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			Dedication

			To my mum and dad, sister and brothers, my grannies, extended family and a handful of close friends who I’ve put through endless worry over the years because of my addictions, and who now rarely see me as I’m off saving dogs 24/7.

			I am the person I am because of you, and I can only hope my actions now make you all proud. This is for you.

		

		
			Prologue

			Crouching down for a closer inspection of the tiniest little thing in front of me – barely a scrap of life, though the violent quivering certainly proved there was life – I winced. I couldn’t help it. Then I let out the kind of long exhale you do – ooooofffff – when you can’t really find the right words to describe what you’re seeing.

			You poor little bubba, I muttered under my breath, shaking my head in sorry disbelief.

			There’s always one that can still get to you, take you aback, however much you think you’ve seen it all. I must have come across hundreds and hundreds of dogs and puppies, in all kinds of sorry and horribly pathetic states, over the last couple of years since I’ve been living in Thailand. You feel so desperate for each and every one of them. And I have had to bury countless of those who don’t make it. Yet to some extent, you get hardened to it. You have to really, or you couldn’t carry on.

			Life just isn’t easy for the street dogs here, with no owner to take care of them, no place to call home. No safe haven to take shelter. No one to look out for them when they’re sick. Every single meal is hard won. With no idea where the next one is coming from. The fact that they soldier on, mainly quite happily, living in the moment and grateful for their lot, blows my mind.

			But occasionally, when you get a little puppy who is poorly like this one in front of me, however hardened you’ve become to the street dogs’ plight, it can still tear at your heart strings.

			This wee little mite here, in my makeshift office in the middle of the Ko Samui jungle, would make anyone want to cry. Barely the size of a melon, I guessed he was just four or five weeks old.

			He had huge, dark puppy-dog eyes, floppy ears and four legs, but otherwise, more than anything else he was really just a little ball of … mank. Admittedly that’s hardly a medical term, and I’m certainly no vet, but it was just impossible to describe him in any other more technical way.

			Ah, you poor little baby, I soothed. I had the urge to stroke him, show him some tenderness and affection, yet his entire skin was so desperately red raw I honestly wasn’t sure which patch of his body to touch that wouldn’t just cause further agony for the little guy. He was entirely lacking in any fur, nothing to keep him warm or protect him from the elements. Almost every millimetre of the poor little fella was covered in scabs, horribly sore open wounds and yukky, scaly skin.

			What the hell has happened to you, little one?

			Gently, I placed the lightest finger-touch on his front paw, which seemed the safest place to aim for. I needed to let him know somehow that I was there for him. I wasn’t the enemy. I was a friend. And I wanted to help make him better.

			He was shaking so hard. Was it from cold? Fear? Illness? I wasn’t sure how his tiny body – small enough to fit in the palm of my hand – was even coping with the force of such violent quivering. His whimpers were so weak you had to strain to hear them.

			Hey buddy, we’ve got you now, I whispered, stroking his front paw on the same tiny patch of skin that looked like it was either about to explode with pus, ooze with blood or possibly even just fall off.

			I looked up in horror towards my friend, Rod, who’d brought him in to me.

			‘Jesus Christ, Rod.’ I grimaced as Rod stood above me while I crouched over the puppy.

			‘I know, mate,’ said Rod, shaking his head. ‘He’s in a bad way all right.’

			Like me, Rod is a passionate animal lover and we’d done many rescues together since I’d been living here. Rod had found this pathetic little creature all by himself, by the side of the road, wandering out from a bush where he had probably been scrounging for scraps of food.

			God knows how he’d got there. I imagine he’d had siblings who hadn’t made it. God knows how he’d survived this long. As is often the case, we didn’t know any of the pup’s back story. But Rod had scooped him up and brought him in to see if anything could be done to ease his suffering.

			‘I don’t know whether this one’s going to make it,’ I said. We had absolutely no idea what was wrong with his skin, what had caused it to be in such a terrible state. It was mange, I was pretty sure of that. Mange, a disease caused by mites, is not uncommon in this part of the world. It causes intense itching and as a result of all the scratching, animals suffer open sores, scabs and hair loss. But this little one’s seemed worse somehow. The skin infections were just so severe. I had to try and help him.

			Fetching the softest blanket I could find from my office, and as gently as I could, I scooped him up, hoping the blanket would provide some protective cushioning from the sores. But he let out the most heartbreaking little yelp where he was clearly hurting, looking up at me with big, pleading eyes.

			Shhh, it’s OK, I soothed. You can’t help feeling guilty that you’ve caused more pain, even if you are trying to help.

			He was red raw, with pus seeping out from some of the nastier sores. He hadn’t even been able to sit still because the pressure from the weight of his little body on the hard floor was too much to bear. He’d been wriggling about trying to find a spot of respite. At least now I had him cocooned like a little baby, all wrapped up in the blanket.

			It was getting dark outside. I knew if Rod hadn’t found him that night, this pup wouldn’t have made it through to dawn.

			I wrapped him in a little bundle, big eyes and snout clear to breathe, and found him a quiet corner of the office to rest for the night, placing a soft toy next to him. I often bring the pups and dogs soft toys, a bit like you would for a baby. Some dogs love them, not all are interested, but even if they’re not fussed it makes me feel better somehow. Treating them with kindness, showing them love. I wondered what had happened to this one’s mummy, and how frightened he must have been when that protection had been taken away from him.

			Slowly his shivering eased, and his eyes – once wide with fear – began closing. I could tell he’d been in a high adrenaline, ‘flight or fight’ mode. When you’re close to death, that’s what your body does, it’s part of the survival instinct. But now the poor wee mite was just absolutely battered, and all the stress hormones had left his little body.

			I’ve seen this many times when dogs are at death’s door like this. Once they know they are safe, they start relaxing, which sounds good but actually can mean they go sharply downhill, healthwise. That’s when you can lose them.

			We fed him some basic medicines, to relieve the pain and to reduce some of the swelling from the sores, which I hoped would aid in getting a restful sleep. And tomorrow morning I would be with him at the vet’s first thing. I vowed that if he’d made it through the night, and the vet had some optimism he was a goer, I’d cook him some beautiful steak and fresh mackerel.

			I’d come across a dog with terrible skin like this before. We’d called him Derek, and he was a wonderful, sweet-natured animal who we all insanely adored (and still do –you’ll get to meet Derek properly later!). I’d had the most amazing results by feeding Derek fatty fish like mackerel and showing him love, affection and patience. Over time, Derek’s horrific skin disorder had healed, and was now totally cleared up. He’s a gorgeous dog and I’m so happy we stuck with him and watched him blossom with good health and a hilarious personality.

			I really hoped that with some medicines, time, high-quality nutrition and a whole lot of love, it might do the trick for this little fella too.

			‘You get home now, Rod,’ I told my friend. He looked almost as exhausted as the pup. Dog rescuing is hard work, emotionally draining and very long hours. Rod is one of the most dedicated animal lovers I’ve ever met.

			‘So what will we call the newbie then, Niall?’ asked Rod, as he picked up his car keys to drive home.

			I looked at the bundle who seemed to be snoozing next to me.

			‘Let’s call him Rodney,’ I said. ‘After you. And then let’s hope this little Rodney will be inspired to get better like Derek did.’ I’ve always been a fan of Only Fools and Horses, and the thought of having a Del Boy and a little Rodders now for company made me smile.

			After Rod left, I crouched down over his sleeping little namesake and – manky skin or not – I placed the gentlest of kisses on his tiny black snout, willing him to make a recovery. I reckoned it was fifty–fifty whether he’d still be with us in the morning. But I wouldn’t be leaving him alone now.

			I gave his tiny paw a few more strokes and prepared myself for a long night ahead.

		

		
			ONE

			When I was a boy … and a troubled teen

			You’re no doubt an animal lover like me if you’ve picked up this book. But have they always been your special friends?

			Today, I’m a bald Irish guy who spends every waking hour in the company of dogs (and most of my sleeping hours dreaming of them, if I’m honest). So you might assume I’ve always had special dogs in my life and shared bonds with them since I was knee-high to a grasshopper, but that’s not the case. Growing up, they were not part of my life at all.

			I was raised as an only child in Brussels. There was just me, Mum and Dad for years. And we were happy. My mum, Kathleen, and my dad, Ronan, were very young when they got together, both Catholic and from neighbouring villages in County Tyrone, in Northern Ireland. They’d met at some local dance. Which sounds old fashioned compared to today’s dating apps, but when you’re in the depths of a rural fishing community, that’s just how you met someone.

			Mum’s family worked hard and were good people, salt of the earth. From the photos I’ve seen, she was a real stunner in her day, and my dad, who was hard working and ambitious, was totally smitten. They married in the village church and I came along in 1979 when Mum was 19 and Dad was 22, their first born and only child together.

			Northern Ireland – with The Troubles then raging – was not a great place to bring up a kid. So when I was still a baby and Dad was offered a civil servant job, with the recently established European Commission in Brussels, we moved over there. It was a real opportunity for my parents to have a better life.

			We lived in an ordinary semi-detached house in a middle-class suburb popular with the ex-pat community. It was modest really, one of hundreds of commuter homes, but to me it was magical – my own castle. I had my own bedroom and a wall in the garden to play tennis against, a garage where I kept my bicycle, and plenty of room to practise my football skills.

			My early childhood at least was completely idyllic. I remember a lot of happiness and love, with friends coming over for barbecues, regular football practice and kids birthday parties. I was football obsessed as a lad. I supported Manchester United and Diego Maradona was my hero. I was fairly decent too; not good enough to be a professional but I’d spend every minute of my free time kicking a ball around, with hours and hours spent focusing on improving. In hindsight, perhaps that was an early sign of my addictive nature. I’ve never been diagnosed officially, but I’m pretty certain if I was in the school system today I’d have been labelled as having ADHD and put into classes for kids with special needs. I was always full of energy and could never sit still, with my brain darting all over the place. I haven’t changed much on that front, to be fair!

			While Dad was the breadwinner, Mum stayed at home raising me, which I guess was typical of the 1980s. Still, it can’t have been easy for her, being so far from home, away from her big family, and having a baby to look after while she was still so young herself. Cheap flights with Ryanair hadn’t yet become a thing, so zipping back and forth to County Tyrone wasn’t an option. But every long summer holiday and at Christmas we’d go back home to see the family. Mum had seven brothers and sisters so there were lots of cousins to play with, and we’d scramble around the fields playing soldiers and running around with my grandmother’s lovely cocker spaniel, Pickles.

			With no siblings, I was always independent, a natural introvert and a loner. I was perfectly content spending hours by myself. I’m still like that today. Social situations have given me anxiety my whole life, and still do.

			Mum and Dad were great friends with another Irish couple who’d moved over to Belgium at the same time as us, and their son Sean was exactly my age. He was, and still is today, my best mate in the world. You could say I was spoilt really, with my nice life going to the smart international school with all the other ex-pat kids in Brussels. You pick up languages so quickly at that age, and I soon became fluent in French and Flemish, though I still speak with an Irish accent today.

			Thailand is now my forever home. But for a long time I had no idea where ‘home’ was for me. I never felt home was anywhere particular really. Not Northern Ireland, or Belgium, or even Dublin, where I spent years later. I’m grateful for the opportunity I had to experience a more cosmopolitan, European type of life growing up, feasting on mussels and chips, and mixing with people from all over the world.

			There was definitely a more relaxed attitude around alcohol on the Continent. Kids were allowed to try sips of beer or wine with their families, and it would be normal for teenagers to have some beers after playing football, or be in a pub from age 14 onwards, with no one particularly frowning at that. The binge-drinking culture in the UK and Ireland is unfortunately infamous across the world, but it wasn’t like that in Belgium when I was growing up. Mum liked some wine with dinner and Dad would have a few beers in the garden, but neither parent was what you’d call a massive boozer. So my eventual dependency on alcohol can’t be blamed on inheriting it from them.

			What I did carry a lot of blame around for, for many destructive years in later life, was my parents splitting up. I blamed Mum, I blamed Dad, I blamed myself.

			Everything in my life until I was 13 had been perfect. I was spoilt, safe and happy. Their divorce was a seismic event in my life. I had no idea my parents were even having marital issues. I don’t recall rows. But one horrible night, I was in my bedroom doing homework (or rather, not doing my homework) when I heard a commotion going on downstairs. Something serious was going on. The front door slammed. I heard Dad on the phone, crying.

			‘Dad?’ I called, standing at the top of the stairs.

			‘Come down here Niall, I need to talk to you.’

			My bare feet took slow steps down the stairs, a funny knotted feeling forming in my tummy. There, in my living room, stood my big, strong dad, my superhero, my life protector. He looked ashen, broken. There were tears in his reddened eyes.

			What the hell …?

			‘Your mum,’ he said, voice breaking. ‘Your mum’s left, Niall.’

			Left? Where?

			‘What do you mean?’ I replied, struggling to understand these peculiar, alien words coming out of Dad’s mouth.

			‘Your mum has left us, Niall. She’s gone off with another man.’ Then Dad sat down on the sofa and sobbed.

			My mind thought backwards, scrambling for clues. I did remember an argument a few days earlier, but I’d shrugged it off; I’d kept playing football, reading my books, keeping myself entertained. I was hitting puberty and no doubt girls of my own age were more on my mind. I wasn’t thinking about Mum, she was always just there.

			‘She’s coming back later though, right, Dad?’

			‘No, son.’ Dad stared at the ground. ‘She’s not coming back.’

			And she didn’t.

			Mum walked out in December 1992 and I’ve hated Christmas ever since.

			With no mobile phones back then, I had no contact with Mum for weeks. Initially I was packed off to Sean’s house for a ‘holiday’. Then taken out of school and sent to Ireland for the Christmas break. The family were kind, but no one talked to me about what was going on.

			Mum was gone? She hadn’t even said goodbye …

			There was a huge amount of stuff to be processed. I couldn’t get my 13-year-old head around it at all. Instead, I buried it away.

			A few weeks later, back in Brussels, I finally saw Mum. She was very apologetic, trying to explain that there were other reasons behind why she left. She reassured me she loved me very much, as did Dad. They meant well, they said the right things, but I didn’t understand any of it. It was awkward, we struggled to talk properly. I shrugged off her hugs.

			I don’t know how a 13-year-old kid should deal with that situation, but how I reacted was to start acting out. A rebellious little fecker is what I became. Some kind of self-destructive nature had been ignited.

			A couple of days after that miserably confusing Christmas break, I tried my first cigarette. One of the bolder kids from school, a cocky lad, had heard about Mum and Dad’s split. The ex-pat community was small, gossipy.

			‘What’s going on then?’ he asked.

			I mumbled what I knew. Mum had left with another guy. I was living with my dad.

			‘Ah shit,’ he sympathised. ‘Why don’t you try one of these?’ he said, waving a packet of Lucky Strikes at me.

			Fuck it, why not be bad? Everything was shit now anyway.

			Lighting up and inhaling was, of course, like everyone’s first experience of smoking – revolting. It made me cough and hurt the back of my throat. But that unpleasant sensation mirrored exactly how I felt inside. It was horrible yet perfectly so.

			After the split, Dad was always particularly generous with pocket money. So I’d spend the cash on cigarettes and soon started nicking them from the supermarket too, as much for the thrill as anything else. It’s crazy to imagine it now, but there was even a smokers’ corner at school in Brussels, where kids, with permission from their parents, were allowed to go and legitimately light up. And so began a decades-long smoking habit.

			I’d also started enjoying beers and cider. I liked the buzz it gave me. For someone so shy like me, with social anxiety, it loosened me up, made me more chatty. I felt my confidence grow.

			In the local village there was even a vending machine for cans of beer, so for 20 Belgian francs you could get out a tin of alcohol as easily as buying a can of Coke. We soon worked out you could put a small hand inside so you didn’t even have to put the cash in.

			During the week I stayed at home with Dad. It never felt quite the same without Mum there; it was like the joy and comfort and security had upped sticks with her. I always suspected Dad dreamed of them getting back together and rekindling the marriage. It was a confusing, painful time for everyone. But Dad looked after me, cooked the dinners, and was a loving father, which can’t have been easy while holding down his EC job.

			I saw Mum on the weekends. Her and Andreas – the new man she’d left Dad for – had moved in together, and their apartment was close enough for me to cycle to. I didn’t always love going though. Mum had met Andreas in an office where they worked and they’d been having an affair for several months before she left Dad. I got on with Andreas as best I could, but adolescence wasn’t a happy time. Around then I also developed an interest in gambling.

			It started with a simple dice game organised by the school for a charity fundraiser. I got totally addicted that day, begging Dad for more francs to play again and again and again. I could see that ‘the house’ always won, but kids happily threw more cash away anyway. So I set up my own little casino at school, using the same rules. This time I was ‘the house’, not the school or charity. Until the teachers cottoned on and closed it down, there’d be ten kids crowding around to play every lunchtime. I was raking in a ridiculous amount of kids’ pocket money and developing quite an entrepreneurial spirit.

			From then on, I was always on to the next bit of trouble at school, dreaming up the next big scheme. I didn’t care about getting into trouble. I had ideas about becoming a journalist at some stage, so I invested in a Dictaphone, supposedly to record conversations. Instead, what I recorded was the school bell. At the end of class, an electronic bell signalled time was up, so once I’d taped this, I played it fifteen minutes before the actual end of class – getting us all out early. Result.

			Another prank was messing around with people’s homework diaries, scrawling ‘Mr O’Neill is a wanker’ on one. I was constantly in the headteacher’s office. And because I kept pissing around, I didn’t pass the exams needed to progress to the next year. It was common enough for a pupil to move down a year. But I ended up being put back a year, then another one, and then another one. So by the age of 15, and a growing lad, there I was in a class with all the little 12-year-old boys. I felt like I was in a ridiculous comedy film. I probably could have done the work had I bothered to apply myself. But I was wild and ungovernable by then. It was agreed all round that I’d be better off leaving the school.

			My parents then found a stricter boarding school establishment for me. My behaviour didn’t exactly improve. I was always pushing the limits. I created mayhem by short-circuiting the morning alarm clock for both our dorm and the teacher in charge of getting us up. We all slept in and had the best day ever! The other kids treated me like a hero. That school was full of misfits like me. We all smoked and we all hit the beers on the Friday night train back to our families. Being in trouble was the least of my worries.

			My biggest concern was Mum. She dutifully came to all my football matches, and we would have a nice bonding time together in the evenings, sometimes even sharing the odd beer. She’d got a new job and worked really hard to make her home nice for me. But things with Andreas were not good at all.

			After they’d moved in together he’d become physically abusive. The bruises became more frequent, and my mum’s excuses like ‘I walked into the door’ or ‘I tripped down the stairs’ became ever more flimsy.

			I was scared of Andreas, and scared for Mum. I hated myself that I wasn’t able to help her. I’d stay in my room pretending the rows – her crying, the dreadful noise of bangs and yells and whacks – weren’t really happening. Mainly the rows seemed to involve his jealousy: if she dared to go anywhere without him, or have any life outside of him, he saw it as a threat. It wasn’t that he was a big drinker, but he would go off on one and then lash out at her. I felt full of self-loathing that I wasn’t protecting her. Instead, I hid or went out with mates and drank beer after beer to try and blot out the misery.

			Like many abusers, Andreas would apologise and sweet-talk Mum and persuade her to stay, promising it wouldn’t happen again. And for a while it wouldn’t. Some days it felt normal, but I’d be on permanent tenterhooks. And sure enough, the violence would always return at some stage.

			One time I heard the argument picking up heat from my room and crept down the hallway to the living room. I hovered outside. Should I knock on the door? Make a noise from outside? Should I burst in? I dithered, uncertain what to do, then walked in.

			There was Mum on the sofa with him on top of her clutching something that looked like a lamp in his fist, wielding it in her face. They both stopped and stared at me. I stared back at them, eyes wide in horror. I retreated to my room and I remember thinking, Well, I’ve stopped it this time, I’ve saved her. I also remember thinking that life could never be as bad as this again, whatever happened in the future.

			The next day Andreas took me out for a long walk, with some bullshit excuse. There was some sob story involving his own parents who had hit him. But I wasn’t really listening. I felt I just had to go along with it, however I felt towards him. He was an idiot, but he was also a big fully grown man, I was still a skinny kid. He could have beaten my arse, for sure. I might have ‘saved’ Mum that time I walked in, but there were other injuries to come for her, including a cracked eye socket. He was a scumbag, all right.

			Mum stayed with him for years and I was 16 when they had a child together, my sister Veronica. The abuse calmed down a bit when Mum was taking care of the baby, who I loved as much as I loathed the monster that was Andreas. Eventually, long after I’d fled the nest, she plucked up the courage to leave him, thank God. But it haunted me for many years.

			While I wasn’t acting out at home, my behaviour at school got worse. There was a particularly authoritarian teacher at my boarding school who I kept clashing with. At night time, I’d take geography books to read in bed. Reading about the outside world was an escape for me. One night, he found me reading by torchlight and confiscated the book and put me on suspension. I’m not an angry person by nature, but that time I lost the plot completely.

			‘Fuck you, you fucking prick!’ I yelled furiously, among every other expletive I could possibly muster. ‘I’m trying to teach myself things here, you can stick your fucking school up your arse!’ I was fuming. I’d been at the boarding school for a year when they too asked me to leave.

			So that’s how I found myself at 17 years of age with no qualifications, totally clueless about what to do with my life, and ill equipped for adulthood.

		

		
			TWO

			Kitchen work, a recipe for disaster for a budding alcoholic …

			Mum was always supporting and loving, but she had baby Veronica to take care of now.

			My lovely dad was never angry at me, though he had every reason to be. I’m sure he was desperately disappointed and worried, but he wanted me to get a trade, a means to earn a living in the future. So while the rest of my mates were planning where to go to university, Dad encouraged me to sign up for a catering college in Dublin. He was a keen cook, and at some stage I’d shown an interest. I’d often pick up one of his old recipe books and discovered making even a simple chicken pasta, like the kind Dad made, was quite therapeutic. All that chopping, stirring and creating something tasty helped to calm my bumble-bee mind.

			So that was that. I flew over to Ireland for the interview feeling ridiculous in one of my dad’s old suits, desperately trying to learn the names of kitchen equipment on the flight. God knows what I thought they were going to quiz me on. I needn’t have worried because I got accepted at the Dublin College of Catering, which meant saying a sad goodbye to my best mate Sean as well as Kate, my girlfriend. Kate and I had been seeing each other for a few months, and one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me was her organising a surprise going away party for me. We talked about making the relationship work with her in Belgium and me in Dublin, but the distance soon put paid to that.

			That summer before the course started I worked in a restaurant in Northern Ireland while I stayed at my granny’s. I earned one pound an hour – which was probably illegal – plating up turkey and ham for wedding guests, and getting shouted orders as I mashed potatoes. I loved it. This was miles better than boring school, and I felt so proud being handed a little brown envelope containing £50 at the end of the week. Feeling those notes and pound coins that I’d earned all by myself was priceless.

			I’d spend it all on cider, Hooch alcopops, fags, and bags of chips. I’d met new friends from work and we’d go out, all excited young lads together. One time after too many beers, I lobbed a rock into a public fountain, then pretended I could only speak French to the policeman who caught me. Another time I danced on top of a car. Granny gave me a stern talking-to, I can tell you.

			I tried weed for the first time too. Just a few puffs on someone’s joint made me pull a ‘whitie’. That put me off drugs for a while, but the booze appetite had truly set in.

			Suddenly I felt a lot more grown-up. I didn’t want to mess everything up like I had at school. By the time I started at the catering college I was determined to make something of myself. The course wasn’t up to much in all honesty, but thanks to the summer job and my obsessive reading of cookery books, I’d enough confidence to walk straight in the back door at one of the city’s few Michelin-starred restaurants, Peacock Alley, and land a (very lowly) job.

			Every night after college, I’d head to Peacock Alley and get grafting. This was a whole other world from the wedding venue. It was the city’s best restaurant back then, with a kitchen full of twenty-four sweary, hairy, testosterone-fuelled chefs, effing and jeffing as they wielded vast knives and big pans. And every time there was some big event in Dublin, all the celebrities like Ronan Keating and Mariah Carey flocked here. The glitz and glamour just fascinated me.

			All the grunt work was my duty, the shitty chores like removing the spinach stalks, peeling garlic, making garnishes. If I dared to stray from the tiny bit of workbench I was allocated, I’d literally get punched in the ribs. Jesus, the filthy language in that kitchen! That was an education in itself. It was a hotbed of misogynistic, tough-man types and I was the skinny little pasty-faced foreign kid. But I loved every second of that crazy environment, soaking up the skills like a sponge.

			Two of the French chefs slagged me off one time. ‘That fucking kid is clueless!’ one cried. To be totally honest, I’ve never been a technically great cook. But I was cheeky enough to banter with the big guys. How I enjoyed answering back with a perfect French accent and seeing their faces drop. They soon came to accept me for my enthusiasm rather than my ability.

			The head chef was a charismatic giant of a guy called Conrad Gallagher, a bit of a Gordon Ramsay type. At 6 ft 6 in, he’d stand there at the pass – the part where the kitchen food is handed over to the front-of-house staff – nodding at all the famous people while he was busily roaring orders at us. He was hot headed for sure, throwing plates across the kitchen if something wasn’t up to his exacting standards. You just had to stay off his radar and work hard. I was a bit cheeky with him, never rude but not intimidated, and he sort of warmed to me. Everybody was terrified of his moods, but I’d diffuse his temper by teasing him. ‘Come on, Conrad, where’s the bloody potatoes?’ I’d grin. He’d pretend to be outraged, then give me a little wink.

			Sixteen-hour days were normal, and I saw proper grown men crying, broken by the brutal pace of the place. But I was young and keen to learn and somehow survived there until I’d graduated from the catering college. By then the diploma meant nothing to me. In the catering industry, if somebody wants to see if you can cook, they simply put you in a kitchen for four hours. They don’t care about certificates. Still I was pleased to finally get one thing in my life, to make Dad proud. At last I’d stuck something out.

			But if I was working hard these years, then I was playing even harder. Finishing a long shift at 11 pm meant I was buzzing, ready to party. Sean was back in Ireland by then, as were other school mates who’d come to study at university in Dublin. I’d meet them after work, hell bent on ‘catching up’ with their boozing.

			My sophisticated tipple of choice in those days? Double vodka and Lucozade, or a triple vodka topped up with Smirnoff Ice. In a bid to get as drunk as humanly possible before the 2 am closing time, I’d stagger around clutching three drinks at any one time. When you urgently want to get smashed, there’s no point wasting time by drinking beer, is there?

			Generally it was mission to get drunk accomplished, and I’d end up way more blasted than Sean and the lads. But I wasn’t concerned about my urgency to booze; binge-drinking was just accepted. There were nights where I had half an hour’s sleep and then went into work. No one batted an eyelid.

			And that gambling instinct I’d shown at school? Well, soon I was losing wages down the betting shops. Horses, greyhounds
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