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INTRODUCTION

It’s 1.30 a.m. one night in 2010 and I’m sitting in my parents’ living room, hunched over my laptop, knowing that either I’m the victim of the biggest wind-up possible, or my life is about to change for ever.

My Skype account is open and I’m fidgeting nervously, hoping the person who’s promised to call me isn’t just a figment of my friends’ imagination. Just in case it’s not who I’m hoping for, I’ve made no effort with my appearance and I look a right scruff in a beaten-up old hoodie.

For what feels like the longest ten minutes of my life, I barely blink as I stare at my screen, willing it to spring into life with a call from one of my all-time idols.

Suddenly it happens. The ringing makes me jump, but the name isn’t the one I was hoping for. Santos? Who the hell is Santos? I’m gutted. After all my expectations, it’s just gonna be some fake thing. I answer and after a few seconds of loading, up pops a face. His face. This is not some random guy called Santos. It’s not my mates cackling at me for being such a sucker.

Staring at me from my laptop screen, in a small living room in a house just outside Brighton, is my biggest inspiration and international superstar, Ne-Yo. The guy’s won three Grammy Awards, sold millions of albums and worked with everyone from Rihanna to Beyoncé.

‘Hey, man,’ I say, trying to sound normal.

‘Hello, sir,’ he replies before getting straight to it. ‘I’m a big fan,’ he says. ‘I’ve been watching your videos on YouTube – and I want to work with you.’

That was the moment that changed my life for ever.

I was seventeen and I remember it as if it was only yesterday. It was that call that put the final stamp of authority on what I had been doing. It meant I was no longer just some kid from south-east England singing cover songs and posting them on the internet, hoping I sounded all right.

Maybe, just maybe, I was actually good enough to become a recording artist.
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Chapter One

ME AND MY FAMILY

I was born on 21 November 1992 and brought up in Brighton by my parents, Helen and Gary. In fact it was just outside Brighton – Hove actually, as my mum would say.

I’m the oldest of three kids. My brother Jack was born two years and two days after me and my little sister Anna is seven years younger. We’re a happy family and I was always a happy little kid. From a very early age I knew I had support and love from my parents and I felt well loved.

We lived on a quiet street and everything was pretty normal really. My parents weren’t well off, but we lived in a house that was just the right size for our family.

My dad’s a carpenter who worked mainly in London and my mum’s a civil servant at Jobcentre Plus, helping people find work. My dad would always set off for work very early in the morning and we’d go to bed soon after he got home. That meant we didn’t see him as much as my mum, but he was always around when he wasn’t out at work.

My mum did all the school runs and – just because she was there – she’d be the one I’d go to if I was upset or had some news to share.

Pretty much my earliest memory – I must have been about three – is of the first time I saw snow. There’s a video of me playing in it and my brother Jack sitting in his baby seat squeaking, and you could see how happy we both were.

We had a tiny little concrete garden and I was kicking the snow around, ecstatic and constantly turning to my parents, saying, ‘We’re having fun, aren’t we?’ It was like I needed to confirm that we really were having a good time. I remember sticking out my tongue and trying to catch the snow on it. ‘I can’t catch my tongue today,’ I said, because I hadn’t fully mastered making sentences yet.

As little kids me and Jack were pretty close and would play together most of the time, but as we got older we started to become a bit more argumentative. I suppose that, just like all brothers, we argued and fought a lot – probably more often than we got along, to be honest! We shared a bedroom, but we’d get into little scraps mainly when we were outside in the garden or playing football, or just arguing over toys.

Even now Jack is quite argumentative, and I would say that he started most of the fights, as I’m just not a very confrontational person. But I was bigger and older, so it was always me who would finish the fights.

One day when I was six my parents sat the two of us down and said they had a surprise for us. They explained that they were having another baby. I was so excited and really happy about it. Jack was the exact opposite. ‘So, I don’t get a toy then?’ he said, then ran off into his bedroom and cried. I’m painting Jack in a really bad light here, but he was only four, and he loved Anna as soon as she arrived.

When my mum went into hospital to give birth, we stayed with some family friends called Vicky and Paul Strong, and my mum promised to call us as soon as she’d had the baby to tell us if it was a Harry or an Anna.

I fell in love with Anna straight away when I saw her in the hospital and to this day I adore little babies. I think they are the coolest, cutest things in the world.

In the mornings when I’d wake up before school, I’d go and get my little sister out of her cot, bring her back into my room and cuddle her in my bed until my mum came in looking for her in a panic.

My parents were very close to Vicky and Paul, as they’d met when Vicky was pregnant with their daughter Ellis and my mum had just had me.

Vicky would look after me as a baby when my mum went back to work, so me and Ellis grew up together and Vicky used to always find sneaky ways to make me and my brother kiss her goodbye on the cheek when we got older!

Every Saturday without fail we saw them and we’d have Pizza Hut together and watch Gladiators, You’ve Been Framed and Catchphrase. We’d take it in turns to spend New Year at each other’s houses too. Me and Ellis used to play with our tape recorder, pretending to be Brighton local radio DJs Danny and Nicky, doing all the interviews, plus I’d sing the songs. We were incredibly close and we were all like an extended family.

Then one day my mum told me that Vicky had cancer. I didn’t really understand what that meant, but I just assumed she’d get better. Very sadly she didn’t, and when she died I remember my stomach turned over. I fell sideways on to my mum’s lap on the sofa and cried my eyes out, which to this day is the only time I’ve ever cried like that.

Since then we’ve drifted apart, because it would have been too hard for all of us to keep seeing each other with that one person so obviously missing. I drove past their house the other day and I wrestled with myself because I wanted to go in and say hello and find out what Ellis is up to. I’d love to see her again one day.

As a kid I loved New Year and my birthday, but Christmas was pretty much the best time of year for me. One Christmas my brother and me were just ridiculously excited about these Buzz Lightyear pyjamas we’d been given, pressing all the buttons all over them, even though they did nothing! We spent hours running around the room thinking we could fly.

So it wasn’t like we got massive toy cars as kids: pyjamas were our best present when we were little. That was last year. Just kidding! It was ages ago.

Our Christmases were great, though, and those family traditions are still the same. While we’re asleep ‘Santa’ puts stockings at the ends of our beds full of little presents and, though we’ve always tried, to this day we’ve never managed to catch him!

One of my best mates when I was a kid swore to God that Santa stood on his head one night – and we all believed him. So I used to leave my hand or my foot hanging out of the bed in case he nudged it, so I could get a look at him.

Anyway, we’d wake up, grab our stockings and run into our parents’ room to open the little gifts inside. And every year, as we still do to this day, we’d have the same joke with our parents: ‘That’s it then, that’s the end of Christmas. Go back to bed.’

Then we’d head downstairs to the living room and there’d be the proper presents under the tree or sometimes in our own bags. We’d see my mum’s parents on Christmas Day and then my dad’s on Boxing Day, which I loved too. There’d always be loads of us at the house and we’d play all kinds of games, like Uno – a card game – or a little racehorse game where you’d wind the horses up and if yours won you’d get some sort of prize.

Then we’d have a lovely Christmas dinner – and my mum’s chestnut stuffing was like the one for me. I’d always look forward to that more than anything.

Unfortunately my grandparents on my mum’s side have died now, so it’s just us on Christmas Day, but all the routines are still exactly the same.

One of things that I really love about the success that I’ve had is that it’s made me able to give back. People always ask me what’s the most extravagant thing I’ve bought myself, but I actually haven’t bought anything like that! I’d always much rather buy things for other people. I take far more pleasure in giving things than receiving them.

So this year I bought my brother a car for Christmas – a Mini Cooper.

I actually tricked him. I’d bought my little sister Anna a top of the range tablet to use for school and the internet and I gave Jack a much cheaper version of the same thing. He obviously had to say ‘thank you’, but he was clearly really disappointed. Then I gave him this little tiny box with a key in it and he looked baffled. I told him the other part of it was upstairs, but as he passed the front door to the stairs I knew he’d look out on to the driveway – and see his car!

To start with he wouldn’t drive it, though, as he was too scared he was going to mess it up.

I love that I was able to do that because in the old days the best he could have hoped for from me was a jumper that my mum had bought. I’d just put my name on the Christmas card.

It was the same for my folks. I never had my own money, so my dad would get a bottle of aftershave that my mum had bought. Last Christmas I bought him one of the poshest watches out there, which was actually a bit of a problem because I’d already bought my mum a watch and then she told me my dad needed one. So they both got the same present.

I have this dream that one day I will get my dad an Aston Martin. I don’t mind him knowing that now, though I’m not quite there yet. But one day…

Last Christmas I only had a week off and I hadn’t seen my parents for about four months, so it was just really good to spend some time with them.

My first best friend, Niall, lived two doors down the road from us and he was a year younger than me and a year older than Jack. The three of us would play football in our back gardens, or make up little games, like pretending sticks were magic staffs and we were wizards.

There was no limit to what we’d make up for fun. One year my dad put up a zip wire in the garden that must have been about six feet long. It went from our little tree house to one corner of the garden. It was amazing and we’d do stunts on it.

And we used to swap Pokemon cards, but the truth is I never really wanted much and, since I didn’t have pocket money, most of the things I’d do as a kid involved using my imagination. I’m still the same these days. I don’t actually need much to be happy. If someone gave me £20 million today, I wouldn’t change my lifestyle and buy a huge home for myself.

I have simple pleasures and I like simple things. As a kid my favourite meal was spaghetti hoops and mashed potato, which we used to get every Friday. And I’ve always loved Galaxy chocolate bars. They were used as a treat or a bribe to encourage me to do well at school, so if I’d been good and managed to win a gold star, at the end of the week I might be lucky and get a chocolate bar to say, ‘Well done.’

We used to have family holidays. My mum was absolutely in love with caravan holidays, but we never went out of the UK. We’d drive down to, say, Devon and stay on a caravan site where there’d be entertainment in the evening. For our summer holiday every year we’d go to Butlins for about a week, which I loved. That was the age when a week would last for ever. My mum’s got a video of me on a little Postman Pat ride singing along to his theme tune at one of the camps.

I always had an obsession with water, swimming pools and the sea. At Butlins there was a little swimming pool – this was long before I could swim – and I went steaming in and leapt into it. My dad had to jump in and rescue me. He wasn’t best pleased because he was still in his trousers, with his wallet and his phone and everything in the pockets.

One time I tried to do the same thing at the beach, but because it was low tide I spent about five minutes running towards the water and actually lay down on the sand and fell asleep before I got there.

Fortunately I can control myself now. If I’m on a date with a girl and see a puddle I manage not to jump in it and start splashing about!
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‘It'slonely at the top, that's why | plan to take all of you with me.
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