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To Mum, from cottage pie to Humble Pie  you deserve a medal.
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FOREWORD

IN MY HAND, Ive got a piece of paper. Its Mums handwriting, and its a list  a very long list  of all the places we lived until I left home. I look at this list now, and there are just so many of them. My eye moves down the page, trying to take in her spidery scribble, and I soon lose track. These places mean very little to me: its funny how few of them I can remember. In some cases, I guess thats because we were hardly there for more than five minutes. But in others, its probably more a case of trying to forget about them as soon as possible. When youre unhappy in a place, you want to forget about it as soon as possible. You dont dwell on the details of a house if you associate it with being afraid, or ashamed, or poor  and as a boy, I was often afraid and ashamed, and always poor.

Life was a series of escapades, of moves that always ended badly. The next place was always going to be a better place  a bit of garden, a shiny new front door  the place where everything would finally come right. But it never did, of course. Our family life was built on a series of pipe dreams  the dreams of my father. And he was a man whose dreams always turned to dust.

I dont think people grasp the whole me when they see me on television or in the pages of some glossy magazine. Ive got the wonderful family, the big house, the flash car in the drive. I run several of the worlds best restaurants. Im running round, cursing and swearing, telling people what to do, my mouth always getting me into trouble. They probably think: that flash bastard. I know I would. But its not about being flash. My life, like most peoples, is about keeping the wolf from the door. Its about hard work. Its about success. Beyond that, though, something else is at play. Is it fear? Maybe. Im as driven as any man youll ever meet. I cant ever sit still. Holidays are impossible. Ive got ants in my pants  I always have had. When I think about myself, I still see a little boy who is desperate to escape, and anxious to please. The fact that Ive long since escaped, and long since succeeded in pleasing people, has made little or no difference. I just keep going, moving as far away as possible from where I began. Where am I trying to get to? I wonderWork is who I am, who I want to be. I sometimes think that if I were to stop, Id cease to exist.

This, then, is the story of that journey  so far. The tough childhood. My false start in football. The years I spent working literally twenty hours a day. My battles with my demons. My brothers heroin addiction. The death of my father, and of my best friend. Im just forty, and it seems, even to me, such an amazingly long journey in such a short time.

Will I ever get there? You tell me.





CHAPTER ONE
DAD

THE FIRST THING I can remember? The Barras  in Glasgow. Its a market  the roughest, most extraordinary place, people bustling, full of second-hand shit. Of course, we were used to second-hand shit. In that sense, I had a Barras kind of a childhood. But things neednt really have been that bad. Mostly, the way our life was depended on whether or not Dad was working  and when I was born, in Thornhill Maternity Hospital in Johnstone, Renfrewshire, he was working. Amazingly enough.

Until I was six months old, we lived in Bridge of Weir, which was a comfortable and rather leafy place in the countryside just outside Glasgow. Dad, whod swum for Scotland at the age of fifteen  an achievement that went right to his head, if you ask me  was a swimming baths manager there. And after that, we moved to his home town, Port Glasgow  a bit less salubrious, but still okay  where he was to manage another pool. Everything would have been fine had he been able to keep his mouth shut. But he never could. Sure as night followed day, he would soon fall out with someone and get the sack; that was the pattern. And because our home often came with his job, once the job was gone, we were homeless. Time to move. That was the story of our lives. We were hopelessly itinerant.

What kind of people were my parents? Dad was a hard-drinking womaniser, a man to whom it was impossible to say no. He was competitive, as much with his children as with anyone else, and he was gobby, very gobby  he prided himself on telling the truth, even though he was in no position to lecture other people. Mum was, and still is, softer, more innocent, though tough underneath it all. Shes had to be, over the years. I was named after my father, another Gordon, but I think I look more like her: the fair hair, the squashy face. I have her strength too: the ability to keep going no matter whatever life throws at you.

Mum cant remember her mother at all: my grandmother died when she was just twenty-six, giving birth to my aunt. As a child, she was moved around a lot, like a misaddressed parcel, until, finally, she wound up in a childrens home. I dont think her stepmother wanted her around, and her father, a van driver, had turned to drink. But she liked it, despite the fact that she was separated from her father and her siblings  it was safe, clean and ordered. The trouble was that it also made her vulnerable. Hardly surprising that she married my father  the first man she clapped eyes on  when her own family life had been so hard. She just wanted someone to love. Dad was a bad lot, but at least he was her bad lot.

By the age of fifteen, it was time for her to make her own way in the world. First of all, she worked as a childrens nanny. Then, at sixteen, she began training as a nurse. She moved into a nurses home  a carbolic soap and waxed floors kind of a place  where the regime was as strict as that of any kitchen. In the outside world, it was the Sixties: espresso bars had reached Glasgow and all the girls were trotting round in short skirts and white lipstick. But not Mum. To go out at all, a late pass was needed, and that only gave you until ten oclock. One Monday night, she got a pass so that she could go highland dancing with a girlfriend of hers. But when they got to the venue, the place was closed. That was when the adrenalin kicked in. Why shouldnt they take themselves off to the dance hall proper, like any other teenagers? So that was what they did. A man asked Mum to dance, and that was my father, his eye always on the main chance. He played in the band there, and she thought he was a superstar. She was only sixteen, after all. And when it got late, and time was running out and there was a danger of missing the bus, all Mum could think of was the nightmare of having to ask the night sister to take her and her friend back over to their accommodation. Then he and his friend offered to drive them back in his car. Well, she thought that was unbelievably exciting, glamorous even. He was a singer. Shed never met a singer before.

After that, they met up regularly, any time she wasnt on duty. When she turned seventeen, they married  on 31 January, 1964, in Glasgow Registry Office. It was a mean kind of a wedding. No guests, just two witnesses, no white dress for her, and nothing doing afterwards, not even a drink. His parents were very strict. His father, who worked as a butcher for Dewhursts, was a church elder. Kissing, cuddling, any kind of affection was strictly forbidden. My Mum puts a lot of my fathers problems in life down to this austere behaviour. She has a vivid memory of a day about two weeks after she was married. Her new parents-in-law had a room they saved for best, all antimacassars and ornaments. Her father-in-law took Dad aside into that room, and her mother-in-law took Mum into another room, and then she asked Mum if she was expecting a baby.

No, Im not, said Mum, a bit put out.

Then why did you go and get married? asked her new mother-in-law.

Ive often asked Mum this question myself. Its a difficult one. Im glad Im here, obviously. But my father was such a bastard, and he treated her so badly, that its hard, sometimes, not to wonder why she stayed with him. Her answer is always the same. He wanted to get married, and I thought Oh, it would be nice to have my own home and my own children. But she knew he was trouble, right from the start.

Ten months later, my sister Diane came along, and Dad got the job at a childrens home in Bridge of Weir. They were given a bungalow on the premises and my poor mother really did think that all her dreams had come true. There was a swimming pool in the grounds, where he was an instructor and manager. According to Mum, it was lovely  idyllic, even. Then it started  the drinking and the temper. She found out that even as they had been getting married, Dad had been on probation for drinking and fighting  though he told her that it wasnt his fault and, like an idiot, she believed him. She was madly in love, you see. The violence against her started soon after that. He would slap her about and, not having had any other experience with men, she assumed that this was what every woman had to put up with. When her father told her that Dad was bad, she refused to believe him. Shed pay a visit home and, when she took off her coat, there were bruises on her arms, and maybe a cut to her eye or her lip.

Oh, I just banged into a cupboard, Dad, shed say. Hed accuse her of telling lies, of covering up. But she was deaf to it all, of course.

Next was the job in Port Glasgow. The prodigal son returns. Dad had all sorts of big ideas about that  his swimming career meant that everyone in the town knew him. They got a nice council house, and I think Mum felt quite settled. But Dad was all over the place  fed up he used to call it, a pathetic euphemism. The womanising got steadily worse  hed go out at night, and not come back until the morning. Then hed get changed and go straight off to the pool to work. By now, I was around, and Mum was pregnant with my brother, Ronnie. One morning, Dad came home and announced that his car had been stolen. He made a big show of phoning the police to report it. Of course, it was complete bollocks. What had actually happened was that hed been with a woman, had a few drinks, and knocked down an old man in what amounted to a hit-and-run. Despite his best efforts, it wasnt long before the police found out and it was all over the papers. There was nothing else for it. Port Glasgow wasnt a very big place, and it was certainly too small for us now. We had to leave, literally overnight. Diane was toddling, I was in a pushchair, and Mum was pregnant. But did he care? No, he didnt. It was straight on the train to Birmingham, and who knows why. It could just as easily have been Newcastle, or Liverpool. He may as well have stuck a pin in a map, at random. We knew no one. We spent the night at New Street Station, waiting for the sun to come up so that Dad could walk the streets, looking for somewhere to live. What a desperate sight we must have made; you can all too easily imagine people walking past, looking down at the pavement in their embarrassment.

We found a room in a shared house. Amazingly, Dad only got probation and a fine for the hit-and-run, and he soon picked up a job as a welder. The room was horrible, or so Mum tells me, but we just had to make the best of it. We shared a kitchen  in fact, a cooker in the hall  and a bathroom with another family. Meanwhile, Dad joined an Irish band, and all the usual kinds of women were soon hanging onto his every word. If he went out on a Friday night, you were lucky if you saw him again before Sunday. Needless to say, the welding soon went by the way. He wanted to spend more time with the band; he was convinced, despite all evidence to the contrary, that he was going to be a rock-and-roll star. Even at such a young age, these fantasies of his would make me sick. Wed spend time with him going from market to market looking for music equipment. The money he used to spend was extraordinary, and hard to take. There wed be, looking at these Fender Stratocasters and Marshall amplifiers  the fucking dogs bollocks of the music world  and wed be dressed in rags. All our clothes were from jumble sales, our elbows and knees patched over and over again. How did he fund his shopping habit? Loan sharks, mostly. His debts still come back to haunt me now  our names are the same, and Ill occasionally get investigated by companies trying to recoup the cash he owes them.

The older I got, the harder this kind of treatment got to bear. I remember when Choppers and Grifters were the big things. Well, of course, we never, ever had a new bike. On birthdays, I used to get a 3.99 Airfix model kit. However much I enjoyed putting those things together, you could tell theyd come from somewhere like the Ragmarket, which was Birminghams version of the Barras. Thered be half of it missing, or the cardboard box it came in would be so wet and soggy that you wouldnt have wiped your arse with it. Christmas was terrible. When we were older, Mum always used to work in a nursing home, doing as much double-time as she could, sometimes not even coming home on Christmas Day. I used to dread Christmas.

And then the bailiffs would show up. Wed be evicted, Dads van would be loaded up, and that would be it. Off to the nearest refuge, or round to the social services pleading homelessness. He was always telling them that he was ill, trying to get sickness benefit. In reality, though, hed be out gigging three or four times a week.

As a teenager, I used to be ashamed of some of the places we lived. We always seemed to end up in the worst of places: the ones that were riddled with damp, with nails exposed everywhere, the ones that had been left like pigsties by other families. I never used to let on to girlfriends  Id make them drop me off round the corner. It wasnt so much that I was embarrassed about living on an estate, or in a tenement block. It was more the state of our home itself. Every time he got violent, any ornament, any present wed bought for Mum, a vase or a picture frame  anything nice  would be smashed or thrown through a window or destroyed, simply because it belonged to her.

I think we built up a lot of insecurity as children. I used to find it so intimidating, walking into yet another new school. Academically, we were never in one place long enough to develop any kind of attention span  and in any case, Dad was hardly the kind of man to insist on you doing your homework. Only poofs did homework. The same way only poofs went into catering. No, he was much more interested in trying to turn us into a country version of the Osmonds. Diane, Ronnie and Yvonne, my younger sister, all sing and play musical instruments. They didnt really have any choice about that, Dad was obsessed. But something in me wasnt having it, and I never went along with his plan. Thats not to say I wasnt just as scared of him as they were. My tactic was to keep my head down and my nose clean. I never drank or smoked, and when I was asked to lug his bloody gear about the place, I just got on with the job. Its ironic, really, that people think of me as so forceful and combative, a real aggressive bastard, because thats the precise opposite of how I was as a kid. Until I was big enough to take him on in a fight, I wouldnt have said boo to a goose.

His favourite punishment was the belt. Youd get whacked on the back of your legs with it for something as innocent as going into the fridge and drinking his Coke. I say whacked. The truth is, I would get completely fucked over for that sort of thing. But what would really set him off were lies. Id lie about things because I was too scared to tell him the truth, Yeah, Dad, it was me who went in the fridge and took your Coke  and then hed go absolutely fucking ballistic. Of course, what I didnt realise at the time was that it wasnt so much the Coke he was bothered about as the fact that he wouldnt have a mixer for his precious Bacardi. He was the kind of drinker who couldnt open a bottle without finishing it. Youd watch the stuff disappear, and your heart would sink.

Yvonne was born in Birmingham. One night, when Mum was six months pregnant, a neighbour had to call the police as Dad was dishing out some domestic violence on Mum. He was taken away. Mum was taken to hospital and ended up signing consent forms for the three of us to be taken into a childrens home for ten days. She visited every day. Then Dad was released and he came back home.

Next stop was Daventry, where we had quite a nice council house. It even had a garden. This time, Dad got a job as a rep, but he was still doing his band work and, thanks to the buying of yet more equipment, the debts were building. One day, he told Mum to pack  only the belongings she could fit in his precious van  and we were off again, to Margate where, for a time, we lived in a caravan. He never explained, or tried to justify his behaviour. We did as we were told. That was easily the worst place we ever lived, horrendous. I shudder to think of it. We didnt even have enough money for the gas bottle to keep the place warm. The rain just came pelting down, while inside we shivered, and wondered how long we were going to be there. We were saved by the council, who put us back into a bed-and-breakfast.

Then it was back up to Scotland again, followed by another stint in Birmingham, and then on to Stratford-upon-Avon. Dad had somehow managed to get another job at a swimming pool. But he couldnt settle. Off hed go: off to France, to America. He never sent money home; it was up to Mum to earn our keep. When he came back from his stint abroad, we moved to Banbury, Oxfordshire, where he was going to run a newsagents shop. Everything was great for a while. We lived above the shop, and the guy who owned it was lovely. This was Dads big chance to get it right, if you ask me. But no, he had to screw it all up. One day, while I was getting something out of the fridge, I noticed that the lining of the door was loose. Unnaturally loose. And something was hidden in there  a wad of cash, it must have been at least 300. I remember feeling very sick, I nearly threw up then and there. Dad was on the fiddle. Not long after that, of course, the owner found out, and we were out on our ear again.

So then it was back up to Scotland  Glasgow. Dad had heard that the country and western scene was better up there. But I was a teenager by now, and I decided not to go. The council gave Diane and me a flat and so we stayed put. I was doing a catering course at college, sponsored by the local Round Table whod even helped me to buy my first set of knives  but, in any case, I dont think Dad wanted either of us around. He just couldnt control Diane the way hed controlled Mum, and that left him feeling frustrated because in the old days shed sung with him, been dragged around all the seedy clubs. He had thought she was his, and when it turned out that she wasnt, that she had a mind of her own, he just couldnt take it. Later, when Diane got married, she didnt want him anywhere near her. It was me who gave her away.

As for me, I was public enemy number one. Up in Glasgow, Mum would have to sneak out of the flat if she wanted to ring me. I certainly wasnt allowed to ring her. I had finally crossed a line when I was fifteen. I was going out with a girl called Stephanie, and one night I came back late  too late, in his eyes.

Get your stuff out of my house, and go and live with her, he said.

Im sixteen next week, I said. I can go where I like.

Id already been given some kind of big radio for the upcoming birthday, and he threw it at me, from the top of stairs. I cant believe youve done that, I said. You know damn well that Mum bought it for me. I knew shed got it on hire purchase, which was costing her 8 a month, and I couldnt bear it. Id rather you did that to me than to something that hasnt even been paid for, I said.

At that, he came storming down the stairs. At first, I stood my ground. Then I saw the look in his eyes. That was why I bolted, and Im not ashamed to admit it. I dont think that I would be here today if Id stopped and tried to confront him. For the first time, I felt that he really might kill me. I remember him teaching me how to swim by holding my head under the water for minutes on end  Id end up struggling and gasping for air  so Id always known he was a sadistic bastard. But I saw something different in his eyes that day  a glint that chilled me. There was nothing there. It was a kind of madness.

Of course, once Diane and I were out of the way, he turned his attention to whoever else was available. Ronnie was his pal, mostly, so now it was Yvonnes turn to take the sort of treatment that I had suffered previously.

By that time, I was already trying to make headway as a cook, on the first rung on the ladder, busting my nuts in a kitchen, and it was unimaginably painful  hearing this stuff from Mum, her voice down the telephone. Yvonne had grown up more quickly than the rest of us  she had a baby in her teens, and she was a real ducker and diver, but he just pushed her too far, there was too much pressure, and she was going under.

Meanwhile, Mum was still getting knocked about. She was working in my Uncle Ronnies shop in Port Glasgow  he was a Newsagent  and shed come in early in the morning, sometimes not having been to bed at all, with bruised lips and black eyes, and my uncle would say: Oh, Helen, you cant serve the customers looking like that, and shed say: Well, it was your brother that did this to me. But, of course, no one intervened. It was a different time then. Domestic violence was still considered a private matter, something for couples to sort out between themselves.

Thats bloody terrible, hed say. You should hit him back.

Fat lot of good that advice was. Things got so bad that Mum finally worked up the courage to leave him, and the council gave her, Ronnie and Yvonne a flat. But Dad was soon back, pleading forgiveness, promising that everything would be different. And so it would be, for a few weeks. Then hed start sliding again, back to his old ways, all this anger always pouring out of him. Oh, he was good at crying crocodile tears, but his heart was an empty space where all the normal feelings a man has for his family should have been.

Next, they embarked on some kind of house swap, and the four of them ended up in Bridgwater in Somerset. Same old storyNo sooner had they settled in than Dad was off again  this time on a cruise ship. He took Diane with him, to sing, which put Mums mind at rest a little because even after everything hed done to her, she was still worrying that he would run off with someone else, and she had this idea that a cruise would be full of beautiful women. Diane was engaged by this time, and her fiance and Mum saved up to go out and meet the ship in Venice. Mum worked so hard  she had three part-time jobs on the go all at the same time. But when they got there, no sooner had they boarded the ship than Dad had some big, drunken argument with the man who was in charge of the entertainment. This ended with Dad, in a fit of pique, sabotaging all the ships musical equipment, at which the captain told him he had to leave. They all came back to London by bus  a fine end to Mums dream trip. Did he feel bad about this? Did he feel guilty? Not at all. He had got his revenge, and that was all that mattered.

It was in Bridgwater that he committed the final transgression, and departed our lives  almost for good, if not quite. Its a time I cannot think about without feeling the blood pulsing in my temples, though I was not even there when it happened. Im not sure what Id have done if I had been.

Dad had had a couple of drinks, but he certainly knew what he was doing; this attack was calculated, clever even, not some dumb, drunken rage. He came home from work one night, and he just started. There was no trigger. Mum was in bed, with a mug of hot milk. He poured it all over her, even as she lay there, leaving bad scalding to her chest. Then he dragged her downstairs, and the beating started. By the time the ambulance arrived, she looked like shed done five rounds with a heavyweight boxer. Her eyes were completely closed, her face swollen and pulped. First, she was taken to a hospital, then to a refuge. Dad, of course, didnt stay to face the music. He disappeared at the first sound of a police siren.

A few days later, I finally tracked him down. He was with a woman called Anne, whom he would later marry.

Mums been in hospital for three days, I said. And shes still wearing sunglasses.

Well, she asked for it, he said.

That was when the social services and all the other authorities got fully involved, and a restraining order was taken out on him. He wasnt allowed anywhere near the house.

But when Mum went home, she found everything that she had built up and saved for smashed to smithereens. He hadnt left as much as a light bulb intact.

Worst of all, Dad had left a note on the mantelpiece. It said: One night, when you are least expecting it, Ill come back and finish you off. Even after the restraining order came into effect, there were some evenings when Mum would be sitting in alone and the phone would ring and shed hear his voice telling her that he was on his way. Many nights, you would have seen a patrol car parked outside the house, just in case. How she slept, Ill never know.

Journalists have often asked me whether I loved Dad, whether I had any love at all in my heart for him. The truth is that any time I tried to get close, Id just come up against this competitive streak in him. Later, my feelings for him hardened into hatred. Everything he did, I was determined to do the opposite. I never wanted to follow in his footsteps, and thats why I never picked up a fucking guitar, and thats why I never sat at the fucking piano. Were there any good times? Not really. I suppose the only thing that I really admired about him was the fact that he was a fisherman. He was a great fisherman, theres no two ways about it. But even that got tainted by all the other stuff.

Ronnie was good at keeping Dads secrets, but I made the mistake of telling Mum exactly what he used to get up to. After that, I was never taken fishing again. We used to go to this campsite on the River Tay in Perth  salmon fishing. Ronnie and I would be sitting on the riverbank at nine oclock at night on our own, fishing, while Dad and his mate Thomas would be out drinking. Hed give us a fiver between us, and tell us to keep ourselves amused. I remember one time when the weather was bad, it was raining heavily, and wed booked into this little bed-and-breakfast. That night, Ronnie and I ended up sleeping in the bathroom because Dad had brought some woman back. I cant have been older than twelve at the time.

After a while, Dad went off to Spain, and I didnt see him for many years. I was too busy trying to make a success of my life, but even if I hadnt been working every hour God sent, I had no real wish to see him. Dad, though, had a way of turning up when you least expected him, like a bad penny. It was towards the end of 1997. I was busy trying to win my second Michelin star by this point  which should give you some idea of how much time had passed  when I got a call from Ronnie telling me that Dad was in Margate. Hed had an argument with Anne, and Annes sons, and hed upped and left.

I called him on the number Ronnie had given me  I dont know why. He sounded very low.

Im here to see my doctor, he said.

Come on, I said. Why are you really here?

No, Im back just to have a check-up. There was a pause. Then he said: Can I see you?

Yeah, yeah, Ill come down.

It had been a difficult year. My wife, Tana, and I were expecting our first baby. And I was involved in all sorts of legal wrangles over my restaurant, Aubergine. Still, I drove down there. There was something in me that couldnt refuse his request. We were to meet on the pier where we used to go fishing back when we had lived in the town ourselves, so I knew exactly where hed be. I got out of my car and I saw this old, frail, white-haired man with bruises on his face, and marks on his knuckles. I felt stunned. This was the man Id been scared of for so long, brought so low, so pathetic and feeble.

We went and had breakfast in a little cafe. The waiter came over and asked us what we would like and, straight away, Dad started into me, telling me that when I was at home I always used to steal his bread. The words came out of nowhere. Another unwarranted attack.

Whats happened to you? I said.

Oh, Anne and I separated, and I had an argument with one of her sons and he tried to have a go at me.

Look at the state of you. Where are you living?

He pointed at the car park, and there, as ever, was his Ford Transit van. We went out and I opened it up and inside there were all his possessions: his music equipment, his clothes, and these silly lamps  paraffin lamps  and an inflatable camp bed in the back with these awful net curtains in the windows.

We finished our breakfast, and we went for a walk on the pier, and it was so sad. So I went to the bank, and I got out 1,000 and I gave it to him for the deposit on a flat. I thought that at least I could do the right thing by him. And thats what he did, he got a little one-bedroomed basement flat. A week later, I went back to see him again. He told me that he was going to be on his own for Christmas. I was in two minds as to what to do. Then I decided: this is not the right time to introduce him to Tana. I felt sorry for him, real pity, but nothing more. And anything I did feel had nothing to do with him being my father; I just felt sorry that a man had to be on his own at that time of year. It seemed so desolate, so bleak.

On Christmas Eve, he telephoned. Anne was coming over to spend the week with him, and they were going to try and resolve their differences. That was the last time I ever spoke to him. Looking back, I wonder if he knew that his time was running out. Hed gone back to Margate because that was where hed gone on holiday with his parents, as a boy. Perhaps it had happy memories for him. It certainly didnt for me. Driving back to London after that last visit, I cried my eyes out. What a waste of a life.

After hearing that he and Anne had made up, I booked him a table at Aubergine for the 21st of January, 1998. That was going to be a big, big day for me. First of all, that was Michelin Guide day. The new edition. Second, I was going to introduce this guy, my father, to all my staff. Id spoken of him so little, most of them didnt even know I had a father. The truth is that he embarrassed me. When I was eighteen, a girlfriend gave me a gold chain, a massive gold chain  bling before bling was invented  and Dad was envious of it, so incredibly envious. One day he asked me if he could wear it. So I gave it to him. That was the kind of power he had because at the time I loved it half to death. Later, I remember shuddering, seeing him look like some East End spiv, dripping in gold. There was my chain, and sovereign rings, and chunky gold bracelets, all topped off with a white leather jacket. I had never known how to describe this man to anyone, let alone my staff. Id reinvented myself, I suppose. Im not ashamed of that. Ive never tried to pretend anything else. All I knew was that I didnt want to be like him, and any time I came even close to doing so, I would put the fear of God into myself. My father was in some box that, metaphorically speaking, Id hidden in a dusty corner of the attic years ago.

And then there was my fear of being used. A while before he came back to England, during a busy service at Aubergine, someone came to me saying I had a phone call from my brother-in-law. At the time, I didnt have a brother-in-law.

Dave, here, said the voice.

Look, Dave, I said. Im fucking busy right now. I havent got time for pranks. You can call me back at fucking midnight.

But he persisted. He refused to get off the line.

Look, Dave, I said, again. I dont know who the fuck you are but this is not the right fucking time. Im not fucking happy.

Well, I dont care where you are or what youre cooking, said the voice. My Mum is married to your dad.

Then it clicked. That, you see, was how little I thought of Dad, and how little I knew about his new life. The voice said: I read that you do consultancy work for Singapore Airlines and my watch is from Singapore, and I cant get a battery in this country. Is there any chance you could get one for me next time you are out there?

Perhaps you can imagine how I felt.

Are you taking the fucking piss? I said.

I put down the phone. Some guy Id never even met ringing me in the middle of service to ask me to get him a new battery for his watch. I simply could not believe it.

It was New Years Eve when we heard that my father died. The family were all in London, staying with me and Tana. It must have been about 3.30 a.m. Wed been in bed for an hour. Then the phone rang. I woke up and answered it and all I could hear was screaming. At first, I thought someone was trying to wish me a Happy New Year, but this person was in hysterics. She kept going on about some drug, how it hadnt worked. She kept going on about someone called Ricky Scott. I put down the phone. Then, as it began to sink in, I called this person back. It was Anne, and Ricky Scott was Dad. Apparently, hed changed his name. Scott was his mothers maiden name.

It was his alcoholism that had killed him. Of course, I drove straight down there, to the hospital. I felt fucking robotic. I was just going through the motions. That was the first time I had ever laid eyes on Anne. Oh my God, she gasped. Youre so like your father. All I remember is lots of people smoking, and drinking tea. I was asked if I wanted to see him  Dad. I said no.

I cant believe youre not going to see him, she said.

Well, thats my choice, I said. I knew I wouldnt be very good at seeing a dead person. It just wasnt something I could put myself through. Years later, a close friend of mine died. I was asked to go and identify the body. But I couldnt. I had to send someone else. I wasnt any stronger then.

For all that I hated him, burying Dad was one of the worst days of my life. The funeral was horrible. She organised it, Anne, in a Margate crematorium so characterless it might as well have been a branch of Tesco. Oh, it was bad, really bad. We walked in, and his songs were playing, him singing. To me, that was the worst thing. And then, all these strangersWe knew no one.

Mum didnt go, but my sisters did. And Ronnie, though not without a fight. By this time, Ronnie was a desperate heroin addict, and he was refusing to go. I was at my wits end. Finally, about an hour before the funeral, I gave him money so that he could buy what he needed to get him through. I thought it was better for him to be there and off his face, than not there at all. How low can you go? Very low indeed, if youre desperate.

We carried Dad in, in his wooden box, and I could have cried. I started listening to the service, and they were calling him Ricky. That wasnt even his name. His names Gordon, I thought. Why the fuck are they calling him Ricky? Then Anne turned round, and said: I think your father would have wanted you to say a few words. So I did.

On behalf of the Ramsay family, I just want to say that we dont know this Ricky. Dads name is Gordon. I got so upset I couldnt even finish my sentence. I burst into tears. It took me several attempts to get the words out. Afterwards, we tried to be polite. We went and spent the requisite fifteen minutes at the knees-up that shed organised. But I couldnt have taken any more than that. Ronnie was out of it in any case. We could have been at a family christening for all he knew.

After that, I drove back to London and I went straight back to the kitchen. I was there, on the pass, working as hard as ever, trying not to think  or at least, to think only about the next order. I dont think Ive ever needed my kitchen so much in all my life.



What did my father leave me? A watch, actually. Everything else he owned was on hire purchase anyway. He never tasted my cooking in the end, though even if he had, I doubt he would have been impressed. Cooking is for poofs, he used to say. Only poofs cook.

But there is something else, too. Someone, I should say. Dad had another child, a girl, before he met Mum. Her parents adopted the baby. Apparently, Dad had planned on marrying her, but her parents had other ideas. One night, they went to see him sing, and then they followed him home and told him to stay away from their daughter. They threatened to beat him up. Perhaps his performance that evening had been even worse than usual. So that was that. He walked away, and went after Mum instead. My fathers parents knew all about this child, but they kept it from Mum, though she found out, of course  and several times, when she was expecting Diane, she even saw his child.
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