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            INTRODUCTION

         

         So many people have asked (or occasionally pestered) me to write this book, but I always used to find excuses or clumsily change the subject.

         The main reasons for this all stemmed from the same root. My childhood was extremely traumatic, and I really didn’t want to start digging into old memories and emotions. I was afraid to reawaken long-buried feelings of misery or overwhelming helplessness. Because of the nature of my early years, I’d deliberately and very successfully suppressed most of what had happened. Some things, of course, were seared into my mind, but the majority had been locked away or forgotten. The sadness was so intense and long lasting, I’m sure it would otherwise have become pure, uncontrollable rage.

         A very secure defence mechanism was the only way I was going to survive. It was necessary to protect myself and, indeed, others. Revenge has never been my style, and I simply can’t understand the need for it, even when it’s dressed up in the implausible cloak of justice. I’ll never comprehend those who turn to aggression as a first resort, but then maturity in age is never a guarantee of maturity in attitude. Without this level of personal management I doubt I’d be alive today; or if I were, then a jail or mental hospital might be my most likely home.

         I won’t over-dramatise the situation, but I will be brutally, and maybe uncomfortably, honest, because it really was that bad. Sorry if you thought this book was going to be a lighthearted romp through a few quiz shows, some garish shirts and a mindboggling array of hairstyles. We will, of course, get to all that later, but in order for me to survive and reach those brighter times, I had to go through hell.

         Having finally decided to go ahead with this book, I faced an unexpected question: why exactly am I writing it? Am I really going to try to persuade you that it’s some grand cathartic experiment? Or might it be helpful to impart my firsthand experiences of homelessness, near-suicide, prostitution and crime to others? Well, perhaps yes, even if it all accounts for only a mere sliver of the truth.

         Over the previous few years, I’ve been bombarded with requests to talk about my life, but they never carried enough of an incentive. However, I am a pragmatist and I understand that such a book, while sensational in the truest sense of the word, could help my professional profile. A percentage of the monies from my previous book, How to Win TV Quiz Shows, were donated to a charity of which I am a patron. Therefore, I could realistically hope for some remuneration this time round that might benefit other causes, as well as my own bank account. This may seem selfish, but I’ve already said I’m not going to be anything less than directly open and honest. It wouldn’t be me if I were anything but.

         I guess there’s no clear-cut answer for why I now feel ready to talk about what were previously taboo topics. I could have been considerably more visceral in my portrayals of certain people and still not come close to what they deserved. Abusing, hurting or dismissing children is always unacceptable. Alas, there are people in every walk of life, and even in positions of trust, who choose to ignore this. Detachment and disdain can be powerful shields to those who may not think their actions – or their indifference – qualify as abuse. But I barely lived through it all, and I can testify to the effects of their attitudes.

         I hope you enjoy my story – or at least come to understand it. It might not make for easy reading to start with, but, fortunately, it does grow sunnier over time. Tragically, many people never get to enjoy such brighter skies. This book is dedicated to them.

         
             

         

         CJ de Mooi

         April 2015

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            GROWING UP

         

         I loathed almost every single second of my childhood. I was born to parents Peter and Mary, for whom I was an inconvenient burden, and both made it perfectly clear every day, in words and actions, that they neither loved nor cared about me.

         Now that may seem like a cavalier way to start an autobiography, but what else would you prefer I do? Sugarcoat it as something nicer than it was? Oh CJ, you might think, you were too young to understand. You got it all wrong, you silly boy!

         Really? They told me to my face from a very early age that they didn’t want me, like me or trust me. I heard this repeatedly throughout my entire childhood. I’m sorry, but that’s as plain as I can make it.

         They often told me I should be taken away and put into care. So many nights I wished for this to come true. At least once, I could have done with knowing what ‘care’ was. For the first decade and a half I spent with those people, I only ever recall being sad and scared. The fury came later.

         
            * * *

         

         I was born in Barnsley on 5 November 1969. I always thought this was rather unfair. Couldn’t they have waited a few measly weeks so I could be a hip child of the 1970s?

         Andrew Paul: that’s the name I was given. When I was young, I was unsure if I despised the name in itself, or because it was a daily reminder of those who gave it to me; it took a while to grasp it was the latter. Ironically, ‘Andrew’ later became the most important name to me in the world. However, I spent the first nineteen years of my life dreading being addressed in person.

         My earliest definite memory is of nursery school when I was three. It was photo day and I was dressed in grey trousers and chunky brown cardigan; maybe my later penchant for colourful shirts was just making up for sartorial lost time. I’d apparently already gained a reputation for being withdrawn and miserable. The teacher openly mocked me with the name ‘Smiler’ and coaxed the other children to do likewise.

         The reason this day remains with me is because something had gone missing from the classroom, and the teacher immediately turned on me. Whether this was based on her prejudice or something another child had said, I don’t know, but I was directly accused.

         I knew nothing about any theft, but this injustice stayed with me and sowed the seed of my inherent mistrust of anyone in so-called authority. It was not the last time a finger would be wrongly – and viciously – pointed at me.

         I have a vague mental image of a semi-detached house on a Barnsley cul-de-sac. I’m pretty sure it was real but, as so much of my memory has been lost, let’s assume it was one of the fragments that remain resolutely intact. I can picture an unremarkably plain-looking house with a car on the driveway; we lived in the left half. The lounge was at the front with a fireplace and a couple of sofas, which overlooked a small lawn sloping down to the road.

         And that, I’m afraid, is pretty much the extent of what I know about the first five years of my life. My formative years are reduced to a handful of ghostly images and even fewer hazy events. I know most people lack a crystal-clear, celluloid storyline of their young lives, but this must surely be unusual by any standards?

         When I was four, the household moved to Rotherham. (I can’t bring myself to use the word ‘family’, as we were anything but.) It was an outwardly respectable, detached, middle-class house on a new and relatively affluent estate. It was just the sort of place for twitching curtains and hypocritically averted gazes if anything untoward happened. At all costs, one must avoid upsetting the fragile suburban applecart!

         I can see glimpses of a private preparatory school I may have attended for a year when I was about seven. This was no mere childhood dream, as I know the school exists, and can recall the yard, lunch hall and music room. It was my first experience of a school uniform, a feeling I absolutely adored. My attachment to these outfits tickles me now, as I feel really out of place even in a casual suit. Tuxedos and formal attire are my idea of purgatory! But I wonder if it wasn’t so much the clothes themselves I liked, but rather the feeling of a single point of constancy in an ever-changing and confusing world.

         As many young boys do, I became fascinated by dinosaurs and read about them with incessant fervour. I loved their variety and exotic nature but, with the benefit of hindsight, it was probably their remoteness I found most intriguing. Impassive creatures inhabiting a world so far away it was unreachable; science fact in essence becomes science fiction.

         I was obviously destined to become a geek and, with dinosaurs, I had discovered my personal Nerdvana! I learned all their names and characteristics, but especially enjoyed studying their evolutionary differences. ‘Lizard-hipped’ was also a favourite phrase; it would resurface fortuitously as the answer to my very last Eggheads question before my two-year hiatus, a mere third of a century later!

         Prehistory proved a passing fancy, although I made quite sure I learned the word ‘palaeontology’. This was, of course, just for my personal reference and not at all to show off in conversation (Pretentious, moi?). It did, however, spark into life my love of learning. I had a battered old illustrated encyclopaedia I delved into every day, which had one very odd quirk in that the articles were arranged as to which would appeal to boys and which to girls. I found this very strange and it made me uncomfortable, although I wasn’t sure why. Bizarrely, apart from a lone entry on the Bowie knife (which apparently only boys would be interested in), every single listing was recommended for both sexes. So what, exactly, was the point of that?

         The local comprehensive infants school followed, and I quickly realised that I loved learning rather than being taught. Throughout the next eight years, I don’t think I ever met a teacher who was truly passionate about the job. We were being processed like mindless cattle merely to pass the school’s exams. This may have been the fault of the governing authority, or due to a lacklustre and disengaged workforce, but every day this conveyor belt continued without inspiration. The subjects on offer were bland and of little practical use once our school lives were over. Basic finance, social skills, relationship advice… where were the texts children could actually use and apply in later life? After all these years, I’ve yet to find a single elusive soul for whom quadratic equations represented a scholastic high point.

         One issue I felt unable to discuss was the fact that I considered myself more intelligent than most of the people around me, irrespective of age. I was already aware that mental acuity had nothing to do with how old someone was and that it remained fairly constant through life. Misconceptions about this always bug me, and I’m reminded of my appearance on The Weakest Link. I got a question wrong and Anne Robinson commented I should have been more intelligent. I immediately shot back that it had nothing to do with intelligence, merely knowledge, and if she had been more intelligent she would have realised that. The show quickly moved on and the interchange was predictably cut from the final edit.

         I could never shake the feeling a lot of educators were there because they possessed the one vital skill necessary to teach children: all they were required to do was stay one lesson ahead of those in their charge. I yearned to go so much further but was bound by the stifling boundaries of an unimaginative curriculum.

         I now rejoice that my mind is free to explore whatever I want. I’ve learned exponentially more since leaving formal (and I use that word very purposefully) education. In recent years I’ve also had the opportunity to visit plenty of schools, and I’m delighted to see that both the quality and the freedom inherent within education have definitely improved. That’s not to say bad teachers don’t remain, of course they do, but the minority is now thankfully outnumbered. Many tutors are still frustrated by the limits imposed upon them, but they honestly want children to be fascinated by what they’re learning. Education is an invaluable keystone, but real advancement only comes with the encouragement of independent thought.

         The brain is an incredible entity and it’s a great shame to waste it. We are here for an infinitesimally brief flicker of time, and I for one am going to make the most of it. I’m repeatedly asked why I’m so active and my reply is invariably the same: in my one short life on this floating rock, I’m going to do much as I can. I’ll have plenty of time to rest when I’m dead, but I categorically refuse to be lying on my deathbed thinking, What if…? If I’m ever to have regrets, they’ll be for the chances I grabbed with both hands rather than for the opportunities I let slip through my fingers. Life is for living, dammit!

         Nevertheless, during my incarceration at primary school there was a single enjoyable moment that proved to be the first step of a journey, as yet still incomplete. Admittedly, that journey would be rudely interrupted for twenty-five years, but as the eventual second step led me to my one true passion, it was worth the extended wait.

         The school staged a production of a musical revue called Rooster Rag, and I was cast in the lead role. I have no idea why this chance befell me, as I don’t recall any previous performances, so perhaps it was, as so many revelations are, pure serendipity.

         It was a typical piece of fluff that built to a dramatic crescendo where I was throttled by a fox during my big solo. What a way to go! But my love of performing was born, and from that moment I recognised the stage as where I wanted to spend the rest of my life. Some people want to be actors, but others – myself very much included – need to be actors. It’s the only thing that will ever make us happy or fulfilled. It’s not just in our blood; it is the very lifeblood that maintains us.

         Only twice in my life have I faced a major decision that required not even a split second of contemplation. Both were deep, almost sensual and life changing: the first was the decision to become an actor; and the second took place when I met my partner. Both were moments that elicited an instant and unconditional love. Each demanded total devotion, and I wasn’t prepared to deny or lie to myself about either. At eight years old I became an actor and was certain that, whatever became of my life, I would always remain so. Having a direction and desperately hanging onto it would save me countless times from what lay ahead.

         I joined a local dramatic company and performed in several plays over the ensuing few years at the Rotherham Civic Theatre. I also joined the Crucible Youth Theatre, even once appearing in Willy Russell’s Our Day Out on the great stage itself. After a brief foray with the National Youth Theatre, I knew I’d found where I truly belonged. Even now, going into a theatre is the closest I get to any sort of spiritual experience. I adore old Victorian buildings, with their wonderful senses of history and mystery, and I’ve always said I would rather be a penniless actor than a rich anything else. Money can nourish my body but only acting can nourish my spirit.

         I joined Saturday classes at the Rotherham College of Arts and Technology, where I’d enrol as a fulltime student at sixteen. I threw myself into courses covering mime, improvisation, role-playing and public speaking, as well as sidelines including lighting, make-up, creative writing and even kite making. If it was an aspect of performance, I wanted to immerse myself in it totally.

         I took London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art (LAMDA) courses and certificates, and even gained their Silver Medal in spoken English. This was a close one though, as I nearly blew it for the first and only time in my life. I was petrified on stage, a bag of nerves, shaking and wringing my hands as the examiner chatted with me and asked questions. Fortunately, if there’s one thing I excel at, it’s homework! I’d done some background research on her previous work and favourite plays, so I steered the conversation toward those: ‘Oh, that’s one of my absolute favourites too! That staging was wonderful and helped inspire me to become an actor!’ I passed with a distinction.

         This was when I was happiest. In fact, these were the only times when I was anything even approaching happy. I attended every lesson I could, partly to absorb the information I craved, but mainly to avoid returning to the house. There was no happiness or comfort to be found there. The only silly scrap of consolation I held onto was an old blue and white pyjama case in the shape of a rabbit.

         I was constantly plagued by migraines and nightmares. A recurring dream saw me in a forest, encountering an open, triple-walled building with no roof. The walls were high, white and sheer, and as I walked in a fourth wall closed behind me, trapping me in an open-air prison. I screamed for help as the walls came together but, even though I occasionally saw my father outside, no one ever came. Even at my age, it didn’t take much to interpret this terrifying dream.

         I’d named the pyjama case ‘Rabbie’, and he’d become something of a security blanket for me. There were many years of futile emotions tied up in him, mainly because they had no other outlet. One day my mother, for no apparent reason, went upstairs and snatched up this beloved creature. She made me watch as she sliced it to shreds with a large pair of scissors, all the time screaming I was a ‘wooly woofter’. I first heard this loathsome phrase used on the Cannon and Ball prime time television show and, even then, was horrified it was permitted. I noticed she always laughed and took great delight in language like this and no doubt used it as a weapon. Years later, I was offered a pantomime with Cannon and Ball but had to turn it down. Even made in jest, such words could be confusing and hurtful, and so I couldn’t bring myself to work with them. The destruction of Rabbie was pure spite with no other purpose than to wound me. It wasn’t going to be her last such act.
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            PUT DOWN

         

         The next year revealed some very unpleasant truths: some people actively hated me, and the rest just viewed me as an utterly irrelevant waste of skin. Three events in quick succession made it horribly apparent that I had nowhere to turn and no one to talk to.

         My father was a pathetic creature, firmly under my aggressive mother’s thumb, who must have had extra starch in his clothes as a substitute for his missing backbone. I wanted to be close to him, but he was so vapid and feeble that I think my pity would have turned to loathing if I had been. Coming from a poor background in Barnsley and marrying into a fairly well off family from Greece, he’d been downtrodden for years. I saw sadness in his eyes but there was never any chance of a bond between us. He seemed to accept his weakness and expected me to do the same with mine.

         Unfortunately for him, we were completely different in that sense. He worked in his father-in-law’s company, which was perhaps another reason for his lack of spirit as he was totally at the behest of the other side of his family. He was told what to do in his house and told what to do at his work.

         I got the impression he was fairly able at his job, but otherwise he seemed dull witted, with no empathy or sympathy for anyone. Unless an opinion was officially sanctioned by his relatives, he wouldn’t dream of considering it. I remember he joined a protest against a local chemicals plant that applied for a licence to process radioactive material. He was a NIMBY in the truest sense and found something where he was allowed to be vociferous, but with no understanding of the issue. I asked him why he didn’t want the plant to do the work if it had been scientifically approved as safe, and why he was denying people jobs while his was perfectly secure. In return, I received the age-old answer parents morosely mutter when their spurious arguments are undermined: ‘Shut up and go to your room. You’re too young to understand.’

         I’m afraid that couldn’t have been further from the truth. He was just too stupid to understand, and dared not admit he was doing something to make it appear he wasn’t a spineless weasel.

         His cowardice and lack of love became blazingly clear when on a fateful night we headed out together to walk around another estate, posting leaflets for his company. Suddenly, three boys of thirteen years old jumped out in front and attacked me. They knocked me to the ground, landing punches and kicks with loud and joyous relish. I called out for my father’s help, but he stood a few metres off, mutely watching. I seriously wondered if he actually enjoyed seeing this. The boys beat me, ripped my clothes off and, by the time they finished, I was half-naked, bleeding, and in floods of tears. They broke my nose and that injury is still apparent, as it remains out of alignment. I’d been kicked so hard repeatedly in the stomach that I was having difficulty breathing.

         My father didn’t say a word, just waited until I walked up to him. Without comment, he simply continued posting the leaflets. Some of the people in the houses around us must have witnessed what was happening, as there was enough shouting and screaming to rouse considerable attention. Again though, not one single person opened a door or uttered a word to break the hypocritical code of middle-class silence. Neither my mother, when we got back, nor any teacher the next day showed the remotest interest in my cuts, bruises or badly swollen eye. I was nine years old at the time.

         From this point on, I no longer considered that I lived with my mother – just a vicious, cruel woman. There is no inherent reason why parents should like their children – or indeed vice versa – but there is a moral and legal requirement to care for them. She was only interested in inflicting pain, to try to compensate for her own perceived failures. I often wondered if she felt trapped by an expectation of playing a traditional housewife. She was in no way academically able and perhaps felt trapped and frustrated. Her response was to lash out and try to bring others down, seemingly in an attempt to make her feel less disappointed. I guess in that sense, I represented everything she aspired to and despised. This natural reaction to hate is something I’ve never understood from anyone.

         Shortly afterwards, I was in art class and we were painting Halloween scenes. There was one perpetually hostile boy in the group called Richard. At the end of the class, the teacher gave my painting to him and vice versa. I protested and she sniffed that my name should have been written on it. I turned the painting over to demonstrate that it was, but apparently her rule was that it had to be in pen, not pencil. I was merely to shut up and do as I was told.

         I protested again and she swung around, grabbed the painting from my hand, ripped it up, slapped me across the face and sent me to detention. Even for someone for whom violence was becoming par for the course, this was outrageous.

         Looking back, I now realise that Richard was probably ill and the staff were trying to protect him. Unfortunately, they ended up mollycoddling him and hurting everyone else. He was so desperate for attention that he continually got other children in trouble, as he knew the staff would do nothing to offend him.

         One winter’s night, Richard started throwing rocks and snowballs at me as I walked home alone. I bled, but I ignored him and trudged on. I hoped he got the message that his behaviour wasn’t going to work with me, but the teachers were not quite so nuanced. They were unwilling to be honest and so they got it terribly wrong. I don’t recall seeing Richard again and, although I have sympathy for what I imagine to be his situation, I certainly have none for the way he exploited it.

         I don’t pretend I was an angelic child, always perfectly behaved and pure of spirit – but then I’ve yet to meet one of those. The vicious, cruel woman took great joy in making me do things I disliked, including eating meat, despite my expressing a strong desire not to do so.

         But the worst occasion came after the wedding of one of her friends. She forced me to wear a thick, blue cardigan of very coarse wool that itched terribly, even through my shirt. I sat in the church – an experience I certainly didn’t relish in itself – and constantly scratched. At the reception, the bride asked me if I was okay. I hesitantly replied that I was fine, and the cardigan was just a bit uncomfortable. She suggested I take it off and, to her consternation, I innocently mentioned I wasn’t allowed to.

         Instantly, I realised the trouble I was in as I saw the woman glaring at me. Nothing could be allowed to sully her name in the eyes of others and, on arrival back at the house, she beat me with a long, wooden ruler. The onslaught was unrelenting and my begging her to stop fell on deaf ears. I started screaming for mercy, but this enraged her even more and she continued lashing at me for several minutes. I was cut, bruised, in extreme pain and utterly terrified. As ever, not one person the next day enquired as to what had happened. The teachers should have been ashamed of themselves, but of course they weren’t. The truth was that they simply didn’t care.

         The final nail was hammered in while I was a member of the Cub Scouts. Someone’s hat had gone missing, and the leader immediately accused me again. I assume the person responsible had given my name as a decoy, but rather than ask me if I’d taken it, I was accused and deprived of any opportunity to defend myself.

         I was ordered outside in the dark to find the hat, despite having no idea where it was. I found it after a long search and was then berated for wasting time. Naturally I was slapped again.

         I graduated from the Cubs soon after and was expected to join the Boy Scouts. I surprised everyone when I declined, and the leaders took it as a personal affront. I was glad at this because it was certainly meant as one. The fact that they were simply incapable of understanding why was my main incentive.

         Over the previous few months, my parents, teachers, scout leaders and others had all physically assaulted me. I had no refuge and no escape. But it was going to get much worse.

         At eleven, I progressed to the local comprehensive school. I have never been in a place I’ve feared and despised more. I had no friends or confidants to help me through the next five years, and I can honestly say that the day in 1986 when I walked out of that building for the very last time was the happiest in my life. Some wonderful things have happened to me since, but no joy will ever be as all consuming.

         Unfortunately, that wonderful time was still many years off. The three boys who’d previously attacked me on the estate were at the school, although I noted – with little surprise and an air of satisfaction – that they were in one of the lowest remedial classes. Nevertheless, after only a few months, they came at me again one day, completely unprovoked. It was in the playground at lunchtime, in broad daylight this time, and they were armed with cricket bats.

         They hit me continually while the school’s headmaster stood in a doorway and watched it all happen. I pleaded for him to do something, without response. When it mercifully ended, I stumbled over to him, but even to my jaded ear his answer was staggering. He told me there was nothing he could do if I wasn’t bleeding, then turned his back and walked off. To have such a person supposedly caring for children was appalling. He tolerated bullying, violence and assault, and in my case at least, wouldn’t lift a finger to prevent them. I swore there and then it would be the last time anyone laid a hand on me.

         I didn’t understand the headmaster at all. He was obviously very religious and kept trying to force his faith onto the children in assembly. I found this very unsettling, as in a secular school he was overstepping his authority and using his job to push a personal agenda. I clearly wasn’t the only one who thought this way, as his efforts at indoctrination abruptly ceased and we weren’t forced to listen to his private beliefs again. Mind you, we shouldn’t have had to hear them in the first place.

         As the next few years rolled by, my outlook on life and my individual prospects therein became ever bleaker. I just couldn’t see the point if this was all there was – hardly a healthy view for a boy in his early teens.

         But I was only a toddler when I’d worked out that religion was complete rubbish, and that there were no big answers to seek. Seriously, if anything as confusing and contradictory as religion were to be invented today, it’d be laughed out of existence. People only cling onto it in order to justify lifestyle choices that are usually prejudicial and self-serving. I’m a loving, tolerant person who lives my own life and, most importantly, takes responsibility for my own actions. Maybe I’m being naïve, but that seems a lot fairer and more grown-up to me.

         But back in my schooldays, I was unloved and was frequently told so. I was ignored and hated by everyone – except one boy in my class called Justin. At thirteen I was among the tallest of the school’s pupils, along with him, and then I suddenly stopped growing. I’d always imagined I’d be a statuesque adult of at least 190cm, but I annoyingly finished at 181cm. Evidently, even nature had it in for me!

         Justin had no such problems and was easily the school’s tallest by 14cm, but his brother, who was two years his junior, quickly overtook him and everyone else. Clearly, they have very lengthy genes in that particular pool!

         Justin became a tentative friend and we regularly walked back at the end of the day together. We’d reach his house first, so I’d leave him there and continue alone. However, I’d go to walk for a few hours in the large woods behind the estate to avoid returning to the house where I lived. I was never in a rush to go back there.

         (You’ll notice I avoid using the word ‘home’ for the same reason I don’t use ‘family’. It just wasn’t either.)

         Justin and I talked, but I always wanted to open up to him. We both knew I was gay and, although he was happy and even keen to discuss it, I wasn’t able to. I’d had it literally beaten into me that being gay was disgusting and wrong, that it made me a worthless piece of filth. I was clear-minded enough to recognise all this as lies, but I still couldn’t quite break through.

         For that, Justin, if you ever read this, I’m truly sorry. I so wanted to open up to you and trust you, but it would be a very long time until I achieved that with anyone.

         The household I inhabited was very homophobic and racist. There was a constant stream of derogatory terms used freely, usually by the woman. She also smoked and refused to let me leave the room, even though I was fully aware of what her poison was doing to me. The man, of course, would stay quiet and servile, but, just as he’d witnessed my assault in the street, perhaps he enjoyed my having to breathe the smoke.

         Surely it can’t be acceptable for adults to use ‘queer’, ‘woofter’, ‘gypo’, ‘chink’ and other such slurs in the presence of a child. If you want to be bigoted, that’s up to your small mind but don’t force those hatreds onto others – especially not impressionable minds for which you have some responsibility! This is why I’ll never understand faith schools. Children are never sent to them for their own good, only because of the often arbitrarily chosen beliefs of their parents. That is forcing a lifestyle choice onto someone else, and I can never accept that as correct.

         The environment made me so uneasy that, one day at dinner, I spoke up about some of the horrible language used. The woman jumped up, shouted at me and threw a cup of scalding coffee in my face. I screamed and instinctively pushed the glass table towards her, knocking her down. This was a moment of revelation for me, as I began to tentatively realise my strength of body as well as character. I turned and stared at the man, daring him to try and stop me while she lay shocked on the floor.

         In intense pain, I stormed out of the house, slamming the door so hard the glass in the lower panel shattered. I had just turned sixteen and was certain I had to make ready to leave there permanently. I had never been so furious before and was visibly shaking with adrenalin. I was actually scared of the consequences it might lead to.

         I had a younger sister. She took after the woman and, as she grew older, the similarities became more pronounced. Neither was intelligent, so they liked to put other people down in order to make themselves feel less wretched. I tried to communicate with Jill but such efforts were doomed to failure. One Sunday, the woman was watching us fold laundry and told me that if there was any kind of disagreement, she would always believe the girl’s word over mine and reminded me I would never be trusted.

         I turned to my sibling and asked how she could allow her to speak like that. I received a chilling echo in response: ‘Who’s she? The cat’s mother?’ This idiotic answer was a favourite phrase of the woman, who always demanded to be addressed respectfully. An English teacher had once demanded this of me when I said, ‘What?’ instead of ‘Pardon?’, and I offered the opinion that surely respect should be earned rather than expected. She wasn’t happy and made me leave the room. As always, the automatic reaction of those with too little intelligence to reason is to be angry or dismissive.

         After the girl uttered those words, it was clear she’d made her choice of how she wanted to live. I immediately and permanently lost all respect for her, and would make no further attempts to bond. If even the person nominally closest to me lacked the brains or the stomach to stand up, I’d much rather be alone. Such stupidity and cowardice sickened me, but based on everything I’d seen until that point, it seemed that was the way people were. Those with the least to say invariably shout loudest in the hope of drowning out everyone else.

         I didn’t go back to the house that night, and slept instead in the relative warmth of the town-centre bus station. It was a large concrete edifice built just after the war. The thick, featureless walls retained heat and offered shadow, so a bench tucked away at the back might avoid too much attention. I looked up to the line of small windows high above me, slightly below the level of the roof, and became conscious of my personal nightmare.

         That was my initiation to sleeping rough, and I thanked my luck for the relative ease with which it passed. I missed school the next day, but when I returned it was a casual clothing day. Everyone was wearing their own outfits rather than the stark school uniform. As the solitary person in black trousers, blazer and tie, I was rather surprised and relieved that none of my classmates commented on it.

         Even though the teachers were expert at turning blind eyes, my black ones were all too obvious to the other children. They knew what was going on, but of course they were powerless. Perhaps they at least silently sympathised, even if they didn’t reach out. But beneath my hardening exterior I still wished that they would, as I was desperate for someone to talk to.

         For here was a young man, still essentially a child, with the certainty that he was entirely alone: he’d only ever had one friend; his parents had physically and verbally attacked him all his life; he’d been assaulted by a gang with bats while uncaring eyes looked on; and he’d endured years of abuse and been told to his face that he was worthless and would be better off dead.

         Nobody could ever stand by and let that happen, could they? But many people did for fear of getting involved, or of being attacked or accused themselves. I understand those reasons but can’t possibly ever accept them. They hardly excuse those who didn’t care, or the continuing indifference every time that the boy I was showed up bleeding or bruised.

         Sorry for getting philosophical here, but there’s a poignant quotation by Edmund Burke I’m often reminded of: ‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’

         The people ignoring the abuse were as complicit as those committing it. Quite possibly, they’d have been happier if the young man had just died. Hey presto, the problem solved itself!

         I’d wanted my life to end before it had really begun. Only two years later, I would try to make that a reality.

         A respectable, middle-class façade is no assurance of tranquillity within. I tried reporting what was happening to teachers and neighbours but was met with disinterest or disbelief. As a last resort, I even went to the local police station. I stood alone in the unwelcoming foyer and waited to be summoned forwards. The blonde woman attending the desk looked up and, with no level of politeness or professionalism, gestured with a snort that I should approach.

         I explained why I was there but had hardly started when she literally laughed in my face. She dismissively told me to go and tell my teachers, waving her hand and expecting me to leave. When I insisted I’d already tried that, she looked down her nose and sneered, with a condescending chuckle, ‘Well, who are we supposed to believe then?’

         I pleaded with her to listen, but she turned her back and began chatting breezily with her colleagues. In the light of recent revelations about the South Yorkshire police service, I’m no longer as surprised by this attitude. They forgot they were paid public servants, and that a child crying out for help should never be told to get lost. It seems they acted in the same way on many more occasions.

         
            * * *

         

         I sat my exams at school and qualified in the top group with nine O-level passes. I urgently hoped my experience of school was now over but had to endure the tedious convention of the presentation ceremony. Each student was called forward and given a certificate by the headmaster. As one of the top dozen, I was called up very early.

         I walked deliberately slowly to the stage and the headmaster congratulated me. I was a lead actor in the dramatic society and the school chess champion, so he commented that he’d be happy to write a reference with a dramatic slant to it. He reached out his hand to shake mine but I remained stoic. I replied quietly, barely concealing my rage at his callous stupidity, saying I’d refuse anything from someone who approved of children in his care being attacked while he watched. I left his waiting hand suspended in mid air as I took my certificate and walked off stage. Now, I really wish I’d shouted it for the whole hall to hear, but at the time I was so happy with my first defiant fight-back against an oppressive system. I walked down to return to my seat. I noticed the shocked faces of the complicit teachers and ignorant parents but also the faint approving smiles of some of the children. By then though, I was well past seeking, or caring about, their acceptance.

         Back at the house nothing was said, as the woman was clearly very apprehensive of me now. I was a strong, fit young man and I doubt she wanted to tip me further over the edge. Believe me, it wouldn’t have taken much. I yearned to hurt them both for the way they had treated me, but, having endured their hatred and intolerance from an early age, I was determined to be better than they were.

         On reading this back, I’ve depicted myself as a cold, bitter teenager, but that’s the inescapable truth. Be candid with yourself: if you’d been in my position, how might you have turned out? I’m fortunate that the saving grace of my life would help mould me to be the person I am today. That time was still more than a decade away though, and things were going to get a lot darker before then.

         Within the next six months, my life would change beyond all recognition. Although I had no way of realising it then, ultimately it would all be for the best. The old adage about having to hit rock bottom before rising up would prove terrifyingly accurate.

         I gratefully left school and entered college to study English and Performance Arts.
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