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In loving memory of Rody, Kath, Helen, and Glenn.

The information in this memoir is based on my personal recollections and perceptions, my sincerest apologies if any details are not 100% accurate or are incorrect.
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		Introduction

Grimsby 
February 2009

Although I was expecting the call, the shrill ringing phone startled me. I took a deep breath and lifted the phone from its cradle next to the bread bin on the beige tiled workshop. I always made, or took, significant phone calls standing up – not sure why but maybe it made me feel more assertive. I glanced over my shoulder. Glenn had taken my place at the table, and although he had looked apprehensive all morning, he gave me a reassuring nod.

I pressed the green button on the ringing phone, my heart beating so loudly it was echoing in my ears and threatening to drown out any conversation.

I cleared my throat and said, “Hello.”

“Carol?”

“Yes, is that William?”

“Aye, but my friends call me Billy.”

The strong Glaswegian accent surprised me because I knew he had left Scotland in the early 1970s.

“I wasn’t sure if you would sound Scottish or Australian but it’s clear you’ve never lost your accent,” I commented and smiled though he couldn’t see me.

“We were wondering if you would have a Scottish or an English accent – you sound English.” Billy sounded surprised.

“That’s probably because my accent was never strong to start with and I moved to England nearly 40 years ago.”

I heard a voice in the background with a distinctive Australian twang.

“Tommy is asking which football team you support, Carol?”

“Celtic,” I replied quickly.

“That’s great, so do I,” Billy confirmed, “but unfortunately Tommy supports Rangers!” I heard a ‘huh’ in the background and assumed it came from Tommy.

“I guess having lived in England since 1970, you may have expected me to say a team like Manchester United or Chelsea, but my dad supported Rangers, and I remember teasing him at the start of the 1966-1967 football season by saying that I was going to support Celtic. When they won the European Cup in 1967, I was hooked for life.” I paused for a few seconds before asking, “Who did Helen support?”

“She was Celtic too. Tommy’s the odd one out,” Billy replied.

I heard whispering in the background, this time it sounded like a female voice. “Who else is with you, Billy, apart from Tommy?”

“Barbara and Linda.”

I knew that Barbara was William-now-Billy’s wife, that Linda was Billy’s sister and my half-sister. Billy and Tommy were both my half-brothers. 

At the age of 54, I was finally speaking with members of my birth family who although they had not been aware of my existence until a few weeks earlier, sounded pleased to hear about me. It was like one of my childhood dreams, growing up as an only child longing desperately for siblings, had finally come to fruition. I turned round to Glenn with a huge smile on my face, but he just looked worried.

At that moment I knew I had to meet them face to face even although there were more than 10,000 miles between us!



		Chapter 1

Where babies come from

When I was a little girl, Daddy told me several times over the years about how he and Mammy had gone to Glasgow to choose a baby. He explained that they had seen lots of babies lying in cots but when he looked in my cot, I put my hand up. I suppose it must have seemed to him that I was saying ‘choose me’ and that’s exactly what they did. So, in my childhood innocence Glasgow was where babies came from. The actual word ‘adopted’ was not used until much later, but by then it did not come as a great shock.

However, my childish naivety about where babies came from caused me to argue with my friend, Jane Stevens, who lived across the road in a cul-de-sac off our main road, Kennedy Terrace. Jane was nine years old and small with brown curly hair and freckles. Her family had come to Stornoway a few years earlier when her father took up the position as manager of Lipton’s grocery store on the corner of Church Street and Cromwell Street. It was the school summer holidays, and we had started playing ‘houses’ in the open porch of my family’s pebble-dashed council house and were using our childhood imaginations to make it up as we went along. She had a big crush on Cliff Richard after seeing him in Summer Holiday at our local playhouse on Beach Street in Stornoway, so she was pretending to be Mrs Richard and was making his tea of chips and beans. Not to be outdone, I piped up that I was married to Dr Kildare, star of the same named television series that I watched avidly every week. I thought Dr Kildare was very good-looking in his white clinical coat and I had decided I didn’t like Dr Gillespie because he often criticised the enthusiastic and well-meaning junior doctor. Of course, neither I nor the world had any inkling about the actor Richard Chamberlain’s sexuality at that time. 

I fetched two of my dolls, Sally and Rosemary, down from my bedroom, two blankets from my doll’s pram under the stairs and two spoons from the kitchen and we pretended they were our babies. Sally was supposed to have ginger hair, but I had become a bit over enthusiastic one day when I was playing hairdressers, so she was almost bald with just a few remaining wisps of orange nylon poking out of some of the little holes in her head. As Jane was my guest, I kept Sally and gave her Rosemary who had a luxuriant head of curly blond nylon. We rocked them and fed them imaginary food on the spoons, stopping to wipe up the imaginary food drips and burp them regularly. Jane was very good at making a baby crying sound from her throat but when I tried it hurt so Sally turned out to be a very good baby. 

During one point in the game, Jane took one of the blankets, folded it, pushed it up under her tee-shirt and said, “I’m going to have another baby.” I looked at her because I didn’t know what she meant. She could see that I was puzzled. “Don’t you know that babies grow in mummies’ tummies and then come out of their bottom?” Jane was a year older than me and she knew an awful lot. I was usually impressed but this time I was horrified, you poohed out of your bottom!

“That’s not true, babies come from Glasgow. You’re a big fat liar, Jane Stevens.” 

We argued and both ended up in tears. Jane ran home to her house across the road, and I ran into my house. Mammy, who was in the kitchenette ironing (it must have been a Tuesday), asked what was wrong. After I told her she sat me down on the settee and explained that she and Daddy had not been able to have a baby of their own and that I had been chosen and adopted by them which made me very special. She also confirmed that babies do grow in mummies’ tummies, and I had come from Glasgow because that was the city where I was born and where they had adopted me. I was very confused, had I been in someone’s tummy and if I had, where was that tummy now? I still had images of babies covered in poo, but I was soon distracted when Mammy asked if I wanted a glass of cream soda.
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This Baby came from Glasgow in November 1954, aged four months.



		Chapter 2

Daddy and his family

Daddy’s name was Roderick Adam Hunter Morison. His father had been called Roderick Adam, and I had gained the impression growing up that the name Hunter was after a minister at Martin’s Memorial Church. However, more recently, Ancestry.com showed that his paternal great-grandmother’s family name was Hunter, so I guess I’ll never know the actual source. All the family and his friends called him Rody but to me he was just Daddy. Mammy’s full name was Kathleen, but everyone called her Kath apart from her mother, my Grandma Trowell, who called her by her full Christian name. 

I have some recollections of Mammy when I was growing up, but I have far more mental pictures and memories of Daddy. Looking back now I can see that Daddy’s life had a particular rhythm to it, comprised of a series of regular repetitive rituals. One was winding up the big wooden arched clock that sat on the sideboard at around 8:00pm every Saturday night, another was preparing the food for our Sunday dinner on Saturday afternoon. Maybe the repetition is why I can recall him so clearly or maybe it was because I felt closer to him than Mammy. 

Daddy used to leave for work before I left for school, and he always smelled of shaving soap when he bent down to give me a kiss on the cheek. On Saturdays I sometimes sat on the bathroom stool watching him mix the shaving soap in a bowl and spread it over his face and neck with the brush he took from a small stand on the window ledge. I was fascinated by the way he swept the razor up in straight lines ploughing through the soap like a spade through snow. Just occasionally he would catch his skin, mutter, and stick a small piece of Izal toilet paper on the nick to stem the bleeding. Izal paper was not very absorbent, but it seemed to do the trick because he never left the house with bits of paper on his face.

On Mondays on the way home from work, he would call in at Campbell’s newsagents on Cromwell Street and collect The Sunday Post and my Diana comic. The Sunday papers always arrived on the Monday morning plane because there were no flights onto the island on Sundays or shops open. Sunday was the day of rest and anything that could distract Stornowegians from praising God and resting on the Sabbath was prohibited. Even the swings in the three play parks in the town were padlocked on Saturday evening and not released until Monday morning. 

After tea on Mondays, Daddy would read The Sunday Post, and I would read my Diana comic sitting next to him on the settee. When I had finished my comic, he would pass me the centre pages of The Sunday Post containing the strip cartoons of ‘The Broons’ (The Brown family) and ‘Oor Wullie’. Poor Wullie with his spikey hair always seemed to be getting into trouble as a result of mischief or mishap. On Thursdays, Daddy would go to the newsagents again and bring home the Stornoway Gazette, our local weekly paper, along with my Judy comic and again we would sit together on the settee and read after tea. 

He always made me feel special and I have lots of photos of the two of us together in various locations, on beaches on Lewis, in Edinburgh, in the garden, on the settee together, etc. There were very few photos of the three of us together. The only decent one, meaning a photo with no heads partly chopped off, that comes to mind is a black and white professionally taken photo that sat in a lime green frame on the top of the bookcase in the living room. In the photo my parents are standing on either side of me, and I must have been standing on something because our heads are at a similar level. Daddy is wearing his black suit jacket and a pale shirt with a striped tie and Mammy is in what looks like a plain black dress, but may have been any other dark colour, and a string of pearls. I am chubby with a round face and a mass of Shirley Temple curls in a halo around my head. I don’t know how old I was, but I could have been somewhere between 15 and 18 months. Daddy was about five-foot-eight, he had bright blue eyes and dark hair until it started to go grey. He always combed his hair back from his face with a wet comb and then created a slight centre parting. Sometimes when I watch films of James Stewart, particularly in later roles like Charlie Anderson in Shenadoah, the actor reminds me of him, more because of his manner than his looks.
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Daddy, Mammy and me.

Daddy wore shirts with separate collars attached to the shirts by tiny brass studs that he kept in a round shiny brown box that sat on top of the tallboy in their bedroom. The box had a section in the centre for the studs and the collars were placed around it. He wore cufflinks, a tie clip, braces on his trousers and sports jackets with leather patches on the elbows for work, topped off with his grey gaberdine coat and grey felt trilby in cold weather. His out of work clothing was similar but the shirts were collarless, and he wore plain-coloured woolly jumpers. In my mind’s eye I picture him in a grey one. Sometimes on holiday he wore a green flannel shirt with short sleeves. He only had one suit, a black one, which served a dual purpose as he wore it to formal dinners and funerals. 

One photo of me as a two-year-old that I always liked shows me sitting on a doorstep with Daddy’s pipe in my mouth, unfortunately it was taken with an old folding Brownie camera and the top of the picture has a broad white band across it where the negative had been exposed to light. I remember watching him over the years preparing his pipe, one of his evening rituals. He would sit in his usual seat after tea and use a pipe cleaner to gather the remnants of the burnt tobacco out of the pipe. He would lean over and tap the pipe on the inside of the fireplace twice to empty it and then carefully fill the bowl of the pipe with fresh tobacco taken from a brown leather pouch and tamp it down with his forefinger. Lighting it with his silver petrol lighter always seemed a challenge as he would puff and suck on it for several minutes until the tobacco finally caught fire and sweet-smelling smoke would fill my nostrils. 

In the living room we had a three-piece suite, in brown fabric with a randomly scattered faint pink flower pattern. The settee was positioned up against the wall separating the living room from our small kitchenette and was at a right angle to the fireplace. Daddy always sat in the right-hand corner of settee and there was a small narrow table beside his left arm where he kept his pipe and tobacco. One chair was positioned to the right-hand side of the fireplace facing the settee and that was Mammy’s chair, and the second chair faced the fireplace. I would often sit on the settee leaning against Daddy in the evenings, feeling the heat from the coal fire and watching black and white programmes on the small television standing on spindly legs in the opposite corner. Pipes went out of fashion so as an adult I rarely came across someone smoking a pipe but when I occasionally did, the smell immediately took me back there to evenings sitting beside Daddy in our living room. 

One Saturday morning after Daddy and I had been to Charley Barley’s butcher shop on Manor Park to buy the meat for Sunday dinner, another weekly ritual, we walked into town to Woolworths, the biggest shop in the town, and he bought me a small pink plastic clock with a knob on the top that you twisted to move the hands round. When we got home, he taught me to tell the time. It was also Daddy who taught me how to tie the laces on my shiny black school shoes.

***

One of Daddy’s daily routines before breakfast was cleaning cinders and ash out of the nondescript 1950s-style beige tiled fireplace in our living room. He put two sheets of newspaper onto the hearth, lifted the larger cinders out of the fire grate with a shovel repeatedly until there was a little mound on the newspaper and then he scraped out the smaller cinder bits and ash that had fallen below the grate tray with a poker. The final stage was to brush out the residual dust, fold the newspaper and carry it carefully through the kitchenette, before depositing it in the dustbin outside. Then he rolled up more newspaper sheets into long tubes and folded them over his hand several times to make spills, placed them in the grate and liberally loaded pieces of coal on top of them. The fire was then ready to be lit later in the day during weekdays. Sometimes it was lit earlier at weekends, particularly in winter. 

Every Tuesday the noisy coal lorry would pull up outside our house and the coalman came down our path with a dirty hessian sack full of coal on his back that he dumped noisily in the metal coal bunker in the back garden. He was covered in coal dust; it was on his clothes, his face, and hands. I remember he always wore a black beret, but it may not have started off life that colour.

I suppose I grew up in a smoky atmosphere, but I wasn’t aware of it at the time. The living room was not big, and the air must have been heavy with the fused emissions from Daddy’s pipe, the Capstan cigarettes he occasionally smoked, Mammy’s Embassy tipped cigarettes, and the coal fire. There was no central heating in Stornoway in those days and an island off the north-west coast of Scotland is closer to Iceland than Spain, so I felt cold for most of the year apart from the odd day in summer. This was not helped by Mammy’s insistence on opening the sash windows in every room each day, leaving a gap of four inches ‘to let some fresh air in’, even in winter – and it was certainly fresh. I loved to sit in front of the fire, absorbing the heat and watching the flames flick up towards the chimney and look for patterns and shapes in the burning coals and flames. If I sat too close, I got the red mottling on my legs that we called ‘Tinkers’ Tartan’. A steel companion stand sat to the right of the hearth with a small shovel, tongs, a brush, and a toasting fork all precariously perched on its hooks. Sometimes in winter Daddy would place slices of pan bread on the toasting fork one at a time and we watched the bread slowly turn golden brown from the heat of the fire, somehow that toast always tasted better than toast from the grill on our gas cooker. 

Although we burned coal, many households in the town and on the island burned peat. Lewis and Harris have extensive heathered moorland with peat bogs underneath. Writers believe that they were formed between 3,000 and 4,000 years ago and some have speculated that the peat bogs on Lewis go down as far as 20 feet below the moors. In ancient times the island would have been covered in dense woodland which eventually died, and the decomposing vegetation was preserved and formed peat.

As you drive around Lewis you can see the dark brown peat banks cut into the moorland like rows and rows of one-sided trenches. I used to think that they looked like an enormous version of a Lyons Jamaican ginger cake that had been hacked into.

Getting peat from the peat bank to the fire involved hard manual work. First, peat slabs needed to be cut from the peat bank with a peat iron called a tairgear in Gaelic. Then they were laid out in a certain way on the top of the bank to allow them to dry. When they were dry enough, they were transferred to a lorry and driven to the house or croft where they would be burned as fuel. Transferring them from the lorry to the area where the peat stack would be located was a ‘many hands make light work’ job. I recall on some summer evenings standing in a chain of our neighbours which stretched from the lorry to the peat stack, passing basket creels full of peat from person to person along the chain. I didn’t mind being part of that physical process, but dry peat is very dusty and if a wind was blowing, I would often get peat dust in my eyes, and it stung.

***

My paternal grandmother, Agnes Morison, lived with Daddy’s sister, Auntie Agnes, at Woodside, 34 Scotland Street, Stornoway. Woodside seemed huge compared to our small two bedroomed semi-detached council house. It had a formidable appearance from the outside, granite with white-framed sash windows, a low wall with spiky green railings on top at the front of the house and a high wall at the back. At the side, there were two outhouses converted from the original stables. Grandma Morison died at the age of 80 on 20th August 1959 exactly one month after my fifth birthday and I have a photo of Daddy and myself taken on our settee on the day of the funeral. 
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Me with Daddy on the day of Grandma’s funeral.

In the photo he is wearing his black suit, white shirt and tie and a very serious expression. I am in a sleeveless blue dress clutching one of my dolls, she was called Catherine. I had thought that Daddy was born at Woodside on 13th May 1909, but recently I obtained a copy of his birth certificate, and it cites the birthplace as being 20 James Street. When I saw it, I had a vague memory of Daddy saying they used to live on James Street. Daddy and Auntie Agnes had an older brother called George, who apparently developed a drink problem as a young man, an affliction that was not unusual on the island. The family took money that had been saved up to send Daddy to India (I never found out what he wanted to do there) and shipped the embarrassing older son out to Port Elizabeth in South Africa in the 1930s. He never returned to Stornoway and died out there in the 1980s. Daddy hardly ever mentioned his distant brother, but I know that Auntie Agnes and George wrote to each other from time to time because she told me. 

Daddy and Mammy met during the war. He was in the RAF; she was in the ATS, and they met each other in the small Scottish town of Strathpeffer which is 20 miles north-west of Inverness. After marrying in Hull in January 1946, Mammy and Daddy moved into Woodside with Grandma Morison and Auntie Agnes but as the latter could not help interfering in everything, they decided to move out of his family home long before they adopted me. The council housing list was the only option at the time as it was a static housing market and there was no new private house construction. Initially they lived in a first floor flat at 16 Torquil Terrace but when I was young, not even one year old, we moved to 41 Kennedy Terrace where I grew up and lived until four days before my 16th birthday.

Inside Woodside, the large hall was dark with a door on the left to the dining/living room used every day. To the right, there was a sitting room reserved for special occasions or respected visitors, a piano sat in there, proudly but silently. Ahead, an elegant staircase wound up and came back round on itself, halfway up was a stained-glass window with a red central glass panel and a purple glass border. I often went up these stairs to the bathroom and looked down on the walled garden at the back of the house, distorted and red. The house always smelt of disinfectant.

I have a formal photo of Grandma and Grandad Morison on their wedding day, apparently taken in a studio in Glasgow. 
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Grandma and Grandad Morison on their wedding day.

The only other photograph I have of Grandma is one taken in her back garden with Daddy, Auntie Agnes, and me as a baby. She is tiny, slightly hunched over at the shoulder and sitting back on her heels looking at me. Daddy and Auntie Agnes are kneeling more upright, and he has his hands behind my shoulders propping me up. Auntie Agnes is the only one looking at the camera which presumably was being held by Mammy. Daddy had slightly hunched shoulders too which became more hunched over the years maybe because of working at a desk every day in the Labour Exchange, a forerunner of the Jobcentre. In the photo, Grandma is wearing a black dress with a white collar, her snowy white hair drawn off her face and tied in a bun, a quizzical expression on her face. I vaguely remember seeing her small and pale, lying in bed in the bedroom that overlooked Matheson Road but like the photograph, it is a static image. I cannot remember her moving, talking, laughing, or smiling. 
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Me with Grandma Morison, Daddy and Auntie Agnes.

Daddy didn’t talk much about Grandma after she died; Auntie Agnes was the more usual topic in our house as she was a strong character with many opinions and there was always a bit of tension when she was around, more on Mammy’s part than Daddy’s. A few years after Grandma Morison’s death, I saw a photograph of her flower-covered grave taken on the day of the funeral. She is buried in the Morison family plot in Sandwick Road Cemetery beside my grandfather, Roderick Adam Morison, who died on 23rd July 1943 at the age of 68. On Lewis, when a married woman is buried, her maiden name is the one inscribed on her gravestone. As Grandma’s maiden name was also Morison with one ‘r’, the name on her gravestone reflects both her maiden and married names. Morrison is usually spelt with a double ‘rr’. The Morisons with one ‘r’ are supposed to have originated in the Port of Ness at the Butt of Lewis. It was probably either an older version of the name ‘son of Moris’ or the result of a spelling error, but whatever the source it was a pain in the backside for me. When asked my name for official reasons it was “Carol without an ‘e’, Ann without an ‘e’ and Morison with one ‘r’.” What a mouthful! 

Daddy told me once that a new-born baby is also buried in the family plot. She only lived for half an hour, and they called her Kathleen after Mammy but there is no mention of her on the headstone. The cemetery has a high red wall around it and rolls gently down towards the sea, a beautiful view the residents cannot appreciate but soothing for visitors. I remember a large white church opposite for the villagers of Sandwick, but when I visited Lewis in 2021 it was not there anymore although there was a modern-looking church further down the same road. When I was growing up there were nine churches in the town of Stornoway, three were Church of Scotland, two Free Presbyterian, one Seceders High Church, one Episcopalian, one Catholic and one Plymouth Brethren, not to mention the Kingdom Hall of the Jehovah’s Witnesses on Church Street, ironically. 

The Seceders Church was opposite Woodside, where Auntie Agnes continued to live after Grandma Morison’s death. On Sundays they held three long services there, morning, afternoon, and evening. There was no melodious organ accompanying joyful hymns of praise, only mournful psalms in Gaelic led by a type of cantor. Mammy and I always went to Woodside after church and Sunday school, dressed in our Sunday best, me in one double-breasted blue coat after another and Mammy in one of her best two-piece suits with a matching hat, and we sat in the living/dining room drinking milky sugary coffee and eating digestive biscuits. The dirge from the Seceders across the street was the backing track to our mundane conversation. Double glazing had not come to Stornoway yet.

On other days, Auntie Agnes’ house was always deathly quiet. A silent television and a mute wireless; quite different from the light or home programmes on the radio during the day and television in the evening at home. I always found the silence at Auntie Agnes’ house unsettling. 

***

Auntie Agnes also worked in the Labour Exchange located on Francis Street and apparently, she was a grade higher in the Civil Service than Daddy, but then she had not had to break her service to go to war for six years. About 50 yards further up Francis Street from the Labour Exchange was an empty shop with a central door, two large windows on either side and peeling dull orange paint which Daddy told me had been Grandad Morison’s General Grocery Store. Daddy’s birth certificate described his father’s occupation as a provisions merchant. A lot of people in Stornoway bought items on a tab and paid later but in my grandfather’s case some large sums of money were never paid to him, so eventually he closed the shop and retired.

Auntie Agnes always smelt of talcum powder. She wore a lot of loose powder on her face and occasionally a dab of lipstick. Her lips were very thin, and looked wet all the time, I am sure it was not lipstick. She had the same bright blue eyes as Daddy and shortish, thinning permed grey hair. She always wore hats and although she took her coat off when she came to visit us, she always kept her hat on. She wore expensive and good quality clothes bought from Inverness or Jenners in Edinburgh, either in person or over the phone. We did not have a phone in our house, but Auntie Agnes did. She was very generous and often gave me money and gifts but then it was almost as if she thought that by giving me things, she had the right to say what I should or should not do. She was always comparing me to other girls in the town, a favourite was Catherine McCuish, a minster’s daughter. Catherine was tiny and had short straight black hair which was very shiny and behaved itself all the time. I had thick, curly, and unruly hair which quite frankly often looked a mess because it had a mind of its own. My hair was always at its best when it was long because the weight helped to control it. I have seen photos of me when I was around three, my hair was long, curly, and looked pretty but getting it to that point was clearly a struggle for my parents and even more of a trauma for me. 
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Me at 3 years old.

Every Sunday evening was hair-washing time, and I had to kneel on a stool and lean over the kitchen sink. Mammy had bought a brim that was supposed to keep the water and shampoo out of my eyes, but it failed miserably in its duty. The shampoo always stung my eyes, and I ended screaming and struggling with them both as they tried to hold me down and complete the hair washing marathon. Eventually Mammy gave up and took me to Jessie’s Hairdressers on the corner of Bayhead and Kenneth Street and had my hair cut short. Without the weight, my hair just went for it. Mammy kept it short and hence the resulting unruliness gave Aunty Agnes the opportunity to compare and comment time after time. In summer 1966, Grandma Trowell was very ill, and Mammy went to Hull to see her. While she was away, Auntie Agnes invited Daddy and I over for Sunday tea. As usual she criticised my hair and Daddy who was a very calm person said to her, “Agnes, if you mention Carol’s hair one more time, we will never come back to this house.” He had put his normally gentle foot down and I was so happy.

Auntie Agnes had taken the pledge when she was a young woman, so she did not drink alcohol. I wondered if that had something to do with her brother, George, but I never knew. She was also quite religious and apart from going to church on Sunday and having coffee afterwards, would not do anything else on the Sabbath. She had a television that she occasionally watched but it was always off on Sundays. The television in our house was always on and I loved watching Sunday afternoon matinees in black and white like Wuthering Heights with Laurence Olivier and Merle Oberon; Now Voyager with Bette Davies and Paul Heinrich; The Flying Dutchman with James Mason and Ava Gardner; The Wicked Lady with Margaret Lockwood and James Mason, and best of all, It’s a Wonderful Life with James Stewart and Donna Reed which I still watch every Christmas on DVD. 

Auntie Agnes was always criticising something or someone and seemed like a very unhappy person. Daddy told me that when she was younger, she had been engaged to a manager at the Labour Exchange who was from Inverness, but he had died of Leukaemia before they got married. My impression of Auntie Agnes changed a bit after that and I felt sorry for her, but I still resented the criticism.

***

On Christmas mornings I turned on my bedside lamp and as usual found a stocking at the bottom of the bed and a present from Santa in the middle of the bedroom floor. Unlike the fancy and generously sized Christmas stockings of today, the stocking was literally just a nylon stocking, one of Mammy’s. Looking back now it was amazing how much it could hold but I guess that stocking manufacturers had to accommodate ladies with fat legs, although Mammy’s were quite slim. There would be some small presents including sweets and these varied from year to year as I grew, but there was always an orange and a half crown coin at the bottom of the stocking. The present from Santa was always unwrapped. One year it was Rosemary, a beautiful doll with blond hair wearing a pink dress and white pants, another year it was a chemistry set. Whatever I had put at the top of my list in my letter to Santa was always there sitting on my bedroom floor early on Christmas morning. The rest of the items on the list were downstairs in the living room wrapped up. It was such a special feeling opening that stocking on Christmas morning by lamp light in my pink themed bedroom. 

I always waited until I heard a noise from Mammy and Daddy’s room before I went in to show them my present from Santa. Daddy often teased me by saying that when he checked on me before he went to bed on Christmas Eve, I was asleep with one eye open.

On Christmas morning after the paper and ribbon had been put in the bin, I always went next door to see my best friend, Isobel, and we would show each other what we had got from Santa and play with our new presents. It was great fun, and I loved being in Isobel’s house with her and her two younger sisters, Catherine and Heather, who were always excited that it was Christmas Day. Then Mammy came for me and the fun of Christmas morning faded as I put on a new dress, white ankle socks and had my hair brushed ferociously to within an inch of its life before we went to meet Auntie Agnes. One Christmas, Isobel, her sister, Catherine, and I were playing with a compendium of games, a present they had opened that morning, and I was really frustrated that I had to leave because I was winning at tiddlywinks.

I don’t know if Mammy and Daddy did not know how to prepare Christmas Day fayre or if they didn’t want to hurt Auntie Agnes’ feelings, but we never had a traditional Christmas Dinner at home. We would go to either the Crown Hotel overlooking the inner harbour or the County Hotel on Francis Street to have Christmas dinner with Auntie Agnes who was always there before us, sitting at the table with her hat on. She always booked the meal and insisted on paying. Sitting to attention in front of the starched white tablecloth with a full place setting of cutlery and glassware, I missed the warmth and fun of Isobel’s house. I was also wary of the serious-looking waiters in their black suits with their white shirts and black bow ties and the waitresses in their black dresses, white aprons, and frilly white hats and worried about dripping food or gravy onto the tablecloth which inevitably happened. There was little conversation, and it was an uncomfortable experience that I knew would be repeated for many Christmases to come.

When Daddy, Mammy and I went home after Christmas dinner, the day became special again. We used to watch the Christmas pantomime on television and the latest Brian Rix farce, which was always full of funny misunderstandings and the standard feature of opening and closing doors adding near misses and amusing complexity to whichever underlying domestic narrative was in place that year.

***

When I was nine, Daddy or Mammy, I cannot remember which one, told me that Auntie Agnes was engaged and was going to get married the following July. That was a huge surprise to me. She had met a widower called Donald Mackenzie who was usually referred to as DW because William was his middle name, and he had an elder brother also called Donald who they called Dolly. I thought it was very odd for two children in the same family to have the same name. What struck me when I met him for the first time was that he had a very kind double-chinned face and a gentle voice with the intonation of someone who had grown up in a country village where Gaelic was the first language spoken. Uncle Donald, as he became known to me, was a very gentle, relaxed and tolerant man, making him a perfect foil for Auntie Agnes who was much more intense. Uncle Donald held strong Christian beliefs. He was an elder at the high church where the minister was Mr MacCuish (Catherine’s father) and he was also involved in the Sunday school there. His first marriage had been childless and as Auntie Agnes was 49 years of age when they married, the second one was too. That was a shame because I think he would have made a good father. When we were out somewhere with Auntie Agnes and Uncle Donald, everyone seemed to know him. This was probably due to a combination of his role in the high church and his job as he managed the Prudential Insurance Company in Stornoway and spent a lot of time driving around the island meeting clients. 
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