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Author’s Note

This is not a novel, though it may read like one. It’s not a fantasy, though in places it may seem so. It’s not an imagined history constructed to illustrate a genuine horror. Nor is it a ‘docudrama’, which, to tell a story that’s basically true, plays around with the truth, reconstructs, invents, fills in the gaps.

I am doing none of those things here. I’m reporting. This is my true story, the life I lived as a boy, and its effect on my life after that. It is, of course, written from my perspective. I don’t always like the person I describe, or approve of my decisions and responses, but I’ve decided to just be honest and let others do the judging.

All this happened, every scene, every twist and turn, every shock. All the people in this book are real and to the best of my knowledge still alive, save for my dad. The only licence I’ve allowed myself is where I’m reporting speech. I’ve sometimes put it in quotation marks to bring it to life, though, while I remember very well what people said, I couldn’t swear to every word or phrase. Or not always. Very often I could. Some words are not easily forgotten.

I have used my mum’s diaries from the time in question to fill in gaps in my memory and to jog it on other occasions. There is a place for leaps of the imagination, for what might have been or could have happened, but this is not one of those. This is what happened to me, every word of it.

We all have our story to tell. It’s just that I didn’t know what mine was until recently and, now that I do, I want to tell it to you.








Chapter 1

2017, Portugal

My dad was dying. Death was in the air and the pallor of his skin. I could feel it in my bones. But I didn’t fear it. In fact, I wanted to press fast forward and skip to the last scene. I wasn’t going to mourn him. I knew that. I wondered if I’d find myself missing him. I wasn’t sure. I suspected I would breathe a sigh of relief. I wanted our forty-year-old relationship to be over.

His trolley was pushed up against the wall in the corridor, along with twenty or so others. The yellowish light flickered down on the blue linoleum floor and the smell of disinfectant and take-away Portuguese pastries pervaded the air. From inside one of the little consulting rooms nearby, two deeply wrinkled women wailed with sadness and, moments before, as I had passed one of the lined-up trolleys, an elderly man, wild eyes shot through with fear, had reached out from the bed and grabbed the sleeve of my jacket, pleading with me, ‘Ajuda-me! Ajuda-me!’ Help me, help me.

My dad lay feebly on the bed but some of the colour had returned to his cheeks. I had only been away fifteen minutes – I had been trying to find somewhere to leave his bag – but his relief at seeing me was obvious. He’d been put on a drip and told he would be kept in overnight. He just wanted the surgeons to fix him up so he could get back to his flat and drink gin and tonics.

‘Do you have my keys and wallet? I can’t find them,’ he said.

‘Yes, they’re in your bag in a locker and the nurse knows which locker it is.’

‘What about my hairbrush?’

I surveyed the anarchic scene around us once more as the crying from the old women reached a crescendo. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, to be honest.’

He nodded. He was anxious about making his flight back to the UK. He had a hospital appointment in two days’ time and now he was asking me to go in search of a doctor to find out if he’d be able to travel. I knew that no one would be able to make him any such promise, but to ease his worries I agreed.

Earlier that day I had visited him in his tiny, filthy studio apartment in a small Portuguese town called Sesimbra. It was obvious he was seriously ill. He could barely stand up. I called the taxi driver, Nuno, the fifty-year-old man who looked like a washed-up Julio Iglesias. My dad had been using him as a personal chauffeur to ferry him to and from the shop, and we got him to drive us to the nearest hospital.

My dad was compos mentis and chatted happily in the car, making jokes with Nuno, who spoke English with the tortured formality of a mistranslated instruction manual.

‘St Bernardo is a proficient medical centre and I believe you will receive care that most people would consider satisfactory,’ he told us with a less than comforting grin.

My dad had managed to keep his hair during the rounds of chemotherapy, and although he had lost weight he looked good for his seventy-two years. His false teeth gave him a full smile and his blue eyes were sharp and clear. The only physical sign that hinted at the chaos in his life was the sight of around thirty long bristles protruding from his chin and neck that he’d missed while shaving.

He’d moved to Portugal just as his treatment in the UK had ended, and now that he was living abroad, the bladder cancer had returned. I had to carry him from the car, which was surprisingly easy, but it was still difficult to manoeuvre him from the car seat.

Nuno was now standing beside me, and for a moment I allowed myself to be distracted from the grave situation by what he was wearing. A crisp pink shirt under a tight bright-red V-neck jumper, extremely skinny stone-washed jeans and brown suede shoes, which I noticed were different shades of brown.

‘Now I have delivered you to the aforementioned place, I can delay myself until I receive information that you can impart to me at a time when you choose,’ Nuno said, and then wandered back in the direction of his car.

It was only when I had planted my dad on the beige plastic A&E seat that I noticed his blood was all over my shirt and there were splodges down his trousers. I showed his European health card to the woman behind the desk, paid a €16 fee and then we sat and waited for hours and hours. They brought him a wheelchair and I was able to take him for his frequent toilet visits.

Each time I had to lift him onto the seat and then stand outside, guarding the unlocked door. I could hear his agonised shrieks as he passed urine. Rather than feeling sympathy for his pain, I thought what a coward he was. Why couldn’t he swallow his discomfort and desperation? I bet his great hero John Wayne didn’t whinge and flail as he died from cancer; more likely he winced and bit his lip and said, ‘The big ole C ain’t beat me yet.’

Once he’d finished, I’d go back in and help him pull his trousers up, get him back into the wheelchair and then wipe away the blood from the floor with the cheap loo roll you always get in hospitals.

My dad was lost and scared and looked to me for everything. He was a small child again, stripped of his compulsion to control things, and longing for me to rescue him. He was totally absorbed in his own plight and it made me seethe with anger.

He was nothing in this hospital. Just another miserable, toothless old man waiting in line to die, alongside the very people he had always scorned – the helpless. I stayed with him for hours, fetching food and water, talking to him, calming him down and speaking with the nurses in pidgin Portuguese to get information about when he might be treated.

Why was I here after all he had done? Growing up with him was like being in my own war zone, living in perpetual fear of when the bombs would fall. He physically abused and terrified my mother, the only person I had to hold me. He made me cower in a toy store at the age of nine, when we returned a faulty toy, the manager refused a refund and my dad became so aggressive that the manager pushed a panic alarm and called the police. He smashed up the furniture in our home; he screamed with volcanic rage in my eight-year-old face. His criminal viciousness was his defining characteristic. He made my body shake every day of my childhood.

While he committed unspeakable acts downstairs, I paced up and down in my bedroom, pressing my sweaty hands hard together, while my rising panic meant I talked out loud to myself to try to keep calm. When his temper flared a whole world of trouble came crashing down, and yet why was I here after all he had done?

He made me susceptible to a molester, he gave me diarrhoea throughout my primary school years and he made me suspicious of everyone I met. I doubted their motivations and I doubted their kind souls.

He taught me that the world was something to be wary of and made me unsure of my own instincts. I was terrified of becoming him, and in moments I could feel I might. He still lives within me grimly like some battered demon sprite. And I’m fearful of his shadow. The rage, and his blood. There are some moments when he arrives and I want to tear up the whole world with my bare hands, and all I really want is love. I want him away now. Please. Just go.

There was no one else in his life prepared to stay with him in these final days. Nuno, a man he paid, and me, his son, who loved him but hated him too. He was my friend and he was my foe. I jumped to his defence so many times, yet I could have killed him myself. I was bound to him in a way I didn’t understand back then.

My first ever memory was of me and him. I was three and pedalling my miniature police car on the way home. My legs worked hard to propel me along, and it was a lot of work for the limited speed. There was a blue siren on the front above the steering wheel and an orange telephone on the dashboard. My dad was walking behind and suggested I call my mum to let her know we’d be home shortly. I held the receiver to my ear and made up a conversation. I was happy and secure. If I saw that scene today from across the street, it would make me smile. A father and son together. Him keeping a watchful eye, making sure I kept to the pavement, joking with me and pointing me in the direction home.

The man on the hospital bed right now was that man too, but I couldn’t separate the brute from him. The only thing I was certain of was that I had to be there to see this thing through to the end. I had to be a good son because otherwise what was left?

I could have had a more straightforward life, and my sisters too. What he did to us weighed heavily on me and I couldn’t bear to admit the crushing effect it had had. Even now I don’t want to accept that is the case, because if I do the sadness won’t wash away.

I was conditioned by him. I thought this was what sons did, unquestioning and loyal. Here I was, serving my dues because I thought I owed it to him. I never realised I owed him nothing. I didn’t have to give him the time of day, and had I realised that, I could have been free.

I knew what he had done was wrong but I didn’t feel it in my heart. I couldn’t allow myself to. So I never faced it. I had to believe in the bond between him and me because I felt it. I knew it existed, but it was so contorted with resentment I could neither break nor accept it, so we remained shackled like two quarrelling convicts in a chain gang.

The man in front of me now, lying on a trolley pushed up against a wall, had caused me so much damage, but he was my father. And even nearing forty I still needed him. I needed to extract what good there was and try to forget about the rest. And, although I couldn’t admit it to myself, I wanted to be free of him, his solipsism and the chaos he wrought.

But instead I kissed him on the forehead and went in search of a doctor.








Chapter 2

There were eyes on us wherever we went. And a lot of questions. I can still feel the furtive gaze of rubbery-faced shop owners and see whiskery old women waving from shuttered windows. There were affable approaches from smiling waiters, and sun-kissed girls would run out from stone houses to ask us where we were from. I was four years old. I would look up to see scruffy, thin leather belts around old men’s waists while having my wavy blond hair ruffled. I hated that, as well as the rough fingers pinching my cheeks, wobbling them affectionately.

It was 1981. My dad quit his job as a newsreader at Radio Orwell, sold our house for £11,000 and led his family out of Essex to the wilds of post-revolutionary Portugal, all in search of a dream: to buy land, set up a campsite and ignite a tourist trade on the south-west coast. We drew attention partly because foreigners were rare in that part of the world back then, but mainly because I had twelve-year-old identical triplet sisters, Emma, Kate and Victoria, who were often dressed in the same clothes because it saved time when shopping, avoiding sartorial arguments.

On closer inspection, the friendly locals would see that my mum had only one hand. This added to the circus-like interest we received. And then there was my dad, side-parted black hair, a full moustache and Buddy Holly glasses. Tall, slim, with a sprinkling of Portuguese. He was quite an imposing man, seeming bigger than he was, although he wasn’t small. He was the type of person that made people want to be liked by him.

Once we’d got to know whatever new friends had approached us, we’d clamber aboard our bright orange Volkswagen campervan and drive off down the dusty road, with our trailer carrying all our worldly belongings banging along behind.

The campervan was to become a source of dark obsession for my dad, but I loved having it. There was a Formica pull-out table, a spongy mattress bed-seat, a kitchenette and floral curtains, which required about four or five hard yanks to pull them along the white plastic cord. You could be at home while on the road. My parents would fill a kettle with the dribble of water that came from the shaky stainless-steel tap, heat it up on a gas hob and drink a cup of tea while I’d be playing on the rough upholstery of the built-in seat.

The afternoon we left our small semi-detached house just outside Colchester, I remember only two things. The new house owners arriving as we were leaving, hovering around like customers waiting for a table in a restaurant, and burying my face in the soft cotton of my Winnie-the-Pooh pillow to stifle my tears.

A few hours after we loaded our van onto the ferry at Plymouth we sailed into the Bay of Biscay, where giant Atlantic waves crashed into the boat, wind screamed throughout the cabins and we were flung from wall to wall. ‘It’s just like The Poseidon Adventure,’ Victoria said, referring to the film she’d seen the previous week. Plates flew from the cafeteria tables and passengers toppled over, sliding along the floor. My mum took me with her to the toilet, telling me to hold onto a pillar, my arms barely reaching halfway around it, while she went inside the cubicle. There I remained as the floor tilted drastically one way, then the other, until my mum returned.

My dad remained calm throughout, barking orders to my sisters and me about who should stand where, even managing to finish his soup as the storm hit. To me he was like a cowboy from his favourite type of movie. A hard-talking, straight-walking man, not to be messed with. He had even bought a Stetson for our trip. He did lots of things that impressed me. He could drive and I already knew that was one of my life’s aims. He had a natural authority that put people into line, and I’d seen him fixing things with a treasure chest of tools, all of which he knew how to use. He paid for things from a brown leather pouch that hung from his belt. Now he was leading us on an adventure into the great unknown.

For the next few weeks we moved around the south of the country, pitching our family-sized tent, looking for land to buy. At night we ate boiled vegetables and salty cod in brightly lit restaurants, where the counters were varnished wood and the whitewashed walls broken by blue tiles. Glass fridges would be full of bowls of chocolate mousse and, after every meal, I’d order one. My cold spoon would plunge into the dessert, and for three or four minutes very little else would matter.

Our days were spent on deserted, pale sandy beaches in the dazzling Portuguese sun, searching for small silver fish in rock pools and being knocked over by the surf. The afternoons smelt of seaweed and salt. We’d take trips to old sea forts or make friends with kids on campsites. I never strayed too far from my mum, who would be grilling sardines or boiling a chickpea stew on a camp stove. My freckled-nosed, bob-haired sisters played in the parks with me before they wandered off together, seeking their own entertainment.

We drove through mountains covered with pine and cork trees, mangy cats staring at us from the roadside. We’d pass heavily burdened donkeys and oxen pulling carts led by short, moustachioed, grizzled men. Once, on an orange-tree-lined road, where the low crumbling houses with faded red-tiled roofs were few and far between, the van came to a forceful halt. Blood and feathers hit the windscreen. A chicken had boldly stepped out to cross the road, as chickens do, got three quarters of the way over, lost confidence or realised it had forgotten something, and made a fatal decision to turn back. We hit it full on. My dad got out, grabbed the dead bird by the neck, its thin, scaly legs dangling beneath, and marched towards a run-down farm by the side of the road, where a dog tethered to a pole was yapping away outside. He came back a few minutes later announcing that the farmer had thanked him, telling him he’d eat it that night.

The rural Portuguese folk looked different to the scrubbed, pasty neighbours we had back home. Their faces would often reveal toothless smiles; their clothes were dusty and I got used to hearing them remark about the weather, ‘Muito vento’ – much wind – or shout at the girls, ‘Trigêmeos’ – three twins, meaning triplets – like they were giving us information we didn’t know.

It’s hard to recall things from the first five years of your life. It’s hard to say what my emotions were or how I felt about the members of my family, and it’s hard to piece together feelings from retold stories or hazy memories and pictures in my head, but I remember my mood. I was happy. It was wild and rough and free, but I half-remember moments of confusion – shuddering flashes when my blithe picture of a child’s happy-families world was pierced by something that did not fit that picture. Perhaps we all have such recollections of sudden miseries and discordances, shafts of fear in our childhood, but because things turned out all right in the end, they are later robbed of significance. For me, though, their significance would only grow. Then, they seemed like jarring interludes that soon passed. Now they seem like auguries. Kids don’t ask where things are pointing, but only how soon they will be over.

One night, as my mum served what might have been spaghetti bolognaise (I remember Kate teaching me to roll the pasta round my fork to eat it), my dad toppled into our camp table, its legs collapsing completely and the food flying in all directions. Our enamel plates clunked as they hit the floor. Bits of minced meat dripped from the chairs. I didn’t know he was drunk back then but the shock stays with me.

A few days later, Emma woke early to the sound of someone breathing heavily at the back of our tent. She called for my dad, who leapt out of my parents’ self-contained compartment, hastily pulled on his trousers and disappeared out into the dark. Seconds later there was a commotion. My dad had found a man lying up against the tent, hauled him to his feet, and they’d struggled until the man broke away. My dad gave chase until he saw a rock, which he picked up and hurled at the man, hitting him in the back. Being disturbed in the middle of the night was something I grew used to. This was the first time I recall it happening. The panic I felt as I rushed to understand what was going on. My dad was our protector and it made me feel proud. The next night he slept alone in the campervan, armed with an iron bar, waiting for the intruder to return.

It was as we checked out from that campsite to travel further south that my dad became embroiled in a furious row with a man at reception. The previous night, my mum had tried to call England from the camp’s public phone but failed to get through. The receptionist refused to believe she hadn’t made contact, telling her she had to pay forty escudos. My mum repeated what had happened and he replied, ‘I have to accept your story, but you will not use the phone again.’

My dad, his eyes bulging from their sockets and the veins in his temple pulsating, began remonstrating with the receptionist. I watched on, holding my mum’s hand tightly as my dad stormed up to him, pushing his face right up to the receptionist’s. A small crowd gathered around the shouting pair. At some point my dad called him an ‘ignorant pig’ before turning on his heel and walking towards us.

The receptionist rushed towards my dad, jumping on his back. There were jeers from the crowds as my dad fell, rolling over two or three times, his glasses flying from his ears. The dust kicked up from the ground. Several of the onlookers held the receptionist back while my dad brushed himself down. Someone handed him his spectacles. That was the first time I remember being scared.

My dad thought big. As I grew up it would both excite and frustrate me. When he first met my mum, he was starting up his own local newspaper, the Brentwood Advertiser. He even asked my mum to be the agony aunt, dishing out advice to those who found themselves struggling with debt or relationship difficulties. It lasted for one month before the creditors were on his case and the final edition was printed.

His entrepreneurial flair had risen again shortly before we left for Portugal, when he had attempted to start a radio station in Colchester. My mum knew he could be charming and persuasive, but the details and the execution would always let him down.

Now we were striking out for a new life in southern Europe. Pioneers riding across the plains in search of gold in our trusty old wagon. We struck a deal to rent an old, battered farmhouse four miles up a dirt track from a tiny village, Bordeira, nestled next to the Atlantic Ocean. Old oak barrels were discarded outside next to a dilapidated pigsty to the side of the house. The surrounding area was remote, wild yellow flowers carpeted the fields around. Apple and peach trees grew among thick brambles and nettles. The house itself was a dirty, white one-storey building with strips of crumbling blue paint around the windows and doors. As we pushed open the rotting wooden door a narrow beam of sunlight streamed into the room. The walls appeared to move. We ventured further inside and saw hundreds of lizards scrambling over each other, heading for the roof rafters. There was a musty aroma around the place, and once the shutters were open, we saw that the floor was littered with shoes, medicine bottles and broken chairs. Two narrow rooms were either side of this rubbish dump; a small kitchen was through the back, which consisted of one large fireplace.

My sisters and I slept on metal-framed camp beds in our dorm-like bedroom while my parents settled in the other room. We set about constructing an outside toilet with bamboo from the nearby woods. I helped my dad dig a giant hole in the ground and we laced the structure with leaves for privacy.

I didn’t long for home comforts. The absence of electricity or running water, or a toilet, seemed like a huge game. We were a real-life Swiss Family Robinson. My dad sawed wood to make primitive furniture and chopped logs for the fire, cementing him in my mind as a Man of Action. It didn’t matter that each plank of wood on the surface of the table was at a different level from the next, meaning putting a glass of water down came with a risk unless I focused hard. At Christmas we put a tablecloth on it, hiding the lopsided top, and then it was like Russian roulette with drinks. I’d get a spark of relief at seeing my glass of orange squash still full but resting lopsided on the table.

I ran free, having close encounters with vipers and mongooses, and I built dens in the woods. We’d purchased a table football game and I would try to persuade one of my sisters into a game. My dad was often out following futile leads for land to buy so we could start our camping empire. It was left to my mum to carry the ice-cold water back up the hill after drawing it from the well.

We didn’t go to school, so my mum taught me to read with the Ladybird Peter and Jane books. I became bored of the ‘This is Peter’, ‘This is Jane’, ‘Peter likes dogs’, ‘The grass is green’ storylines, so I’d write my own about lions and the one lizard who, when the others had scurried away upon our arrival, had stayed and now lived in a crack in the front of the house. He was about five inches long, pale green with small yellow circles, and could be coaxed out with a cut-up bit of tomato. Once in the open air, he’d remember how much he enjoyed the sun and spend the day lying on a rock soaking up rays.

My dad took it upon himself to teach the girls history, which was his favourite subject. He claimed that he’d passed his exams simply by watching The Searchers, starring John Wayne, his favourite movie star. He had grown up in the 1950s on Saturday morning pictures, and Duke was a seminal figure in his life. The Green Berets informed his knowledge of the Vietnam War and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon told him all he needed to know about post-Civil War America. He saw himself as a Western hero: the unsentimental loner who knows emotions come at a price; who faced down their adversaries in a place where justice was brutal and mercy in short supply. That was his teaching style. He was a harsh taskmaster, with little explaining or tolerance for getting things wrong.

My dad’s voice would make me jump. The sudden change in his tone when he became angry would lift me from my seat or make my knees bang together. We’d get lost on the road and he’d blame my mum, calling her stupid, and soon we’d all be crying. I was wary of him. I remember my mum once looking up to the clear night sky littered with stars and saying, once he was out of earshot, ‘It’s a full moon,’ by way of explanation. I didn’t know what she meant but I was intrigued by the idea of my dad being emotionally affected by the prominence of the moon. He’d often say I was a pain in the elbow. On one occasion, after a minor indiscretion, he grabbed me, pulled my pants down in front of the whole family and smacked my bare bum several times. I remember screaming, tears rolling down my cheeks, being consumed with outrage at the humiliation. It was the only time he ever hit me.

Months passed. The £11,000 we’d received from our house sale dwindled away. My dad had made no progress in his search for land and the van had perennial mechanical problems. One day he returned home shaken, without it. As he had driven into a garage to get it fixed, he’d collided with a Fiat, leaving our windscreen shattered, a huge dent in the side and the other driver with a broken leg.

Life was throwing up obstructions and becoming a grind. My sisters, who had turned thirteen, became restless. We were cut off, no school, home comforts or friends. My mum’s back gave out after months of carrying water from the well. She and the girls were regularly bitten by ticks, parasites that had to be pulled out with tweezers. After a day trip to Lisbon to see E.T., which I remember clearly because it was in Portuguese, making it hard to follow (the line ‘E.T. telefona para casa’ sticks in my head), we arrived home to find large black pigs had ransacked the house and were wandering in and out of our front room like nonchalant burglars. It all got too much. Defeated, we returned homeless, penniless to the UK.

I find it hard to look at photographs of myself from that time. My unknowing five-year-old face framed by my long wavy hair. I am always smiling or holding a toy car or playing on the beach. I didn’t understand anything, what lay ahead or what might have been. I was getting to know my dad. He was my hero, and he was about to become my tormentor.








Chapter 3

The image of the dingy whirling-patterned carpet is etched into my mind. It was 1984 and I was seven years old, wearing cheap cotton pyjamas and, as my legs dangled over from the top of the bunkbed, I didn’t want to put my bare feet down. I thought there was a strong chance they’d stick to it, like those horrible traps that glue mice to a piece of card. I’d put my socks on first and then climb down the shaky little ladder.

There were around six or seven women living in the refuge with their children and they came from all over Southend. There was a gypsy woman and her young son, a couple of women from the notorious council estates who had hardened Essex accents and swore with relish, and a well-to-do lady who wore expensive jewellery and a horrified look on her face (she went back to her husband after only a few days). A matron-like woman called Margaret ran the place. She had a forthright but caring manner and the innate courage to face down any trouble that might come our way. The place stank of cigarettes. There was a perpetual fog of smoke in the air. The noise was horrible: kids running around screaming, mothers shouting at them to stay still.

Heavy fire doors separated each room; when I went through them they’d swing back fast for a second before a mechanism would click in, immediately slowing the shutting process down to a snail’s space. Cheap easy-to-wipe linoleum covered the downstairs floor; health and safety stickers adorned the walls. Laminated signs told us to wash up our plates or make sure we closed the fridge door.

The large communal kitchen was often full of families eating fish and chips from the nearby shop. Then there was my mum, with her peppers and courgettes, trying to ensure we ate as healthily as we could, under the bright fluorescent lights.

I eyed the other children with suspicion. There was general encouragement from all the mothers to make friends, but I didn’t want to. I had mates at school, and what did I have in common with these new housemates other than fathers who hurt our mums? I’m sure they felt the same way. There was a TV room that was almost always empty and was an inhospitable place to lounge, with dirty waterproof armchairs and an absence of mood lighting.

The building itself was a huge, gloomy double-fronted Victorian house, right next to the police station. When we arrived, I was reassured by how it seemed like a fortress. If my dad were to turn up, I was pretty sure he’d be put off causing a disturbance by the heavy reinforced door, triple-locked windows and proximity to the police. The comfort of that feeling morphed into sinking gloom when the reality of the house became clear.

Why had it come to this? A woman’s refuge in Westcliff-on-Sea. It was as if, once we had returned from Portugal, that volcano of aggression bubbling away within my dad had finally erupted.

My dad landed a job as head of news at Essex Radio and we bought a semi-detached Victorian house in Southend-on-Sea in Essex. Our broken-down, orange Volkswagen campervan sat rusting on the road outside.

In the 1980s large mortgages were handed out with proof of a half-decent salary and a satisfactory smile, so with the help of a small deposit from my dad’s parents we were able to pay the £38,000 required to live in a niceish part of town.

Southend has a battered glamour. I’m the first to make a joke about it and the first to defend it from mockery. It’s rough, ready, ugly and quaint. It’s grand and greasy with fountains and bandstands and fights outside the Wetherspoons. The River Thames runs along it and the cliff tops are calm, but the arterial road drowns out the birdsong. For years the decaying old Royal Hotel on the seafront was a home for the dispossessed.

The pier is what visitors talk about because it’s the longest in the world. A Victorian edifice that sticks out more than a mile into the Thames Estuary. The poet John Betjeman wrote, ‘The pier is Southend and Southend is the pier,’ and there’s some truth in that. The pier is to Southend what the pyramids are to Egypt, or the hanging gardens would have been to Babylon. There’s no mystery about how it was built or what its purpose was or what engineering feats made it possible; it just came down to a majority decision by the local council in the middle of the nineteenth century.

It always made me laugh when I heard it referred to as a ‘pleasure pier’ because the last vestiges of anything remotely connected with pleasure – the theatre, the amusement arcades and the six-thousand-seater sun deck – have long since gone. Now the train just tootles up to the end where there is an ice-cream stall and a place to buy tea. But it is the longest pier in the world and it makes Southenders what they are: the people who live near the longest pier in the world.

Southend had nothing of any other significance. There was the UK’s central VAT office and what was once the second-biggest Marks and Spencer in the country. Peter Pan’s playground on the seafront had dodgems, arcade games, a red and white striped helter-skelter, candyfloss, ice cream and rows of deck chairs lined the pebbled beach. North of the seafront there were some nice houses along the tops of the cliffs, then you got to London Road with an array of Indian restaurants, Chinese takeaways, charity and second-hand shops and chemists.

Nowadays nail bars have added to that mix. As the town spreads out the houses become Edwardian and then there are thousands of prefabs and hastily erected small terraces put up in the fifties and sixties. There are plenty of homes that have been individualised with a bit of pebble-dashing or stone cladding or with a conservatory slapped on the back.

Our house was in a conservation area and my parents were proud of this. It meant no one was going to erect a giant archway on the front of their tiny drive, which was a common occurrence in Southend. Inside there were high ceilings, cracked cornicing and chipped paintwork. The whole house had a run-down feel. At the top there was a small two-room flat and tiny bathroom. This was my sisters’ domain. When they moved to that space, it was like they became upstairs neighbours rather than my family.

One of the first things my dad did when we moved in was remove a shower room opposite the downstairs toilet and convert it into a coat cupboard. The only problem was that it was the only shower we had, so for the next ten years we had to restrict ourselves to baths.

To me as a young boy, my dad seemed a highly effective handyman, fixing the car, putting up shelves or knocking up a TV stand. I remember his blue toolbox which opened up to reveal sharp and fascinating things. I loved to help out, passing him screws and being allowed to try to hammer in a nail from time to time.

Flimsy charity shop curtains hung from the windows, apart from the bay window in the front room, where my mum had come by some heavy gold ones, which once drawn at night made sure that whatever occurred inside couldn’t be seen. My dad’s wobbly table from Portugal had come with us, sitting at the end of the living room.

A large painting of a galleon sailing on a stormy sea adorned one of the walls. All dark blues and crashing waves. My dad had painted it before we moved to Portugal. I hoped one day I’d be able to draw a ship just like him. He was proud of it too, having framed it and putting it pride of place at home. I’d been enrolled in a local primary school and my sisters started at Cecil Jones High School.

My dad began working long hours, often not returning until three in the morning, even though the radio station was less than half a mile away. He would stumble in, falling up the stairs. I’d hear him snoring from my bedroom along the corridor. Delivering the news to the people of Essex seemed a noble pursuit. I was pleased to receive the branded merchandise he’d bring back with him, such as the Essex Radio baseball cap, a satchel and an official Essex Radio leather diary with my initials on the front. Inside was a picture of my dad at a desk in front of a microphone, with a blurb explaining how all the news was gathered and a pull-out map of the motorways of Britain. As I flip through it today, there’s a disconcerting picture of Rolf Harris visiting the station and hugging two young kids while they pick up an award for drawing cartoons.

It was my birthday not long after we moved. I received a toy Castle Grayskull, the fortress that He-Man was duty-bound to protect from the evil forces of Skeletor. I’d make my He-Man action figure repeat the words from the opening credits: ‘Fabulous secret powers were revealed to me the day I held aloft my magic sword and said, “By the power of Greyskull … I have the power!”’ My dad used his connections so the station’s star DJ, Tim ‘Timbo’ Lloyd, wished me happy birthday during his shift, telling the listeners about my present. I found it embarrassing that half of Essex knew what my interests were, but I also liked hearing my full name read out through our Panasonic stereo radio cassette player.

That night I woke to my dad downstairs shouting. I lay there for a few minutes listening out as I stared at the ceiling. The hall light shone into my bedroom through the half-open door. I jumped up, creeping out to stand at the top of the stairs to find out what was going on. He was saying something about an application for a bank card that he needed my mum to sign. I couldn’t hear her response, but her voice was different, strained, a higher pitch. He began spewing out hatred, pure, unadulterated rage. My mum was ‘a fat cow’ and a ‘stupid bitch’.

After a few moments I moved down three or four stairs, carefully avoiding the parts of the floorboards that squeaked. I sat down, grasping my legs for comfort and looking at my bare feet on the brown carpet. My body tightened as I heard him cross the room. I shook and pushed the palms of my hands onto my knees to keep them steady.

‘Go and hang yourself!’ he shouted. ‘But sign that fucking form first.’

I sensed he was near her. Then there was a thud and then another, and my mum was screaming. I ran downstairs, pushed open the living-room door to find him bending over her, holding a piece of paper. With his other hand he had her wrist. He was twisting it round. His eyes flashed up towards me through his thick square spectacles, and it caused a break in the attack. He didn’t say anything to me but straightened up and walked back across the living room. I took this opportunity to scuttle over to my mum and sit next to her on the sofa. She put her arm round me.

‘Go back to bed, Thomas. Your mother is a fucking idiot,’ he spat out.

There was no way I was going to leave her side. Somewhere in him, he realised that was enough for the night. He went upstairs. An hour later my mum took me back to bed. We heard the rattling of his snoring, and my mum climbed into bed with me and we held each other in the dark. She explained it away as an argument. Comforted by her presence, I begin to drift off to sleep. A few minutes later I felt the mattress of my single bed lift slightly. I gazed up to see her softly slip out of the room to take her place in the marital bed.
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