

[image: ]



[image: Illustration]

CONTENTS

Prologue: Fall of the red wall

1 I should never have been working class

2 A lifelong fear of dressing gowns

3 You always remember your first recession

4 The Tories and a working-class boy from Brixton

5 Blur, Tracey Emin, Cuba and me

6 Who the hell drinks ‘soya’ milk?

7 Mr Norcott

8 What the hell is a Lehman Brother?

9 Behind enemy lines

10 Echo chambers and bacon sarnies

11 Brexit 1 A.D.

12 Did you serve in the culture wars?

Epilogue

Acknowledgements


HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


1

I SHOULD NEVER HAVE BEEN WORKING CLASS

In truth, I should probably have been a Conservative all along – certainly if my family’s trajectory is anything to go by. The Norcotts had been on a gentle, upward curve for many years by the time I was born in December 1976. Mum and Dad are no longer with us but anyone who’s lost both parents by the age of 40 will know that losing the second one brings with it a certain clarity as to who they were. I can see now that, for the most part, in terms of social mobility, they were doing no more than pushing a car up a hill.

My dad’s plaque is in St Mary’s Church, Wimbledon. If you go there you’ll be able to find it because he had the exact same name as me. I don’t mind the name but ‘Geoff Norcott’ isn’t such a belter that you’d give it another outing. My mum’s labour with me wasn’t especially long, so I can’t even put it down to fatigue. As a Christian name, ‘Geoffrey’ is a bit strange. The shortened version, ‘Geoff’, sounds like a Scouse plumber, while the longer version, ‘Geoffrey’, sounds like a guy who owns a Jaguar dealership. Maybe that duality explains a lot; even my name is sitting on an awkward precipice between two social classes.

St Mary’s is a posh church, adjacent to the finery of the All England Lawn Tennis Club. You’ve probably seen it during the sweeping shots the BBC does of the grounds during its coverage of the tennis. It’s a fancy place to worship. The surrounding bucolic aesthetic reflects most people’s idea of Wimbledon. There’s no shrapnel rattling around in their collection tins, it’s all notes, thank you very much.

In my experience, people tend to think anyone living in Wimbledon has got a few quid. If you go up north and say you come from Wimbledon, people often repeat the word back to you in a mocking posh accent, ‘Wimbledon’. Living on a council estate in the same town as the world’s premier tennis tournament doesn’t get you much in the way of working-class credibility. No one thinks it could’ve been a bad experience either – it’s like announcing you have cancer of the toe. However, anyone who knows the area – particularly in the late seventies and early eighties – will know it as a schizophrenic sort of place. Yes, you have some of the world’s most expensive real estate in the village but, down the hill – in a pretty blunt metaphor for wealth and class – the town wasn’t so different from anywhere else in south London. I always thought of the hill leading up to Wimbledon village as an apt metaphor for the location itself. Elevated and with great sight-lines, it gave folk with money time to roll out barrels of hot tar if the great unwashed ever got a bit restless.

The area around South Wimbledon tube station is still dodgy to this day. Local estate agents call it ‘Southern Wimbledon’. The more they dick around with semantics the more you know to exit the tube station at a brisk pace. The parade of shops leading down from the tube station to the next stop on the Northern line, Colliers Wood, is a bizarre assortment of those specialist shops you pass and wonder if they make any money. Lamp shops, Hooverrepair shops, places selling nothing but sinks. Maybe there’s a contractual deal that comes with being on the Northern line. Those decrepit grey tube stations and the line’s jet-black coding dictate that even the surrounding businesses have to imply perennial decay.

To sum up the area’s bipolar relationship with wealth, when I was growing up, Wimbledon had both a Grand Slam tennis tournament and a greyhound racing track within a mile of each other. You could pay a tenner for strawberries or have a whole night out, including carvery, for the same price.

It was strange living in an area that became a focal point of the world for two weeks out of every year, on account of a tournament which brought conspicuous wealth to the town, like a sporting version of Davos. Tourists would sometimes take a wrong turn on to our council estate and ask directions to the tennis. One day, a couple who I considered very old (so probably in their fifties) wandered aimlessly towards us kids playing in the street. They were American.

‘Excuse me, is this the way to the tennis?’

We all clocked how loud the bloke was speaking. We also looked around and behind us, as if to say, ‘Does it look like the way to the fucking tennis?’

I’d never understood how health could be ‘rude’ but this guy’s was. His suntan was offensive. I’d never seen teeth so straight. His wife was unlike any woman I’d ever seen either. Her hair looked like it had been built off site and lowered onto her head by a crane. I was intrigued by him though; an American accent will always seem exotic to me.

There was a long period when it was distinctly uncool to be into American culture but I never stopped loving the sound of that accent. It was the voice of The Goonies, Han Solo and Elliott’s mum in ET. It was exotic. Now we have curve TVs and streaming platforms, it’s hard to explain what it felt like to consume American culture on the big screen during that time. The family films of the eighties were waking dreams.

My sister and I visited North America in 1990, though sadly the closest we could get to the promised land was Canada. Mum wisely invested her divorce settlement in buying me a video camera and paying for us to both go on a holiday. They were trusted family friends, so we travelled alone. The money came from my dad’s redundancy. He was obliged to pay Mum a percentage, which she promptly spunked up the wall like Brewster’s Millions. She’d have been the first to admit she didn’t like having money – the only person I’ve met who took the words ‘disposable income’ literally. So, despite having a school uniform full of holes and budget versions of everything from Coke to mince, I also had a video camera and tickets booked to Canada.

It wasn’t the most conscientious use of the windfall Dad received. He must’ve been pulling his hair out. Having lost his job heading into a recession, he then found his son opening the door of his ex-wife’s council flat filming him with a £600 bit of high-tech kit. These days, I could tell him I was creating content for a monetised YouTube channel. Back then, I was just carrying a bit of his redundancy around on my shoulder and talking with an inexplicable American accent.

In Canada we stayed with family friends to keep the cost down.

‘What do you want to do?’ asked my adopted uncle, Mike.

‘We want to go to a shopping mall,’ said my sister.

I concurred.

Seeing Niagra Falls would’ve been impressive but we lived in south London and so returning with a banging pair of LA Gear trainers was the mark of a man truly well travelled. Walking around that mall felt like shopping in the future. In my mind, I was Marty McFly, except I’d only travelled forward in time a couple of years and instead of saving my parents I just wanted some cheap Nike Airs.

Eventually, Wimbledon got its own shopping mall. I was doing work experience at the time for the Wimbledon News. At the grand opening of ‘Centre Court’ (unimaginative names are a feature of the area), a brand new piece of modern art was unveiled. The reporter I was with was under instructions to gauge the public reaction to the new installation. However, he had to come up with his own description because practically everyone he spoke to concluded the pair of female figures looked like ‘two fat lesbians’, which sounded less a work of art and more like a fictional pub in Viz.

This was a less politically correct age and in Wimbledon ‘meet you at the two fat lesbians’ became a common plan for a rendezvous. I can’t speak for everyone in the area but in the current climate, I’ve revised my language to: ‘Meet you at the two strong women of no obvious sexual orientation.’

So, back on the council estate, with his American accent, this Yank had my attention. He had the earnestness Americans have and Brits generally don’t. He already thought I was his ‘buddy’. I’ve never fully bought into the British cynicism about Americans. I quite like their upbeat disposition and open celebration of success. Maybe it is a bit fake but it’s also fake to pretend to be miserable when you’re happy – or that you’re not trying to earn a few quid. The British relationship with money is fundamentally dishonest. We’re all out to get it but act like it’s this accidental consequence of the way we’ve organised our lives. It’s never more acute than in the comedy industry. There’s nothing quite like watching a left-wing comic bank yet another million quid for their most recent deconstruction of capitalism.

I don’t even buy that Americans don’t get irony. If you’ve seen the best American comedies of the seventies you’ll know how ironic it is to think that. I think they get irony, they just don’t like sarcasm. I understand why, but sarcasm is under-rated. Encapsulating a terrible experience under the mocking pretence of hope is about the most British thing you can do. There’s no doubt that sarcasm has helped me through my darkest times. It’s an ember of humour glowing in the blackness. It’s congratulating Alanis Morissette on her understanding of irony.

I regret what I did next with the American.

He asked how to get to ‘centre court’ so I told him, but my directions were to the two fat lesbians.

Technically I was being honest. Morally I was not.

‘I hope you’re not leading me on a merry dance,’ the guy said, sensing the mood.

‘Course not,’ I replied, avoiding his gaze like he was CIA.

Well, at least he got to experience some of the real Wimbledon. Not many tennis tourists get the opportunity to take a photo in front of two strong women of no obvious sexual orientation.

So to live in Wimbledon was to straddle a class divide straight from the get-go. Dad would drink in the low-rent boozers down in South Wimbledon but, as he got into late middle age, also played a full part in refined church life up the hill. A congregation member once said of him: ‘Geoff Norcott is truly a man of both sides of the tracks.’

Dad liked this idea, so when he died in 2015 the family thought those words should go on his commemorative plaque. I was in the church grounds on Father’s Day recently and, reading it again, saw how open that phrase is to misinterpretation. In isolation – and without any accompanying notes on the class connotation – ‘both sides of the tracks’ seems to suggest the family wanted the world to posthumously know my father was bisexual. It made me laugh, such an odd thing to declare. Graveyards are depressing places, so maybe we could all do with revealing some sexual preferences to add a bit of levity.

‘George Treverau. Died 1886. Liked it rough.’

With two disabled parents, my family always took solace in that kind of mordant wit. For Mum’s cremation in 2009, we were deliberating over what song to play as the casket went between the curtains. My stepdad, Roe, suggested the song ‘Feeling Hot Hot Hot’ by The Merrymen. There was a brief pause before we all pissed ourselves laughing. She did love the song and would play it to get herself in the holiday mood on her bi-annual trips to Bognor Regis. I respected but never understood Mum’s attachment to Bognor. I’m all for defending the great British seaside but Bognor didn’t have much to do and the sea looked like bum gravy. However, Mum approached holidays there in the same way middle-class people would savour a week in Provence.

So it seemed right to send her on her next journey with the song that always accompanied her favourite one on earth. However, the connection between the lyrics and the act of cremation were hard to ignore. We asked ourselves, ‘Would Mum appreciate the joke?’ and the answer was an easy yes. However, we might have done well to also consider whether our fellow mourners would see the funny side. As her coffin made its final journey towards cremation it’s fair to say that, once they’d clocked the significance of the lyrics, most did not.

Mum had also stipulated she wanted everyone in bright colours for the service, which was a nice touch. She requested that the pall bearers, rather than the usual stuffy formal wear, turned out in simple blue jeans and white t-shirts. It just so happened that the pall bearers on the day all had shaved heads. As my mate Mick observed, ‘It looks like they’re burying a member of Right Said Fred.’

*

Something holds this family back once we get a glimpse of the promised land of being solidly middle class. It’s the social mobility equivalent of a diver getting the bends. We come up too fast, our noses start bleeding, then we choke on a piece of sushi. It’s a shame, because over the generations a lot of work went into hauling us up another rung. My great-grandfather Frank Norcott (where my middle name comes from – we love continuity in this family) was a notoriously hard-working bus conductor in south London. My grandparents Reg and Peggy (is it just nostalgia or did that generation simply have better names?) also had a solid work ethic.

I didn’t know Grandad as well as I’d have liked. He was one of the many gentlemen horrified to find themselves holding a rifle when the Second World War began. He served in North Africa and then knuckled down to hard graft upon his return. My nan, unlike many women of her generation, also worked, the net effect being that they were rare in their social circle in owning their own property. The property was in the arse end of Mitcham and worth less than a garage in Wimbledon but it was theirs.

That homeowner status got to my nan, who put on airs and graces and reminded me of a cross between the Queen and Maggie Thatcher. There was something very proper about her – even her roast dinners were modest but immaculate. Always served at one o’ clock on the dot, the beef was good quality, but you didn’t get much of it, and the veg was lined up with military precision. She also nailed the Yorkshire puddings every single time (as much as feminism has advanced in my lifetime there has remained a unique envy among the women I know at anyone who can serve up a perfect non-soggy Yorkshire).

Mum and Nan had one of those simmering understandings which sometimes exists between alpha females. Mum referred to her as ‘the old battleaxe’ and Nan eyed Mum the same way I imagine the Queen first surveyed Diana. I’d say that domestically, 90 per cent of this kind of family conflict I’ve known comes from the women. A big shout, I know. I’m not excusing men, they start wars and crash economies, but the emotional territorial land-grabs by women in our family have the same legacy as the great global conflicts. Even the names of Norcott skirmishes sound like historical events. ‘Christmas Boycott ’97’, ‘Eastergate’ and ‘The Battle of Brewers Fayre’.

These days, our Christmases are organised with the kind of forward planning usually reserved for the Olympics. The jockeying for hosting got so intense we had to bring in the ‘May Moratorium’ whereby no one was allowed to speak about Christmas until after the May Day bank holiday. There are World Cup bids conducted with more transparency than how we decide the location of a family gathering.

When my parents got divorced, Nan, the supreme traditional matriarch, cut down contact with me and my sister. You always got the sense Grandad wasn’t fully onboard with the diplomatic hostilities but had grown used to following orders. Like many men of that era, he was expert at seeing which side his bread was buttered and went along with it for a quiet life. He was a good-looking man, my grandad, over six feet tall – a galling reminder that the height gene passed from my dad to my sister (I’m five-ten but people helpfully inform me I look a lot shorter). My grandad looked like a better-looking version of Charles Hawtrey, the friendly looking bespectacled bloke from the Carry On films.

Like many men who’d been through it, Grandad didn’t like to talk much about the war, but I remember one story in particular about his time stationed in North Africa, which underlined the gentle, enquiring spirit he possessed.

‘I’d been in Africa a while and my regimental sergeant major called me in for a chat. He asked how I was getting on with the natives. I’d been sharing a tent with two African chaps and told him we got on well enough. There was one thing though.

‘My sergeant major said, “Yes Norcott, spit it out.”

‘“Well, they’d don’t half stink.”’

As a teenager hearing this story, I was already cringing at what other dodgy stuff Grandad was going to say. He continued: ‘The regimental sergeant major laughed and sat back in his chair, “Well, I’m afraid you’re too late, Norcott. They made the exact same complaint about you and have asked to move tents.”

‘Turns out white people have their own smell and my new colleagues reckoned it was something like off milk.’

This anecdote might still make the modern liberal wince a bit but I’d argue that a working-class man from that era acknowledging any kind of bias represented some sort of progress. Imagining he didn’t have his own smell is akin to people from the south-east imagining their voice represents ‘English’ and anything else is an ‘accent’. It also underlines a theme of the twentieth century: whatever principles led racial integration, it was working-class people who were more often than not on the frontline. He was learning how to work, live and get on with people from very different backgrounds. I’m glad my grandad was able to laugh at his own parochialism and return from Africa with attitudes to race a good deal more enlightened than those held by many in Britain at that time.

War left him wise but anxious, and in constant need of a drink.

Much has been said of the impact of the two world wars on British men and their sons. It definitely had an effect on my old man’s dealings with me, as a result of the relationship he’d had with his veteran father, but, as he once said to me when watching yet another Second World War documentary, ‘Hitler fucked up my dad. However, now I’m retired, I do appreciate the documentaries.’

*

Mum and Dad continued the family’s gentle creep forwards in social standing, but in the mid-eighties, as Dad was reaching for the higher echelons of his trade union and drinking more, the whole thing came crashing down with the Norcott family’s first ever divorce. In truth, the breakdown of my parents’ marriage wasn’t strictly due to immediate circumstances but psychological booby traps laid long ago.

At the start of their relationship, everything had been moving in the right direction. Dad had sought to acquit himself in the tech boom of the early seventies and achieved good success as a draftsman in aircraft engineering. His Labour loyalties initially came from an association with Harold Wilson’s aspirational brand of tech-savvy socialism. Dad was forever in awe of big infrastructure. He loved transport too. Not especially a fan of visiting actual places, he’d often do the journey for its own sake.

He once rang me from France: ‘Hi son, I’m in Lille.’

‘OK. How?’

‘I took the Eurostar.’

‘How did you find it?’

‘Very slick.’

‘What are you going to do in Lille, Dad?’

‘Nothing, I’m heading over to the other platform to wait for the train back to London.’

He’d gone to France just to see what the train was like. As far as I know, it was the only time he ever visited the country. His lifetime experience of French cuisine was limited to a croissant from a platform vending machine.

He repeated this trick with the bullet train to Stratford during the London 2012 Olympics. A Londoner his whole life, with the Olympics more or less in his back yard, still he didn’t give a shit about archery, the velodrome or even just visiting the Olympic Park. What he wanted to do was to see if he really could get from central London to Stratford in eight minutes. If he’d gone with Darwin to the Galapagos islands it would’ve only been to see how the Beagle coped with the return trip.

Possibly Dad’s greatest transiting achievement, however, was in the car. I was living with him briefly in the late nineties. He was normally up, showered and drinking coffee by 5am latest so I was surprised to find him surfacing at about nine.

‘What happened to you?’

‘I drove round the M25 last night.’

I didn’t take him literally and presumed he had to do something for a friend so carried about my business.

‘Right round it. Always wanted to.’

I’d had my back to him but I now stopped and turned to face him. ‘What? All the way round?’

‘Yes,’ he said proudly, looking at me like he’d ticked something major off the bucket list.

I stopped eating toast and stared at him. I loved the bloke but in truth I never fully worked him out. He was one of the most off-the-wall people I’ve ever met. I asked him how it felt to drive all the way around the M25.

He said, ‘Like driving on a normal motorway but you end up back in the same place.’

Dad’s success as a draftsman was all the more impressive since he only had one arm. He was born with two but lost the right one in a motorcycle accident in his twenties. We Norcotts love the story of how it happened, for morbidly comedic reasons.

It was the sixties. He’d been doing the sixties thing of getting drunk with his mates and driving motorbikes up to a café in Box Hill, Surrey, to be a bit sexist and smoke fags. Dad had just snagged himself a new ‘bird’ who I believe was called ‘Carol Darden’. I never saw a photo of her but imagine she must’ve been incredibly beautiful. Just the name alone implies it, ‘Carol Darden’. She sounds like a cross between a girl next door and a French film star. I don’t know if she wore a headscarf and Jackie Onassis shades but let’s take that creative licence. She got into the sidecar of Dad’s bike and off they went. He was drunk, driving too fast and hit a vehicle coming the other way. He lost his arm that night and spent some time in a coma.

You might now wonder why I previously said that my family loved the story; as anecdotes go, it’s not got an obviously comedic pay-off. What we love is what happened to Carol Darden.

The impact took out Dad’s bike but Carol’s sidecar was fine. It detached quite neatly, in fact. The road was long, very straight and on a slight incline. Over the years some creative ‘VAT’ has been added on to just how long Carol Darden carried on in that little sidecar before it came to a natural halt. I don’t know if it’s all those Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em-type slapstick sequences of the era, but we always imagined her trundling apologetically by while some old duffer trimming his privet bush had to wipe his glasses because he couldn’t believe his eyes.

Yes, Dad lost his arm and wore the psychological scars for the rest of his life, but CAN YOU IMAGINE THE LOOK ON THAT OLD GEEZER’S FACE?

(This is how the working class cope with sad stories.)

Being not only disabled but culpable for his own misfortune was a burden my dad put great effort into overcoming. He knew that a USP is no bad thing so becoming ‘one-armed Geoff’ was a hindrance physically but it made sure people remembered him. He was known for turning up at fancy-dress parties as a ‘one-arm bandit’. At one party, a particularly persistent piss-head kept tugging on his arm asking ‘Have I won? Have I won?’

My dad said he needed to give him a quid before he could tell him.

The guy gave him a quid and my dad said, ‘No, you haven’t won,’ and punched him in the face.

Despite only having one arm, he was a powerful swimmer. On one family vacation, a holiday camp in the Isle of Wight, they were holding a swimming competition for the dads. Mine had been in the bar most of that holiday but heard the announcement that the competition would begin shortly. He put his pint down purposefully and made his way poolside.

Dad dived in fully clothed and beat all the two-armed dads by some distance. Me and my sister were screaming with laughter watching him whizz past the other competitors still wearing strides and a collar. It was a tumultuous holiday, my parents’ marriage was on the edge, but there was something about my fully clothed father showing all the other dads a clean pair of heels that momentarily brought us together. As Mum commented wryly afterwards, ‘Well if that doesn’t sober him up, nothing will.’

He wasn’t the only one playing to the gallery on that holiday. At eight years old, I’d entered a ‘Best Cowboy Competition’. Instead of rustling cattle and throwing lassos, it basically involved young lads dressing like cowboys and going out in front of the assembled parents and acting like Clint Eastwood. Most of the other boys were a bit bigger than me so I listened carefully to what they were doing and planned to mimic their actions as best I could.

However, the outfit they’d given me was way too big and, as I shambled on-stage, a holster dragging by my ankles, waistcoat falling off my shoulders and a Stetson starting to fall in front of my eyes, I was already discombobulated and could hear the parents giggling. The host did the usual bent-knee schtick to ask my name. The boys before me had given the best cowboy-like name they could think of, like ‘Chet’, ‘Wyatt’ or ‘Billy’. When asked where they came from, most of them seemed to say ‘Texas’. I hadn’t heard that quite right though, so when he asked me and I couldn’t think of a cowboy name, I said, ‘My name’s Geoff,’ which I followed with, ‘and I come from Essex.’

Not exactly Butch Cassidy. The parents all laughed. I didn’t know what I’d done or how but I knew I liked that noise.

As Dad spent more time in the pub than at home, Mum resorted to the old-fashioned trick of taking his dinner to him down The Sultan. I never understood that gesture. It was supposed to shame a man into accepting his responsibilities, however, as Dad put it, ‘All it made me think was that if I got drunk enough, pork chops would appear.’

I think he drank because the extra effort of all that good humour and smiling gamely through physical challenges took it out of him. By the time he was on the verge of getting on the national executive of his union, Dad’s drinking was becoming unmanageable. Mum took the right decision in bringing the marriage to an end, a decision vindicated when he immediately addressed his drinking. Coming second to his job and drink was never going to work for her. Not least because she needed someone to fill the black hole of attention that comes from being given away as a child.

Born in the fifties within the sound of the Bow bells to a single mother, she’d been left on the doorstep of a convent in Streatham when she was five (family history is a funny thing; I took that phrase ‘left on the doorstep’ literally until well into my early twenties, viewing her early life somewhere between Annie and The Jungle Book). Her mother, Margaret, was a single woman with three children out of wedlock. The other two children had severe disabilities so Mum, ‘Jenny’, was handed over into care.

Throughout her life, Mum had a lot of names. Jennifer at birth, she became Jenny, then Jen, but when she dated a bloke from Dundee he pronounced ‘Jen’ as ‘Jan’ and so she remained until she met my stepdad, shortly after which my stepsisters independently rounded it up to ‘Janet’. Once she became wheelchair bound, Mum had a whole new set of monikers including ‘Jan the Pram’. At Mum’s funeral, I read all these out. With so many nicknames it sounded less like saying goodbye to a parent and more like I was bringing a veteran boxer to the ring.

The nuns who helped raise my mum were particularly strict. She was naturally left-handed, so they strapped it down and tried to force her to use her right. This seems like an odd thing to do but they saw left-handedness as a possible sign of the devil. Maybe that experience is why Mum got together with the old man in the first place. She’d had her left arm strapped down and he’d had his right one taken clean off. Maybe it wasn’t love at all but unresolved arm issues.

As she put it to me, they ‘both saw in the other someone they could fix’.

Relationships like that rarely work out well (especially as they’d ended up with two left-handers). She was beautiful and vivacious; he was handsome and throwing out the high octane smoke-and-mirrors charisma of someone who doesn’t want people to notice his missing limb.

Without any formative experience of the role, Mum tried to be a dutiful wife to a man making his way in the world. Like all women at that time who were married to men in the unions, there was a social scene she was duty bound to appear on. However, her early life had left with her with chronic social anxiety.

I remember once seeing her hand around a tray of vol au vents at one of Dad’s soirées. Vol au vents are a stark symbol of putting on airs and graces. No one really liked them. Everyone would have been happier with a sausage roll but it was the ‘done thing’. Even saying, ‘Vol au vent?’ made you feel like an awful wanker. It was training for the necessary self-sacrifice involved in social mobility. She looked desperately uncomfortable and resentful. It was the impostor syndrome so many working-class people feel when they try and ‘level up’. As an adult, I probably looked exactly the same the first time I took my seat on the ‘BBC diversity panel’. Luckily, feeling like I didn’t fit in was the exact reason I was there.

There’s a photo I often look at of my parents wearing their finest clothes for one particular union event. Dad’s wearing a dinner jacket and Mum’s wearing a beautiful oriental-style gown. Despite their glamour, the look in their eyes suggests she’d prefer to be in jeans working on the garden and he’d rather be down The Sultan.

If they were my age today, they’d have probably already reflected on how their traumatic life experiences had shaped them and learned to manage those hang-ups with medication, meditation and realigning their chakras. However, back then, with a solid working-class instinct for industrial-level denial, the default coping method was drink. My grandparents were pretty big drinkers too, but usually kept their shit together. Dad, when drunk, was loud, high-spirited and obsessed with buying everyone a round. A lot like me in fact – the one time I act like a socialist is when I’m shitfaced.

In the pub, Dad was fun to be with, but not so much when you’re a mother of two and short on housekeeping. Despite being married to a go-getter, she was still struggling to get by. My mother didn’t really drink, her drug of choice was nicotine. She always claimed she didn’t smoke ‘that much’ but any family photo shows her with a cigarette attached to her hand like a permanent extra digit.

The country has been on quite a journey when it comes to smoking. My childhood was engulfed in cigarette smoke. At family meals, a ‘fag break’ would be called between every single course. Unlike now, they’d stay seated while me and my sister would dash to the garden, coughing like two Victorian old men in the final stages of consumption. Houses routinely became so orange that silhouettes were burnt into the wall like the aftermath of a nuclear bomb blast.

The culture is different now. When people smoke they often do so standing on a doorstep (which shows a fundamental misunderstanding of the way wind tends to work). Or they vape – a curious practice by which those who wish to smoke less have found a way of smoking more or less continually. It’s almost certainly less harmful for the kids. They still go to school reeking but now they smell of pleasant things, like popcorn.

My parents were drinking and smoking hard, shooting for the big league, but showing the strains of trying to get there. Dad had the south London Del Boy spirit of the time but, instead of selling moody hi-fis, he saw the greasy pole to union top brass as his way out. He didn’t just like the power and the money, he was attracted to the lifestyle. Unions looked after their own and he enjoyed being booked into fancy hotels. When I started doing stand-up comedy, he was more interested in the hotels than the gigs.

‘Where are you son?’

‘I’m in Cardiff, playing the Glee Club.’

‘No where are you? What hotel they put you in?’

The real clincher, more than the calibre of the hotel, was ‘Do you get a breakfast?’ He seemed to think an inclusive hotel breakfast was the height of privilege. If I’d told him I had a residency at Caesar’s Palace, all he would have cared about was whether I had to pay for my bacon rolls.

I wonder if part of my conservatism comes from those early experiences of lavish union weekends. All I knew from my mum was that the unions ‘got paid by the workers and were supposed to look after them in return’. Even as an eight-year-old it struck me that the hotel they’d put us up in was exceptionally fancy. I was sure we could do it without four-poster beds and a bar tab.

The day they ‘bombed’ Dad from the union position he’d worked so hard to achieve is burned into my memory (the middle-class translation would be ‘managed out’). I don’t understand the particular arcane process by which Dad was removed but when I saw him looking desolate in our hotel room in Bournemouth I knew it was the unions what did it. He still had his day job, but it was the union work he was passionate about. He’d once sang ‘You don’t get me, I’m part of the union’, but in the end it was the Union who ‘got’ him.

So if you ever see me climbing into Len McCluskey on Sky News, there’s a chance it might not be entirely objective. Part of my anger is because in 1985 we had to cut short an otherwise pleasant family holiday to the Dorset coast.

As the process of divorce stepped up, things became fraught at home. It seems mad to think now, but it was still a shameful thing in the mid-eighties for your parents to split up. Back then, divorce and cancer were both words you had to mouth in polite company, in the same way you’d one day tell someone you voted Leave.

I should warn you that there will be stories in this book about my parents that will seem outlandish or made up. Unfortunately for my mental health, they’re not. They were two unique people, social mavericks. Mum especially was never one for doing things the expected way.

I was acting up at school but, like all mummy’s boys, was reporting that I was in fact being victimised by one particular teacher, Ms Read. Mum had already taken against her the moment she knew Ms Read wanted to be known as a ‘Ms’. It’s fair to say that if Mum was alive today, she wouldn’t have much time for the ‘my pronouns are’ brigade. It’s not that she wasn’t liberal in the general sense but she always felt moral crusaders tended to be privileged enough to have the time to worry about such things. I remember the first time she was served a vegan meal by one of my Dad’s new middle-class leftie mates from the union. The encounter hadn’t started well when the lady introduced herself to my mum as ‘Beverley’. Mum was thrown by the fact she didn’t offer the shortened version ‘Bev’, so curtseyed sarcastically. The moment Beverley left the room my dad read her the riot act.

‘But what kind of women says all her syllables like that?’ Mum protested. ‘Why can’t I call her Bev?’

Beverley busied herself in the kitchen cooking up something a lot more exotic than the meat and two veg we were used to.

She put the dish down in front of us. Mum took one derisive look at it and quoted the popular British lamb campaign of the time: ‘Wot, no meat?’

We never dined with Beverley again.

Beverley and Ms Read were exactly the kind of women who would get under Mum’s skin. One day, she dropped me off at school and I said goodbye to her at the gate. She made me promise to behave. My next memory is of it being well into the first period and I was once again in trouble for something I’d said. Before I’d even begun wriggling my way out of it, Mum appeared from the temporary partitions between the classrooms. It later transpired that, like a cross between a demented tiger mother and Special Forces, she’d waited until I was out of sight then snuck her way into the space, bedded in and waited to hear the evidence of this victimisation for herself.

I’m not sure whether what she heard corroborated my conspiracy theory or not but, knowing Mum, just the sound of ‘that bloody feminist’ Ms Read chastising me was enough to send her over the edge. Slightly wild in the eyes, she appeared in the classroom, grabbed Ms Read by the arm and said, ‘You’re going to see the headteacher, my girl.’

As someone who went on to teach, I now feel some sympathy for the teacher, but in that instant I was only aware of the rest of the class staring open-mouthed at me. I didn’t really know what to do with their attention so made a face as if to say, ‘Yeah, that’s right, fuck with me and mad women start appearing out of walls.’

As the divorce proceedings progressed, Mum took the decision – against all advice – to let Dad keep the house and move me and my sister into a council estate on the border of Wimbledon and Wandsworth. Again, if anyone ever wonders why I’m a ‘contrarian’ I’d say a good deal of it came from having a mother who drove her own divorce lawyer to drink. ‘Take him for the house’ was a feminist mantra at the time. Mum, however, went for the slightly less favoured, ‘Leave him with the house and move into a dodgy council estate.’

Not long after that, my dad’s betrayal by the unions was compounded when he was made redundant by BT. Our family had gone from aspiring to be middle class to much more humble circumstances in the space of a few months. When your family doesn’t have a proper financial safety net, any progress can fall away in a heartbeat. In some ways, Dad’s peculiar circular transport trips were like the Norcotts’ relationship with social mobility. We were destined to end up back at the same point eventually.

For a family like mine, when you’re pushing that car up a hill, all it takes is one false step for everything to start rolling quickly back down again.


2

A LIFELONG FEAR OF DRESSING GOWNS

It’s early in the morning, overcast and drizzly in Wimbledon. My mum puts the key into a door of a flat. The door looks like it used to be white. The paint is flaky and one of the frosted glass windows is smashed. Mum opens it. My sister and I hesitantly walk into our new home. It’s dark, as some of the windows are still boarded up. The light we can see is hazy and punctuated by heavy particles of dust. The wallpaper is variously orange, awful or completely torn away. There’s a smell somewhere between damp, tobacco and mouse shit.

‘What do you think, kids?’ says Mum, hope and desperation playing out in her voice and eyes.

We didn’t carry particularly high expectations on the way here. Mum told us the place we are to live is a council estate not far from my dad’s house in Wimbledon. It is called Pitt Crescent, which seems to carry with it the same duality of prospects as most other things in my life. ‘Pitt’ sounds like we’re going to be poor. ‘Crescent’ sounds like we might be poor with a nice view.

My sister and I, using all the experience we’ve built up pretending to like crap Christmas presents, reassure our mother that it’s . . . nice. She seems relieved but also loosely aware we’re just being polite. Though, however polite my sister is, there’s no getting away from the fact she appears to be walking everywhere on tiptoes.

‘So are we sleeping here?’ asks Joanna.

‘Yes, I’ll have it looking a bit nicer by tonight.’

‘Tonight?’ we both ask her to clarify.

It would be hard not to feel for my mum. This was the flat she’d been waiting on the council list for, on the other side of the brutal no-man’s-land between filing for divorce and actually getting it. She and Dad tried to continue living together until the process was concluded but that worked as well as putting a bull in a hall of mirrors. Mum then tried living in a bedsit a quarter of a mile away. This created a frantic lifestyle where she’d have to get up, arrive at the house, get us ready for school and then get to work herself all within 90 minutes. It being the less enlightened eighties, Dad wasn’t exactly helping out by tossing us a salad for our lunchboxes. Later, she would have to finish work, pick us up from school, make our tea and do a bit of cleaning before Dad got back from work at about half six.

But he didn’t always get back from work. On one particular day, Mum was kept waiting very late for Dad to get back but his ‘meeting’ at The Sultan had overrun. She had to be back at her bedsit by 10pm, so at 9.45 tucked me and my sister into bed with the promise my old man would be home in no time at all. He did return shortly but was roaring drunk. There was no malice in his behaviour but he was chaotic so my sister and I, with no adults around, were forced to tend to him like grown-ups. Joanna sat him down and adopted the reproachful tones she’d heard used by other women in the family.

I decided to make him coffee because I’d seen people do that in films. What the films didn’t tell you was that a cup of Maxwell House doesn’t really touch the sides when you’ve done double digits on the Hofmeister. Stunned that TV and film had lied to us about the effects of coffee and cold flannels, we decided to get some help.

We went next door and our neighbour, Ferris, answered. He was what was known at that time as a ‘yuppie’. This was an era in which young people having money was a surprise. It would become a surprise once again but for very different reasons.

‘Hello?’ he said, displaying the understandable caution of a grown man being doorstepped by two kids in their pyjamas.

‘Our dad is really drunk,’ said my sister, ‘Could we get some advice?’

Ferris listened to our concerns and asked if there were any other grown-ups we could turn to (i.e. stop bothering him and piss off). He let us use his landline (or ‘phone’, as we called it then). We rang our grandparents, who told
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