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Foreword 3 pm, 29 June 2003

“Seven years. Take him down.”

The words shuddered in my ears as I walked down the cold, steep steps. A grey-faced man with an overly developed brow bone pulled my elbow, leading me briskly down the stairs. Walking into the green linoleum-floored room, I shivered with shock.

My head spun, and a lump of hot, acidic vomit heaved into my throat. The walls of the three-foot square room rushed towards me, squeezing all of the air out of the small space. My mind was blank, except for those words going around and around. Seven years. Seven years. Seven years!

I trembled from head to toe with fear, although this wouldn’t be my first experience of prison. Despite being just eighteen years old, I had already served two short terms inside. Prison seemed to follow me around. It wasn’t the mere idea of going back to prison which made me gag; it was the thought of the length of my sentence. I would be twenty-five years old by the time I was released. Positively old.

Everyone I knew would have forgotten about me and would have moved on with their lives, I thought to myself pathetically. I suddenly remembered my father’s face when I was pronounced guilty. Despite the distance, I could see the tears spring into his eyes. I retched and threw my chest forward, clutching my stomach.

The Neanderthal-browed man put his hand on my back and, with a surprisingly concerned voice, said, “Easy, lad, steady.” He must have been used to seeing confident, stroppy teenagers rapidly regressing into frightened little boys.

I tried to calm myself down, but the smell of the floor cleaner they must have only just used was making me heave. I couldn’t contain the shock anymore, and the tears started pouring down my still soft, baby-like cheeks. A knock came on the strong, heavy door at the opposite end of the cramped room. The officer looked at me with kind eyes. “Okay?” I blinked tear-dropped, glistening eyes at him in answer. He pulled me gently towards the door.

Once open, I saw they had been hiding the open rear end of a van. There was a narrow bench running along each wall of the inside of the van. We climbed in, and he walked me, my hands still in cuffs behind my back, towards one of the thin benches. He sat me down and smiled softly at me. He got out and banged twice on the plastic panel of the cabin, and the van rolled forward slightly. He slammed the van’s doors shut, and his face disappeared into the aching darkness.

The engine seemed to roar into my ears, joining the words still echoing around my head ‘seven years, seven years, seven years’. I perched on the bench and tried to hold on as best as I could with my arms trapped behind my back as the van bounced over the uneven ground leading away from the court, leading away from my family, whom I had no doubt would have waited for the van to leave before they did, and leading away from my former life taking me to Lancaster Farms Prison for me to serve my time.







Chapter One 11:30 pm, 20 March 1985

Speeding through the dark streets punctuated with glowing orbs of yellow light, my motorbike roared beneath me. I revved the engine and felt the vast mechanical beast flip me up with a skyward motion of the front tyre. I careered through the sparkling city. My headlight flashed off all of the glittering shop windows, sending bolts of light through the sky and dancing around the inside of my helmet like the lines of a song, which had not stopped running through my mind.

As I charged through the midnight, moonlit roads and alleyways, my heart skipped as I teetered around sharp corners and dramatic bends. I imagined the gasps of shock escaping the wide, open mouths of the pedestrians who jumped out of my way. There were crowds of drunken young men stumbling out of pubs, beer-soaked polyester shirt tails flapping in the breeze.

Small groups of provocative women in high heels, short skirts and cheap tops were dotted down the road. All of them turned in amazement to investigate the sound as I tore up the tarmac.

My blood raced as I raced through the stark city. Beneath my visor, I was crying. I was crying out for excitement, enjoyment and emancipation. I had left my young wife at home alone, curled up on our tired, old sofa. She was eight months pregnant with our first child. As much as I was excited about having a baby, I was also terrified, even though it was a baby we had both wanted. I still felt so young. I worried about being able to do everything I needed for our child. Would I be a good father? So many worries pulsed in my mind, piling even more pressure on me.

That night, those worries had become too much for me. I had to get out. It wasn’t just a matter of getting out of the house, which was piled ceiling-high with baby grows and nappies. I needed to get out of my brain, out of my life. My head was feeding me with constant doubts about my abilities. It was like a wasps’ nest of buzzing, bullying blackness. Without saying a word to my pretty young wife, I left. I snuck out of the house, jumped on my motorbike, and drove into the night. I just needed to escape, even for an hour or two, from the thought of what would soon be happening to me.

No matter how fast I drove, I couldn’t turn off my mind. What if my child didn’t like me? What if I couldn’t give it the life it deserved? What if I were resentful? Or if I was a disappointment? With every anxious, panicking twist of my mind, I sped up. The noise coming from my bike must have been immense. I was trying to drown out the self-hatred, which was gnawing away at me. I drove faster and faster so that the shops, buildings and bars became a blur.

There was a sudden movement out of the corner of my eye. I jerked the handlebars quickly to the left. My bike swerved from underneath me, sliding across the road and toppling over. I felt myself flying through the air. I tried to slow myself down by tucking myself into a ball, but I seemed to gather speed, not lose it. I felt my body slam fatally into a wall. I felt a searing stab of pain everywhere, but then nothing more.





Chapter Two 7 am, 5 April 1985

Mere days before I entered the world at Mill Road Hospital, Liverpool, my father left it. I did not realise until very recently that there has never been a time when we have been on this planet together. We’ve never stood side by side, arm in arm, my small hand in his large one. We’ve never kicked a ball around the back garden together, never seen a football match on TV, let alone in a stadium. I never got to do any of those things with him.

They just never happened, and yet until I was a teenager, I didn’t know that I had the right to feel angry. That I had a right to grab the world by its shoulders and shake it, searching for justice to be restored to me and to give me what I am owed. While I had no idea that there was something I was missing, I did know that something was amiss. Something just wasn’t sitting right with me, and try as I might, I could never figure out what it was.

I grew up on Kelso Road in the Kensington area of the once bustling city of Liverpool. Liverpool in the eighties and nineties was a very different place from the one it is today. It wouldn’t match the typical image people have of it when they hear the name. Long gone was the buzzing excitement caused by the musical majesty of the likes of the bob-haired swinging Beatles.

The life had been slowly sucked out of Liverpool over the course of the Thatcher years of privatisation after privatisation, meaning that industries, which had been running happily for generations, were closed overnight. My home, the home of my parents, grandparents and even their grandparents, was sinking into a pit of depression due to the economic downturn and mass unemployment.

The docks, which were once the centre of Liverpool’s exotic, prosperous, vital society, suddenly resembled a graveyard. It was into this lacklustre atmosphere that I came squeaking. Not screaming. That would be far too dramatic an entrance.

My heavily pregnant mother, Linda, went back to live with her parents after the motorbike crash, so that she could be looked after. After the funeral’s wake of ham sandwiches, crisps, and pork pies, washed down with more lager than is typically consumed on a lads’ trip to Bruges, she moved back into her childhood home.

Shoving her former marital home’s piles of newborn baby clothes, nappies, blankets, and toys into black sacks, she vowed to make a go of the new life that was now being thrown at her. Closing the front door behind her, she clambered into what was meant to have been their new family car and drove, tears streaming down her face, into her unknown, but arguably cruel future.

Once she had made herself back at home with her parents, life seemed to move very quickly. Within weeks, days, she was rushed, pushing, panting and praying into the delivery room. Like 20 March had been, 5 April was a dark, restless, violent night, with a wind that blew like a gale, tearing through the streets, carrying anything, anyone, off with it on its aggressive journey. Amid that chaos and the chaos of my father’s death, I was born.

Rather than arriving with a howling yell, instead I seemed to apologise for my very existence by squirming, squiggling and squeaking like a kitten searching for its first mouthful of milk.

It was like I was saying, ‘Don’t mind me. I won’t take up much room. I’ll try not to get in the way!’ My mother told me years later. It was like I knew that my mother was fragile, delicate and raw; as though I was trying not to disturb her grief. From that point onwards, I seemed to continue making little impression on the world and its inhabitants.

Those first few weeks after my mother took me home, I was the quietest baby, apparently. I slept nonstop. I barely made a peep. It was almost like I hadn’t been born; the house was so alarmingly calm and silent, like a grave. People would come to coo over me and sympathise with my mother and support her, but they would arrive to find my grandparents’ house practically dressed in black, the inhabitants barely moving, practically gathering cobwebs as they ever so slowly went about their business. They had become like waxworks from the pain, shock and fear.

No one wanted to look at me too closely, either. Not even the guests who came to the house. No one wanted to play ‘Who does the baby look like?’, the usual game played whenever a new baby is brought home. It was quite clear to see who I looked like, and it was far too agonising to say it out loud, so instead, no one looked at me. It was a much safer option.

Those days after my birth seemed to go on for an eternity. My mother was tired and aching, but not from the demands of a newborn, for I made no such demands. She just wanted to curl up into a ball and sleep all the time. It was almost like she was the newborn.

My grandmother had to do everything for her and for me in those first few days. If anything needed to be done, then she did it instantly. Whether it was registering the birth, dressing my mother, bathing the baby, feeding the baby or going to the park, she did it all while Linda battled with the bitter rage in her head. Everyone was praying for some light to shine on her, to lift her dark mood, to help her through the days that seemed to stretch on unendingly, but nothing could be done at first.





Chapter Three 7 am, 5 April 1985

If I could’ve reached down my hand and held her hot, small, sweaty one in mine, I would have done. I wanted to scream out her name; to shout it out loud, but it was no use. She was too far away from me. Or I was too far from her. I just had to watch and bear it.

I saw her heaving and crying and bearing down, and my heart broke at the sight. At that moment, I hated myself more than I ever did in my life before. I kicked myself. Why did I go out that night? Why didn’t I just stay at home and look after her? Why didn’t I tell her all my worries instead of bottling them up like a coward?

Right now, I could be stroking her wet hair and fetching her cups of water, supporting her, helping her, loving her, but I am so far away that I am powerless, and she is out of my reach. I decided to do the only thing that I thought might help her. I started to pray. I had never prayed before. I don’t know why I thought that that was the right moment to start, or whether I dared to believe that my first-ever prayer would be granted, but I went ahead anyway. I prayed and I prayed and I prayed.

Every fibre of my being, all my love and all my hope went into that prayer. I said it over and over again, willing it, wishing it to come true. Please God, please make her brave, give her the strength to bear it, and please God give her the chance and the time to overcome her pain. I repeated this short prayer so many times that the words seemed to melt into one. Please.

Soon, with a slippery squawk, he was out. He was here. My son. My boy. My Tom. It couldn’t have been clearer that he was mine. He looked the spit of me. I couldn’t have been prouder of him, or her.

The labour was nothing compared to the next few weeks for my beautiful wife. The baby was the quietest baby I had ever seen, so that wasn’t the problem. She had seemed to shut down. Someone had flipped the switch inside her, and the joy, the light, the hope and the love all seemed to have been turned out with it. What pained me the most was that I knew that the culprit was me.

It was like watching a mannequin of the woman I loved. There she was, shuffling around in my wife’s clothes, looking after our son, but it wasn’t her. This was a replica; a fleshless, emotionless, blank-behind-the-eyes dummy. I kept repeating my prayer all the same. I tried shouting, screaming it. Hoping she would hear it, or if not, that someone else would hear it at least. Please. Please. Please.

I prayed for better times ahead. I prayed for that time to be now and then. I kept on saying it. It became my mantra. Eventually, I no longer cared that no one could hear it or would hear it. I could hear it. I needed to say it. I needed the hope to cling to, as much as she did, even if she felt hopeless and helpless. If I could’ve bundled up all of that hope and thrown it down towards her to land at her feet, then I would’ve done.

I used to imagine that I could. Suddenly, I’d see this great, glittering, swirling ball of transparent amber forming in mid-air, and I’d fill it with every happy, loving thought I could muster. It would hang in front of me, turning around and around, smelling like yellow roses and my wife’s freshly washed hair. Then I’d gently tap it and send it down to her, where it would float to her slippered feet before it would pop! Sending starbursts of hope everywhere, filling every corner of the room. Filling every person, every cup, every glass, vase, pillow, and ornament like an exotic, mysterious potpourri.

And yet, I knew it was not enough. I was desperate to do more, be more, but I was trapped. My arm, my legs, my body were somehow held back by some invisible force, and I was forced to watch the love of my life suffering without me, so I kept praying. Please.





Chapter Four The Wrong Place at the Wrong Time

For some reason, my earliest memories are all very dark, like they happened with all of the curtains drawn and the lights out. I don’t know why. They also weren’t particularly happy ones, and yet I can’t pinpoint anything precisely as to why I should feel like that. I know my mother loved me and my grandparents, too, not to mention my father. Other than small images which form in my mind, which pass by almost as quickly as perfume on the breeze, they are gone. There is nothing solid for me to cling to that would explain the darkness of my first years.

Little things flicker into the light from out of the lowest, deepest, blackest recesses of my mind, but before I can hone in on the scene, they’re gone. There are a few images which fleetingly take focus if I try to concentrate, like the house being dark and silent, being carried around by my nan, my grandfather making faces at me and playing ‘Peekaboo’, but other than that, the first three years of my life are unintelligible to me. Just a mass of black.

Mum had had enough. It was too much. The more people came to visit, the deeper Mum went into her deep misery. She could not see how to move forward through the dark cloud which hung over her. After years of struggling in this way, she decided that she needed to escape; to create a new life far away from Liverpool, my mum then took me to live in Croydon, London but all I remember is being pushed across a pedestrian crossing in my pram while I held a bright red toy soldier in a plastic case and a small children’s suitcase.

My earliest proper, fully fledged memories are of playing football outside our house, and one particular day always sticks in my mind. When I was about three or four years old, I was merrily kicking the ball around outside my nan’s house in Fairfield, Liverpool. I was doing my habit of kicking my hard leather football against the side of her house. Over and over again, I bounced the ball firmly off the thick, towering brickwork. I can still feel the sun, which had been struggling to burn through the bulging grey sky all day, starting to warm the back of my neck.

Slowly, the day seemed to get brighter the longer I was outside playing. I was always getting pushed outside to play. I remember constantly being told off for hanging around my mother’s feet all the time. ‘Go outside! Go out and play with the other boys.’ Suddenly, the sun seemed to surrender to the clouds once more. I turned around to look up at the sun, wondering if the darkness was because it was about to rain, when whoosh! Whizzing past my ear came a knife-edged, coal grey slate tile from my nan’s roof. It missed my ear by mere inches.

I ran straight back into the house screaming blue murder, adrenaline coursing through my shaking body. I remember my nan picking me up and cuddling me closely into her chest, soothing me softly while saying, “It’s alright, love, it’s alright. You’re safe. I’ve got you.” She did this until I eventually stopped sobbing and started to fall asleep.

I loved seeing my nan and grandad. I thought Grandad was the most interesting person in the whole wide world. He used to have shops and market stalls. I used to sell watches, padlocks and anything else he was flogging at that time with him, from me being nearly as young as I can remember. Grandad would tell me exactly how to get people’s attention and how to make it impossible to resist buying whatever he was selling.

I found the thrill of the attention exhilarating and addictive. I was always so proud after I had sold something, and I usually did. Grandad used to say I was his lucky charm and ruffle my hair at the end of a particularly successful day.

I used to go to my nan’s alone on a Saturday afternoon. My mum would drop me off at the bus stop on Prescott Road, Kensington, where I would then jump on the bus and travel about ten stops to Dovecot, where my nan lived. My grandad would be waiting at the bus stop to collect me, and as soon as
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