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Prologue

The Day I Died

It had been a good day. Sophie had done well, begging outside
Sainsbury's, and Phil hadn't done badly either, collecting tips
from helping people into cabs with their shopping. I'd done
best of all, nicking purses as I walked about, stuff like that; I
must have got about £100 in all. Normally it was Phil who did
best. Phil, who like me had let drink, drugs and crime ruin his
life, was known as a getter, which meant that he got people's
drugs for them, and then took a little for doing the job.

Sometimes he'd just run off with all the drugs, but mostly he
did it to get paid too. Phil was a funny-looking bloke; the best
way I can describe him is to say that he was a good-looking
Herman Munster. Sophie was . . . well, Sophie made her
money begging, but that wasn't what she was known for. She
had started out in prostitution early on, as a teenager in Soho,
but the drugs had done for her too, and as she'd do anything
for money her notoriety came because she shagged a dog for
some porn film. An Alsatian it was.

I wasn't any better than them. I might have looked all right
– my clothes were top of the range, smart shoes and jackets
and strides – but I never washed, and because of the drugs and
the drink I stank, stank so badly that my own family wouldn't let
me in the house if I went round to see them. Of course they also
wouldn't let me in because I'd nick stuff from them. The only
times I went round was when I'd been skip-diving and had found
a beat-up old video recorder, or whatever. I'd spit on a sleeve and
wipe it down, then take it round to one of their houses and plead
with them to buy it so I could buy more drugs. I'd stand on the
doorstep and they'd give me £20 just to go away. They didn't
want me around them any more. I didn't even get a cuppa. Why
they did it I don't know, but they always bought the rubbish I
took round, perhaps hoping I might stop one day. Or die.

Certainly that's how I felt. I knew I was going so fast, all the
way to the end, that I had no chance of stopping, not now. I
was going to crash and die; I couldn't stop. I had nothing in my
life but that need, that empty space I could only fill with more
drugs, and more drink. So that was my aim: steal by day, get
wasted by night.

I wasn't happy, mind. It wasn't like I wanted to be doing this.

Me and Phil and Sophie – those two were pretty much the
only people who'd speak to me by 2002; everyone else had
given up on me – would buy some heroin and some crack and,
if we'd had a day as good as this one, some beers too, and go
back to their flat, and that would be all we'd do for the night.
It was easy to get the drugs. If you had the money it always
was, wherever you were. We'd make a phone call and someone
would show up, hand them over. There was a guy who'd
printed up business cards, called himself Deals on Wheels;
maybe it was him who came round. I don't remember. I wasn't
interested in who came over. So long as they had the drugs they
were welcome.

I don't remember eating then, not ever; we used all our
money for drugs. I suppose I picked up food as I walked about,
literally picked it up – half-eaten burgers, that kind of thing. I
was so far gone there was no hope for me. I'd walk around
during the day – Phil and Sophie's flat was so disgusting you
just had to get out of it – on the verge of tears, because everything
about my life frightened me. I was beyond being unable
to cope. I was a dead man, walking around.

The flat was a one-bedroom place over in Clapton, east
London. It was a flat no human being should have lived in. The
floor was knee-deep in litter: beer cans, bottles, wrappers,
strips of foil, papers, clothes too filthy or torn to be worn;
there were used syringes, dried blood inside them, on every
surface; broken glass, thousands of fag-ends and rotten food
lay everywhere. We'd long given up on the toilet, which was all
blocked; we'd shit in the bath. It stank so bad in the bathroom
you'd want to throw up, so we'd run in and piss down the
sink. If you coughed your lungs up – which we all did;
the drugs fucked you up – then you spat where you were
sitting. There was nowhere else for it to go, so you'd spit
against the wall. Everything had something else on top of it.
Even the dust had grime on top, and grease on top of that.
There was filth everywhere. But it was better than the streets,
or so we told ourselves.

I'd found an old mattress in an alleyway somewhere and
dragged it in, and I used their front room as my bedroom. My
blanket was a thin curtain I'd found chucked out – it was
pretty tatty when I got it – and when it got properly cold I'd
pull my coat over me. At least it was safe, though, which is
what made it so much better than being on the outside. And
when you're shooting up, that counts for a lot.

I had trouble shooting up then. I'd hit just about every vein
in my body, in the arms, legs, groin, between the toes. Most of
my veins were now broken or gone (I used to call prison my
vein rejuvenation holiday), so I had only one place left to
inject, which was in my neck.

I lived for nothing except drugs. I owed money to almost
everyone I knew. I'd even robbed beggars and Big Issue sellers.
I felt alone, totally alone, and every moment I was awake and
not high I spent paralysed with fear. I was frightened of walking
down the street in case I bumped into someone I owed
money to; I was too frightened to go into a shop; I was too
frightened to ask for help; I was even too frightened of telling
anyone that I was frightened. I was always on my guard.

It's obvious to me now, though I didn't know it then, that I
was insane at this point in my life but somehow kept soldiering
on, to keep funding the heroin habit that was crippling me.
It's a funny disease, this addiction thing: it's the only one that
lets you think you're all right while you keep getting worse. I'd
stand by the cracked mirror in Phil and Sophie's and I'd look
like shit. My hair was all different lengths, and greasy with
muck; my skin was almost yellow; I'd have filthy, broken
fingernails; and the backs of my hands would be as dry as
paper, and dirt would have filled the cracks, like a baked-up
riverbed. I'd been in hospital a couple of times that year
already, once with suspected TB, once with pneumonia, and on
top of that I had contracted hepatitis C from a dirty needle. I'd
had blood dripping from my rectum, pain like I'd never known
in my kidney region, and a complete lack of energy; even walking
was an effort. Yet I'd look at myself in the mirror, smooth
down my hair as best I could with my hands and think, 'Yeah,
you've still got it, Peter, you warrior, you outlaw, you stud.'

Pathetic, really, what addiction does to you.

Some time on the last morning I spent at that flat I woke up
cold and shivering. Invariably I would sleep in my clothes, so
my routine was to get up, wash my face in the kitchen sink,
sometimes brush my teeth, flatten my hair down, then get out
on the streets, looking for victims. It had been another bad
night, with mice and who knows what running all over me. I
needed a fix as soon as I came to – more than a drink, more
than food. I'd always try to save just enough heroin from the
night before so as to stop myself from clucking, or withdrawing,
because it's hard to get going when you're clucking. The
amount I'd have left was usually small, just enough to stop the
sweats and the retching and the involuntary bowel movements.
But we hadn't had enough the night before, so although I
would have stayed hiding in that flat if I could have rather than
step out into the street outside, I had no choice: outdoors I had
to go, to find something, anything, to get me through the day,
and into the night, which was when I could have what I
needed.

As it was Sophie's birthday, we had a quick couple of beers
to celebrate, then I set off with Phil towards Islington, where
he was going to see his ex-wife.

I walked everywhere, mostly of course because I had no
money for a bus – I stank too much to get on one anyway – but
also because it's when you're out walking that you can see
what there is to nick. I walked, too, because it gave me something
to do. Being tired was nothing, I was tired all the time,
walking didn't make any difference to that. What it did change
was the hunger, the command to fill the void. If I was walking,
I could ignore the voice inside me, demanding more, telling me
what to do, reminding me that I needed to score. I would
scrounge a couple of quid from anyone I could, and check out
the slots in phone boxes in case there was any change (you'd
be surprised how many people forget to take their change).

I had a woman who used to buy saucepans off me. Don't
really know what she did with them all, didn't really care as
long as she bought them. I would walk into a big store, pick
up a set of saucepans and walk out like they were mine. Then
I would sell them, phone a dealer, and get a joey. In the smack
world a joey is a £10 bag, but it depends where you come
from. I've heard them called wraps, cockle bags and bagels,
but to me it was a joey. Once I had injected it was back to
work, prowling the streets looking for anything that would get
me more drugs.

I always had a can of lager if I could afford it. One day, a
really bad summer's day, I'd been walking round the
Tottenham Court Road area for hours trying to make money
but was really struggling. I'd had enough tackle to keep the
cluck away, and as I wandered around the streets I saw there
were unfinished drinks both inside and outside pubs, so I was
finishing them off. I got well pissed doing this; I suppose it
was my big night out, sort of. Then I picked this lager bottle
up that I spotted in one doorway and took a big gulp . . . and
spat it out right away, gagging. It was piss. Some dirty bastard
had pissed in it and I drank it. Didn't put me off though. I still
went back and found another glass to drink from.

I walked with Phil all the way from Clapton to Islington.
Not that far as the crow flies, but then the crow's not a starving
junkie, is he? It was far enough for me. When I got there I
thought about trying to see the family, but decided against it;
there wasn't anything more they'd do for me now. I decided
that I needed to do a little bit more than nick purses that day.

This wasn't a deliberate 'cry for help' thing because I was too
scared, too far gone, to ask for help. I think it was just another
way for me to get out, to do something desperate so that I
could maybe get back to the one place where I felt truly safe:
prison.

It took me another half an hour to walk to Canonbury
Square. I walked all round the square and looked at each house
as I went past. Eventually I stopped by one and thought, 'I
wonder . . .' I walked up to the big front door, clean and
painted black, and pushed on it at the top and the bottom to
see how many locks it had. It wobbled a bit. Just the one, then,
in the middle. Easy.

I turned back to the street, leaned as casually as I could
against the door, then pushed quickly and hard. It opened. I
was in fast, before anyone passing by could look up and
wonder what I was doing, and shut the door behind me. I went
straight up the stairs. After seeing one or two empty rooms – I
mean, they had beds and stuff in them but nothing I wanted to
steal – I found another door shut against me. I broke that open,
went in, and saw straight away that this room was full of
things I could steal. Little bits and pieces, things I could sell
quickly, the kind of stuff I could tell myself (if I'd given it a
moment's thought, which I never did) that no one would really
miss.

Then for some reason I didn't leave. I sat down on the bed
and started picking things up, examining them, looking at
them as if it was the very first time I'd ever seen things like this.
A pair of slippers; a lamp; a suit jacket. I stared at each item,
slowly turning them in my hands. I don't know why; it was as
if I was dreaming. I should have gone right away, but I stayed
instead. I was in that place far longer than I'd ever been inside
anywhere on a job. Normally, top whack would be five
minutes – get in, find the stuff I wanted, get out. This time I
was probably in there for over half an hour. In the wardrobe
there were these nice shoes, and I took them out and thought,
'Wouldn't it be nice if they fitted me?' But they didn't.

All of a sudden I hear a voice: 'Who are you?'

I look up, and there's this young guy, a big guy, athletic-looking,
standing there.

'What are you doing in my house?' he demands.

My reply is an on-the-spot lie, a totally absurd excuse, an
answer born out of fear: 'Oh, I live over the road and I was
watching out of my window and I saw a person in this room
acting suspiciously and I'm here to make sure he hasn't taken
anything.'

'Oh yeah? What number do you live at?'

'I live at number two,' I reply, but the man knows I'm lying
and I know that he knows.

This is it.

'Get out of my way,' I say, 'I'm going.'

I'm not frightened of him, but it turns out he's not frightened
of me either. 'No, no, no,' he says, and as I move to go past him
he grabs me and there's some pushing and shoving. He's shouting,
I'm shouting, though I don't remember anything about
what we said.

We force each other out into the hall, and we're swinging
away at each other. It's like a proper John Wayne fight, with
punches thrown and everything. I pull away and race down the
stairs, into the kitchen, where I make as if to grab something
from the top of the counter.

'Keep away, I've got a knife!'

But he doesn't keep away. Instead he lowers his head and
comes at me. I don't know, if I really had got a knife in my
hand, whether I'd have done anything with it, but I do pick up
a big metal griddle sitting on the hob on the oven and hit him
over the head with it. There's a horrible crack but he doesn't
stop. We're still rolling around and hitting each other and
fighting with anything that comes to hand. Then I pick up a big
old flowerpot – a nice, stylish one, big it was – and crack that
over his head as well. It's a horrible thing to look back and see
something comical in something so bad, but I remember that
for a split-second it was like a cartoon, the flower and the earth
stuck on his head, shards of pot all around him.

I nearly make it out the door but he charges after me and
grabs me. We get outside and we're still punching and hitting
out at each other. He's now shouting out for help. I manage to
get on to the street and pull away from him, but just as I do so
and start to run off to Canonbury Road, two fellas who I guess
were walking past and heard him shouting get hold of me and
pull me down, kicking me, roughing me up, until finally the
police show up. Someone – I don't know who – must have
called them.

I'm bashed up and bruised a bit, there's a couple of cuts to
my face, but I don't care. The handcuffs go on and I'm shoved
into the back of the police van.

'What's your name, mate?' asks a young copper as he sits
down opposite me in the back.

Now at this point I'm a bit stupid and give him something
back like 'What d'you think my name is?'

'Well, I don't know, that's why I'm asking,' he replies.

I was under the illusion that everyone in Islington knew my
name. Perhaps fifteen years earlier every policeman who
worked that area would've known who I was. Back then I was
Park Lane; now I'm under a park bench. That's what the drugs
have done for me. I'm nobody now.

So we get to the station, and I'm taken before the duty
sergeant to get booked in. I'm an old hand at this. I know the
usual form. I should ask for a doctor before I do anything or
say anything or answer any questions, even before I ask for my
solicitor, as the doctor would have to come out and I'd give
him the spiel about being an addict, how I can't be locked up
for the night without something to get me through it, and he'd
have to give me DF118 – codeine – which acts as a morphine
substitute, and two blue 10ml Valium to take the edge off
everything, and then I could lie back and chill out for the night.
Only this time I don't do that.

'Do you want anything?' he asks.

'Yeah, I'm starving. Can I get some food? I'm so hungry, can
I get two dinners?' I haven't eaten for days.

He's surprised, as the clothes I'm wearing are really good
ones – like I said, a nice pair of strides, a nice pair of shoes, a
£600 jacket and everything. 'Oh yeah? Would you like two
desserts as well?' he asks. And he means it, he isn't being funny
with me or anything. I'm bone-weary, everything looks as if it's
approaching the end for me, and I'm really grateful to him. He
doesn't look at me and think, 'Scummy druggy, he deserves to
be hungry'; instead he looks after me. I get my two dinners and
my two desserts. Once I've eaten I'm ready to answer their
questions.

Really, I just wanted to go back to prison; I wanted to skip
the bit in the middle – court and everything. I knew when I was
arrested that I would be going to prison because I'd been on
parole and had skipped away from my probation officer down
on the south coast to come back to London, so I knew I'd be
going straight back to jail even as they got ready to take me to
court for breaking into that house. All of it, everything, just made
me tired. Going to court was such an inconvenience. Like, when
you had to leave your cell to go to court, you might find they'd
moved someone in while you were out, and what used to be
yours wasn't yours any longer. I just wanted to skip all that
bollocks. 'Just send me down,' I thought. 'I can be safe in prison.
I won't be frightened there.'

Once, back in Pentonville – I can't remember what I was in for
– I was doing a bit of rail, as it's called, where you lean on the
railings on the landing and look about, man-watching, and saw
below me the fraggles. The fraggles are what the mental ones are
called, not just by us but also by the screws, the ones who are so
out of it they're kept dosed with drugs. They live in their cells all
the time, and only come out when they have to. The fraggles
would shuffle out, zombie-like, head for a chair and slump down,
drooling, not to move again. The screws'd give them their
Largactil injections, and dose them up with Mellaril tablets, and
mong them right out.

I looked over that rail at those fraggles shuffling out of their
cells, moving like they were in treacle, and slumping into
their armchairs. Nothing seemed to be going on with them,
either inside or outside. And you know what? I didn't despise
them, I envied them. I wanted to be one of them. I wanted that
to be me, all the pain and fear and effort gone. I wanted someone
to take it all away and leave me to rot, slowly, in a chair.
It was just like that back on the outside: sometimes I'd see
people begging in the streets, and for a fleeting moment I found
that kind of attractive – no hassles, no responsibilities. Only a
moment, but it's there.

In the magistrates' court the next day I interrupted
proceedings and asked that they accept my guilty plea, even
though they didn't want me to plead then; everyone knew I
was a serial offender and that I would have to wait to go to
crown court. I had told my solicitor what I was doing, and she
went along with it. I just wanted it all to end; I wanted to stop
everything, and rest. I was tired, tired of everything, tired of
living. I wanted to go far away from people, just be on my own
somewhere in a cell where I could get fed and bother no one
and have no one bother me.

I was forty-four years old. I'd been committing crimes since
I was six or seven. I'd been on the booze since I was a kid. I'd
been on Class A drugs since before I left school. I'd been bad
and dangerous and scary, only now it was me who was
frightened. I just wanted everything to stop.

I didn't want to be me any more.






One

Some Kind of Childhood

There were three things that ruled my childhood: crime, drink,
and violence. And all this before I even made it to school.

There's a photo of me somewhere, stuck in my pram, and
I've got my hands clasped tight round a bottle, the teat stuck
in my mouth. Only it isn't a bottle of milk, it's a bottle of
Guinness, because Guinness is good for you, right? I can't
remember a time when I didn't know what drink was. I used
to love a whisky and Tizer. My family told me I was a right bad
baby and wouldn't settle easily, so they used to give me teaspoons
of whisky to get me to kip. When Christmas came
round, they'd put a bit of whisky into some Tizer, and give me
a glass of that to drink. When no one was looking I'd help
myself to some more, even when I was five years old.

And the violence. I've faced some horrible men in my time,
been in some bad fights, but the day I thought I was going to
be beaten to death was when I was nearly five years old.

Our next-door neighbour's outside toilet was joined to ours,
and I liked to sit on the tin roof out there and dream my life
away. Lorraine, our neighbour's daughter, would often sit at
her bedroom window, which overlooked the toilet, and talk to
me. She must have been in her late teens, and she had a
boyfriend named Richard, who drove a steamroller for the
council, which at the time we small boys thought was well
cool. In fact, it made him halfway to being a superhero.

One day Lorraine and Richard were having a really heated
argument which I listened to; it was funny to a boy like me
who didn't understand what it meant. Anyway, he called her a
'slag', and she laughed, saying, 'Yeah, and I'm proud of it.' Me
being so young, I misunderstood 'you slag' as a compliment.

Mum – Lizzie was her name – liked a drink. I'm not sure if
she was an alcoholic or not, but she used to drink often and
would invariably be a bit worse for wear. One night I had come
in from playing outside. I was a bit dirty so she got a bowl of
water and a flannel to wash me down and stood me in front
of the fire in my underpants. Lizzie was moaning and groaning
about the state I was in, how she was having to kneel down to
wash me. I remembered that Richard had called Lorraine 'a
slag', and Lorraine had laughed, so I did likewise to Lizzie.

'Shut up, you slag,' I said.

'What d'you bloody call me, you little git?'

Lizzie was fuming. She picked up the iron poker from the
fireplace and began to hit me with it. Blow after blow rained
down on me. All I could do was roll up into a ball, howl with
the pain, yell at her to stop, shield my head with my arms and
take it. In my underpants, I had no other protection. The poker
fell heavily on me, tearing skin and bruising bones. Luckily my
sisters, Carol and Alice, were there and they managed to pull
her off before she killed me. Yeah, that's right, killed me. I
honestly believe that if they had not been there my own mother
would have beaten me to death.

That episode left me black and blue all over and my head
really swollen. I wasn't allowed out of the house for quite a
while, not until the swelling and bruising went down. Even
though I loved Lizzie – in fact I still do love her, even though
she has been dead for nearly thirty years now – I never really
forgave her for doing that to me.

My family think this story is hilarious, which of course just
makes it worse for me – that they think that nothing funnier
happened to me in my childhood. Right up to this day my
sister Carol tells the story like you would a joke, thinking the
whole thing was one big laugh. 'Oh Pete, d'you remember
when you was walloped?' she'd say, already starting to get
tears in her eyes from the thought of how funny it was. And
Carol would make Alice laugh, just remembering it. But what
about my pain? The agony, the humiliation of it? The outrage
of this woman beating a little naked boy with a poker!
Nowadays you'd be on the front page of the Sun for doing
something like that, and hounded out of your home. But no,
not me and my family. It's all a little joke. What a laugh it was
when Peter was young and nearly got beaten to death.

There's a twist to this story, though. The woman who hit me
wasn't my mother, nor were those two women who pulled her
off me my sisters. I found this out one day many years later
while sitting in the back of a police car, being carted back to
prison. You see, when I called Lizzie 'Mum' earlier, at the time
I thought she was my mother, but she wasn't – she was my nan.

The women I thought were my sisters were in fact my mother
(Alice) and my aunt (Carol). To this day Carol won't acknowledge
this; she still talks about me like I'm her brother. No joke
– that's what my family's like. Keeping a secret like that, one
that even now my aunt won't credit as true.

Starting like that, it's no surprise I ended up a mess.

The family have a fund of stories they like to tell about me.
Never mind that they can see I don't find them funny, they still
cackle away over them. Like the time, before that day Lizzie
beat me, when I was just four, I was at home with Alice and
Carol. They thought it would be amusing to paint my face with
make-up, dress me in knickers and a bra, put a suspender belt
on me (they attached it to my socks) and throw me out on
the street. They locked me out and laughed at me through the
window. I remember this like it was yesterday, crying and
pleading with them to let me in while they sat there laughing
at me. So when they bring it up now, and wipe away tears of
laughter at the recollection, I'm sitting there feeling something
totally different. Another time, Carol chased me around the
house with a saucepan full of boiling water, because I had been
winding her up. When Carol was younger, she'd punch and
clump you if she wanted to. She could be spiteful then, she
could be vicious. Most things in our house ended in violence.
Or drink.

One time I walked into our kitchen and found Lizzie on her
knees with her head in the oven, attempting suicide. I asked
her what she was up to. I was five at the time and had no idea
what she was doing, but I knew that it didn't look right. She
must have been depressed. Maybe it was the drink, maybe it
was her marriage. Fred – my granddad, the man I was brought
up to think was my father – would drink and fight with her.
He'd beat her up most weekends after they got home from the
pub. She'd fight back, though. They'd give each other a good
hiding.

Fred was a bit of a hard man. He liked to fight and he liked
to drink, so along with his gambling and womanizing I
suppose he would best be described as a man's man. But the
thing I remember him for most is for beating up Lizzie nearly
every weekend, and always at Christmas. It was the same old
story every time. They would leave the house happy as you
like, walk down the street arm in arm and into the pub. Once
there they would set about pouring as much booze down their
throats as they could, then they'd come home, smash the life
out of each other and wreck the house. Christmas Days, or
more precisely Christmas dinners, were almost always spoiled
by a drunken brawl.

Some things about my Christmases were like other people's
– we'd have a tree, and the presents would be wrapped and put
under it – but not much else. I remember one year, again when
I was five, when Fred found and spent the Christmas money
Lizzie had saved all year and hidden away from him. He went
out and spent it all on booze. He came home with a dead
rabbit in his hand – God knows where he found that – flung it
on the table and declared loudly, 'There's your Christmas
dinner, a nice bit of rabbit to cook.' Lizzie went mad. She
picked up the rabbit and knocked him about the head with it,
chasing him all over the house, till the rabbit's guts were all
over the place.

One day a boy called Tommy hit me. I went back across the
road and into our house, crying and blubbering about how
Tommy had done this, that and the other, but instead of
putting his arm round me to make me feel better, Fred gave me
one almighty clump round the back of the head and told me to
get out and hit Tommy back with something.

I got a hammer. That's how I learned violence.

Crime was taught to me the same way. I was probably seven
years old when I nicked three half-crowns off the mantelpiece.
I wanted to get a Dalek and some Sugar Puffs, stuff like that.
Fred accused me, I said I hadn't touched the money, and he
punched me in the mouth, pushing my teeth through the skin
below my bottom lip. The scar's still there to remind me, but I
don't remember the punch, or the pain. What I remember is
what he said to me after I told him through my sobs that I had
done it.

'Why'd you take the money, son?' he asked.

'Well, I wanted toys, and sweets, and . . .' Sob, sob, sob.

Fred wasn't having any of it. 'When I was your age,' he told
me, 'if I wanted something I'd go and kick the shop window in
and take it.'

So from then on that's what I did. Although I usually threw
something through the window to break it first.

This was my childhood, full of crooked people, violence and
booze. The type of people who came to our house were all into
crime in one way or another: bank robbers, burglars, pickpockets
and ponces, some at the top of their trade, others just
getting by. When I was growing up, John McVicar, the armed
robber who became public enemy number one for a while, was
a friend of the family. He taught me to box, which he did by
kneeling down on the floor and telling me to hit him as hard
as I could. 'Give it your best shot,' he'd say, and I'd swing my
arm and land a punch on his chin. Thing is, I couldn't hit very
hard at all, and then it was his turn. He wasn't trying to hurt
me, just trying to teach me how to fight, but what to him was
a playful wallop would send my head ringing. He was going
out with Carol at the time. He had a great car, a white Mini
with tinted windows and – how glamorous was this? – a record
player that we could play our 45rpm records on. Carol was
very much in love with John McVicar, but when he went to jail
it all came out that there was another woman, which drove her
mad and in my opinion made her bitter and twisted over the
years.

As I said, when my family sits round telling these stories of
mayhem and violence with much fondness, they think it's all
perfectly normal and funny, acceptable behaviour for the
times. I find it painful. It makes me angry when they tell
the stories with such gusto and enthusiasm. I love my family,
but I've given up trying to get them to understand me, or to
change them. I know that they did their best, and I don't blame
anyone. They didn't know, and I don't hold any resentments
against anyone, I really don't. But I wish it had been different.
It's like the half-empty-glass thing: some people see a half-empty
glass, some see a half-full one. My family thought they
did a good job bringing me up; I don't. Neither of us is more
right than the other, it's just the way we look at things.

I was born in 1957. We lived in a prefab at 69 Newton Grove.
A lorry crashed through it one day; took the corner right off,
right where I'd been sitting a few moments earlier. Luckily I'd
been arguing with someone, probably Fred, and I'd got the
hump with him and stomped out the house, so that saved my
life. They strung up some canvas and a couple of Acros to
cover the room and we all lived like that for six months. But
with a hole that size in the wall – or what was once a wall –
anything that trickled and everything that scuttled could and
did come through. It was cold, and damp, and I'd lie in bed
while rats ran about on the floor. I'd shiver just listening to
them. Still, that didn't bother Fred. What worried him was
someone coming in unwanted. We had a little black and white
TV, the kind you had to put a tanner in the back to get working, 
and we didn't have a licence for it, so Fred would cover it
up. There we were, a big hole in the side of the house, canvas
for walls, and Fred's covering up a TV with a tea-towel so he
doesn't get nicked for not having a licence.

Then we moved to the other end of Hoxton market, 3
Bianca House, Crondall Street. That move changed my life. All
of a sudden I was in with all the chaps, as the top villains liked
to call themselves, because where we now lived meant we were
surrounded by criminals of all sorts. All the villains of the day
were round that end of Hoxton then.

Freddy Davies lived across the road from us. He was a bank
robber extraordinaire who bit the heads off live eels for a party
trick. He once walked into the Basing House pub down the
Kingsland Road, where he was barred, and said, 'Gissa drink.'

'No, you're barred,' they said.

'Gissa drink or I'll drink this.' He lifted up a goldfish bowl
on the counter, with two goldfish in it.

'No, you're still barred,' they said, and everyone laughed.

So he drank it, fish and all. He was bonkers.

He was caught robbing banks, of course, and was sent to
Wormwood Scrubs prison. He got cancer of the face and the
doctors took out his jawbone. Then they took out his tongue
and replaced it with a bit of skin taken off his forehead, only
they took it from too close to his hairline so he had hair growing
out of his mouth. He was dying, but the authorities
wouldn't let him out on compassionate grounds as they knew
he'd just rob banks again – which was true, he would have
done. So he wrapped himself up in his mattress and set himself
alight; his intention was to try and kill all the nonces in the
Scrubs as well. But it didn't work, and as a result of the burns
he developed this problem that turned his skin black. When he
came out, the doctors told him not to drink, but he went
straight back on the booze and that's what killed him.

Lovely man. Hard to picture it, I know, but he was.

We had family all over the area. My grandmother, Nanny
Browning we called her – years later, of course, I realized that
she must have been my great-grandmother – was born during
the Boer War. She was very Victorian. Her name was Alice,
too. I used to hate going round there for Saturday dinner –
every single Saturday, whether I liked it or not. Meat pie and
beans, every week. Because of those meals I can't eat meat pies
that are square. Round ones are OK, but not square; I can't
touch them. I had to eat everything, see, and sometimes they
were all gristly, and you had to eat the gristle because she'd
give you a clump if you didn't. And we'd have a cup of coffee,
from a bottle, with sterilized milk. And you had to sit and have
it; you had no say in the matter. Then she'd give you a tanner.

We'd eat in silence, and when we finished we had to get up
and go over to the Hop Pole, an Irish pub in Hoxton Square,
on the corner with Pitfield Street and Coronet Street. It's not
there now. It was the pub Fred used to go to all the time as he
had a spraying shop opposite; he did second-hand office
furniture and stuff like that. He'd play the piano in the pub,
and the squeezebox (as we called the accordion). He used to
sing Tony Bennett songs. He liked them.

Fred was half Jewish, so I had Jewish uncles with names like
Uncle Reuben, Uncle Ginger and Uncle Siddy. Uncle Siddy Stiff
he was known as, because he had a stiff leg he was born with.
Good old Jewish boys, all of them. Then there was Auntie
Beryl, and Auntie Lil Paul, and Auntie Lil, who was married to
Uncle Tom. He was a carpenter and we'd go out to see him
working sometimes. He'd be sawing away with one hand, the
other holding the wood down, and he'd have a fag firmly
clamped in his mouth all the time. He'd let the fag burn down
and none of the ash would come off. It was only when he got
to the very end that he'd turn his head, spit it out, then
immediately light another one.

And there was my cousin, Susan Barber, who got nicked for
killing her husband with poisoned gravy, cos he was a nonce –
or so the rumour went. She did sixteen years of her life
sentence, then had an affair with the guv'nor who was giving
her driving lessons.

These were the people who brought me up. Perhaps that's
why I was always out and about, wandering away from home.
As a child of five and six I spent a lot of my time on my own.
I even had a pretend friend. We would roam the streets of
Hoxton together. To say I was a lonely child who had no mates
and was incapable of interacting with others would be misleading,
but this was to be a pattern for the rest of my life. I
have been alone through so much of my life, mostly by choice.
I suppose it was because I received no love at home. I can never
remember getting cuddles, or a hug, or anything like that.
Maybe that toughened me up; maybe that made me feel
excluded from everyone else.

But I did have friends, as long as the parents of the friends
could be in the pubs with Fred and Lizzie. Billy Wood, Johnny
Smith, Tommy Boniface and me would piss around outside the
Sir John Franklin or the Carpenter's Arms in Bridport Place
while the mums and dads were inside having a drink. The kids
would get an orange, but all of a sudden the door would open
and I'd get a Pale Ale. Pale Ale, like Guinness and Mackeson's,
was good for you. I even got drunk on a case of Babycham
once, but I can't remember it. It's one of the stories the
family likes to tell about me. I don't know where I found it.

Life for me as a kid revolved around pubs; everything was
done in pubs. If I wanted to see Fred, I knew he'd be in the
Hop Pole or the Vulture, both in Pitfield Street. If he and Lizzie
were out, then, in order, they'd go to the Carpenter's first, then
up to the Franklin. Then they'd come home and smash the life
out of each other. The Green Man in Hoxton was also big in
our life, and the Queen's Head. The Black Man's – really
known as the White Horse; haven't got a clue why it was called
the Black Man's – was in Hoxton too. Everything involved a
pub. All the photos from even before I was born are of pubs:
charabancs to country pubs in Kent, standing around outside
the Unicorn in Hoxton Market, always standing around in
groups outside pubs. I never knew much else except pubs, and
all the business I needed to do later in life was done in pubs.
If I wanted to get drugs, that was done in pubs. Pubs were
where I spent my days when I wasn't in jail, or out thieving.

There used to be thirteen pubs in Hoxton Street alone. We used
to try and drink in them all as kids. In the nineteenth century,
alongside the pubs there were three mental asylums. Hoxton has
always been an alcoholic place, a dysfunctional place. The Kray
twins came out of Hoxton; so too did one of the Wembley Bank
robbers. It's an area that's always been steeped in alcoholism,
criminality and, in later years, drug addiction. And it'll always be
like that. Nice and fancy in the Hoxton Square and Old Street
end, but nothing's ever going to change at the other end, near the
canal – a pisshole.

The first time I ever stole anything was an Oxo cube from a
shop in Hoxton market, and I was not even six. Someone in
the shop had made a big pyramid of Oxo cubes and I really,
really wanted one, only I was told I couldn't have it. So I
waited till the moment when Lizzie wasn't looking – I can still
remember my heart pounding – and then I reached up, took
one from the corner
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