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      Homecoming

      
      I don’t know what I felt when that confirmation phone call came through – a mixture of hope and expectation mingled with a
         deep, dull ache of remembrance for an old, familiar pain. The caller said I was definitely booked to return to Stamford Bridge
         and that they were going to introduce me to the crowd at half-time. I hadn’t been back since 1987. Some of the people in the
         stands would be the same ones – older and hopefully wiser – who had given me such horrific abuse when I played there, just
         for being a black man in blue. Now it was time to face them again, and to see how much water had passed under the Bridge.
         On the morning of the game I had an even longer shower than usual. I let the water flow over my face for ages, thinking, trying
         to rinse away the doubts. On the way there I got butterflies in my stomach – the same feeling I used to get just before playing
         a match, especially for Chelsea.
      

      
      
      So here I am. It’s the first game of the season, 20 August 2006, and the visitors are Man City. I’m quite tired because . . . well, I’m tired a lot . . . but also because I haven’t slept well. I’ve been going over this moment for days, discussing
         it good and hard with various people. I had no idea what lay in store. How will I be received? What if they ask me to say
         something?
      

      
      It sounds so naïve, but I’d actually sat down and penned a little speech. I wrote something along the lines of ‘I never imagined
         that I would take this journey actually to return to this stadium, and at last be recognised for my contribution to the club
         as the first black player for Chelsea, and I would like to take this opportunity to say thank you to all those fans who supported
         me at the time.’
      

      
      Martin Luther King, eat your heart out. The speech was in my pocket when I met up with a bloke from work, Jeff, a long-time
         Chelsea fan, and travelled to the game.
      

      
      It started to hit me when we got to Fulham Broadway tube station, the nearest one to the stadium. It used to be old-fashioned
         and a bit ramshackle when I used to arrive there as a young footballer. To me, coming out of the station was always a bit
         testy. You knew there were some people there who wished you ill. They were threatening, and happy to make themselves heard.
         You ran a bit of a gauntlet to the stadium, even though it was only a few hundred yards. I dreaded it, what I’d overhear them
         saying or shouting at me. I just kept my head down all the time. I didn’t want anyone to recognise me.
      

      
      The station’s totally different now, lost in a huge, modern shopping mall. ‘Maybe that’s a good sign,’ I thought. ‘Maybe other things have changed too.’
      

      
      In the press box it’s nice to see some familiar faces still there from my day. But I’m nervous as hell. I just keep thinking,
         ‘What do the fans think of me now?’ Halfhearted applause would be bad enough. Supposing they don’t remember me? It would be
         understandable. My name’s hardly been on everyone’s lips since I left. Or worse, supposing they don’t wish to remember me?
      

      
      I’ve rarely been to a game as a spectator, and it feels so different. I get a sense of adrenalin and passion coming from the
         fans. All the way through the first half I’m barely watching the match, though. My mind is spinning, my heart throbbing. It
         will be half-time soon. Then it’s the moment.
      

      
      How mad is this? I’ve seen off cancer twice and I’m in bits about having to walk out on a piece of grass in front of an audience.
         God, let’s just get this thing over.
      

      
      At some point Jeff nudges me and points out the Chelsea subs warming up – Salomon Kalou and John Obi Mikel. It takes a moment
         and then I realise what he means. I look slightly to my left and confirm it – every one of Chelsea’s outfield subs is black.
         We both know and we both smile. That’s a pointer.
      

      
      Chelsea are their usual selves and pretty soon it’s 2–0. They’re looking invincible, like reigning back-to-back champions
         should, and for me those two goals provide a little bit of insurance. They reduce the chance of a bad reception. And I don’t
         know if I could take a bad reception now.
      

      
      
      I can’t believe I feel like this, but to understand why I do, you have to go back to the night of Monday, 12 April 1982.

      
      It was supposed to be the fulfilment of my life’s ambition. Since I could run all I ever wanted was to become a professional
         footballer. And there I was, only twenty years old, about to make my debut in the Second Division for one of the biggest clubs
         in London in a local derby against Crystal Palace.
      

      
      It should have been one of the greatest days of my life, not a nightmare that came back again and again.

      
      But this debut wasn’t the Hollywood version. This was the snarling, nasty, eighties-Britain version. It was a miserable evening
         but we were winning 1–0 thanks to a goal from popular winger Clive Walker, and the last few minutes were ticking by.
      

      
      Then manager John Neal leant over and told me to warm up, I was coming on. I stood up and ran along the side of the Selhurst
         Park pitch.
      

      
      Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next. As I’m stretching and running, I hear loud individual voices through
         the noise: ‘Sit down you black cunt!’, ‘You fucking wog – fuck off!’ Over and over again. Lots of different people. I hardly
         dared look round. They were right behind me. I snatched a glimpse. They were all wearing blue shirts and scarves – Chelsea
         fans, my side’s fans, faces screwed with pure hatred and anger, all directed at me.
      

      
      Then it came. Chanting, not just by one or two people, but what sounded like scores of people, a huge mob: ‘We don’t want the nigger! We don’t want the nigger! La la la laaa, la
         la la laaa!’ Again and again. So loud. My God. This ain’t the way it’s supposed to be. A banana landed near me as I walked
         back, head bowed, to take off my training top. I felt physically sick. I was absolutely terrified.
      

      
      Play stopped and I was on – for the goalscoring hero, Clive Walker, of all people. So the crescendo of abuse got worse. It
         was as much as I could do to run about, leave alone have any effect on the game. Thankfully, the ordeal was soon over and
         I dashed off to the dressing room, those cruel voices chasing after me down the players’ tunnel.
      

      
      That was the experience of the first black man ever to play in Chelsea’s first team. I made history and the fans made my life
         hell.
      

      
      In the dressing room, dazed and confused, I sat, hunched, motionless, muttering to myself, so many thoughts racing through
         my head. Why all that hatred against their own player? Why did the manager have to take off their hero? A few team-mates,
         including Colin Pates, the skipper, good people, came over and asked if I was OK. ‘How d’you think I am!’ I didn’t say that
         – didn’t say anything at all – but that’s what I was thinking. I felt so isolated, not for the first time in my life. It had
         taken me completely by surprise and I was stunned.
      

      
      John Neal, the Chelsea manager and a man of experience, eventually came over to reassure me. ‘Paul,’ he said, ‘what kind of
         people do you think they are? They pay their hard-earned money to watch the team home and away, and then they abuse one of the players who can help get results. That’s how stupid they are. Don’t pay them any heed.’
         His kindness would sustain me a little during the crap I was to face over the next few months. At least I knew the geezer
         who picked the team was on my side. I always respected him for that.
      

      
      After that, the rest of the evening is a blur. I have absolutely no idea how I got home all the way to Slough. I was lost
         in myself with no one to turn to. I’d had a big bust-up with my family a few days earlier and none of them were there. None
         of my friends came to watch me either because I’d not told anyone about it. Did someone drop me off from the game? I still
         don’t know. I remember feeling so alone. What on earth was going to happen next?
      

      
      I soon learned that the Selhurst Park crowd was not a one-off. Every game the following season I heard the same abuse. I trained
         like it didn’t affect me because I’d wanted this career all my life. To get on, I knew I’d have to deal with it, mentally
         equipped or not, and the best way was to keep my head down. When I was interviewed for the Chelsea newspaper, Bridge News, two years later, I even cited that first game as the ‘best moment of my career’. I kept hold of my dream, but I can’t say
         I wasn’t shaken – it was crushing me, every single time I heard that disgusting abuse. I knew there were good people in that
         crowd too, though, most of them silent. I’d meet some near the gate after games. ‘Don’t listen to the idiots, Paul,’ they’d
         say, and eventually I won the majority over. I still remember when my name was first sung. But mostly I remember the abuse, and how it affected me.
      

      
      So here I am, all these years later. The first forty-five minutes are up and Neil Barnett, the pitchside announcer, asks me
         to follow him. We go through the media room under the stand, where the press conferences take place, through a door and suddenly
         I’m in the players’ tunnel, almost unchanged since my day. I get a slight flashback of the dread I used to feel at this point,
         but when I see who’s lined up next to me in the tunnel it vanishes. Michael Ballack has signed for Chelsea and is about to
         meet his new public. As a Chelsea fan, despite everything, I’m impressed.
      

      
      His name is called and he walks out to an enormous ovation. ‘Damn, that’s just great,’ I think. ‘Reassuring.’

      
      Then I hear Neil’s announcement about a ‘very special guest’ to bring out. There. He’s said it – ‘Chelsea’s first ever black
         player.’
      

      
      I’m amazed by the response. Even before he says my name I hear applause and cheering. It’s like some of them know how nervous
         I am and are making a special effort, making up for what went before. I walk up the steps and out on to the turf, and when
         I look around the stadium, it’s a standing ovation everywhere, whistling and clapping. It’s more than I dreamed of. I stroll
         out to the middle, but Neil wants to walk me all round the edge of the pitch, every stand. I look up everywhere, at all the
         faces, taking it all in.
      

      
      The emotions are overwhelming. My legs are shaking. Thank you. I want to cry. All I can do is wave, clap my hands and, over and over, just say ‘damn’ for how my world has suddenly
         changed.
      

      
      You have no idea what that meant to me. Acceptance. Confirmation. Validation.

      
      I sit back in my seat afterwards and see Chelsea play out a professional 3–0 win, and I think about what people have been
         telling me over the last few months. How there would be no black champions, no Drogba or Essien, today without a Canoville.
         Not a Hasselbaink, not a Gullit.
      

      
      Eddie Newton, who came through the youth team at Chelsea in the nineties, called me the pioneer, and I suppose I am. Like
         other Chelsea youngsters, he would sit up in the stands wincing at what other fans called me back then, until at last I was
         accepted because of how I played.
      

      
      That’s why so many organisations – schools, the BBC, Kick It Out, Red Card, Chelsea, even the Met Police – are asking me to
         front their campaigns to combat racism. Mine is one of the worst examples in football because the abuse came from my own club’s
         fans. They don’t want any more Paul Canoville situations, and neither do I.
      

      
      Now I feel confident that I can contribute but back in 1987 I was out of football after an injury and soon out of touch with
         Chelsea. I had no idea how people felt about me until very recently. I didn’t think anybody cared any more.
      

      
      I had my own heap of troubles to get on with, and that proved a big enough challenge. My life’s been tough, and it got worse
         after football, a vicious cycle of drugs, rehab, cancer, hospital . . . I’m only just coming to terms with it all, looking to the future.
      

      
      When I look back, a part of me would just like to forget the early days at Chelsea, but I can’t do that. My experiences affected
         me completely, changed me, and I think about that every day. Some questions never get resolved in my head. Why did it happen
         to me? Why did I respond the way I did? Were there lessons I missed along the way? Why did I always make the wrong choices?
      

      
      To forget is not an option.

      



      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      God Bless
The Children

      
      There’s no doubt a man is shaped by his experiences as a child – perhaps even more so if a man’s not around to influence him. I don’t have many close male friends even now.
         Lots of people around, but not many stood alongside me, riding shotgun through thick and thin. That’s down to me, the way
         I operate. I always stay in touch but you don’t necessarily see me for a long time.
      

      
      All my life I’ve been surrounded by women. In the early days, of course, it was my mum and my kid sister, June. But from my
         teens I was what West Indian people call a ‘gyallist’, a girl chaser, a womaniser. That’s brought me great pleasure and deep
         heartache in equal parts down the years. It’s also brought the blessing of eleven children, all of whom I cherish, with ten
         different women, not all of whom were well treated by me, or vice versa.
      

      
      
      I confess to that. The only close long-term relationships I’ve managed have been with June and my mum. Again, that’s my responsibility.
         I am at last facing up to lots of things I’ve done.
      

      
      It sounds stupid, but you’re so busy getting on with the day-to-day in your life that you don’t see the way you’ve lived it.
         You don’t analyse. That’s a luxury of writing a book. You learn a lot of things you didn’t know at the time. When I looked
         back on my childhood, I came to a better understanding of why I am how I am. I’ll tell you the truth. Most people look back
         on their early years as a time of love and comfort, but I can’t do that. I can’t say I had a happy childhood. In fact, I remember
         it as mostly bleak, joyless and alienating.
      

      
      I was born on 4 March 1962 at 10 Albert Road, Southall. On the same day, US Teamster boss Jimmy Hoffa was convicted of bribing
         two juries, and in England two people died and a hundred were injured at the Sunderland–Manchester United Cup replay. No
         one noticed another child being born to a migrant family west of London.
      

      
      The Southall of 1962 was a lot different from the one in which I spent my teenage years, especially in terms of racial mix.
         A year earlier the local Labour MP, a Mr Pargiter, reckoned 10 to 12 per cent of his constituency were immigrants from countries
         in the new Commonwealth, and he was warning that a few local white people had already started a ‘keep ’em out’ residents’
         association. He said the pressure on local schools and social services to cope with the influx was becoming immense. (His
         Conservative rival in the 1964 election, Miss Maddin, wanted a total halt to all immigration except for ‘top priority people
         like doctors and nurses’ – lucky Mum, who came to England to be a nurse!) Southall was one of those areas just outside the
         capital where jobs and housing were available for newcomers from (mostly) Asia and the Caribbean. In previous generations
         immigrants had arrived from Ireland and other parts of the UK. (I’ve been told that in the twenties landlords put up signs
         saying ‘No Welsh here’ in the windows of their lodgings!) But from the sixties, as the years passed, the racial tensions became
         stronger and stronger, as I was to become all too aware.
      

      
      June and I were brought up by my mother. My father was never around. Mum’s full name is Udine Patricia Lake, but she’s known
         to everyone as Patsy. Mum and I are very much alike. We’re both stubborn, wilful, caring and determined. We can say the cruellest
         things to each other but if one asks the other to do something, we’ll do it. To understand myself, I have to use her as the
         starting point, because what she went through and how she handled it made me the way I am.
      

      
      Mum was born in November 1943 on tiny Saint-Martin, an island in the eastern Caribbean that’s half French, half Dutch. She
         was named Udine after a supposed French spy and she’s kept a lot of things secret ever since.
      

      
      Luckily for me, she’s a survivor. When she was about three months old, her cousin was looking after her and let her fall asleep
         on the sand. After that she developed a very bad cold, a sort of bronchitis I suppose. She was so bad the doctors on Saint-Martin couldn’t do anything for her, and her
         dad took her by boat to the next island, Anguilla, where a Scottish doctor, Dr McDonald, gave her some medicine – they didn’t
         have penicillin there in those days. Dr McDonald didn’t give her much chance, so her dad decided to leave her there with her
         grandmother rather than have her die on the voyage back to Saint-Martin. In those days, if you died at sea, they buried you
         there, threw your body over the side.
      

      
      So my mum was left with her grandmother, Sylvanie, in Anguilla. I never met her. Her husband died young and she had to raise
         ten children on her own (although one died), and then five grandchildren including my mum.
      

      
      She was always one of those very hard workers, Sylvanie. Her husband had left her a large plot of productive land, and she
         cultivated fruits and vegetables like you never saw. All day long she’d work. And she was big into community. She’d organise
         what you call a ‘jollification’ for people who didn’t have much. They’d work on her land and get food, plus a bit of rum,
         in return. It wasn’t the men who were the great providers in her world, it was Sylvanie.
      

      
      When food was scarce, people would come from all over the island to buy peas and corn because Sylvanie was the only one who
         still had any. She would sell them just enough so that she had more for others in the same boat.
      

      
      Sylvanie was heavily into natural remedies and healing, so when Mum was seriously ill, she knew all the right herbs to use in her concoctions, and she fed them to Mum every hour for days, until gradually she fully recovered.
      

      
      It may sound strange but because Sylvanie took a shine to Mum, she was allowed to keep her. That wasn’t an unusual occurrence.
         Gladys, Mum’s sister, was sent to live with her aunt, my granddad’s sister, while Roy, Mum’s brother, went to live with a
         great aunt. They were all in Anguilla at the same time.
      

      
      It’s a Caribbean thing. Mum, Gladys and Roy were three out of eleven children and their parents needed helping out. It made
         sense to farm the kids out to family nearby. Saint-Martin was only half an hour away, six miles across the sea, and the kids
         frequently travelled back there – Mum always spent the long school holidays in Saint-Martin – so they were regularly in touch
         with their parents, brothers and sisters. On a clear day they could almost wave to each other, especially standing on one
         of Saint-Martin’s hills.
      

      
      Mum didn’t feel as though she’d been singled out, or that it was unusual. Living with her grandmother was no great hardship
         for her and she just accepted it. She’s very fatalistic like that, and I’ve realised I’m exactly the same. Life is a long
         road with no deviations. You just keep driving and don’t stop to wonder if you missed a turning.
      

      
      Mum prefers Anguilla, anyway. You ask her where she’s from and she’ll say with pride and honour that she is an Anguillan.
         She believes that if she hadn’t been raised there, she would have never made it to England.
      

      
      
      Anguilla was a British colony, and there was no real language difference between there and Saint-Martin – English is spoken
         everywhere. One big difference between the two islands, though, was that Anguilla tended to have a much less changing population
         than Saint-Martin. It’s ironical, considering my mum and her siblings were ‘newcomers’, but most Anguillans have been there
         a long, long time. Saint-Martin seems to be much more of a mixture of Haitians, Jamaicans, Santo Domingans, Dominicans – people
         arriving and staying. It makes Saint-Martin a buzzier, more cosmopolitan place than Anguilla, but with the faster pace and
         higher crime rate that always ride side-saddle with those sort of benefits.
      

      
      If I was to say that since I’ve been going there Anguillans have tended to go to Saint-Martin for the shopping and the nightclubbing,
         while Saint-Martin folks go the other way for the peace and quiet and the beautiful beaches, you’ll have a fair idea of the
         distinctive characters of the two islands. One is for raving, the other for chilling.
      

      
      Anguilla is home as far as Mum’s concerned. She used to treat Sylvanie as her mother. Sylvanie was a big figure on the island
         and meant everything to Mum. She still always blesses her. Sylvanie was very religious, Church of England. Mum had been baptised
         a Catholic, because that was her mother’s persuasion, but having been brought up in an Anglican household, Mum continued in
         that faith when she got to England, attending a high Anglican church.
      

      
      Mum had a typical Caribbean upbringing on Anguilla. Her grandmother was very strict – speak when you’re spoken to. Half the time West Indian children weren’t supposed to be in
         the same room as adults.
      

      
      The rulers of small Caribbean islands were stuck in the Victorian era. The people in power didn’t care about education for
         black people, who were hardly expected to become leaders of men in a tiny British colony in the 1940s. Eventually, like a
         lot of spirited young people, Mum decided she had to move if she wanted to achieve anything. When Sylvanie developed diabetes,
         Mum cared for her, and after that she decided she wanted to go to England to become a nurse. She was fourteen at the time.
         In those days, moving to Britain and getting professional qualifications was a sign of great achievement. And nursing was
         one of the few avenues the Mother Country kept open for Caribbean people.
      

      
      I have to hand it to Mum, she must have been a very self-confident teenager. Anguilla wasn’t like the bigger islands, Barbados
         for example, where Britain was recruiting people after the war: ‘Come and work in the Mother Country’. Organising the trip
         to England was largely her own doing and it took her a couple of years.
      

      
      One thing Mum couldn’t arrange, though, was the money. Her grandmother found $300 for the fare so she could go. It was a huge
         amount of money then.
      

      
      I can just imagine Sylvanie sitting in a rocking chair on the veranda in the heat of a sunset, tired from the backbreaking
         work in her fields, Mum watching as she shouts out to every respectful passer-by who doffs his hat. She was a big personality in the local community, and she knew everyone.
      

      
      It still shocks me that Mum came over pretty much on her own. Sylvanie was a very strong woman and that rubbed off on Mum.
         I obviously got some of my determination from her side of the family, but I can’t imagine sorting out such a thing at the
         same age.
      

      
      So sixteen-year-old Udine Patricia Lake sailed for England in early 1960 on the SS Montserrat. Two other people she knew from Anguilla were on board – Victor, a cousin, and someone called Inez. Victor was on his way
         to visit his mother in Southall in Middlesex, twenty minutes from Heathrow (London Airport as it was then). Naturally, that’s
         where Mum was heading to stay and change her life.
      

      
      When I asked her about it recently, it sank in what an expedition that journey was for someone of her age from such a small
         backwater. The ship stopped at several islands around the West Indies and, trapped on board, Mum felt increasingly cramped
         and bad tempered as the days passed and more people boarded. As a teenaged black girl from an insignificant place, Mum experienced
         routine rudeness from the white people on board, and even had to take stick from West Indians from the bigger islands, who
         look down on ‘small island’ people. She remembers, for example, that they had to share an iron. Mum would wait her turn like
         everyone else, but it was never long before someone was hassling her to hurry up. She gave as good as she received, though.
      

      
      
      After three and a half weeks they reached the busy docks of Southampton, which must have seemed very cold and inhospitable
         compared to home.
      

      
      I know from talking to her that before she arrived she thought England would be a lot grander than it was. She was disappointed
         when she saw the reality. Britain was still run-down after the war. ‘All those grey houses.’ That’s how she describes it.
      

      
      It didn’t help her to settle when her big ambition was immediately squashed. You had to be at least eighteen to train as a
         nurse in England, and she was two years short. It must have been a huge disappointment for her, undermining her whole reason
         for emigrating from Anguilla.
      

      
      Instead of studying for a professional qualification that would impress the folks back home, once she was installed at her
         aunt’s, her first job was working as a packer at the Wall’s meat factory in Isleworth. They had trouble getting staff, so
         the factory would send coaches to pick up people from Southall, and they accepted new migrants such as Mum. She was quite
         fortunate because an older lady took her under her wing and it was quite pleasant as an introduction to the London labour
         market.
      

      
      Worse was to follow for Mum the following year, 1961, when her aunt left the house in Southall and went back to the Caribbean.
         At the same time, the Conservative Government was pushing through legislation to limit the number of arrivals from the old
         Empire – especially the Caribbean – looking for work. People from India and Pakistan had been arriving in large numbers in
         Southall since the mid-fifties, and they already far outnumbered Afro-Caribbean migrants.
      

      
      After the upheaval of arriving in a new country that didn’t really want ‘her kind’ after all, I know Mum felt suddenly quite
         alone and exposed when her aunt left, especially on top of the blow about the nursing. But she just had to get on with it
         and earn her living, otherwise she’d starve.
      

      
      Mum was always looking for a better job with more acceptable hours, but trying to find one really opened her eyes to what
         was available to her in British society. A hotel near Heathrow Airport was looking for staff. When she applied, they told
         her they only had vacancies in the kitchen at that moment, but two white girls who came after her landed jobs as a chambermaid
         and a waitress. Typically, Mum complained. ‘That’s not fair,’ she said. ‘They’ve come after me . . .’
      

      
      The man told her it’s either kitchen or laundry. She didn’t ask why, but she knew it was because he thought the white customers
         might not approve of her handling food and being in their bedrooms.
      

      
      That’s the first time she realised how bad things could be in England. Mum told the hotel owner to stuff his job and walked
         out, went back to Wall’s, packing bacon and sausages. It was a long way from the nursing she’d set her heart on.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Saying You Love
Someone Takes
Nothing

      
      When Mum arrived at her aunt’s house in Albert Road, Paul Vernon Canoville was a lodger in a downstairs room. He was from Dominica, a lush, volcanic island, very natural
         and unspoilt, with none of the big hotel chains you see in other parts of the Caribbean. It’s still very rustic and people
         live close to the soil, but it’s hard to make a living and put a roof over your head.
      

      
      Like hundreds of others leaving ‘paradise’ for England – my mother included – my father was hoping to better himself. He dreamed
         of returning home in a few years, able to impress his family and friends with how well he’d done. Wherever they are, Caribbean
         people stick together, and so it was with Dad and his Dominican friends who had settled in Southall.
      

      
      Vernon had one killer gift – he made Mum laugh. She was lonely after her aunt left, and as they were living in the same house they saw a lot of each other. His sense of humour
         is a bit like mine – sarcy, snappy, play-acting to entertain a room. The national symbol of Dominica is a parrot and he had
         a gift for mimicry that I inherited.
      

      
      They were married in 1961, I arrived in 1962 and June was born the following year. Mum will tell you now that she was far
         too young to deal with two tiny kids and make a go of the relationship; they both were.
      

      
      I was a forceps delivery and the labour took two days. It would be the first of many times her difficult child kept her waiting.

      
      My mum says that, for some reason, I never crawled. As soon as I could, I would just run, even when I wasn’t really capable
         of it, until I fell down. I used to get bumps on my head all the time. From the time I could stand, I wanted to kick a ball.
         It used to drive her mad.
      

      
      So did my dad! I understand he liked his drink and his cards. Mum went into labour on the Friday night and it was her cousin
         John who took her to hospital. I didn’t arrive until the Sunday morning. Dad didn’t even know until Sunday evening. That’s
         when he emerged again to look for Mum and me.
      

      
      I wasn’t aware that my dad wasn’t present at my birth until Mum told me recently. I think the only one of my babymothers’
         labours I was absent for was Sonia’s with Caysey in 1995. As I have had eleven children, I’ve probably seen more births than
         quite a few nurses.
      

      
      I’m always a bit nervous. You want the baby to come, and you don’t want any problems. You don’t like to see your partner going through all that pain. It must be excruciating.
         You sit there, holding her hand, trying to soothe and encourage as the cursing comes out, and the pressure she’s under becomes
         dramatic. You’ve got to be there to help her through it. Dad wasn’t there and that is that.
      

      
      They were incompatible from the start, really – chalk and cheese. The only thing they had in common was stubbornness. Dad
         was very laid back. He was happy to potter around, repair bicycles or whatever, but proper work was a different matter. It
         was hard for black people to get decent jobs in the 1960s anyway, but he really didn’t get along with the whole work ethic.
         He’d been a labourer for Taylor Woodrow on the M1 but had trouble with his eyes and stopped. Of course, when work is a problem,
         money is too.
      

      
      Mum thought it was something to do with the way he was brought up – probably spoilt by his parents – but he found it difficult
         to get or keep a job. He never used to like to drag himself out to work every day. I can sympathise with that! Maybe he didn’t
         like people telling him what to do either. He never seemed to keep a job for more than a few days. Meanwhile, Mum was trying
         to get all the work she could.
      

      
      After my sister was born in June 1963, Mum became so unhappy at having to bear everything and raise two babies virtually on
         her own, it made her depressed. Vernon would just disappear for three, four days at a time.
      

      
      He would be hanging out in the betting shop or playing dominoes and drinking, and squandering their rent money in the process. It used to infuriate Mum. Dad lacked any sense of
         responsibility towards her and us children. At the time, he was solely interested in enjoying himself. He didn’t mean it maliciously.
         He just didn’t have much commitment to raising a family. What with her temper and his ability to shut things out, they barely
         seemed to talk about anything. I think that contributed to the breakdown of their marriage.
      

      
      These are things about him I didn’t know until quite recently. They’ve made me reflect on my own way of doing things with
         relationships, and I can’t say that I’ve avoided the pitfalls as I should have. If Mum had been more open with me, maybe I
         could have been more aware.
      

      
      Mum hated the lack of stability then. Dad just wasn’t reliable. But she is at heart a survivor, whatever the cost, so one
         day when she had had enough, she decided to leave him, taking us with her. I was two and June was still tiny. She found somewhere
         else to rent nearby on Cherry Avenue, and we moved out. We didn’t see him again for twenty-one years.
      

      
      The house on Cherry Avenue had separate rented rooms and we were one of four households living there. One of Dad’s Dominican
         mates, Sheffield, lived in another room, and he looked out for us to a degree. Everyone shared a kitchen and a bathroom. Our
         room was very basic, with a table, a double bed and a paraffin heater over which we would boil milk for our cereal every morning.
      

      
      Mum made sure we rarely strayed out of the room because we were so young. There were lots of comings and goings, and all sorts of people came to the house. We were the only
         children living there, and Mum was the only woman, still barely twenty. I guess she was worried about us coming to any harm
         in a situation that was far from secure. Our room in Cherry Avenue was supposed to be a safe haven, but it often seemed like
         a prison.
      

      
      Mum thought she was doing the best for us when she left Dad but, for me, the upshot was that I missed out almost entirely
         on having a father figure, and during my childhood I felt that a lot. I always wanted an older brother because I got into
         so many situations that I simply couldn’t cope with on my own, especially later on. I often made the wrong choices. A while
         after the break-up, Mum became friendly with a Venezuelan, Henry Quijada. He was an electrician. I got on very well with him.
         He tried to help the family and was great with June and me.
      

      
      He made a proper stereo system for Mum, record deck and everything, from scratch, just from components. And he was a good
         artist. He took a little postcard of a horse and copied it into a big painting. He was very talented and a nice guy.
      

      
      Word soon got round. What black community there was in our locality back then was small, tight-knit, and everyone knew everyone
         else’s business. I’ve only just found out what happened. I was too young to know about it at the time. Unbeknown to June and
         me, Dad was living round the corner and one day he came round in feisty mood because Sheffield had told him Mum was seeing
         someone else. According to Mum, Dad came over five times that day to pick a fight with her. She called the police but they
         said it was just a ‘domestic’ and didn’t want to interfere.
      

      
      Then around eleven at night, she was in the kitchen, and he came again, having another go. Sheffield, who had let him in,
         was holding Mum while Dad hit her. Mum is a big, strong woman, and she picked up the first thing that was handy, a milk bottle,
         and smashed it on Sheffield’s head. He backed off and went to fetch the police. When they arrived, they immediately arrested
         her and slammed her in a cell.
      

      
      She’d never been in trouble with the law before and it must have been a bewildering experience for her. The following morning,
         an officer came in and advised her to plead guilty. She’d rung the police five times and they hadn’t come, then she hit someone
         trying to defend herself and they told her to plead guilty.
      

      
      It was Henry who sorted things out. He came round and stood up to Sheffield and Vernon. He stood in the hallway and said,
         ‘Any one of you ready, I’ll take any of you on if you wanna play bad.’ My dad sloped off into Sheffield’s room. They didn’t
         want the confrontation. Nothing bad happened after that in the house. But a little later Mum changed her surname from Canoville
         to Alexander to remove that connection permanently.
      

      
      Henry was good for Mum, and for us kids but to us the relationship seemed to end suddenly. Apparently, when Henry said his
         company was moving to the south coast, Mum felt she wasn’t ready for that and refused to go with him. You never miss your water till the well runs dry. But that
         was the end of the affair. Mum was never good at explaining things like that, so we never learned the real reason why they
         broke up. There were no goodbyes. He just wasn’t there any more, and we knew it was over.
      

      
      Mum claims their affair cooled as soon as he told her they had anacondas in Venezuela. He said he wanted to go back there
         at some stage, and she has a serious phobia about snakes, so she just kind of started to wean herself off him. Strange as
         that may seem, she is very cut-and-dried like that. If there was more to it, I’ll probably never know what it was.
      

      
      June and I felt it bad. Henry had a positive effect on us. For me, it was nice to have a masculine influence around for a
         while. He was patient, calm and solid. I was feeling my way and he was a proper example to look up to.
      

      
      I’m no churchgoer now but I believe in God and like to say my prayers. When I was small I was an acolyte at St George’s Church
         round the corner on Lancaster Road in Southall. The church was high Anglo-Catholic at the time and multiracial – just right
         for Mum. The priest, Father Morgan, was Welsh and had been through the war. He was really nice. Every year he’d take us to
         the seaside and we loved it. We went to France twice. He was an excellent man. He died in 1976. For me, it was bad timing
         to lose such a good influence just as I was making my way in life.
      

      
      In 1974, Mum took June and I out to the Caribbean for the first time to meet our grandparents on both sides – Dad’s family in Dominica, as well as her own in Saint-Martin.
      

      
      Meeting them was one of my best experiences. Back in England, it felt like all we had in the world was each other. To get
         to know blood relatives was a thrill I will never forget. And it was remarkable really for Mum to make sure we met Vernon’s
         folks; she didn’t have to do that.
      

      
      Although Dad was never mentioned and had no influence in our lives, she felt it was important that we had a bond with his
         side of our genes. I thought that was really big of her. She must have felt so bitter towards him. Of course, June and I both
         found it hard to understand why he never came to see us.
      

      
      Delightful as the Dominicans were, it was slightly odd meeting Dad’s parents and family. We had no common experiences with
         Dad to share – we were effectively strangers. It wasn’t as moving as it was meeting Mum’s folks. They made us feel really
         special and we were given lots of gifts. We also found out we were their oldest grandchildren.
      

      
      In some West Indian cultures expectations are very different for boys and girls, men and women. I saw in the Caribbean that
         you’d sometimes have this system where boys weren’t allowed to do anything. It was the girls who did all the work. Maybe Dad
         was just that way inclined because of his upbringing, but more likely he was young and still wanted a single life. What I
         realise now is that both of them found it difficult to show affection and love, and that’s no recipe for a healthy relationship.
         On top of that, Mum already knew what Vernon was like. She was aware that he had a son back in Dominica – our half-brother.
         In fact, we met him when we went there in 1974.
      

      
      We were taken care of in the Caribbean, but it was nothing compared with what Mum lavished on our relatives, skint as she
         was, when they started to visit us in the seventies. My argument is over how Mum treated her family differently from us in
         those early days. When they came over she put herself out for them, even when it was struggle enough for her, on her own with
         two kids.
      

      
      We were often strapped for cash. By this time, we’d moved to a flat of our own and Mum could just about manage to pay the
         rent, council tax, food and other bills, but she pulled out all the stops for them to show she could provide for them in England.
         Although there wasn’t a lot in our place, it was always neat and tidy and Mum made sure there was plenty of food when they
         were around. They probably got the impression she was doing well and building up her savings, as most West Indians strived
         to do.
      

      
      She does the same thing to this day. I watched her one time in the 2000s. Christmas was coming and what was she doing? Buying
         a new suite of furniture.
      

      
      I asked her straight out, ‘What you doing getting new sofas? Who are you trying to impress?’

      
      ‘Well, you know, your aunties are coming over.’

      
      That was all so different from how Mum was with June and me when we were young and money was tight. Whenever we asked her for something it was always, ‘No, no, no – money doesn’t grow on trees.’
      

      
      That’s why we hated asking her. Other kids were going out on treats, days out, but not us – unless it was through the church.
         It wasn’t always because of the money, though. It was the same whenever we were invited to other children’s parties.
      

      
      ‘Mum, can we go?’

      
      ‘No.’ Occasionally, we went to works Christmas parties, but never to other kids’ parties.

      
      Don’t get me wrong. Mum pulled out some surprises sometimes. Like all children, I hated going shopping with her, especially
         to a big supermarket. Where we lived in Southall, the Spar was at the end of the road but we had to walk all the way down
         to Safeway and back through the park when she wanted to do a proper shop, because it was a bigger store.
      

      
      Mum couldn’t afford a car until much, much later, so we walked everywhere. What made it worse for me was that she had one
         of those wicker trolley baskets, the type old ladies used, with the long metal handle and the tartan cover. Oh my God! I swear
         I never walked alongside my mum. I was either in front or behind, like I wasn’t with her. Naturally, it was even worse when
         she asked me to pull the damn thing. I was so embarrassed. I never wanted anybody to see me with it. In the shop it was a
         case of rushing around, grabbing things on her list, bam, bam, bam, bam – ‘You got everything? Come on! Let’s go!’ And fingers
         crossed none of my school friends would see me.
      

      
      
      Then one time, when I was about eleven or twelve, on the way home from one of these expeditions, out of the blue, she pulled
         the wicker basket to a halt at the local bike shop. She was winding me up now, I thought, because I knew she wasn’t buying
         a bicycle for me, even though I’d wanted one for years.
      

      
      ‘Try the bikes,’ she said. I went along with her, even though I knew standing astride it was as far as my fun would go.

      
      ‘What do you think?’ She was stretching this out a bit.

      
      ‘I like this one, this is nice.’ It was a Raleigh – the top brand in those days – great to sit on it, my toe hardly touching
         the ground. I’m thinking, ‘Yeah, that’s terrific, but what’s the point? She’s never buying me something like that.’
      

      
      Then all of sudden she stepped away and paid the man for the bike. It completely shocked me! I pushed it along, looking at
         it as if it was a magic carpet or something. I didn’t even ride it. I walked with her, staring at it in shock all the way
         home. You couldn’t have taken the smile off my face with a hot iron. I was amazed, so happy.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Mum.’

      
      ‘Make sure you look after it.’ And she meant it. I couldn’t wait to get home. June had a surprise coming, too. Mum bought
         her a secondhand piano. She wanted June to learn, despite it being a surprisingly middle class thing, out of keeping with
         how skint we were, but Mum always wanted us to better ourselves. There wasn’t much furniture in our lounge so there was just
         enough room for a stand-up piano. And the yard was just fine for a bicycle.
      

      
      ‘Is it all right if I ride my bike?’

      
      ‘Go on, half an hour.’ Is that all? I could run around on it all day, but some restraints never changed. ‘Yeah, Mum.’

      
      I’d already had the occasional go on other people’s bikes in snatched half hours over the years, and I swear to you, I went
         darting down the road, working up a speed and having my share of little accidents.
      

      
      So I’d ridden bikes before but this one was different. I had a Raleigh now. I’d got five gears, and I was stress-testing each
         one as I belted off. So there I was, motoring along and fiddling with the gears, but when it came to stopping I didn’t know
         any better than to yank on one of the levers. It happened to be the front wheel brake. Of course, that sent me hurtling straight
         over the handlebars, head first, bashing into the wall. I was in agony. I’d grazed myself and had a few bruises, but luckily
         nothing too visible that would let on what had happened on my maiden voyage. No way could I tell Mum. She would have scolded
         me for not looking after it and probably marched it straight back to the shop for all I knew. So I just came back on time,
         parked the bike up and said nothing.
      

      
      I loved that precious bicycle and was so proud of it. I taught June to ride it, although she was younger and smaller. I’d
         push her along so carefully. I really didn’t want her to fall over with it, partly because she was my kid sister and I cared
         for her, but mostly because this is a Raleigh, man! Five-gear Raleigh bikes were kicking in those days! Now it’s ten, fifteen
         – I don’t know why they bother with those extra gears. I was always fine with five.
      

      
      Then it got to a stage where the Chopper bicycle was the one to have – the long black padded seat, the gear shift on the frame
         in front of you and the high, wide handlebars. Choppers were the new craze. In those days the technology was simple and it
         was easy to build or maintain your own two-wheeler. Every teenaged kid was getting out his box spanner and customising his
         bike by replacing the straight handlebars with moustache or cow horn-shaped ones. Passers-by used to shout, ‘Get off an’ milk
         it!’
      

      
      Of course, I wanted to tart up my prized Raleigh. So I took a spanner, found the bolt that held the bars firm and loosened
         it. When the retaining brackets were loose enough, I eased out the standard issue straight handlebars and set them to one
         side. In no time, I thought, I’d have the big high-sided replacement handlebars tight and the bike would be ready to ride
         away. So I began threading the bars through the bracket. Something wasn’t quite right, however. The new handlebars wouldn’t
         fit, no matter how far I twisted them or loosened the bolt. I hadn’t told Mum I was even messing with the bike, which was
         still quite new, and she couldn’t possibly see it like this. She would have blown her top and it would have meant another
         beating, without a doubt. As things weren’t going to plan, I decided simply to put back the other bars. That would be OK.
         But now they wouldn’t go back either. Nightmare!
      

      
      I was desperate for Mum not to find out what I’d done. My heart sank. I knew how this story would end. She mustn’t see this bike. Just at that moment she walked in and caught me red-handed, with my bike in pieces.
      

      
      ‘What’s going on?’ She was aghast, staring at the rare gift she’d trusted me with and how I’d treated it.

      
      ‘Er, hi Mum, just fitting this in here.’

      
      ‘What d’you mean? You fittin’ what?’

      
      ‘Erm, actually, I don’t know how to fit it.’

      
      ‘This is why I don’t buy you lot nuttin’!’ she screamed. ‘That cost a lot of money! All you do, you ruin the thing, you break
         it up!’
      

      
      She never bought me anything like that again. That was it. The bike stood there for months and months – nothing wrong with
         it, just the sorry-looking handlebars lying next to it. I couldn’t repair it and, even though I asked around, no one else
         could fix it, either. And there was no way Mum was going to find anyone after what I’d done.
      

      
      For me, that was a practical reason why I missed a man’s influence around the house. Years later I became more competent messing
         about with bikes, but at the time it stood there as a symbol of her rare acts of kindness and my always letting her down.
      

      
      Gestures like buying the bike for me or the piano for June were never rare when it came to our relatives coming over from
         the Caribbean or America. It was always a big ‘Yes’ to them and in the same breath a ‘No’ to us. And that’s partly why, in
         a year or two, I started to take decisions for myself. I’d sneak out at night, gallivant on the street, because I knew the
         answer to any request even before I asked her.
      

      
      
      She couldn’t or wouldn’t help me do what I wanted. I had to find my own way, unsupervised. Obviously, she didn’t like me doing
         that, but I had to take the blows to find my way in life without her. For good or bad, I would learn to become self-sufficient
         with my pleasure-seeking.
      

      
      All in all, since Southall was such a female environment to grow up in, it made me feel at ease with women on a social level,
         and it helped when I had different interests later in life. In the early days, I remember that on Saturday afternoons the
         professional wrestling on ITV’s ‘World Of Sport’ was hugely popular. Whoever could afford a television, their house was full.
         Even the kids were caught up in that.
      

      
      Families from miles around would be there, making themselves at home. I can picture the scene now, all gathered round the
         TV watching Johnny Kwango, Adrian Street, Jackie Pallo, Mick McManus and the rest faking all their slams and submissions.
         As soon as it finished, all the men would go off to a pub or somewhere, leaving the mums and kids together, the boys acting
         out the moves. Of course it was all fixed, but it was entertainment, not sport.
      

      
      If you think about it now, when people came over from the Caribbean, they were so isolated from the
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&4 T was abused by my own fans simply for the colour of my skin.
Bananas were thrown at me, razor blades sent in the post. Nothing would stop me
living the dream as a professional footballer. But the cost almost killed me. ¥¥






