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It’s not show friends, it’s show business


It should have been one of the best nights of my life. Another sellout performance of Singing I’m No a Billy He’s a Tim and, for the first time, all my family was expected to be there to see it.


I had just come off stage from playing to a packed house of more than 3,000 people at the Scottish Exhibition Centre in Glasgow. One of the top venues in the country, the SEC has been played by everyone, including the likes of UB40, Simply Red, The Rolling Stones, Tina Turner, David Bowie and Rod Stewart.


The adrenaline was still coursing through my veins, the laughter and applause were echoing in my ears. I had just taken three curtain calls, with a standing ovation and cheers of ‘More! More! Encore!’ I was on one of the biggest highs of my life.


Upstairs, in a private room, my long-term girlfriend and future wife Karen and her parents were waiting with my mother, brother and my father’s new family – including three sisters and a younger brother I’d never met. They had all been invited by me to watch the show. It was the family reunion I had been praying for since I was a kid and they were all there to celebrate with me. I knew it was going to be a night to remember, and I was right.


Just before heading to the party I took time to have a chat with Des Dillon, the author of the play I had just performed and the man I looked upon as a friend, mentor and almost surrogate father-figure.


I often used to call Des at the end of a performance to tell him how well the show had gone but this night was different. It was one of the biggest audiences we had ever played to and Des had been in the audience, which made it even more special.


As we were packing up the set and loading it into the van Des came up on stage and said he had something to tell me. The adrenaline was still pumping through my veins and I was eager to get his reaction to the performance, which had gone exceptionally well. I thought Des would be pleased and I was right. In fact he was so pleased he told me he was pulling the plug and taking the show away from me.


Suddenly, instead of being upstairs with my family and celebrating a pinnacle of my success, I was alone in the lobby of a theatre trying to get my head around the realisation that my world had just collapsed. Everything I had worked for over the previous five years, along with all my dreams and ambitions for the show, were vanishing in the blink of an eye.


‘It’s nothing personal,’ said Des. ‘I’ve just decided that I want to take back production of the show and put it on myself.’


After five years he was exercising his right to take back his play. He was perfectly entitled to do this, after all we didn’t have a long-term written agreement.


My head was spinning. I understood exactly what he was saying but, in my mind, I was like a passenger on the stricken Titanic searching frantically for a lifebelt; I was desperately trying to find a way out that would prevent me from drowning.


I could hear Des talking, I could see his lips moving, but the words weren’t making much sense. He was calmly explaining why he wanted to take back control of the show but my thoughts, and my heart, were racing. Sweat was starting to form on my brow and my blood was boiling. Visions of the last five years were flowing through my mind, like a dying man watching life pass before his eyes.


Flashes of memories assailed my brain. I remembered the day I discovered the play during a visit to the library and my excitement upon realising it was something I could relate to, and of rushing home to rehearse it with friends in my tiny 10ft by 9ft bedroom.


I thought of the nights I had spent stacking shelves in a supermarket to raise the money for marketing materials, of trudging round pubs begging them to let me put on the show in run-down back rooms to a handful of people. The hours I spent building up interest with major theatres, of walking mile after mile in the rain, sun and howling gales to push flyers through letterboxes in towns all over Scotland just to get ordinary folk to come and see the show.


It was more than a play to me, it was what made me get up in the morning. It had helped me win ‘The Stage Award for Acting Excellence – Best Actor’ award for my performance at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. I hadn’t just put time, money, blood, sweat and tears into producing it. I had invested my soul.


I had taken that play from nothing to playing in front of 3,000 people and grossing £50,000 a night. It had earned over £1 million at the box office and become one of Scottish theatre’s greatest success stories of recent times. And it had all been done without any funding or outside financial support.


Now, in a conversation lasting less than three minutes, everything I had worked almost a fifth of my life for was finished.


What was I going to tell Karen? What was I going to tell the rest of my family? They were all waiting upstairs in the private bar celebrating a success which, at this precise instant, now felt more like failure. I’m not sure I have ever felt as rejected and devastated as I did at that moment. Now I understood completely the saying: ‘It’s not show friends, it’s show business’.


The walk from the stage, out along the concourse of the SEC, to where my family and friends were waiting was only a couple of hundred yards but it was one of the longest and loneliest I’ve ever made.


Climbing the stairs to the first floor I felt like a condemned man mounting the scaffold. It wasn’t just myself I felt sorry for. I knew my family and the friends who had helped me get this far would also be devastated.


People like me weren’t supposed to be successful. I was an ordinary guy from a broken home in a working-class area of Glasgow. It was alright to have dreams and ambitions, like millions of other people, but nobody really expected them to come true. In achieving what I had, however minor that was, I had broken a mould and become an exception to the rule.


I knew I had been lucky and that whatever success I had enjoyed was shared by my family and friends. I had gone from working in a shop on minimum wage to earning enough money to be able to pay off my mum’s mortgage and settle all her debts. I was on the verge of setting up home with Karen and starting a new life, perhaps even a family.


My dad used to play in bands with dreams of making it big that were never realised. My mum wrote poetry but was too shy to share it or get published. Here I was, standing on a stage getting applause from thousands of people, and I knew they were proud of me. In a small way I hoped they could experience a little of their own dreams through me. How was I going to tell them it was all over?


As I approached the door to the room I could hear the sound of chatter and laughter but my heart was heavy. I couldn’t say anything now, I had to keep the news to myself for a little longer and not spoil the party.


As my hand reached for the door handle I took a deep breath, said to myself, ‘It’s show time!’ and walked into the room with the biggest smile possible and my arms open wide, like I was making a grand stage entrance.


For the rest of the evening I laughed and joked with everyone as if nothing was wrong. All the time there was a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach and a lump in my throat. I may have been surrounded by people but I felt very much alone.


Now I realise it was possibly the best performance I’ve ever given and one that changed my life. Somewhere, from deep within my subconscious, the lyrics of ‘It’s Not Where You Start’, a song from the old Broadway musical, Seesaw, kept getting louder and louder in my head.


That’s when I knew I wasn’t finished yet.
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Glasgow’s Miles Better


Glasgow in the 1970s and early 1980s was a much different city to the one it is today. The former workshop of the world and second city of the British empire, which had produced some of the greatest ships in history and whose name was a byword for manufacturing quality, was going through a major readjustment.


The economics and politics of the day had closed the gates on many of the old ways. Men who had worked all their lives in the shipyards of the Clyde or in other industrial manufacturing workplaces, just as their fathers and grandfathers had done before them, were suddenly out of a job.


It was a dark period in the history of the city. Mass unemployment coupled with high levels of urban decay was eating away at communities where, in some places, youngsters with nothing better to do formed gangs and indulged in petty but violent tribal warfare.


Stabbings were commonplace, often fuelled by excessive alcohol consumption, as Glasgow earned the dubious title of being the knife crime capital of Europe.


The 1970s were especially bad. It was a decade of decay. Areas of Glasgow were immersed in a level of deprivation that is hard to imagine today.


It seems incredible now, when you think what the city is like today, but back then there was still a lot of poverty and damp, run-down, vermin-infested slum housing. Entire families lived in one or two rooms without the basic necessities of running water and electricity.


Although efforts were being made to transform the city, progress was slow. Huge areas of slum housing were systematically being demolished and the occupants moved into high-rise apartments, or relocated to massive new purpose-built housing estates – or ‘schemes’ as they are called in Glasgow – outside the city centre. The intention to give people somewhere decent to live was honourable but these schemes ended up promising much more than they would eventually deliver. In the race to build homes the designers seemed to forget that communities also need shops, pubs and other facilities if they are to thrive.


While all this was going on there was still a lot of rising unemployment and industrial discontent which led to endless disputes and strikes. In 1975 Glasgow’s bin men downed tools for 13 weeks, resulting in the city’s streets being swamped with rotting garbage.


Rats and flies thrived as children were forced to play in filthy, foul-smelling backyards amid piles of rubbish. It was estimated that every day the strike went on more than 1,000 tons of waste was being dumped in the streets and threatening an epidemic of disease. For the first time in 25 years the army had to be called in to deal with an industrial dispute and help clear up a mountain of more than 70,000 tons of rotting rubbish.


It was a pattern of despair that would continue for the rest of the decade. Continuous strikes among public sector workers over low pay and poor conditions, rocketing inflation and rising unemployment took its toll on the city.


By the end of the 1970s it seemed everyone was suffering as the morale of the country reached its lowest point for more than 200 years.


It was during this period of chaos and uncertainty that my parents went through their most formative teenage years.


My mother and father were both children of the Sixties. Mum was born Joyce Wilson in 1961 in Rottenrow Hospital, Glasgow, two years after my dad, James, came into the world 12 miles away at Ross Hospital in Paisley. Both institutions are now long gone.


Children of their generation from areas like ours were not expected to go to university and even though many were certainly bright enough very few families had the financial means to afford it. They were at best factory fodder, but there weren’t any factories anymore.


They met when my mum, the youngest of seven children, was just 16 years old and my dad, the oldest of three, was only 17.


It wasn’t exactly a whirlwind romance but within six months they were married. It was a union of hope over experience as neither had any real idea of what they were signing up for.


In many ways I think their marriage was an escape from reality and an attempt to live a fantasy of sorts – the only trouble was they didn’t necessarily share the same vision.


From what I have learned since, from speaking to both of them individually, it was a relationship doomed from the start. They obviously cared for each other and probably thought it was love but, with the benefit of hindsight, it’s now clear their experiences growing up had created different expectations. For the next few years they endured a volatile relationship as they tried to make a life together in a city weighed down by an image of negativity, violence and despair.


Glasgow wasn’t a positive place back then. For many people the dream was to get out of it. It certainly wasn’t as attractive a city as it is today and it didn’t draw the attention of many visitors. A weekend break was something more usually associated with a hospital-treated fracture, following a Friday night on the drink, rather than a holiday.


However, there were some people who realised the city needed a new image if it was going to have a brighter future.


Inspiration for change came from New York. The most populous city in America had also been going through a tough time in the Seventies. The economy was on the verge of bankruptcy, crime was rampant and tourism was at an all-time low. In many ways just like Glasgow.


In an attempt to reverse the negative reputation a campaign was launched to encourage more people to visit the Big Apple. It was graphic designer Milton Glaser who came up with the idea of the logo and slogan ‘I Love New York’ and it was an instant hit.


Glasgow needed to do something similar that would be equally simple, relatable, eye-catching and, most importantly, positive, if it was to shrug off its stereotypical image of being a redundant, run-down, violent city.


Glasgow was desperately trying to clean up its buildings and its act in an attempt to portray itself as a vibrant city of culture and enterprise. Any major marketing campaign needed to promote the merits and attractions of the ‘dear green place’, as the city has historically been called, and to demonstrate to the world the changes taking place.


The resulting ‘Glasgow’s Miles Better’ campaign, promoted by the then Lord Provost Dr Michael Kelly and PR man Harry Diamond, caught the imagination of the world.


Within days of its launch more than 25,000 bumper stickers were handed out to Glaswegians and the slogan was translated into French, Italian and other languages. Sightings of the logo were recorded as far away as the Himalayas and Russia.


The campaign, which has since gone down in history as one of the best promotions ever mounted by a city, led to Glasgow hosting a major National Garden Festival on the old docklands in 1987. That was followed by Glasgow being named European City of Culture and European City of Architecture in the 1990s and European Capital of Sport in 2003.


Over the last 40 years Glasgow has changed enormously. Where once there were derelict shipyards and abandoned docks, there is now a thriving hub of creativity, entertainment venues and luxury residential properties.


The city is globally recognised as a leading centre for contemporary music. It has produced internationally acclaimed artists and is home to the SSE Hydro – the third busiest music venue in the world.


Much of this amazing transformation can be traced back to a single day in history.


Monday 27 June 1983 was a big day for Glasgow. It was the date the Provost Dr Michael Kelly officially declared ‘Glasgow’s miles better’ as he helped hoist a giant smiley face cartoon character onto the front of the City Chambers to announce the rebirth of Glasgow.


Serendipitously, it was also the day I came into the world.
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We are all the sum of our parts


As I’ve grown older, and hopefully wiser, I’ve come to realise we are all the sum of our parts.


To understand what makes us who we are it is often useful to learn a little of what happened before we were born. The life experiences of our parents can have a very profound impact on our own personalities, attitudes and behaviour.


Even though for more than 20 years I hardly saw him, my father has cast a giant shadow over my life.


He and my mother split up when I was little more than a baby. As a child I would sit for hours at the window waiting in vain for him to visit. I would go through ridiculous superstitious rituals; maybe if I sat with my legs crossed in a certain way he would come because that’s how I was sitting the last time he visited.


At school I would make up fanciful stories about him being a rich businessman with a private jet who was always working abroad on some major deal. I could never understand what I had done that was so wrong that he didn’t want to see me.


Only now, as I have got to know him through adult eyes and discovered what made him the man he is, can I finally understand what went wrong and why he walked away from my brother and me. I have learned to forgive even though I’ll never forget.


It was only recently that I discovered just how difficult my father’s life had been and the circumstances that made him stay away for so long. Sitting in a pub, sipping an orange juice, my father told me things he had never spoken about to my mother, knowledge he had kept bottled up for decades but that had shaped his views and some of his actions.


My dad was born James Kyle in the Ross Hospital, Paisley on 17 July 1959. His mother, Mary, worked in a dry-cleaning shop while his dad, James, was a postman.


By all accounts his parents appear to have had something of a turbulent relationship, built on lies and deception.


When he was about seven or eight years old my dad overheard his mother confiding in a friend a secret that rocked his world and impacted his self-worth for years afterwards.


Late one night, while he was in bed supposedly sleeping, his parents were entertaining friends when he heard his mother’s voice coming from the hallway. He could just about make out her whispering to one of her pals. It was obviously an interesting conversation and their hushed tones made him even more curious.


What he heard was a bombshell. Without having to strain much to catch the conversation he listened to his mum admit to her friend that the man he thought was his father wasn’t.


To learn the man he called dad wasn’t his biological father was absolutely devastating.


What made it worse was that he wasn’t supposed to know. It was a secret he had to live with and could never talk about to anybody. He never even told my mother.


I was shocked when he told me, and upset for him that he had felt forced to keep something like that to himself for so many years. However, it did go a long way to clarifying some of the events in my childhood.


It also helped explain why my grandparents’ relationship had been so rocky. By the time my father had reached the age of 12 my grandmother Mary had met another man and my grandfather had walked out on his children.


Unfortunately, rather than making life more peaceful, the break-up of the family, however dysfunctional it had been, turned out to be the start of another nightmare for my dad.


Drink was a big part of the culture in Glasgow when he was growing up and both his mother and her new man were very heavy drinkers. There were numerous occasions when my dad and his two younger sisters, Andrea, aged ten, and eight-year-old Wilma, were left to go hungry because all the money that came into the house had been spent on alcohol.


Things eventually got so bad that while my dad was still only 12 years old, he was forced to take on the role as the main carer for his sisters.


My grandmother was clearly an alcoholic. She got involved with a clique of around ten other very heavy drinkers who would pool their cash for booze. Each day one of the gang would go and claim their money for unemployment, or whatever benefits they were on, and then buy drink for the group. They would then spend their days at each other’s homes drinking themselves into oblivion.


Often, when there was no food in the house, my dad would have to sit and wait until his mother passed out from the drink before raiding her handbag to steal enough money to buy food for his sisters and himself.


The responsibility of looking after his siblings meant he rarely attended school. To all intents and purposes he quit full-time education at the age of 12, at a time when the legal minimum age to leave school was 16.


In order to feed his sisters and keep a roof over their heads he lied about his age to get a job. He walked miles and miles for days on end across Glasgow, knocking on doors, calling into shops and stopping by industrial sheds begging anyone to give him a chance. After weeks of trying, he finally found an opening with a bakery delivering bread.


For almost three years he worked long hours with the bakery and undertook a number of other unskilled jobs just to support himself and his sisters while his mother continued to drink her life away.


Finally, when he was 15, he had had enough. He had always known there was something far wrong with the whole situation but he had been too busy trying to survive and protect his sisters to realise the toll it was taking on his own wellbeing.


It was then that he faced up to the reality that his mother, aunt and grandmother were all functioning alcoholics. During the week they were all nice, friendly, happy people but the minute they got a drink in them at the weekend it would all kick off. They spent the time getting drunk and fighting with their men or amongst themselves. It was constant conflict. Almost every weekend the police would be called to intervene in some violent argument, sometimes so out of hand that somebody would end up getting stabbed.


By and large when it comes to alcohol there are two kinds of people, happy drunks and violent drunks. Unfortunately his family all belonged to the second set.


It was the culture of the time in the society he was growing up in. There was nothing else for people to do. When my dad finally realised the people who were supposed to love and look after him were obsessed with drinking and preferred getting drunk and fighting to living a ‘normal’ life, he left his mother’s home to go and stay with his Aunt Betty in Castlemilk. She was only six years older than my dad and was often out at work or partying with her friends, so to all intents and purposes he was on his own.


He rarely saw my grandmother again, only taking my brother Craig and myself to see her a couple of times. I never enjoyed those visits. The house was always smoky, the walls covered in yellow nicotine stains and it smelled of drink.


The last time they met was when she was in hospital. They hadn’t spoken for three years when he got the call that she was nearing the end of life. Against his better judgement he felt obligated to visit.


When he went to the hospital she was sleeping so he took a chair and sat by her side for several hours. When she woke up and saw him by the bed there was no Hollywood reconciliation or final expressions of love. Her only words were, ‘Fuck, if you’re here I must be dying!’


Those were the last words she ever said to him. She passed about two hours later. Even after all she put him through I know he was really hurt by it and still has regrets that he didn’t try harder to help her.


I doubt there was much he could have done. She was an alcoholic who didn’t want to be helped. When he broke free at the age of 15, he did it for his own survival. To make such a decision at any time is never easy but it must have been especially hard for him as a young teenager in the Glasgow of 1974.


Despite the scarcity of employment my dad scoured the city for work. It was very difficult getting a job in Glasgow at that time. There had been a lot of strikes, the coal miners, postmen and others, as well as numerous factory closures and lay-offs. A lot of guys had been out of work for months so there was a lot of competition for a limited number of jobs.


However, one thing he and I share is a determination to do what it takes to realise our goals. Once again, he walked miles, knocking on doors, going unannounced into shops and yards to ask for a job. Eventually he found himself in an office in Pollokshaws. The owner didn’t have any vacancies but was impressed by my dad’s attitude. He called up a friend who owned a glazing firm in Kinning Park and put a word in for him. Suddenly, after weeks of trudging the streets, more in hope than anticipation, my dad had managed to secure a four-year apprenticeship as a glazier. For the first time in his life things were looking positive. He had escaped his chaotic, violent family life and got a good job with prospects. He was, he felt, on the up!


However, there was still something missing. Looking back he admits now that he didn’t know exactly what he wanted. All he knew was that there had to be a better way of living, one that he had never experienced before. He found it with my mum’s family.
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Sadie The Lady


My mother’s upbringing could not have been more different to my dad’s. While he was born into a chaotic, often violent and unstable domestic environment fuelled by alcohol abuse, my mother, Joyce, came from a much more secure and happy family background.


The lynchpin of the household, and the glue that held the smooth running of the Wilson family together, was my grandmother, Sarah, who I used to call Sadie the Lady.


The product of Irish immigrants to Glasgow in the early 1900s, Sadie’s early life had been hard but happy, despite the undoubted poverty she was born into.


She arrived in this world as Sarah Veronica Gilmour Nicoll on 7 August 1923, the second of four surviving children. Two older siblings died in infancy before Sadie was born, an all-too-common occurrence at the time. There was hardly a family in Glasgow, or anywhere in Scotland, that didn’t share similar stories. There just wasn’t the medical knowledge or access to treatment that we have today.


Sadie was lucky to survive. When she was very young she suffered from a bout of Diphtheria, a highly infectious and dangerous disease which was rife in Glasgow in the 1920s. It accounted for a large proportion of the city’s high childhood mortality rate as it usually claimed the lives of more than 40 per cent of those who got infected. Her most abiding memory of the time was having to spend days in a steam tent in hospital after having her tonsils and adenoids removed as part of the treatment for the disease.


It wasn’t just the children who were at risk of premature death. The average life expectancy of a working-class man in Glasgow at the time was about 48 years. Her father didn’t even make that.


The sudden death of her beloved dad, Henry, at the age of just 42 was one of the biggest blows of her early life and it hit her very hard. He had worked in a galvanising works where fumes from the industrial process were suspected of giving him heart problems, or at least making any undiagnosed existing condition worse.


The day he died, on Sunday 4 December 1932, Sadie was just nine years old. She had been getting ready to go to a church parade and was dressed in her Brownies uniform when there was a knock on the door. It was a policeman who had called to tell her mother, Janet, that Henry had collapsed at work and had died in hospital earlier that day.


Even though it was a tremendous shock, Sadie said her mother insisted she, and her brother and sisters, should carry on and attend the church service. She remembered there was a Christening, which made her sad because part of the sermon given by the priest talked about ‘one life ending as another begins’.


On the way back from the church her little three-year-old sister, May, started singing a traditional lullaby, ‘Baby’s Eyes Are Irish’, which her Ballymena-born father had taught her. It was a highly emotional moment as the song contains the line: ‘Daddy’s gone to heaven, he’s gone to paradise, leaving his poor little baby, with lovely blue Irish eyes.’ Sadie said everyone started to cry, including the Sunday school teachers.


The loss of her father meant Sadie’s mum was left on her own, bringing up four children in a first-floor flat in one of the old brown stone tenement buildings where they shared a toilet with eight other families. Their home had just two bedrooms, a living room and a kitchen with a bed in it. That’s where her mother slept while Sadie and her brother and sisters had the bedrooms.


They never had much money but they were a close-knit family and it instilled in my grandmother the importance of love and stability. Sadie stayed there until she was 19. She only moved out when she married my grandfather, Charlie Wilson, and they set up their own home.


Sadie was only 16 when she met 22-year-old Charlie at a dance in 1939. Glasgow was renowned for its dance halls and movie theatres back then and Sadie always loved to dance.


Their wartime romance was made easier as my grandfather Charlie was unfit for military service. He was stone deaf, a lifelong condition resulting from an early childhood ear infection that was never properly treated. It didn’t help that for a long time he wore his hearing aid in the wrong ear. When he did eventually change it, he managed to get a little bit more hearing, but not much. He could not hear you if your back was turned. Incredibly, even though he could not hear the music to dance to, he and my grandmother were brilliant together. She would tap him on the shoulder and he would feel the vibration of the music through the floor. By all accounts, friends and family who saw them together said they moved beautifully around the dance floor, but my grandfather never heard a note.


When it came to everyday conversation he had developed his own form of sign language which he used to communicate with friends and family.


He had also lost part of a finger in an industrial accident some years before the war. Anyway, as an experienced metal turner and lathe operator he was far more valuable on the home front.


They courted for a couple of years and married on Friday 7 August 1942 shortly after Sadie turned 19. It was a happy union and they stayed together for over 45 years until Charlie died in 1987 aged 69.


Like many couples at the time their life together started rather humbly. Being a wartime marriage the ceremony was pretty basic, a far cry from the sun-kissed beach on Cyprus where Karen and I tied the knot some 71 years later.


Sadie and Charlie’s wedding celebration was a simple affair. A brief service followed by a meal with a handful of guests in a Glasgow city centre tearoom, and then a night at the theatre to see Sadie’s favourite singer of the day, the Scottish tenor Monte Rey. The weekend was rounded off with a brief honeymoon in Edinburgh before getting back to work and the war effort on the Monday morning.


For a newlywed couple in Glasgow of 1942 Sadie and Charlie were incredibly lucky to find somewhere to live. Only a year earlier, in March 1941, two nights of German bombing, known as the Clydebank Blitz, had killed over 1,200 people and left a further 35,000 homeless. That was only one of 11 air raids on the city during the war which inflicted massive casualties and destroyed thousands of residential buildings.


At the time Sadie and Charlie were looking for a home they were up against 28 other applicants desperately vying for the one room and a kitchen, with a toilet, that they eventually got. Situated in the less than salubrious area of Gallowgate, about a mile from the city centre, their families were not keen on them taking it but there was no alternative.


Despite the limited space it was to be home for the next 16 years as they started a family of their own. By the time they moved to a bigger place in 1956 Sadie and Charlie had been living in the one room with up to four children.


Mind you, family life didn’t start easily for them. Two years after they were married Sadie fell pregnant with their first child, Derek. Sadly, he was born prematurely on 12 March 1944 and only lived for ten minutes.


One of the most heartbreaking stories she ever told me was about that day. Sadie had to be rushed into hospital as she had developed problems with the pregnancy and gone into labour early. My grandfather was contacted at work and rushed to be by her side.


Soon after he arrived Derek died and even though he had just lost his son he was expected to go back to work that afternoon. He wasn’t allowed to spend any time comforting his devastated wife.


For Sadie it was even worse. She was immediately put on a ward with other mums and their newborns. Within hours of losing her own child a nurse came along and gave her somebody else’s baby to feed because she had milk. She wasn’t given time to grieve properly. As hard as it is to comprehend now it’s just how things were done in those days.


Fortunately Sadie and Charlie went on to have more children, two boys and four girls over the next 15 years, culminating with my mother Joyce, the baby of the family.


By the time my mum arrived on the scene the Wilson family had moved from Gallowgate in the city centre to the more open spaces of Castlemilk, which at the time was one of the biggest housing schemes in Europe.


They had swapped their one room and a kitchen for a three-bedroomed flat. Sadie was in seventh heaven; it was the first home she had lived in with an indoor bathroom since getting married.


Overall, the Wilson family rubbed along pretty well together at the Tormusk Road address for the next 21 years.


My mum was born on 23 March 1961 – a full 15 years and one day after her oldest surviving sibling, Janette, was born on 24 March 1946.


Between the mid-1940s and early ’50s my grandparents had a child almost every two years. Grace was born in 1948, Charles, or Chick as he was known, arrived in 1950, Norma in 1952 and then John in 1958.


By the time my mother reached her teenage years in the 1970s all but John were married and had left home. Instead of brothers and sisters my mum often felt as though she had several sets of parents telling her what to do and trying to give advice. It was a situation she didn’t enjoy and wasn’t always willing to accept.


My mum, who became very close to her parents in later life, admits that as a teenager she was pretty wilful and embarrassed at having an older mother. She resented the fact all of her friends had younger, trendier parents and felt ashamed if her mother came to school looking more like her pals’ granny than a mum.


In many ways my mother missed the drama that she saw happening in other families around her. She didn’t like the boring, staid, comfortable, organised and predictable life at home. She craved some kind of excitement.


It was that teenage angst, coupled with a lack of self-confidence, that caused her to seek an escape from the kind of life that my father so desperately longed to find for himself. It was never going to end well.
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Teenage romances seem to be a thing in my family


When Jimmy met Joyce it was hardly the stuff of romantic comedy, more the opening scenes of a disaster movie when you just know that something is going to go wrong.


They were just 16 and 17 years old. Dad was a street-smart lad about town with a job, money and was driving around in a car, even though he didn’t have a licence. He was playing in a rock band and leading an independent life. Mum was a bored, frustrated teenager, working as an assistant in a shoe shop but embarrassed about living at home with an older mother and father the same age as her friends’ grandparents.


Listening to each of them talk about how they met it’s clear there weren’t any lightning bolts of love at first sight, or even any true love at all. It was more a shared feeling of mutual envy. Each saw something in the life of the other they desperately wanted for themselves.


They first set eyes on one another while hanging out on a street corner, as is often the case for youngsters who feel they are too old for youth clubs but too young to legally go into pubs. My mother had been standing talking to friends when my dad walked past with one of his mates and they got chatting.


Neither had been in a relationship before and it was exciting. As the weeks progressed their friendship developed. My mum and her pals would go and visit my dad when his aunt was out. It was somewhere to socialise free from the glare of watchful parents, a convenient place where they could chat freely, play music and enjoy an illicit drink.


Conversely, my mum would invite my dad home and he would get a chance to sit down at a dinner table and join in the kind of family activities he had never experienced before, like sitting as a group to watch television and just talking about everyday things without it all flaring up into an argument.


After just a few weeks of going steady my mum decided she wanted a wedding and they announced plans to get married. My grandparents tried very hard to talk them out of it and even encouraged a long engagement but my mum was having none of it. It caused a terrible row which only served to make my mother even more determined.


For his part, my dad was happy to go along with it. Whenever he stayed over, sharing a room with my mum’s brother as anything else would have been improper, he was treated to cooked meals and my grandmother Sadie would make him packed lunches to take to work. She would even do some of his laundry.


Added to that, my grandfather Charlie would take him to play snooker once a week in the local club. It was a bonding experience he had never had with his own family. It was what he had been longing for.


On 11 November 1976, less than six months after they first met, my 16-year-old mum and 17-year-old dad were married at Martha Street Registrar office. They were almost the same ages my wife Karen and I were when we met, but in reverse. I was 16 to her 18. Teenage romances seem to be a thing in my family!


Life was very good for the newlyweds at first, even though they had to move in with my grandparents because it was almost impossible to get a council flat at that time, especially at such a young age.


They both admit now, with the benefit of hindsight, that the marriage was a mistake but my mum had got what she desired, a chance to rebel against her parents and experience the dream of living a grown-up life. And my dad was happy because he had been welcomed into the family and treated like a son.


The trouble was that although they both got what they needed they wanted different things. My mother was after freedom, not a husband, and he didn’t want a wife. He was looking for a mother.


The first few months of married life really was a honeymoon period. While they were living with my grandparents everything was good and both have very fond memories of those days. The rot only started to set in once they got a place of their own.


My mother was adamant she wanted to be mistress in her own home and embarked on a mission to find a flat. In 1977 they got lucky. She had spent weeks writing to community councillors, the local member of parliament and as many people she could think of asking for help. Eventually they were offered a couple of rooms in an old tenement block. The flat needed a lot of work but they grabbed the opportunity with both hands and set about trying to make it into a home with bits and pieces of furniture donated by friends and relatives.


Once they started to settle down into everyday life, the tiny cracks in their relationship turned into giant canyons.


Like a lot of young, working-class men of the time with ambitions for a better life my dad saw two potential avenues of escape from poverty. One was to play professional football, the other was to become a rock star. My dad’s dreams pointed towards the second option.


Much to the irritation of the neighbours he stepped up his ambition to become a drummer, playing in a succession of local bands. Every weekend he would be out performing in pubs, clubs, at weddings or any kind of gig that would provide a few extra pounds in his pocket and maybe lead to the big time.


But, while he was out living the rock star life my mum would be left at home on her own. What young woman is going to be happy with that while her partner is out at a pub surrounded by lots of happy people having fun? It was a recipe for disaster.


According to my dad the main reasons he didn’t take my mum with him was that she was, initially, too young to be legally allowed in pubs where most of the gigs were played. When she turned 18 and that excuse was no longer valid he said it was because she couldn’t handle her drink. Coupled with a short temper alcohol could turn her aggressive and she might cause a scene. He had seen too much of that as a young boy and didn’t want a repeat performance.


I’m sure there were other reasons too, not least because it’s very easy, when you are young and full of confidence to start believing your own publicity. There are few young men who wouldn’t like being surrounded by people full of praise for their performance or being chatted up by girls flirting with members of the band. It was all too easy to get carried away and he admits he sometimes let his vanity take over.


Show business became everything to my dad. He was always trying to go that stage further, to get a unique sound or different look for the bands he was playing in. When he was a boy he was constantly told he wouldn’t achieve anything but at last he thought he had found a niche and wanted to prove his critics wrong. He enjoyed performing and he was good at it.


My dad’s obsession with the ‘rock star’ lifestyle meant he was increasingly away from home at weekends, playing one-night gigs in countless pubs and clubs across the country. One night he would be in Newcastle and the next in Dundee. It affected his marriage and his work.


More than a few times he managed to get fired from his day job because he had turned up late too many times for work, having been gigging all weekend. He was sacked once for borrowing the work’s van and sloping off early on a Friday afternoon to drive the band and all its equipment hundreds of miles across country to play in a pub somewhere.


Another time he was fired after taking the work’s van to a Sunday night gig in England. By the time he got back to Glasgow it was almost dawn and he decided to try and grab a couple of hours sleep. Unfortunately his 8am alarm failed and he didn’t wake up until 9.30am. When he looked out the window of his flat the van was gone. He was ecstatic as he thought he now had the perfect excuse for being late for work – somebody had stolen the van. However, when he phoned the office to tell them the news he learned it was his boss who had collected it at 8am that morning and that he was sacked again.
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