was, being distracted by the attractive breasts of a trainee midwife.

I am a man. Despite this, I felt bad, and so later I consulted various male friends as to what they would have done in the same situation. My research revealed one common denominator: each and every one of them concurred that they would have done pretty much the same thing. I offer this only as proof, if proof were needed, that men are pretty much fucked up.

And it’s why I was glad, moments later, that I was holding a girl.

Some weeks after this, I and the family Holmes were at the post-natal clinic where I was asked to fill in countless boxes on myriad medical forms detailing whether or not this crying creature that I’d co-created was likely, at any time in the future, to be hit by heart disease, diabetes, an early death, or all three due to some underlying hereditary condition. The problem was, I didn’t know. And that’s because I have simply no idea who my parents are.


‘This form,’ said the nice lady, ‘is an essential document that will let everyone know what may lie in store for little Maisie in the future.’

‘Hmm.’ I said. ‘I can’t fill this in.’

‘Do you need a pen?’ she asked, reaching into her drawer.

I needed a lot more than a pen. I couldn’t fill in the form because I have no idea whether my grandad had diabetes, or if my mother and father’s hearts were alive or dead.1 I know nothing of them, not even their names, and what’s more I have nothing to go on, save for a teddy bear that my mum bought for me before she gave me up for adoption at two weeks’ old. Yet what I will be forever carrying with me are whatever medical time bombs she and my unknown father kindly bequeathed to me, and while I am, arguably, (thanks to genetics and good old-fashioned DNA) a cocktail of my missing parents’ looks and personality, the answer to the question of who I am – who I really am, the person I’ve become – lies with a childless young couple who walked through a door one day, picked an unwanted baby out of a line-up, and then took it home to set about the tricky task of turning it into a person.


I may not ever be able to pass on anything about me via any kind of important form, but I can hand my daughters a document of who I am.

This is it.2



1  And it’s just this kind of lack of medical history coupled with the fact that I actually wasn’t even originally even called ‘Jon Holmes’, that creates a situation pretty much guaranteed to confuse the hell out of the staff at the post-natal clinic. I don’t blame them either, because who would want to have to write ‘N/A’ on a piece of paper that could have such profound consequences on the lives of my daughters? (I should mention that we now have two of them. The beautiful Isla was born in 2012. I was forbidden to use the app.)

2  In truth, I wrote this foreword after I’d written the book. I’ve just read the whole thing back and, quite honestly, Maisie and Isla are never, ever EVER going to be allowed to read it. Not ever. If you keep reading, you’ll soon see why. It turns out that ‘who I am’ is ‘an idiot’.






ONE

. . . in which I am 1.

‘You can watch The Six Million Dollar Man until he does something bionic, and then you can go to bed,’ said the lady who wasn’t my mum, heading back into the kitchen armed with a tea towel that had various badly reproduced paintings of scenes of the Norfolk Broads on it. Despite not being my mum, she’d been waving the cloth souvenir to emphasise Mum’s Law, a little-known branch of theoretical physics that dictates that if, in her opinion, you are too young to stay up and watch Steve Austin jump over a car, then it was time, in my dad’s words, ‘to go up the wooden hill to Bedfordshire’.1 Although he wasn’t my dad either.

I have no idea who my parents are. I was born at the age of nought in 1969, the year the moon landings represented a giant leap for man, to someone for whom my arrival represented an impossible step for a woman. At the arse end of the sixties it was still very much a social stigma to be an unmarried mother, so my unmarried mother was either forced – or chose – to give me up for adoption. I took my own giant leap from birth canal to maternity ward in the county town of Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, precisely four hundred and five years and one day after the birth, in the same town, of William Shakespeare in a hospital that, back when he was born, was probably all fields piled high with dead people infected with the bubonic plague. Improvements in Stratford-upon-Avon’s Healthcare Authority over the intervening years meant that I was born entirely plague-free and yet, despite this, the tiny 4lb me was quickly whisked away from a mother who I never saw or heard from again. Even if I were to pass my birth mother in the street I wouldn’t recognise her, although, to be fair, I’ve only ever realistically seen her fleetingly, and from one angle, so unless she reassumes that position in the street, which seems unlikely, then I’d say I’m not in with a very good chance of picking her out of a crowd. Plus, I have as much recollection of the birth as I do the conception, which was quite possibly the last time either of us had anything to do with my natural father. All that remains of her – all that she left me with – was a small box of baby clothes, some knitted toys she’d made for me while she was pregnant, and a teddy bear, which I still have. It came home with me when I was adopted by a young married couple called Dorothy and Leslie Holmes, of Nuneaton, Warwickshire, who couldn’t have children of their own.

*


If my formative years were a series of scenes painted on the souvenir tea-towel of life, then this is one that sticks in my mind. I was six, well into my tenure as a child, and The Six Million Dollar Man was a staple of 1975 Saturday teatime television, sharing space with Bruce Forsyth’s Generation Game and New Faces, a shiny floor talent show that sucked in singers and other entertainers and crushed them to shit, like some kind of reverse musical event-horizon, gobbling up a star.2 This was how and when Showaddywaddy was discovered. It was also perfectly acceptable to black up. These were dangerous times.3

I remember this particular day because it was just after tea, and we’d all been to my nana and grandad’s house (on Dad’s side), where I’d spent the afternoon eating newfangled prawn cocktail Skips4 and falling into their pond. The Six Million Dollar Man was a favourite, so with Mum doing the drying up in the kitchen and my dad disappearing, like clockwork, upstairs to Bedfordshire for a post-tea poo, I was safe in the knowledge that I, and I alone, would be the only one to know when Steve Austin had committed his first bionic act. This way, I would squeeze extra time out of the day and no one would be any the wiser.

Within a minute of the opening credits, the Bionic Man jumped over a car. I was so excited by this spectacle that I immediately ran into the kitchen to tell my mum what I had witnessed, because it was, I told her breathlessly, the most AMAZING thing that I had ever seen in my life. She looked at me as only mothers can, and put down the tea towel. In slow motion, just like Steve Austin’s car-jump had been, I saw bits of fabric Norfolk scrunch themselves into a pile on the draining board, and the sickening understanding of what I had just done dawned heavily on my six-year-old self. Standing in a seventies’ Nuneaton kitchen, in a house built by my dad’s own fair hand, I realised a lunching awareness that was with nothing short of horror that I had become the author of my own demise. Hoist by a petard made of childish excitement and all-action television, I was in immediate danger of going to bed and I needed to act fast. I started to say that I’d made a mistake, and that what Steve Austin had done didn’t count as bionic because bionic was really when he picked a car up, rather than jumped over it, but Mum, with the plates from the Findus crispy pancakes and chips still dripping on the Formica, turned me round, switched off the television and marched me up the infamous wooden hill faster than The Six Million Dollar Man could have ever dreamed of. As we passed the border into Bedfordshire, she called out to my dad.

‘Are you still in there, Les?’

‘Yes,’ came the muffled reply.


‘Well, if you use all the loo roll,’ she said, ‘don’t just leave the empty tube on the holder for once. And use air freshener.’5

Oh yes, in 1975 my parents and I were living the high life, yet given that I already knew that they weren’t actually my parents and that I was only brought to live with them in their house a month after I was born (even if at this stage I didn’t understand why), I guess we weren’t doing too badly.

In the bathroom, my protestations were falling on not deaf, but certainly indifferent, ears. By now, I’d given up on the Bionic Man and was trying a new tactic.

‘Can I stay up and watch The Pink Panther Show?’

‘The Pink Panther was on before the Bionic Man,’ said my mum, displaying a hitherto unseen grasp of TV scheduling. ‘You watched it while you were having your tea. Now, clean your teeth.’

‘I love The Pink Panther. It’s my favourite,’ I bleated hopelessly through toothpaste. But I knew the battle had been won. And not by me.

‘You haven’t done the top ones,’ said my mum, and assumed control of the toothbrush. My Saturday was all but over.


The Pink Panther Show was surely a rival in any seventies’ child’s affections for The Six Million Dollar Man. It was a cartoon spin-off from the Peter Sellers’ films, in which, confusingly, the pink panther was a diamond, rather than a pink panther.6 Yet its magical theme tune drew me in, begging, as it did, even the most casual viewer to ‘Think of all the animals you’ve ever heard about, like rhinoceroses and tigers cats and mink.’ Back then, I hadn’t ever heard of a mink, but nevertheless I spent quite a long time drawing one, imagining it to be somewhere between a Yorkshire terrier and a basilisk. I knew full well what a Yorkshire terrier was, because my parents had one (called Bobby) that had openly resented my arrival, and I knew what a basilisk was because I had seen one in a book of Fabulous Animals.7 ‘There are lots of funny animals in all this world,’ the theme song went on to remind us, ‘But have you ever seen a panther that is pink? Think. A panther that is positively pink’. The answer to this question was a resounding ‘no’. Pink Panthers were up there with the elusive mink as far as I was concerned, and despite several childhood trips with Mum and Dad to Twycross Zoo, I had failed to find either. What I had seen there though, was a poster that idly wondered whether one, as a conscientious zoo-goer, had ever considered adopting an otter.

The process of adopting animals was, and still is, far easier than that of adopting a child. For a start, it doesn’t matter if you’re gay (although it probably did in the seventies), plus there’s the added advantage that any animal that you do adopt won’t necessarily come and live with you. Instead of having to bring up an otter on a diet of Findus crispy pancakes and limited access to Saturday evening television, your only real commitment is a one-off payment or a small monthly stipend in return for which you get a certificate and the warm glowing feeling that comes with the knowledge that you’ve contributed to the general well-being of a semi-aquatic mammal. It’s alive and it’s yours, but the bonus is that you don’t even ever have to meet it, let alone have to shell out on a Mr Frosty8 for it for Christmas. Standing well below the height of the ticket counter in my cagoule and wellies, looking at the adoption poster while my dad handed over money and my mum fussed about a guide leaflet, I was certainly aware that I wasn’t an otter, yet understanding why my birth mum didn’t want me and two complete strangers did, took a little more time to figure out.

*


From the earliest age I knew I was adopted. My adoptive parents had been married in September 1963 and had spent some years trying to conceive with no luck. They first met at the Co-op Hall, Nuneaton’s glittering nightspot of choice, in 1962, where their young eyes had met over a skiffle band and (in my dad’s case) untold quantities of Marston’s Bitter. Through the haze of this he also saw a then unknown Beatles playing in support of Tanya Day And The Vampires9 shortly before the venue played host to an equally unknown Rolling Stones, who played a children’s party there in November 1963 and were pelted with cream cakes by unappreciative toddlers.10 All of this excitement obviously took its toll on my dad’s sperm, because four years and several trips to a specialist later, he was diagnosed with a low count and the decision was taken to adopt a baby.

‘I’m sorry, Dorothy, but my sperm is rubbish,’ my dad told my mum over a breakfast of oatcakes and a boiled egg. Obviously, I’m paraphrasing as I wasn’t there. To be honest, I’ve also invented the scenario of the oatcakes and the egg, but he’s always liked both, so it’s safe to assume.

‘Never mind, dear,’ she replied. ‘What do you think about adoption?’

‘Where would we keep an otter?’

‘No, Les, a child,’ replied my mum, ‘I’ve always thought that if we couldn’t have a baby ourselves, then we should adopt.’


‘Girl or boy?’ asked my dad, because in those days you could choose.11

‘Boy,’ said my mum firmly. Both she and Dad were sibling-free and as my mum had always wanted an elder brother, she wanted a baby boy. Such was her logic. ‘And you don’t keep the otter. You just get a certificate.’

‘Fine,’ said my dad. ‘Pass the jam.’

And so it was that in the summer of ’67 they threw themselves into the adoption process. Two years, various forms, letters, social workers and home visits later they found themselves in the small office of a midwife in a Mother and Baby Home in Stratford-upon-Avon, looking down at a parentless baby. I was four weeks old and possessed, apparently, of both the biggest brown eyes and sorest bottom of any baby my mum had ever seen. And for all of us, it was love at first sight.

‘What’s wrong with his bottom?’ said my dad, eyeing my arse suspiciously.

‘Be quiet, Les,’ said my mum. ‘But yes,’ she said to the lady in charge, ‘what’s wrong with it?’

Subsequent lines of inquiry led to the revelation that, to try to keep me alive without a breast to have a crack at, the staff at the hospital had decided to feed me nothing but condensed milk from a tin. And just in case this heady concoction of homogenised liquid wasn’t sweet enough already, they’d put sugar in it. To be frank, I was lucky that I wasn’t shitting Milkybars.

‘We need to get this baby out of here if only to stop it from exploding,’ my mum told my dad.

‘He’s tiny,’ said Dad, leaning over my top end, rather than be party to the red-raw destruction at the other.

‘Yes,’ said my mum. ‘And he needs us.’

‘Do you know what?’ said my dad, twenty-nine years old and beaming like the one working headlamp on his Hillman Super Minx, ‘When we get him home, he’s going to look really funny wearing my flat cap.’

And so it was that I was chosen. Like the little bald boy in The Golden Child with Eddie Murphy, I was The Chosen One. Sadly, unlike the little bald boy in The Golden Child with Eddie Murphy, I couldn’t bend metal with my mind or bring dead insects back to life by touching their wings with magic but, on the plus side, I hadn’t been captured by a monster and hidden away locked in a cage in a remote Tibetan castle. Instead, I was to be taken to Nuneaton, where I would spend the next eighteen years of my life.

This, the story of my discovery, was told to me straight-away from as young as I can remember and, subsequently, the same tale was told for years afterwards to any girlfriends that I brought home, to whom my mum would concentrate the story mainly around the bit about the sore bottom.

‘The first time we saw him,’ she would say to them with barely concealed glee, ‘he had a sore bottom.’

My girlfriend would look uncomfortable.


‘Since birth,’ she’d continue, ‘they’d been feeding him on condensed milk. Condensed milk. From a tin. And they put sugar in it. Can you imagine such a thing?’

My girlfriend would give me a look that suggested she could neither imagine such a thing and nor would she want to, but here she was being forced to imagine it, by a lady that she’d only just met.

‘His bum was red raw,’ she’d tell them. ‘I’d never seen anything like it, had you, Les?’

My dad, whose experience with babies prior to me was nil, would agree that he had not, and then he would go upstairs for a poo.

‘Use freshener,’ my mum would call after him, and at that point I knew I would never see the girl sitting in our lounge ever again.



1  My dad always said this, and for years I was convinced there was another county at the top of the stairs, the border of which was the top step. As you passed the landing windowsill on the right, home to a thin blue glass vase with a pottery cat clambering over the rim, I had the idea we were entering a different land. I think I was heavily influenced by the work of Enid Blyton and the interchangeable worlds that used to swirl through her seminal work of theoretical aesthetic emotionalism, The Magic Faraway Tree. It’s £5.24 in paperback on Amazon.

2  Bruce Forsyth and ITV talent shows passing for Saturday evening entertainment? I know, it’s unthinkable in modern times, of course, but it actually happened.

3  See also Jim’ll Fix It, The Rolf Harris Show and Dave Lee Travis on Radio 1.

4  Prawn cocktail-flavour Skips were launched on an unsuspecting public in 1974. Back then, a prawn cocktail was seen as the height of social sophistication, along with Black Forest gateaux and wife swapping. Prawn cocktail Skips were fucking horrible then and they’re fucking horrible now. You may as well eat a bit of polystyrene packaging that you’ve found on the floor and then rubbed on a fish.

5  The toilet was adjacent to, but separate from, the bathroom. When my dad had built the house he must have been taking into consideration his own predilection for going for a long poo at children’s bath time. This allowed the two things to take place simultaneously, rather than one action having to wait for/rely on the timing of the other. He’s a clever man, my dad. He had foresight. Although not so much that he’d had the prescience to build more than one bathroom; say a downstairs one or an en-suite, for instance – this was the seventies – downstairs and en-suite toilets were quite literally distant pipe dreams.

6  The Peter Sellers’ Pink Panther films about a diamond called the Pink Panther had an animated pink panther in their title sequences, which wasn’t a diamond but was also an actual pink panther. The panther (the actual panther, not the diamond) then got its own spin-off series. There were a lot of drugs around at this time.

7  The book in question was based on a 1975 children’s TV series of the same name, which saw David Attenborough prowling round a studio made up to look like a museum, talking about unicorns, dragons and mermaids. It was to my young eyes, as the title suggests, fabulous.

8  Despite having a name like a supernatural serial killer from a Stephen King novel, Mr Frosty was a plastic snowman who, when you poured ice into a hole in his head and turned a handle, would dispense slush from his stomach. One was then encouraged to flavour this resulting mess with brightly coloured, possibly toxic, liquid poured out of a penguin, and then eat it. Actually, come to think of it, that sounds exactly like a supernatural serial killer from a Stephen King novel.

9  Nope, me neither.

10  This famous Nuneaton incident is even recorded by Bill Wyman in his autobiography Stone Alone. Presumably they were playing new material, and the six-year-olds just wanted to hear the hits.

11  You could, too. There was a baby surplus because back then unmarried mothers received nothing in the way of benefits, very little help and complete ostracism from their uptight families. Single pregnant girls were often sent away to have the baby, which was then taken from them at birth. Love may well have been free in the 1960s, but you paid a high price for it.






TWO

. . . in which I thank God that my real dad isn’t Bono.

The whole ‘adoption’ thing, to me, has never been that much of an issue, which is, in the main, thanks to my parents making it seem so much like part of everyday life. At school, occasionally, it would crop up. Usually during some kind of highbrow break-time chat about the sociological implications of child rearing in post-war Britain.1

‘What?’ said Paul Bolton, who was in my English class at secondary school. ‘You’re a fucking orphan?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘I’m not an orphan. You’re thinking of Oliver Twist. Or Annie.’

‘Who’s Annie? Have you got off with her?’

‘No. You know, Little Orphan Annie. From Annie.’

He paused for a moment, as if to consider the parallels between my young life and that of a depression-era American waif and her benefactor.


‘Urgh,’ he said. ‘You’re like a girl called Annie. You’re gay.’ And then he wandered off to chalk a spunking cock on a wall without once noting the irony.

It’s fair to say that people do react strangely when you tell them you’re adopted because it’s a bit unusual. If it helps, think of it like Mowgli in the film The Jungle Book but where Mowgli was not brought up in the jungle by a black (not pink) panther, a special-needs bear, and a suspicious-looking orangutan, but rather in a house in the Midlands by a state-registered nurse and a builder.2 There had also been the tricky question of my name. As any parent knows, the identification of a child is something not to be undertaken lightly. You are bestowing upon this sensitive human creature something with which it will be saddled in perpetuity, something that will forever be used to address it, cajole it, admonish it, call it hither and mercilessly taunt it, if you pick the wrong one. There was a girl at my school called Gay Wally, and among pupils and staff alike she came to epitomise the whole ‘what were your parents thinking?’ debate. There was no escape for her.

‘What’s your name?’ she was inevitably asked on the first day. Probably by Paul Bolton.

‘Gay.’

‘Gay? Gay what?’

‘Gay Wally.’


‘Hahahahahahahaha. You’re Gay, like a Wally,’ he’d say, and then draw another cock on a wall. By lunchtime everyone knew and Gay Wally’s schooldays were numbered. Back then a fellow pupil’s amusing name would travel round a secondary school faster than chlamydia does now. And it was all her parents’ fault for not thinking it through.

Everyone gets some kind of nickname at school and, as a parent, it’s very easy to accidentally give your offspring’s peers an open goal. My nickname was simply ‘Holmesy’, which was part of the time-honoured tradition of simply adding the letter ‘Y’ to any given surname for instant nickname gratification. Adding a Y was simple and worked along much the same lines as Pot Noodle or sex with Fishy Fiona from the year above us: it was quick and effective, if not especially satisfying. At least, with regard to the latter, that’s if Anthony ‘Walshy’ Walsh was to be believed, which he wasn’t. These were comfortable, simple, classic go-to nicknames, formed in a hurry (among my peers I could also count ‘Woody’, ‘Granty’ and ‘Stouty’) but the best and most rewarding monikers were reserved for people who had something wrong with them, or had a stupid real name bestowed on them by their unthinking parents. Kev, who was Fat, was thus known as ‘Fat Kev’, John Thomas was quite obviously referred to as ‘Cock’, Matthew Stirling, who was quite possibly certifiably insane,3 somehow got labelled ‘Feek’, poor Lorna Jenkins had very bad eczema so she was known as ‘Jenkins Fever’ (children are horrible little fuckers, aren’t they?) and, despite having everyday, run-of-the-mill, eminently sensible first names, Wayne Grewcock and Lisa Wankling never even stood a chance. Fishy Fiona was her own fault, a result of bad personal hygiene. In fact, some given names are so bad that they are destined to be changed by deed poll the moment the unfortunate recipients reach eighteen. David Bowie’s son Zowie Bowie, for instance, is now called Duncan Jones and Elijah Bob Patricius Guggi Q, spawn of Bono, can only be counting the days. Mind you, his dad is called ‘Bono’, a man who, lest we forget, once paid for a first-class ticket to fly his hat round world because he’d forgotten it, and therefore can’t really be relied on to do anything sensible. I think it’s safe to assume that Elijah Bob Patricius Guggi Q is probably having a bit of a hard time at school. And sure enough, where I was concerned, my new parents had a problem.

‘We need to give him a name,’ my mum told my dad over some more oatcakes.4

‘He’s already got a name,’ said my dad.

‘Yes,’ said my mum. ‘But I don’t like it.’

Dad was right. The name on the front of this book says Jon Holmes but that’s technically not who I first was. I’d arrived into the fledgling Holmes’ household with another name entirely.


‘Why not?’ said my dad, not unreasonably. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘Nothing. Just that now that he’s ours, we should give him a name that we’ve chosen.’

This was perfectly acceptable. In the early seventies you could take an adopted child home and rename it with the kind of easy nonchalance that these days you’d associate with renaming a Word file.

‘What about John?’ suggested my dad, whose middle name was John.

‘Too harsh for a baby,’ said my mum, with a quick frown, as though my dad was considering getting his paintbrushes out to paint ‘Vlad Dracul’ on the end of my cot.

‘How is John too harsh?’

‘It just is.’

‘No it isn’t,’ countered Dad. ‘My dad was called John. And it’s my middle name.’

‘Be quiet, Les, I’m thinking.’

‘What about Les? That’s a nice name.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

Thank heaven for small mercies. At my school, ‘Les’ would have immediately been translated into the nickname ‘Lesbian’ and would have drawn playground mockery like homophobic moths to a gay flame.

‘What about Jonathan?’ she said. ‘That’s got John in it. And it’s a much nicer name for a baby.’

‘Perfect,’ said my dad, knowing, like any man, both when he was beaten and when to be quiet.

So it was decided. I’d arrived into their lives in a brown carrycot with the name of Sean Richard Smith and I was now lying in it, post-breakfast, as Jonathan Richard Holmes. Mum was pleased because Jonathan ‘had John in it’ which in turn was an Anglicised equivalent of the Irish ‘Sean’ so some of my original identity had been kept, and Dad was happy because he could eat his oatcakes in peace. Mum was doubly content with her choice, as the meaning of ‘Jonathan’ is ‘God has Given’,5 whereas Sean means ‘God’s Gracious Gift’6 so, overall, she’d found a happy symbiosis in her nomenclature. Likewise, they kept my middle name intact as a nice touch, though my surname had to be changed for legal reasons.7

Of course, it’s entirely random chance that I became Jon(athan) Holmes as the next family through the door of the Stratford maternity home that day could have been called ‘Hitler’ for all I knew and I could just as easily have been called Jonathan Hitler, which may well have taken the playground name calling to the next level. Growing up, I was only too aware that things could have been very different, and my entire life was wholly dependent on where I had been placed, and with whom. Who knows where I’d be or what I’d be doing if I’d been allowed to stay with my birth mother. And occasionally, usually when drunk, I have the sobering thought that, simply by a quirk of timing and fate, I could have ended up being someone else entirely. Irrespective of nature, one day either side of my parents walking through the door that day could have seen me nurtured by anyone from millionaire yacht owners to breadline barge owners to anyone in between, such as someone who ran a family-owned pedalo business.8 I could even have been scooped up by a passing, adoption-crazed Madonna, longing to take this poor abandoned child home to suckle at her conical teat, although given that Madonna would have been eleven at the time and lived in Michigan, the chances of her passing through Stratford on one of her humanitarian child rescue missions is improbable at best. And anyway, I was the wrong colour.

In recent years, it’s arguably been Madonna and her baby-taking Hollywood compatriots that have given adoption a slightly embarrassing public face. Madonna went off to Malawi to do her child shopping, Angelina Jolie came back from Ethiopia with a tan and a toddler, Ewan McGregor and his wife went slightly left field by opting for Mongolian, and in 2006 Meg Ryan popped out for a Chinese. Not only that, but round about the time I was first learning to say my new name, the actress Mia Farrow, who has four biological children, turned the notion of adoption up a few notches and set out on a path to reach out around the world and take on eleven more, one of whom, Soon-Yi, as a teenager, then had an affair with Mia’s partner Woody Allen. Shortly afterwards, Woody and Soon-Yi married and adopted two children themselves. Given this kind of mental family skeleton, life in Nuneaton as the newest member of the Holmes family was going to have to go some way to keep up. Which, forty-one years later, it did, in quite spectacular fashion. But we’ll get to that. Yes, they were adopting me, but by default I was adopting the entire history – and future – of the Holmes family.



1  Or during a lull in a conversation about breasts, as was more likely. We were fourteen, and like any fourteen-year-old boys, we talked of very little else. As the Bible tells us, ‘When two or three fourteen-year-old boys are gathered together, they are apt to discuss trying to get off with girls. And so it is written.’

2  Although, to be fair, there was a suspicious-looking orangutan involved, because in a rare moment of philanthropy, my dad had adopted one at Twycross Zoo. Although it didn’t live with us. Partly because you only get a certificate, but mostly because, for Bobby, the attention-seeking jealous Yorkshire terrier, it would have been the last straw and he would have killed it.

3  He had a schoolbag that he insisted was a vampire bat. His speciality was to launch it at people while they were standing against walls in the playground. The resulting impact would smash their noses from the front and bounce their heads off the bricks at the back. He told them that they’d been ‘attacked by the bat’.

4  My dad loves oatcakes. He’s from Stoke-on-Trent. Oatcakes are like catnip to those people. They’re sort of flat pancakes made from oatmeal, flour, yeast and bits of old pottery.

5  In the 1970s there was no name with the meaning ‘Gift From Stratford-upon-Avon Mother and Baby Maternity Home’.

6  My mum is big on God. More about this later.

7  Later in life, when I was old enough to understand that my birth mother had entirely coincidentally given me an entirely different name from the one I was walking around with, it prompted a brief identity crisis. To solve this, I told myself I was a spy and even went as far as finding my dad’s passport and altering the details to match my ‘spy name’ of Sean Richard Smith with a Berol felt-tip pen. He wasn’t best pleased, but he has only himself and my mother to blame.

8  Thinking about it, the authorities probably wouldn’t have given a child to anyone who’d written ‘pedalo’ on their form, lest it be a typo.*

*For ‘Paedo’. Come on, this is just Chapter Two. Do try to keep up.






THREE

. . . in which I fail to listen properly.

My first birthday sort of passed me by without me noticing. I mean, I’m sure I noticed at the time, but none of the details have stayed with me and I have no real memory of what happened. While this may be unhelpful when writing a memoir (of sorts), it is hardly news. No one remembers their first birthday, they are the anniversary equivalent of listening to the Radio 1 Breakfast Show; you’re aware that something must have happened, but you certainly can’t recall anything of any note and, during it, more than one person was probably sick.1

So I have no recollection of mine whatsoever and neither do you of yours. And this is selfish, given the effort that most first-time parents go to for their offspring’s inaugural celebration. When, four years ago at the time of writing, our eldest daughter Maisie turned one, all manner of lavish plans were put in place, plans which were so rich with detail they would have prompted even the most methodical of mice and/or men to comment on how well they were organised. As a new father, the big question of what we were going to do to mark this birthday seemed to me to be a rhetorical one. Mainly because I am a man and therefore I wasn’t listening.

‘Where shall we have the party?’ said my wife one evening out of the blue, about six months before the actual date.

‘Mmm?’ I said, because I wasn’t listening.

‘Are you listening?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then where?’

At this point, as a man, you have a choice. You have now arrived at the moment in a conversation when it has become abundantly clear to both parties that you haven’t been listening to whatever it is that you are supposed to be listening to. I was dimly aware that there had been a sort of background sound while I was concentrating on an episode of 24 I’d taped,2 but had no idea what it was. The question is: is it worse to have not been listening to what could have been quite a long (if one-sided) conversation and then pretend you’ve been listening all along but are now risking getting caught out on, or is it better to come clean and admit you weren’t listening to your wife from the off while she was canvassing your opinion on whether we should have a jungle theme or something to do with princesses? Naturally, I tried to bluff it out.

‘Oh, I dunno. What do you think?’

Any man will tell you that that is how it’s done. Play for time. Bat the question, to which you have no answer, back, in the hope of getting a few more clues.

‘You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said, have you?’

Come clean. Come clean and you could still get away with this.

‘Yes. Of course I’ve been listening. You asked where and I asked what you thought.’ On-screen, Jack Bauer has a Russian assassin tied to a chair and is torturing him by pulling bits of his tummy off with pliers. I’m beginning to know how his victim feels. Yet it’s quite an exciting bit of 24, so now I’m simultaneously trying to concentrate on what Jack Bauer is doing and what my wife is saying.

‘Where’s the SIM card?’ someone growls and I can’t remember whether Jack or my wife is looking for a SIM card. Could that have been her original question? On television, Jack produces a knife and disembowels the screaming man to pull a swallowed SIM card out of his guts. Damn. That means it was Jack’s question and I’m no closer to knowing what my wife’s was. Yet the air of menace she’s exuding is not dissimilar to that of everyone’s favourite CTU operative when he’s in a bad mood. I realise I’m a dead man. I press ‘pause’ on the SkyBox.


*

This kind of thing happens on a regular basis. Sometimes it can take up to three whole evenings to watch a single fifty-minute-long episode of The Walking Dead because I have to pause it every thirty seconds to have a conversation that apparently cannot wait until it is finished. The record as it stands is five nights to get through forty minutes of one episode of The Killing. I imagine it would have been even longer if, say, something had to be organised. Something like a first birthday party.

‘So what am I talking about?’

OK. Now I’m in trouble. The metaphorical SIM card is now being pulled from my intestines. It’s game over.

‘I don’t know, I was watching this.’

There’s a sigh. ‘Your daughter’s birthday. Should we have a party here or should we hire somewhere? Plus, jungle or Princesses?’

My first thought, as previously discussed, is: ‘What’s the point of a party for a first birthday? One-year-olds don’t remember anything from when they were one. I have no memory of mine and neither does anyone else. Plus her birthday is in January, just after Christmas, so she really isn’t going to need any more presents and, let’s face it, she won’t remember whether she got any or not because she’s one and one-year-olds lack the cognitive ability to remember much so really it’s just a waste of money why don’t we wait until she’s old enough to remember such things like when she’s about five?’ I say precisely none of this out loud.

‘Princesses?’

‘No. Jungle. And we’ll do it here.’


In our house, by the time I get round to being involved in the discussion, it is already over; my input was merely perfunctory and I was only really being consulted out of politeness. I imagine this must be much like how Belgium feels during meetings at the United Nations.3 Of course there is also every chance that my wife, being a woman, had actually said to me, ‘Where shall we have the party?’ without any build-up at all, simply having had the conversation leading up to it by herself, in her own head. Among the skills passed down to man by his ancestors – hunting, gathering, making fire – I find that women often expect us to have been handed telepathy too. Perhaps the many theories put about by authors and researchers who believe that the pyramids were built by aliens, and that once we had telepathic powers but lost them, only came up with the concept after discussing first-birthday parties with their wives. It’s only a hypothesis, but it’s as valid as theirs.

I do remember my second birthday, although my memory of it, like so many moments of early childhood, may well not come from inside my own head, but via a series of dog-eared photographs. In them, I am wearing something Godawful that my mum has dressed me in and am blowing the two candles out on a cake that’s been fashioned into the shape of a steam train. It was the seventies, after all, and my mum had seemingly figured that this gave her carte blanche to be creative with a number of Arctic Rolls. There are other children in the background of this memory, but I have no idea who
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