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Prologue

CANNES was a playboy’s paradise. I enjoyed the scenery and spent my day walking along the beach, reflecting on all I had achieved. The screening was being held at midnight; I got dressed in my tuxedo and felt like James Bond. This was it, my night. We were picked up and taken to the entrance of the cinema in a limousine. I smiled like the Cheshire Cat all the way and I was in a permanent state of excitement. I stepped out of the car to the sound of the Jackson 5’s ‘ABC’ being pumped out loudly from massive speakers. Wow, this was incredible – people cheering, girls screaming. It was a special moment in my life and just ahead lay the massive red carpet.

Cameras flashed and the paparazzi shouted for me to turn their way. It all seemed surreal. That evening my life would be immortalised on the big screen. There was a buzz spread through Cannes like electricity; this was the most prestigious film festival in the calendar and the elite of the entertainment world was there. So was I. I was asked to do a brief interview about my story before being escorted to the red carpet. About ten minutes were spent having our pictures taken and then we were shown into the cinema that was absolutely full to the rafters. There were over two-and-a-half thousand people inside, all smartly dressed, and I was told that this was the biggest cinema in the world. I was greeted with cheers and a round of applause.

The lights went down and the movie began. I was sitting next to Jean, the French film director who was the architect of this amazing piece of cinema. I sat with bated breath. Some scenes were difficult to watch and the movie tapped into my emotional senses. The entire theatre was in deadly silence throughout. The movie ended some two hours later, the lights came back on and then suddenly the whole cinema erupted with screams and yells of approval. I looked around, shocked: everybody was on their feet and we were getting a standing ovation that went on for over eight minutes.

‘Is this normal?’ I asked.

This was amazing. I felt on top of the world and the next day’s reviews were outstanding: we had done it; we had brought my story to life.

But … how can one man go from standing in a new tuxedo on a red carpet at the world’s most prestigious film festival, with thousands of people clapping and cheering his achievements on a Saturday evening, to a crack den in Liverpool on a Monday morning?

Well, let me tell you the story of one man’s fall from grace, his journey from break-ups and make-ups to a battle with cancer and his daily struggle with relapse and abstinence. I had once taken inspiration from Oscar Wilde’s wise words that while we are all in the gutter, some of us are looking at the stars. I now knew how it felt to have the tips of my fingers reach into the sky and touch the edge of my dreams. But now, in a defining moment, it felt as if I was experiencing a huge volte-face. I had literally gone from being among the stars to right back in the gutter I had fought so hard to leave behind. This is the story of that journey. It is mine alone to tell.




Chapter 1

Release


Commend me to him: I will send his ransom;

And being enfranchised, bid him come to me.

‘Tis not enough to help the feeble up,

But to support him after.

Timon of Athens Act 1, Scene 1,

Thomas Middleton and William Shakespeare



‘MOORE A7853AP!’

I could hear my surname and prison number being shouted across the prison sports hall of HMP Wandsworth where I worked as a gym orderly. I had been given a job cleaning the toilets in the gym, which I didn’t mind as it was a small price to pay for extra gym sessions – something I needed to cleanse my soul while locked up.

I put away my mop and walked over to the two prison staff who I recognised from my wing, a Mr Davis and Miss Richardson. Both young, both new and both seemed like reasonable human beings. Still I was confused. Why was I being summoned?

The thought of a random drug test crossed my mind but that didn’t worry me as I was sure to be all clear, but as a prisoner you carry with you an enduring suspicion of the authorities. What have I done? is a prisoner’s default mode. It could never be a good thing, screws turning up at your workplace late in the afternoon to speak to you about something or to take you somewhere you didn’t want to go. I wasn’t due a visitor, so the time it took me to walk from one end of the sports hall to the other had me thinking all kinds of crazy stuff. The insecure, paranoid thoughts and scenarios I created in my mind would have me locked up and the keys thrown away for good (were anyone able to access them).

Miss Richardson smiled at me as I approached her. Her short blonde hair was tied back in a severe bun, and she had a baby face with chubby cheeks. She was so small in stature I doubted she would be able to handle herself in a kick-off if one ever took place on her shift.

‘Moore, pack your kit, you’re going home,’ she beamed, her cheeks flushing vermillion while Mr Davis nodded along.

‘What? Are you being serious?’ I was shocked. My sheer disbelief must have been obvious.

‘Yes, your paperwork has finally arrived from Thailand … today is the day of your release,’ said Mr Davis, waving a bunch of papers in his hand. ‘Come along then, let’s get you to reception and processed.’

It was 4.30 p.m. and I hadn’t even had my evening meal! Nervous, I instinctively laughed at the thought of how I would miss out on one final prison slop. This news was truly the last thing I had expected.

I don’t think anyone said anything as I was escorted back to the wing to pack up my belongings. If they did, I never heard a word as I was so consumed by my own thoughts. Where would I go? Home? Where was home? It was 2010 and I had been away from England for the last five years. I felt dislocated from everyone. What was I to expect? Should I attack Mr Davis and get more time added to my sentence? At least then I wouldn’t have to worry about all of this.

The next thing I knew I was standing outside my open cell with a clear plastic bag and was told I had ten minutes to clear out my personal property. There wasn’t much really – just a few letters and a bunch of papers that amounted to the start of the book I had been trying to write about my time spent in prison in Thailand and the incredible journey I had been on.

Finished! Bag packed and my mind still racing with thoughts of the unknown. Being unable to predict my immediate future (something you absolutely take for granted in prison) was making me desperately anxious, fearful and excited all at once. I was taken to the reception area of the prison to be formally discharged from HMP Wandsworth, where I had spent the past eight months since I’d been sent back from Thailand.

Mr Davis and Miss Richardson handed over my paperwork to the officer on the front desk and wished me the best of luck before disappearing back on to the wing to help serve the evening meal I was not sorry to forgo. I didn’t feel hungry, only scared. I was handed a pen and asked to sign a few documents that I had to take with me to the probation office.

‘Where will you be going to, Moore?’ the old, grey-haired officer asked. He obviously hadn’t seen the inside of a gym since he first started in the prison service probably decades ago.

I looked at him in confusion. ‘Where will I be going?’

‘Yes, your address. Where do you want this travel warrant for? I assume you need one,’ he pressed.

I had no idea. I hadn’t planned for any of this. The only location I could think of was the last place I had been before I had left England for Thailand five years earlier. Somewhere in Bournemouth. I’d had a friend there called Jay who, admittedly, I hadn’t seen or heard from in the intervening years. But he was my best bet.

‘Bournemouth, sir,’ I said with a renewed vigour. ‘I would like the travel warrant for Bournemouth.’

‘OK, Bournemouth it is,’ replied old greyhead as he looked over the top of his glasses at the computer screen. A few minutes passed while he found the nearest probation office that I had to attend before 12 the following day.

‘Take a seat, Moore. Someone will come along to escort you out shortly,’ he grunted.

‘Thanks,’ was all I could muster.

This was it! This was the day I had dreamed of for so long, and now here I was sitting on the precipice alone and scared, not wanting to jump. How ironic, I thought.

I literally had nowhere certain to go to. No home I could call my own.

It felt like hours before a tall, soft-spoken prison officer, who introduced himself as Officer Goulding, asked me to follow him. I stood up and did what I was told. While my mind was working overtime, my body moved without volition, conditioned by years of obeying instructions given by officers both here and in Thailand.

‘There you go now, be on your way,’ Officer Goulding said, pointing to the open door that led, incredibly, to the outside world. Like a zombie I walked forward and didn’t look back; it’s a bad omen to look back at a prison as you leave – something you are never supposed to do.

The looming prison gates were firmly shut, but the small, head-high door swung open on its well-oiled hinges and I was ushered on to the streets outside HMP Wandsworth with my bag of clothes, a few letters and a one-way ticket to Bournemouth. I heard the door slam shut behind me. I had long fantasised about this precise moment but now, for what seemed like an eternity, I stood rooted to the spot, confused about what to do next.

I had no phone or numbers to call even if I had one. All I could hope for was to find my only friend Jay and the only place I knew where to look for him was the Happy Health Spa in Bournemouth. The place was basically a swingers’ club owned by a fat ponce called Vito the Frog. Vito looked a bit grubby, and had greasy hair and frog-like features.

I had a discharge grant of a few pounds that I used to hire a cab to the club from Bournemouth train station. The door to the club was open so I made my way in. The reception desk was unmanned and I could hear a disco beat belting out of speakers coming from upstairs. There were other noises, a lot like loud grunts and somebody being whacked with a stick … I slowly crept up the stairs and, as I did, the grunts got louder. I inched nearer to a half-closed door, the room beyond illuminated by a dim, red-shaded light, and gently pushed it open. I couldn’t believe what I saw: there was Vito, the fat ponce, in a rubber gimp suit with a solid ball gag in his mouth. On his back was a young Filipino girl wearing a Stetson, hitting him with a horse crop, screaming, ‘Yee-haw!’ at the top of her voice. Vito, understandably preoccupied, took a while before he eventually looked up and our eyes locked uncomfortably. Right there and then I could see his shame. He suddenly performed an impressive buckaroo, throwing the young Filipino girl high into the air from where she landed on her arse with a loud thud. The small, untidy room had a green rubber mattress on the floor and the smell of sex and body odour assaulted my nostrils. The girl scrambled to her feet, screamed something that I didn’t understand, spat copiously at Vito and stormed out of the room.

Vito carefully removed the gag and nodded towards the door. ‘Alright, Bill, you caught me at bad time there, son.’ The shame was still visible in his face.

‘Whatever turns you on, mate,’ I said, smiling at his discomfort. ‘I’m looking for Jay. Do you know where I can find him?’

‘I ain’t seen him in years, son. As matter of fact, I ain’t seen you around for a while. How you been?’

‘I’ve been worse.’

‘Fancy a cuppa tea, my old son?’

‘I haven’t got time for pleasantries. Do you know how I can get hold of him, you fat fuck?’ I spat angrily, losing my patience with this fucking pervert.

‘OK, OK. No need for that. Have a word with the staff downstairs. Someone might know how to get hold of him. I’m sorry I can’t help you,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders.

I left him standing there in the shiny, rubber gimp suit he’d somehow poured himself into. The place was as seedy as ever. It was getting late and I had nothing in the way of accommodation arranged. Last night, I had slept in a prison bed. Tonight, I was bedless. There was absolutely nothing in place for me upon release. It was becoming one nightmare after another. What was I supposed to do?

Before leaving the club, I asked a young bikini-clad girl serving drinks if she had ever heard of a guy called Snowy. He’d worked in the club for years, and she fortunately knew who he was and had his telephone number. She pointed me in the direction of a scabby-looking payphone in a dingy corner of the club. Brilliant, I thought, things are improving. I managed to get Snowy on the phone. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the box, but he was a loyal enough guy who worked hard and actually had Jay’s number. Scrabbling for change, I called my old friend for some support.

‘Hello, my son, where are you? Are you all right? Fuck me, Bill, it’s beautiful to hear from you,’ he boomed in his cockney accent.

For the first time since my release I felt like someone cared. The genuine concern I could detect in Jay’s voice relieved me of some of the anxiety. I had been feeling overwhelmed by everything since I had been let out of prison. Jay gave me his address and promised to pay for the cab journey.

Sadly, certain people, places and things could not be avoided and living with my friend Jay, who was using drugs at the time, was a disaster waiting to happen. He was what you would call a functioning addict: he had a roof over his head, a good job and a Mercedes on the drive but had fallen into the age-old trap of dealing drugs to support his habit.

I managed to resist temptation for a while, but it wasn’t long before I was back in the grip of addiction and with no one to blame but myself. I justified anything that would block out the memories of what I’d been through while I was banged up in a Thai prison. I’d received PTSD counselling while in HMP Wandsworth via a Mr Thoroughgoode (you couldn’t make it up), a ponytailed male therapist with a degree in asking trendy, ‘so right-on’, deep-meaning-bullshit questions. In between showing me shitty card tricks, he would come out with things like, ‘Hi Billy, what would you do if a pink elephant appeared in this room?’ He’d said this leaning towards me with a look of earnestness that got my hackles up every time.

‘I would shoot it, of course,’ I replied, a little bit taken aback.

‘Hmm, I see. Guns, shooting … can I ask you where you would get the weapon from, Billy?’ he asked while jotting down something in his black leather notepad.

‘I’d get the weapon from the same place you got your fucking pink elephant,’ I said as I walked out in disgust.

I’d just come back from three years in the most barbaric prison on earth where I had nearly died on several occasions from disease, getting stabbed and beaten … and this numpty with his ridiculous virtue-signalling ponytail was doing card tricks and talking about pink elephants. What the actual fuck … ?

So that was a good enough reason, among a long list of other bullshit reasons I had, to help fuel my self-destructive behaviour. I’d drifted through society with the wind blowing through my soul; the years had passed me by in the blink of an eye and so I began writing down my experiences of loss and pain. I had so desperately wanted to stay clean, but it had proved impossible in the circles I mixed in. My thoughts haunted me and I would live in the drugged-up landscape of my mind more often than I did in reality. The overwhelming loneliness was torture. To explain how I felt was hard. Even being surrounded by people couldn’t take away the desperate feeling of emptiness. Not even a woman’s love had the power to remove the fear of impending loss and loneliness. Girlfriends didn’t hang about long; I was too difficult to be around. My life became as barren as my thoughts.

I wasn’t happy with my surroundings, but had nowhere else to go. Girlfriends came and went. I stayed indoors alone and wrote a lot about growing up on the streets of Liverpool and my three-year nightmare of being locked up in Thailand. I was searching for an answer as to what was wrong with me. This was all I had: a story, my story, but who would be interested in reading about me anyway? Doubt crept in. The last time I had attempted to write anything about myself was when I was twenty-five years old and banged up with an Irish guy named Terry Jenkins (who died of an overdose many years later). I remember lying on my bunk in Stafford prison dreaming about writing a book. I spoke of my future goal to Terry who popped his head down from the top bunk, looked sternly at me and said in no uncertain terms, ‘Who the fuck is going to read a book about you, ye feckin’ eejit? You’ve done nothing but smoke heroin and come to jail. No offence, but you might as well give up now.’ He laughed so hard he nearly bust a rib. That was the end of that dream.

Now, ten years later, I’d smoked even more heroin, been to jail yet again, but had packed in a hell of a lot of living in too. Bollocks to you, Terry. I was going to write that book. The people in the education department of HMP Wandsworth, who had encouraged me to write, well, they’d believed in me!

Despite my writing, my dependence on drugs was by now all-consuming: my life in Bournemouth began to deteriorate fast, mentally and physically. I am ashamed to admit it, but I began using intravenously, injecting more misery and pain into my body, past caring. This ultimately put me in hospital. While there, I met Larry-the-handbag who was in the bed next to me. Overweight and pasty-looking, he wheezed like Darth Vader on a chilly damp morning. In his sixties, with his posh accent and all the airs and graces, he came across as a likeable old-school toff.

As we chatted and I told him about my plans to turn my life story into a book, he became friendly with me, helping me out with a few pounds here and there. Well, I couldn’t refuse his generosity; the money went straight to fund my ongoing drug habit. Who in addiction would have refused? Larry was obviously well educated and helped a bit with my writing – coming up with some good tips and the occasional word the Oxford English Dictionary would be proud of. As our friendship grew, he suggested he should become my agent and would make arrangements to open a joint bank account. He had apparently represented quite a few celebrities over the years. With my usually streetwise brain half-wasted owing to the liberal amount of heroin I was using, I just nodded benignly, agreeing to his great idea.

Just a couple of days later, as I dozed in the patients’ lounge watching News at Ten, who should feature in one of the evening’s lead stories but ‘Larry-agent-to-the-fucking-stars’.

‘Larry-conman-of-the-fucking-stars’ more like. He’d only been caught up in a newspaper sting on a senior politician and, as I discovered, had a well-earned reputation as a scam artist. Despite my grudging admiration for his talents as a charlatan, I decided Larry wasn’t quite the agent I was looking for. Another relationship I consigned to the bin.

In the end, all I wanted was to go and see my mother. I felt so alienated and distant from society; the years I had spent away had chipped away at my soul. I had exhausted all avenues and burned all bridges. All that was left was the unconditional love of a mother. I padded along the corridor in my hospital gown and slippers and called her number from a payphone.

‘Hello, Mum, are you OK? It’s me, Billy,’ I said. Tears were stinging my eyes.

‘Oh Billy, where are you? Why haven’t you been home to see me? Are you OK, son?’ she said lovingly, deep concern in her voice.

‘Hmm, yep, I’m fine,’ I said, remaining tight-lipped and afraid to talk, knowing my voice would break.

‘Come home, son. We miss you,’ she said. Her sadness was all too obvious.

‘I’m on my way,’ I said, ending the call. A painful lump had formed in my throat and I felt exposed and embarrassed as patients and nurses passed by in the corridor. The decision had been made; this was a positive step in the right direction. I was going home to give my mother a big, loving hug.

My mother Pat was one of sixteen children and her own mother had killed herself when I was six or seven years old. Mum was small but tough. She had to be to bring up six children virtually on her own while my father spent most of his time in the boozer or betting office, throwing away what little money we had. I remember vividly the screams from my mum as my father beat her. I was really small and physically unable to protect her, and I would cover my ears with my hands and squeeze tightly to muffle the abuse hurled her way. My mother worked really hard and I would help out by cleaning up and making all the beds – we all chipped in back then and helped out. Even at an early age I was looking for acceptance and approval.

Every Sunday afternoon we would have a tea party, with homemade cakes, jellies, assorted biscuits and pop. It was the only time my five younger siblings and I would laugh and play fight with each other. Then it was bath time. I would share a bath with my younger brother Anthony, leaving the water for Joe and Kevin. My mother would then refill the bath for my baby sisters, Kelly and Lisa. Finally, the nit comb would be dragged through our hair; we all took turns, with both my sisters squealing every time they had their hair done. I would tease and pull faces at our Kelly, the elder of my two sisters, causing her to shout to my mum and tell her I was laughing at her. I would get a slap for that, but it was never hard.

I remember holding my mum’s hand one evening as we walked to her friends. She was about twenty-five years old at the time and was crying. I never really saw my mum cry but I knew the reason for her distress was my father.

‘I’ll never be like my dad. I promise, Mum,’ I said, tightly squeezing her hand.

‘I know. You’re a good boy, Billy,’ she said, looking down at me and smiling through her tears.




Chapter 2

Home


As a decrepit father takes delight

To see his active child do deeds of youth,

So I, made lame by Fortune’s dearest spite,

Take all my comfort of thy worth and truth;

Sonnet XXXVII, William Shakespeare



MY mother looked at me for the first time in six years and knew immediately there was something wrong. There was no hiding the haunted look of desperation on my face. The empty shell of a man standing before her was not the man who had confidently left for a short holiday all those years ago. I stared into my poor mother’s eyes and saw the years of pain she too had suffered. The lines on her face denoted decades of hardship. My mother brought us up in an era of difficult times and, although she worked hard in low-paid jobs, had to rely on benefits and council housing support. Nevertheless, our mother loved each and every one of us and did her best to make sure we all had clothes on our backs and enough food on the table. One Christmas she had asked me what I wanted for a present and, to her surprise, I said I wanted weights.

‘Weights?! Why weights, son? Don’t you want a bike like your friends?’ I told her I didn’t and that I wanted weights and that was all. She looked down at me while holding my chin in her soft hands and asked again, ‘Are you sure, son? Why do you want weights? You’re only six.’ She squeezed both my cheeks with a loving smile on her face.

‘I want to be big and strong so I can protect you,’ I told her. The tears began to fall down both our faces as she pulled me close to her, hugging me tight.

It was October 1979 and I had lost my grandmother in July of that year. It was the first time I can remember any kind of sadness invading my life. My mother allowed me to stay up one evening while my dad was out drinking. She wanted to pop over the road to her friend for a cuppa and told me to watch TV for a while. The living-room curtains were wide open and it was pitch black outside. If they were to look in, people walking past our home would have seen a young child sitting alone. There was a Carry On movie playing on the TV and I was engrossed in it. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed something move, and turned towards the window. It was the curtains: they were closing by themselves and I sat rooted to the spot, frightened to move. Eventually I succeeded in jumping up, terrified, and ran upstairs as fast as I could to wake my younger brother, Anthony. He put his head under the blanket when I told him what had just happened. I slowly crept back downstairs. The curtains were open again and, as I stared at them transfixed, my mother walked in.

‘Mum, Mum, the curtains have just closed all by themselves,’ I panted, excited and terrified at the same time. She didn’t even bat an eyelid and told me not to worry – that it was my grandmother looking out for me. On the day she had died, a picture we had hanging up in our hallway fell and broke; moments later there was a knock on the door and there standing in the doorway was my uncle Freddie with a solemn look upon his face. Those seconds are engraved on my mind as if it happened yesterday. I was six years old and not yet corrupted by drugs, and I had definitely felt a presence that evening.

I was called, among other things, a tramp by the other kids in my year at school, just because I didn’t wear Farah trousers or Ben Sherman shirts. I always found myself in trouble and standing in front of the head teacher, Mr Connor, who looked eerily like Count Dracula. He was a vicious individual who clearly enjoyed the regular opportunities to give me the cane and would then nastily pinch the back of my naked leg, which hurt! This was the 1970s and teachers got away with a lot more back then. Corporal punishment was both frequent and the norm. Once, when only a little boy, I was away on a school trip that Mum had scrimped and saved for. As we readied for bed and drank bitter-tasting cocoa, a teacher made us all remove our underwear. He claimed it was more hygienic. The rest of the boys and I could see all the way up the girls’ nightdresses – the teacher could too. While corporal punishment was flagrant, routine and even encouraged, sexual abuse was also prevalent, but kept under the radar to maintain a veneer of respectability.

My father was a brute of a man who drank too much alcohol; his fists did the talking in our household. With the selective memory of a small child wishing for better, my earliest memories weren’t of a drunken man: they were happy loving memories of a man who worked hard and came home to his family at the end of the day. He would pick up both me and my younger brother in his big strong arms, smothering us in love and kisses and blowing raspberries on our tummies. I remember giggling and looking forward to seeing my dad come home from work, waiting excitedly at the innocent age of four. Perhaps those memories are seen through a small boy’s rose-tinted glasses, but certainly by the time I was eight years old the atmosphere in the household had started to change. My grandad Frank lived with us for a few years back then: he was old school, a thief who spent most of his life in and out of prison. With an old punch ball and mitts, he taught me boxing and in the process became something of a surrogate father. My dad stopped playing with us and would constantly have a can of lager by his side; he wouldn’t even speak to us but would just shout out demands. We always got sent to bed early and I hated the closing theme tune to the 1970s soap Crossroads because that was when my father would always shout, ‘One, two, three, B. E. D,’ to Anthony, my sister Kelly and me. It was still light and you could hear the neighbours’ children outside playing while we lay silently in bed in abject misery.

Whatever my dad was going through, he never shared it with anyone. He was angry most of the time. Sometimes we would see him in a jolly mood but that was only after he had been out on a drinking binge. The atmosphere at home became frightening. I was beaten on a regular basis and forced to stand in a corner with my hands on my head, scared of when the next slap would come. I got used to the beatings, if one can ever get used to something like that, but what I feared more than anything was when the next beating would come, the unpredictability. I began to withdraw mentally, and my schooling took a nosedive. I was placed in the ‘dumb classes’, as they were called back then, and regularly caned by the head teacher. I was in a state of constant anxiety and hated my father by this time.

I’m ten years old and my mother has just been beaten to a pulp; my grandad is old and feels powerless to intervene. My dad is going ballistic because his tea is cold and the house is getting smashed up. He falls into a deep, drunken sleep on the sofa while my mother is hiding upstairs crying and my younger siblings are cowering silently in their bedrooms. I sit on the stairs listening to his loud snores and my thoughts are murderous. I go downstairs into the kitchen and pick up a large kitchen knife that my mother uses to chop vegetables. I slowly creep into the living room and his snores are getting louder with each step. My father is lying on his back. A cigarette has burned down in his nicotine-stained fingers; his glasses have slipped to one side of his face. I walk towards him, carefully watching the rise and fall of his chest in case I disturb his drunken stupor. He’s a big man with a handlebar moustache that makes him resemble Thomas Magnum P.I. I want to end his life, end our misery. Fear suddenly grips me. What if I don’t succeed and he wakes up? There would be hell to pay. I stand there staring at him, hardly daring to breathe for what seems like an age, with the knife clenched tightly in my small hand. I couldn’t do it and ran from my father and into the back room, collapsing on to my knees and sobbing wretchedly. I was ten years old and this is what my life had become.

Growing up in the early 1980s was a struggle: the constant physical abuse I was subjected to at home by my father also followed me from primary to secondary school. The beatings became the norm. I got used to getting punched and kicked not only by the man I called my father but also by the gang of youths I had to pass on the way to school every single fucking day. I felt like I wore a sign on my forehead that said I’m here to get abused and battered by the rest of society. I never felt like I belonged anywhere in particular and always felt different – somehow separated from the rest of the kids in my area. I was a loner, a ‘ronin’. I couldn’t understand why I never had a single friend; life was fucking lonely in my world.

Living under the same roof as my father was uncomfortable and the dynamics at home had me spending most of my time on the streets. Drugs and crime started to play a big part in my life. I began to lose interest in boxing, which is something I have regretted for a long time. I initially joined a local boxing club to impress my dad.

The gym was called the St Ambrose ABC. It was small and quite basic compared to what’s on offer at most boxing clubs today. I remember my first visit – feeling nervous and not a little frightened. The first thing I noticed was the smell of stale sweat and the persistent loud, intimidating grunts from the handful of boxers in the room. The walls were adorned with tattered and faded posters of great fighters: Leon Spinks, James ‘Bonecrusher’ Smith and the greatest of all, Muhammad Ali. I was transfixed as I watched a group of older lads working out on ancient, battered leather punchbags, hitting them with solid thwacks and only stopping to rest when a bell sounded. Steam was rising from their hot bodies like overworked racehorses. I was introduced to the coach, John, who wore a warm smile across his ancient-looking, wrinkled and leathery face that looked like it had lived in the ring for most of its life. Not having any money and unable to purchase even a pair of cheap boxing mitts, I was given some second-hand boxing attire to get me started. I was delighted with the kindness shown, the guidance I received, and it felt good to be a part of something. I trained hard three times a week and ran in between sessions to build up my stamina.

My first sparring session was in an old, worn-out boxing ring that was basically a canvas spread across the floor. I kept my guard high; it had been the only way I could protect myself from my father’s blows so that was something I had learned before even stepping into the ring. The smell of old sweat that permeated the dog-eared gloves held close to my face felt comforting in a strange sort of way.

I attended the gym regularly and built up friendships with a few of the boys of my own age. It was the first time in my young life that I felt good about something and I was comfortable in the presence of a group of friends whose company I actually enjoyed.

In the same year I joined the club, 1986, Mike Tyson became the youngest-ever world heavyweight champion, and I would creep out of bed in the early hours, while my mother and father slept, to watch his televised fights. I would be in the front room of our house mimicking his moves. Boxing was big on TV throughout the 1980s, unlike today when most of it is behind a paywall, so I enjoyed the privilege of watching all the greats of the decade: Chris Eubank, Michael Watson, Nigel Benn and Frank Bruno. That said, my favourite boxer of all time has to be Roberto ‘Hands of Stone’ Duran. His fights with Sugar Ray Leonard were legendary, especially the ‘No Más’ (No More) battle when Duran refused to fight after the eighth round due to Leonard dancing around too much to avoid getting hit by the hands of stone. What I loved about Duran was his heart and fighting spirit, and how he also came from a poor background to be a world-class boxer.

Boxing became my life and I studied everything about it. I particularly loved watching the Rocky movies; Sylvester Stallone was another of my heroes and many years later I got to work with him on the set of Rambo IV!

The 1980s were great. We never had much and we enjoyed simple things like cheesy action movies, pop groups and bunking on the bus. The Toxteth riots had an impact on Liverpool as did the Hillsborough disaster, but both brought the city together as a community. Margaret Thatcher was prime minister and following the Argentinean invasion of the Falkland Islands, Britain found itself at war. At the time, certainly in Liverpool, everyone seemed to hate Margaret Thatcher. All I can recall about her is that she took away our milk from school and made everyone angry.

None of what was going on during that decade had any importance to me. All I wanted to do was become a boxer and maybe even join the British Army to escape the life I was living. I joined the Royal Artillery cadets at the weekends but got kicked out after a few months for fighting. But I continued with my boxing.

My first fight was coming up after almost a year of hard training. Excited, I ran home to tell my dad the good news, expecting him to be overjoyed. But it was not to be. My dad just sat there watching the TV in his armchair with a can of lager by his side and a cigarette in his right hand.

‘OK son, if you don’t knock him out in the first round, I’ll knock you out,’ he said as he sat there, flicking ash into a big glass ashtray. Stunned, I left.

The fight went ahead, and I didn’t win by knocking the guy out in the first round, but I did manage to stop him in the second. As I started to win more boxing competitions, the need for acceptance from my father soon diminished. I was being noticed and respected by the lads in my area, but I was also receiving attention from a few local girls.

My behaviour became reckless as I started to stand on street corners with the same group of thugs who used to attack me on the way to school; how ironic. Drink, drugs and stealing cars became a nightly pattern to fuel the excitement I craved. I desperately wanted to fit in and be a part of something – maybe even find a family among my new comrades, but, as they say, bad company corrupts good character and I was already on the road to ruin. I got myself into a lot of street fights and quickly realised I could fight back with my boxing skills. No longer would I get beaten up without standing up for myself. Not only had I been on the receiving end of violence for
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‘It's the best prison film since Midnight Express, the best boxing film
since Raging Bull and the best addict film since Drugstore Cowboy’





