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ANNIE – Harkin Croft, Kilachlan, Scotland

‘You broke his nose, Jude.’

‘I know.’ He gives me such a wicked look of triumph I nearly let go. But I conjure myself a whiff of mindfulness and go on.

‘OK, I’m struggling to know how I can help you. Give me a heads up.’

‘Get off my case, Mum.’

‘Come on, you know the rules. One, talk about your issues honestly. Two, give other people the respect you expect yourself.’

‘Yeah, right. How about three?’ 

‘What’s three?’ I’m sensing an adolescent 180° slew.

‘Get off my fu –’

He’s slewed too far. My cue to be a traditional parent.

‘Hold it right there, buster. I’ll tell you what three is. Three is what you’d say if Maggie was in the room.’ 

His face twists, his voice is low. ‘That’s no’ fair. Using Maggie.’ 

Just turned thirteen, he’s learnt boys don’t cry, especially not mixed-race boys in small Scottish coastal towns. Even to their mothers. He’s also right. I am out of order. Two years on, both of us still feel the pain of losing Maggie. Just thinking her name makes my insides contract, like I’m staring into the bottomless hole she’s left in our lives. In the life of anyone who knew her. She was such a blissful human being, the friend who took Jude and me in, loved us and let us love her. Now, she watches over us from a canvas photo print on the wall opposite, Jack – or is it Tatty?– on her lap, the other Westie on the back of her armchair, snuffling into her neck. Eight-year-old Jude is on the floor, arm resting over her knee, dead cool, like he owns her. Dimitte diem, she was saying, let the day go. 

‘Fair game, Jude, I’m sorry. We all miss her.’ 

I wait while he absorbs my apology. The room is quiet and white, the furniture old and beloved. Maggie is the room, still comforting, still reassuring. 

Summer breathes flowers, grass, and new leaves through the open window, bringing me back. Time for me to shift focus, use his language.

‘Problem for me, pal, is they’re on my case. Schools don’t like dudes going around punching other dudes and they blame the –’

‘Mum – he called me “the half-blood arsepiece”.’

‘Could you not just have called him something back?’

‘I did, I said, “Shut yer puss, fannybaws”. But it didn’t feel like enough, so I thumped him.’

He’s caught me off guard. We both honk with laughter. He throws himself on the lumpy old sofa and slings his endless legs across my lap. I am pinioned by a young giraffe. One with his hair shaved in a straight line across his forehead and nearly scalped down the sides in a ‘taper fade’. A young giraffe called Bolshy.

It’s getting to be quite a menagerie in here because there’s also an elephant called ‘Exclusion’ in the room, and it has elephant relatives called ‘Petty Theft’, ‘Provoking the Teacher’, ‘Occasional Truanting’, and ‘Smoking’, amongst others. Quite a herd. Jude’s eye contact says we’re solid, though.

‘He was being racist, Mum, and that’s not acceptable. You said.’

‘No, it’s not, pet, but smashing people’s faces isn’t acceptable either. We have to work out how to move forward.’

Jude sets his mouth. ‘OK. But no more psycho-speak, deal?’

That’s a dig at me and my Degree and MSc in Psychology.

‘Deal. No more psycho-speak.’ 

Not from me, anyway.

Jude’s behaviour of late is symptomatic of his situation; grieving and being bullied. The Children and Adolescents Mental Health Service is so short on funds there’s no knowing when we’ll get an appointment. I ring Peter, my old uni tutor. A colleague of his may lever in a couple of free sessions for Jude under the cover of an EU research programme into the effects of 9/11 on racism in Britain. Or similar. Better than nothing.

Problem is, how to introduce a therapist to Jude and stay within the ‘no psycho-speak’ deal? He’ll put up the Berlin Wall if he knows she’s a ‘mind-y woman’. Might take it better from a man but we don’t have that choice. I offer it up gently, emphasising the 9/11 aspect. He’s suspicious, but excited by the possibility that kids at school might think he’s a terrorist. I swallow his hair-raising misconstruction, anything to get him there. I’ve had to keep the whole problem away from my parents; it’s outside their emotional limits.

A couple of weeks later we’re waiting at the therapist’s consulting room up by the Botanical Gardens in Glasgow. She comes out, says ‘Hello’, and in he goes. Fruit fly into the collecting jar. Good mother that I am, I sit in the waiting room listening to the traffic stopping and starting on the Great Western Road with no Hello magazines to distract me. I glance at a Homes and Interiors Scotland and decide against a two-hundred grand, four-bedroom detached villa in Banff and having my hair ripped out by the Arctic wind. Besides, it’s a bit of a stretch on a care worker’s wages.

I want to share this unsettling experience with someone. Maggie would have been my first ‘go to’. But if she’d been around, none of the nightmare would have happened. Could have happened. I run through other possibilities but either their work commitments or lack of signal rule out most of them. So it’ll have to be Shona, whom I’ve known since Jude wasn’t much more than a collection of cells. Shona belongs to my time in London. Apart from Maggie and one other, I’ve never mentioned her to anyone. But if ever I told the story of how we met, I might begin with:


1)  As I was going into The Ritz Hotel – or,

2)  As I was having tea at The Savoy – or,

3)  As I was being thrown out of Grosvenor House – or,

4)  – the real story, which is. ‘As I hung about on the pavement outside the Langham Hotel, pissed off for being sent there –’ 



The brilliant green vision who swept past me on her way to the theatre then into my life belonged more to myth than my pathetic little tale. But, long story short, we’ve been in touch, on and off, ever since. I message her, now: 

‘Hi Shona – your favourite street urchin, here – currently awaiting urchin son who’s closeted with child psychologist. She’s going to tell me what I know already. Jude being bullied at school makes him feel isolated and angry. He’s grieving for Maggie and could be at the anger stage of bereavement. He’s also an adolescent trying to cope with new physical, mental, and emotional changes – which makes him angry. Consequently his terms of reference are shifting and he has no security. Which makes him, guess what? Angry. She’ll say it isn’t a reflection on me and it’s nothing to do with needing a male role model. Don’t know why we’ve bothered coming – gimme strength! A x’ 

Apart from losing Maggie, the one great hole in Jude’s life is a guy on hand to convince him he’s not a wimp. I can hear the need inside of him, see it. Of course he’s angry and hitting out, who wouldn’t? But is he too angry? Is he reacting too extremely? Is there anything about his father I should have known – should know? Or about my birth father – or mother? Poor Jude, most of his background is a series of blanks. He’s not sure where he really belongs. A feeling I know myself.

It’s Jude’s luck that the two main men in his life are so distant, one in age, the other in miles. His Grandpa’s fifty-plus years away and a couple of centuries in mindset. They have Rangers and PlayStation in common. He dotes on Jude and Jude tolerates him as a lesser, male version of Maggie. As if. 

The other’s my brother, Fraser who, on the rare occasion he’s back from his Greek island, rocks up, spoils Jude rotten, and rolls out again. They Skype pretty often, but you can’t get that close with two screens and two thousand miles between you. Would a sustained period of contact with his uncle help Jude? On the pro side, Fraser is generous, supportive, and has a heart of warm mush. But his con side is he’s inconsistent, unreliable and has a growing drink problem. Like our mother. One thing I do know is, he behaves better when he’s around his ex-partner, who lives on the same island, Symi, most of the year. Face it, in terms of accessible men, Fraser’s the best I’ve got right now. 

Jude and I are due to fly out there in July. Right now, it’s nearly a month since the exclusion, halfway into June; Jude should really be back at school next Monday. If I can negotiate another week or so away, the pair of us can take off now. Thanks to Maggie and my father, there’s enough in the bank to cover the time away from work. Maybe Jude could stay there on Symi until school starts in August? If he behaves well enough for his Uncle Fraser... or Uncle Puke as he’s become. I’m searching for flights on my phone when the consulting room door opens and Jude shuffles out, hands rammed deep in hoodie pockets. His eyes bore holes through me into the classy beige wallpaper, indicating I’ve been sussed. It’ll take the patience of a tree sloth to make him come here again. 

Back in Kilachlan, I ring Fraser.

‘Me and the we’an’s coming over Wednesday.’

‘But I thought –’

‘All changed. We fly this Wednesday, the twenty-second.’

‘Ye what?! You could’ve given me a bit more warning. I mean there’s –’

‘Too late, oh brother of mine. Jude’s climbing the walls by his toenails. I’ve got to sort his school, my work, my proxy vote for the referendum, pack, muck out the croft, get the dogs to the Scrymgeours, sort Jude’s haircut, and explain it all to his grandma and grandpa – so I need your input.’ 

‘But you can’t just –’

‘We’re on the flight from Glasgow, stopover in Rhodes and first ferry the next morning. Book us into somewhere for Wednesday night, OK? Mates’ rates. And could you email the times of the ferries or whatever for Thursday morning?’

I imagine Fraser on his bar stool, frothing at the mouth because I’ve asked him to do something. Without doubt it’ll be his ex who organises it all. Want stuff sorted? Give it to a busy woman. Feminist bias, my perfect flaw.

I confiscate both phone and tablet from a high-octane Jude, do not give in to the flak, then revise my two special subjects – anxiety and insomnia. Mindfulness is not up to this one. Or I’m not up to mindfulness. Ridiculous challenge I’ve set myself, achieving all this in six days. And healing my son in the eight weeks away. See me? Susie Orbach meets Lara Croft.

A text from Shona appears filled with sympathy and questions. I don’t feel up to replying, just sit staring at the empty fireplace. Out in the midnight dusk there is a squeal from some creature. Either a bad ending or great beginning. 
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ANNIE – June

‘Finding out where we come from helps us know where we want to go.’

Jude’s with the Westies on the strand. The needle cries of gulls wheeling against a blinding white sky, salt breeze buffing his skin, the slosh of a rogue wave drenching his trainers. Accidentally on purpose. Off the lead, Jack will stick close by him but Tatty will rush barking into the water regardless of the temperature or swell. He’ll dry the worst off her then slap the sodden towel against the fence on the way back up the lane. Jack trotting obediently at his side, and naughty Tatty back on the lead. She’s an old lady now, should know better. 

So, too, should Jude. Exclusion isn’t intended as a holiday at the seaside, even if it’s your home. I’m the one doing a detention, keeping an eye on him, going to work, running the house and, not least, starting the search. I return to the screen, hoping he’s remembered to put the dogs’ muzzles on when they leave the beach, and re-read the advice. The words lunge back at me.

‘...while people are not legally required to have a Counselling Interview, many adopted people have found it helpful and useful to meet with an adoption social worker.’

I have a personal dilemma over the Counselling Interview. To be honest, more of an internal fist fight. My polar positions are these: if I don’t go for counselling, I’ll be Annie Mega-Ego for being a know-all. If I do go, I could well start telling the counsellor her – or his – own job. 

‘You’re a cocky besom, Annie,’ is what Granny Buchanan used to say to me, often followed by, ‘You take after your –’ Then she’d stop, and I’d wonder why. She knew, you see, genetically anyway, I couldn’t take after anyone in the family. But before she and I could have the nature versus nurture discussion, Granny did a bunk to that great distillery in the sky. 

I was eleven, younger than Jude now, when Rosemary – Mum – told me I was adopted. It was just after my not-adopted brother, Fraser, found his courage and took off to points global. Thoughtful of her, what with me adoring the very guitar strings he plucked. He said, later, he’d been on pain of his life not to tell me I was adopted. Helluva big secret for a boy to keep, especially with me being as annoying as I’m sure I was. I was angry with him for not saying, though, I thought we were closer than that. Even so, I still missed him every nanosecond. It was around then I started calling my parents Rosemary and George, like he did, neither of us to their faces, though. Later, when The Truman Show came out, it was like watching the story of my life; nothing Truman and I had relied on was true. 

Current thinking is that telling a child about their adoption should happen much earlier than I was, pre-school being the preferred age. What could I have told Jude when he was pre-school? There was certainly nothing appropriate I could have said about his father. And I was still in education myself. Bearing all this in mind, the least I can do, now, is give him some certainty. First there’s my tracing my birth family, then, if he wants, a DNA test on him to find out whether his daddy really did come from Zanzibar (ha!) or was just an Ali G impersonator from Tower Hamlets. All he knows now is that his father did a disappearing act. He accepts it because he knows he isn’t the only kid without a dad.

I had a WhatsApp chat with Shona, about it. She’s not adopted, definitely would have mentioned it, so she can’t really know what it’s like. One of her gems was: ‘Knowing where you come from wouldn’t change who or what you are now’. She’s right in a way, it wouldn’t, but it would give me the past that was taken from me. And it would mean Jude had at least some roots, given his father was a tacky question mark.

As for me, his mother? I’m an unfinished puzzle of some kind: my own birth parents – missing; true identity of Jude’s father – missing; reason for failed relationship – missing; any kind of relationship – missing; any reason for all the dire bits of my life – missing. Would finding those pieces make me feel whole? It’s inconvenient I’m not a celebrity or the BBC would swoop in and do a Who do you think you are? programme on me. I’d insist it was narrated by my childhood imaginary friend, Bill Paterson, the actor. I believed Mr Paterson was real, he’d been on telly so he had to be. He wouldn’t have known me from a Tunnock’s Wafer. For now, I imagine his voiceover to this scenario: 

‘We follow Annie to the Public Records Office in Glasgow where we discover that she is the secret lovechild of David Bowie and Chrissie Hynde’. 

Like I’d get that lucky. 

I’ll initiate the birth parent search before Jude and I escape to Symi. With everything to get done before flying off to my brother’s Greek idyll, now is a hell of a time to start agonising. I should be loading washing, making lists, unearthing suitcases, turning the place upside down for the passports, making more lists, emptying the fridge, sorting the dogs, letting relevant people know – ah, yes, first of all Rosemary and George – about the holiday and about the birth parent search. Only polite. 

So, the search is definite, but what to do on the counselling? It’s a damned if I do, damned if I don’t situation. No Maggie to help me go over my doubts again. 

It’s late. We’ve had dinner, Jude’s argued about bedtime, having a wash, switching off the telly, and removing socks and underpants before going to bed. I check on him now and he’s well asleep, so lift the guitar and strum a few random chords. ‘Dreadlock Holiday’, a favourite of my mother’s from before I was born, would be inappropriate, maybe ‘Summer Holiday’– from before Fraser was born? He hates it but he drops it in occasionally at Angelina’s Music Bar on Symi, to indulge the British tourists who enjoy a little singalong and may tip well. Bit of a musical snob, my bro. Anyhow, tonight, I find myself sinking into Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘I Am a Rock’– must have been thinking of Symi and the ‘being an island’ line. The lyrics confirm my aloneness, depressing the hell out of me. Still, it’s not a deep and dark December, it’s June and soft rain is freckling the window with elf pebbles. So I stop.

Deep breath, and another – and another. Wipe face off on a tissue, blow nose disgustingly, breathe again, do piano fingers, and back to the main question. Do I need counselling before I initiate the adoption thing? Peter would listen and ask the odd, dead annoying, totally relevant question. At least two female friends would say, ‘Offload on someone else for free? Absolutely!’. Don’t know about Fraser. None of this is any help. So while the mood’s on me, I just do it, email the Adoption Advice Service. Yes, start the search. Yes, I’ll have counselling. 

OK, that’s that. Now I have to gut the croft, sort the dogs, dah di dah di dah. But first, I cheer myself up with Jude’s favourite ditty, ‘Aunty Mary had a canary up the leg of her drawers...’
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FRASER – June 2016. Symi, Dodecanese Islands, Greece

In case you hadn’t noticed, this is me, Fraser, standing in the shadow of Annie while trying to work out a local trader’s eccentric impression of double entry bookkeeping. Dearie me, my glass is empty. Maybe a wee shot to help with the calculations – and the thought of imminent kin.

Typically, my sister has decided what will suit her best and expected everyone to fall in line. Which we’ve done, as we always do. This time it’s bringing forward her trip to Symi to tomorrow. Doesn’t occur to her I’ve got work to do, it’s just ‘Sort it, Fraser’. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been looking forward to seeing her and Jude, it’s just her new time frame’s carried forward – ‘carried forward’, an accountant joke, apologies – the period of sensible behaviour required of me. Ach, well. 

Luckily, Clair was on hand to talk me down after I got the call. Nothing fazes her. Make a room free early? No bother. Ferry options? She’ll forward them to Annie. All I had to do was book the hotel in Rhodes town. From being my, what, significant other?...Clair’s becoming uncomfortably like a mother figure. Mercifully, with no scintilla of resemblance to Rosemary. Clair is the reason I have my own business. And also why I don’t launch myself at the next available woman. Gut-wrenching though it was to concede that she and I weren’t for the long term, she’s still my sanity, especially since she’s been spending more time on Symi. Did I say nothing fazes her? Well, something did, once. That was my fault.

After an initial blip, Clair and Annie have become great friends – which has its good and its bad sides for me. I mean, obviously there’s the Maggie thing that bonds them, with Clair being her niece and Annie looking after Maggie’s croft and the dogs, but it’s like they’re more family than friends. That includes Jude. The bad side is that they have me in common, so God knows what conversations go on. I do know, though, there’s that one thing about me – us – Clair hasn’t shared, and bless her for that. Well, more than one, to be honest.

Now Jess, Clair’s daughter, there’s someone who seems to get fazed over almost everything whether she’s here on Symi, back in Guildford, or across in Florida with her Godzilla grandma, who bales her out of most situations, with cash. Or Clair does, with a long talk. See, she’s basically all right, Jess, but overburdened by money and astonishingly good looks. Great problems to have, no? Hardly surprisingly, she’s Jude’s ideal woman. She’s dead cool with him, though, treats him like her wee brother, so it kind of works. He’ll have grown up quite a bit since seeing her last year, so the testosterone may take a bit of reining in. Sounds as though it’s already kicked off. Jess’ll handle it, though. She can be canny when she chooses. She also stops me being a slob, clothing and home decor-wise.

Clair and Jess are two of the three grown-ups in my life. The third grown up is, no surprise, Annie. She’s the Jiminy Cricket to my Pinocchio. Without her I’d have a whole flock of woodpeckers drilling away at my telegraph pole of a nose. Speaking of whom, I can’t put it off any longer. Here goes. I’ll just pour a sensible measure... and call up Skype, just to check everything’s OK for tomorrow. Jude appears.

‘Hi, Uncle Puke.’ Uncle Puke. Long story involving Jess, for which I have yet to repay her.

‘Jude, my man. You all packed?’

‘Jeez, there’s loads of it. You’d think we were going away for a whole year, no’ a coupla weeks.’

‘Is that what your mum said? A couple of weeks?’ There is a plan, there’s a relief. But Jude punctures that little balloon.

‘Well, no. But that’s what holidays are, aren’t they? Two weeks?’

I’ve jumped to the conclusion I wanted, not the right one.

‘Jude, is your mum there?’

‘Maaaam!!!!’ 

I hear Annie sounding off in the background before she appears dripping and wrapped in a bath towel, hair a black patent skull cap. She speaks before her bum hits the chair. Confirms she has the name of the hotel, sorted which ferry and where to get tickets. Impatient with me for some reason.

‘Was there anything else, Fraser?’ This is hyper-Annie on speed, the dark side of the sparky sister I know and mostly love.

‘Everything tickety-boo, Mighty?’

‘What could possibly go wrong? And don’t call me that.’ I recognise when to drop it.

‘Just to say we’re all looking forward to seeing you and I’ll be there tomorrow at Yialos to meet you.’ She relaxes a bit, manages a tad of a smile.

‘Yeah. We’re looking forward to seeing you, too. Jude’s as happy as Tatty in a jacuzzi.’ 

‘Don’t tell me the Scrymgeours have a jacuzzi?’

‘Can you imagine Wally and –?’. I scream at her to stop, knowing an image of the elderly Wally and Nessie Scrymgeour, naked amidst the bubbles, will sear my imagination for weeks to come. Annie laughs.

‘No worries, brother of mine, they prefer mud wrestling. Love to Clair and Jess.’ And she clicks off before I do. 

She’s a coper, Annie. But even though she’s dredged up some humour, I sense things are out of hand. She needs to be here and soon. Clair and Jess have till Thursday morning to work out a strategy. I’ll handle the bags, they can handle the emotional baggage.

Did I finish my nightcap? Must have poured short. Just another drop. For luck – and getting my sums right.
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ANNIE – Mid 1990s to 2002. Glasgow, Scotland

When my big brother set off to discover the world, I wasn’t totally alone. I had two schoolfriends, Carol-Anne and Shafiq. After the adoption news scrambled my brains they tried their best. Difficult for them to know what to say because they both came from large ‘birth’ families. They offered to help me find my real parents, as they put it. Ideas included putting an ad in the Daily Record, trying to get on the telly, or making a cinema commercial like the ones for the local curry house. Carol-Anne suggested making ‘Orphan’ posters. We photocopied a few at the local library and stuck up a dozen on lamp posts like I was a lost dog. I was afraid of annoying my parents, though so, after the initial impulse, I went round and took them all down again. 

We three pals overcame a few odds, like my dad, George, was less than welcoming to Shafiq. When I complained, George told me to ‘mind my wheesht’ and Rosemary shook her head at me.

‘But, Dad –’

‘I’ve spoken!’ said George. He’d never raised his voice to me before, so it was enough to silence me. What affection I had for him crumbled, knowing he was a racist.

Carol-Anne’s parents were OK with Shafiq but it was difficult to shoe horn any more people into their house, so our wee gang ended up at the Youth Centre of a week night. Weekends we went into town, the cinema if we could afford it or just hung out at St Enoch’s Centre. Shafiq didn’t mind sorting through girlie clothes and accessories with Carol-Anne and me. We sort of knew he was gay and were fine with it. But at school, he was expected to hang out not just with the boys but with the Muslim boys, neither of which he wanted to do. Homophobia was a uniting force for the teuchter louts and a few fundamentalist Muslim lads who combined to beat the crap out of Shafiq. He ended up in the Royal Infirmary. Carol-Anne and I tried to talk to someone at school.

‘And do you know, without doubt, who the perpetrators were?’ said Mr MacDougall, Deputy Head Teacher.

‘We know who’s been bullying him. And it happened behind the school playing field.’

‘Not on school grounds, though, and without indisputable evidence, there’s very little I can do.’

‘Indisputable, my arse’, I thought. MacDougall was so straight he made a ruler look like a corkscrew.

Same story with the police, but they promised they’d keep an eye open for the bullies. After that, Shafiq’s parents kept him in or at the mosque most of the time. We texted each other. Not the same as spending time together but it was contact. At least he knew we were with him in spirit. It was my first inkling that ‘authorities’ weren’t necessarily there to protect people.

Another problem we had was Carol-Anne, the baby of five kids, having to go to church about twenty times a week. She loathed it. Her parents had photos of boys in suits with short pants and the two girls in knee-length sort of wedding dresses. Impressed, I told my mother that Carol-Anne was godmother to one of her cousins by the time she was ten. 

George sniffed and said, ‘They’ve branded her with the Crucifix, then.’

It couldn’t be true, Carol-Anne would have told me. She swore she’d run away and become an atheist as soon as she could. Which, she did. More or less.

Navigating round racism and religious fervour meant I was at a loose end on a Sunday. I spent hours in my freezing bedroom on Fraser’s second-best guitar, fingers numb, playing what he’d taught me, making up stuff of my own. My thirteen year-old experience of the world led to a lot of lyrical and musical howlers, some of it recorded on cassette tapes that I still daren’t listen to. Back then, the logical progression was joining a band. Not a girlie line up. I wanted to be a rock chick, but the challenge was getting anyone to take me seriously. Shafiq encouraged me by text. Carol-Anne thought I was nuts.

I was fourteen when I met Niall through the Youth Centre at a musical evening. We were the only ones to bring guitars and, after hearing one another play, got chatting and our little duo began. Looking back, we were good beyond our years. Our first gig got booed off. It was at a working men’s club. We didn’t research their taste; Leonard Cohen and Alanis Morissette didn’t go down too well. We learnt from it and the next, Niall’s school’s dance, was much better. These and other bookings started coming in. Rosemary and George would never have agreed, so everything was conducted well under the radar.

Niall and I weren’t a couple but probably closer than most, creatively attuned and able to learn from one another. He was quiet and thoughtful, calmed me down a lot, and I gave him more confidence in himself. We learned about balancing our musical taste with what would earn us a bit of cash. We also discovered that bands are often at events to be ignored. Having reached such awareness, it was strange that we hadn’t thought of a name for ourselves. Gruesome Twosome – or perhaps just Gruesome we thought. Until Niall’s brother, Ainsley, fell about laughing and said people would think ‘grew some’. While not entirely innocent of male anatomy, I didn’t get it. Niall did. Eventually we settled on ‘Stuck for a Name’. 

Our most important gig was Ainsley’s wedding at The Pollokshields Burgh Hall. To my horror, Ainsley invited my parents. I wasn’t keen because they’d realise how much time I’d spent rehearsing and playing, plus Niall’s family could be pretty descriptive in their language. It would be an education for Rosemary and George.

The bride, Ruby, wanted us to include some Bob Marley and a few other reggae numbers we’d never heard of. Her grandparents were Jamaican and she had family coming from all over for the wedding. Reggae was a new discipline for us and a steep learning curve. We also played a specially composed song, ‘Seeing It’s You’, after the ceremony, and Stuck for a Name went down like Appleton’s Jamaica Rum. Shafiq and his ‘date’, Carol-Anne, were seated with my parents. George must have been under instructions to behave because he barely moved and certainly didn’t make eye contact with anyone. 

It wasn’t until I joined their table that I saw the man. He must have been six foot two. Long, greying dreadlocks, almost to his waist. Old enough to be my grandpa, probably. Our eyes met and held. I excused myself and we moved towards one another. The first thing he said was – ‘Stuck for a Name, that’s good. So is Annie Buchanan.’

Jude, real name Judah, was over from Chicago for his favourite niece’s wedding. Outside, in the Pollokshields drizzle, he wanted to know my story. And he told me about his life immersed in music. We were interrupted by Niall.

‘Your Mum and Dad were wondering where you’d gone.’

He disappeared. Jude said, 

‘This happens only once. This.’

I knew what he meant. We were so out of kilter in time, and yet this was a profound connection. There was me, just fifteen. He was, perhaps, fifty plus? He didn’t proposition me, nothing like. What I felt was pure – I could say ‘love’. Whatever it was, I thought I’d never find its like again. 

‘Annie, I don’t know what to tell you except I wish you a beautiful, fulfilled life. I watched you up there, so full of hope and promise, and I wanted to be part of it. But I can’t. You have other people to meet, experiences to have. Just know that Jude will be wishing you well on your journey.’ He moved to kiss my forehead, but I turned my lips to his and, for a moment, he allowed it to happen, then eased me back.

‘Goodbye, Annie Buchanan.’ 

We’d formed an unforgettable relationship in twenty minutes. That September, I turned sixteen. Months after Judah flew back to America, he sent for Niall to join him, introduced him to some music contacts in Chicago and Los Angeles. I was heartbroken that he hadn’t asked me. Years on, I understand why and respect him for it. Still annoys the hell out of me, though. Would I rather have been a successful musician and the subject of gossip in the American music industry, or a care worker cleaning up bodily fluids in a Scottish backwater? Hmmm. Difficult one. Later, at university, I formulated objective theories over his motives. Perhaps, even after all that time, I was trying to discredit him to ease my disappointment. One other thing I’ll never forget him saying during that rainy interlude was, ‘Finding out where we come from helps us know where we want to go’. It’s stayed with me. 

After that night, Rosemary and George, instead of applauding my musical talent, tried to curb it, fearing my education would suffer. I resisted fiercely until Niall went to America and Stuck for a Name evaporated into the Glasgow cumuli. First Fraser, then Niall; two people had left me behind. I was too depressed to catch up on neglected schoolwork and my end of term results crashed through the floor. I was grounded across the entire summer and had to have home tuition. I couldn’t even take a summer job, so I had no money apart from my fiver a week allowance. 

An infrequent phone call from Fraser might go thus:

Me: I’m going to die, or kill them, or run away.

Fraser: Make your mind up, hen. Do I go to your funeral, visit you in prison, or alert Interpol?

Me: It’s not funny.

Fraser: I know. Why d’you think I left?

Me: Where are you, now?

Fraser: Portsmouth.

Me: You are so not.

Fraser: Portsmouth, Dominica. In the Caribbean.

Me: Do you know how much I hate you?

Fraser: You don’t hate me, Mighty.

Me: I so do! And don’t call me that!

During the creative time with Niall and then meeting Judah, I’d done a lot of growing up. And yet I was back to being my parents’ possession, again. I chewed it over with Carol-Anne. Should I leave? Should I not leave? Fraser cottoned on to how serious I was and actually wrote a letter: 

Dear Sister of Mine, 

OK, it’s dire. I get that. They’re dire. Don’t let them ruin your life, though. Live it despite them. And now I’m going to say something that will really piss you off. It would me. Sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry in advance. Here goes: Stay, at least up to you take your Standard exams, while you’ve got a roof over your head and food on your plate. If you want to bugger off after that, fair enough. They can’t stop you. If you want to get your Highers later, you’ll have a good start. If you want to be a rock chick, having your exams won’t stop you. Just do it, Annie. Just take what you can. See you soon as. Tons of the emotional stuff, Mighty – Fraser 

In the end, I took his advice and stuck it out to Standard Grades. On a wet morning, beginning of June (how unlike Glasgow...), the day after my last exam, I got the London bus from Buchanan Street Station. At the time, I thought it was poetic, leaving not just Rosemary and George but the name Buchanan behind.

I left a note on my bed saying: ‘I’ve gone’.
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ANNIE – Blue Star Ferry, Aegean Sea, Greece

Second time we’ve been to Symi, Jude and me. Before that, we’d only been on a plane together the once and that was with my parents for a couple of weeks in Spain when Jude was three. He screamed all the way there and back. We were not popular. Kind of them but, thankfully, the offer didn’t come again. Yesterday on the plane he went into a silent moody because I’d brought sandwiches instead of buying overpriced onboard gunk. The adolescent sulk was a pain for me, but much easier on the other passengers. He was starving by the time we got to the hotel on Rhodes and piled into the sandwiches anyway. Gave me time to zap off a few messages to tell my remaining friends where we were. 

Now, in the warm breeze on the Blue Star ferry to Symi, my phone pings a message from Shona in reply to mine from last night – ‘That was a sudden decision. You never mentioned you were going to Greece. Have a wonderful time – Shona x’. I feel a teeny stab of guilt. Do I tell her only the negative stuff? Next to me on deck, Jude is in another strop because he’s forgotten to charge the new Android phone his grandparents gave him for his birthday, so he doesn’t have a screen to stare at. 

We’re just moving into the harbour. Like everyone says, it’s a stunner. Almost a film or video game set – no, more a sort of 3D oil painting round the water. Not your average blue and white postcard stuff but houses in pinky-orange and rust colour and pale yellow, with light and dark borders round the tops of doors and windows and flowerpot orange roofs – Clair knows the right arty words. All down to the Italian occupation of the islands years ago, she told me. Jude’s underwhelmed. Saw it all last year. Tech-bereft thirteen-year-olds and classy architecture aren’t a natural mix. 

That metal diarrhoea noise is the anchor dropping. The crew start throwing out ropes. And there on the harbourside is Fraser, looking like some actor in a holiday ad. Jude wakes up –

‘Uncle Puke!’

– and jumps ship, ducking round the crew who are trying to hold back the holiday crowd and leaving dunderhead-moi to heft the luggage. Uncle and nephew start doing complicated, male hand-jive bonding on the dockside. I stagger about under Jude’s backpack, the guitar, my shoulder bag and the wheelie suitcase until a guy offers to help. Blond, beard, and tall – I’d only recognise him again by looking up his nostrils. He speaks English with no particular accent but he looks more Scandinavian, or Dutch? For once I’m not so bloody independent and let him give me a hand. He delivers me to dry land, chatting the while; Do I know Symi? Where am I staying? Am I a professional musician? What are my musical tastes? Any other time, if I weren’t looking like a luggage disposal point, I might join in the fun. But I need Fraser to stop the greeting rituals and notice I’m here so I can find a loo. He does it none too soon.

‘Annie mou – kálos eeltháte stin Symi!’

‘Yeah – I know I’m welcome, Puke. But I’m dying for a pee and a beer. In that order.’ I turn to wave to my giant Galahad but he’s already walking away. A shame. So I lead on to Nobby’s Bar for essential relief. 

Nobby must have been a strong personality; the place is still known as Nobby’s even though he sold it and went back to Cannock a couple of years ago. Still strikes me as slightly weird, like the Taggart TV series keeping the name for years after Taggart died. Despite which, perched at the bar, we start sinking into Symi time. I have a beer, Fraser has a couple, and Jude, a Coke. Fraser’s looking heavier than last time and, to put it kindly, his forehead’s increasing, a change that Jude doesn’t miss.

‘You going bald, Uncle Puke?’

‘You want your teeth rearranging, we’an?’

Family banter activated, we continue walking back up the harbour. Fraser points out the fire damage on the Customs House from a month ago. I’m more taken by the groups of people sitting on the dockside or trying to catch what shade there is in side streets – noticeably greater numbers than last year. Young men, families, women with tiny babies. Not tourists, refugees. They must have arrived this morning and already been processed. What sort of boats did they arrive in? Did all of them make it as far as the Symi coast, even? Will there be enough accommodation? Any accommodation? There are people moving amongst them, volunteers and aid workers by their interaction. Fraser notices my look.

‘We are helping them. And we’ll keep on helping help them. Just recharge your batteries a bit before piling in, eh?’

‘I feel really bad about last year. I did nothing.’

‘Annie, you helped as much as you could. You and Jude had just had the ’flu when you got here, you were knackered.’

Did I really help last year? OK, I gave to the food banks, made a few sandwiches, helped Clair sort the donated clothes. And I played with the various kids of refugees who stayed up at her place before they went on to Athens. But most of the time I just flaked out. And evenings I did some gigs with Fraser. So nothing really important. Which means now: Could Do Better.

‘Fraser! Éla!’ Literally, ‘Come here!’ It’s Panos, a friend of my brother’s we met last year. He’s still relaxing on his boat, half-hidden in a sickly smog of vape. He remembers us, too.

‘Áni! Jude! Kálos eeltháte stin Symi!’ Panos and his wife, Marina, were very hospitable to us last year with trips round the island on his boat, the Giorgios, and a wonderful meal at their house above Harani, just round from Yialos harbour. The Giorgios is still fresh from its spring coat of blue and white. Panos insists that we climb aboard, giving me a huge smacker on the lips and a dose of his pungent moustache. He also presses a welcome round of retsina, including one for Jude. I decide to allow it this once; alcohol tasting of turps could put him off booze for life.

‘How are you, Panos?’

‘Ah, Áni, trouble, today – tomorrow, trouble. Marina make everyone detective me – I can do nothing!’ He finds his wife’s continued efforts to keep him alive annoying, despite his having cancer a couple of years back, meaning endless trips to Rhodes and Athens for oncology appointments and chemotherapy. Marina’s spies really are everywhere, hence the vape instead of a permanent, smouldering roll-up. The salty old sea dog image is ruined by fumes of cafe crême – or, as today, mango and strawberry. His hair has grown back a luxuriant iron grey. That upsets him, too.

‘Not good. Panos is old man. The ladies do not like me.’ Fraser reminds him, unkindly I feel, that he never pulled the girls before his hair turned grey because Marina had had him watched from the day they met. His response is a hefty gob over the side into the green water where a school of weeny fish cluster gratefully. Jude is fascinated and adds a gob of his own.

‘Enough, Jude! Thank you, Panos. We need to see Clair.’

‘Yássas. See you tomorrow!’ We leave him sucking mightily on his vape and expelling great nauseating clouds into the throng of newly arrived day trippers. Quaint, storybook Greek sketch, you might think, a smidge patronising, even. The other side to Panos is he’s made the Giorgios available to the Hellenic Coastguard for refugee rescue missions. And Fraser is frequently on the crew.

Fraser and Jude between them lug our stuff all the way up the three hundred and odd Kali Strata steps to Harkin House, Clair’s home in Horio. On the way, another message pings. Shona, again.

‘Just googled Symi. Fabulous. You never mentioned your brother lives there. Lucky you.’

It seems unlikely I never said about Fraser living here, but obviously I didn’t. Must catch up with her properly. She’s been quite a support. But not now. Now I want to see Clair. And Jess.
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ANNIE – June 2002. Arriving in London

An accident on the motorway meant I’d been on the road nine and a half hours when we pulled into Victoria Coach Station, but it was still daylight. 

I felt pretty informed, having heard of Buckingham Palace, the Tower of London, Piccadilly Circus, Madame Tussaud’s and a few other tourist haunts. Consequently, I had done no useful preparation – which meant no preparation at all. I believed all I had to do was ask someone the best place to stay for the night, after which I’d make a living out of busking; I’d brought one of George’s old caps for the money. I see the same audacity supported by total ignorance in teenagers now and think, ‘Oh boy, are you at the start of a bumpy road’. I should know, my arrogance and stupidity back then cost me a great deal, starting almost immediately. Hindsight was to became a weapon of self-abuse in a remarkably short space of time.

I queued at the information desk and asked where I could catch a bus into London. 

‘Which part?’ Oxford Circus came into my head so I was directed to Victoria Bus Station, which confused me because I thought I was already there. In the short walk I must have passed several of the cheap hostels around Victoria. It is a bitter synchronicity that in my first ten minutes in London I must have missed at least half-dozen opportunities to avoid the same number of disastrous months there. 

At Victoria Bus Station, I was overwhelmed by the number of stands. It took a while reading timetables until I found the 390 that went to Oxford Circus. One arrived in a couple of minutes, so I climbed on. The driver wouldn’t take my Scottish five-pound note and I had to sort through my pockets for change. People started getting pissed off by the delay so I got off to go through my backpack, and the bus went without me. Welcome to England’s capital city. 

I found a kiosk and bought a packet of Polos to get some change. Luckily the guy didn’t look twice, just took my foreign money. I got the next 390 and watched the passing street life. I was being transported, I imagined, to a wonderful future. Turns out the scenario for my next fourteen years was being scrawled unevenly on the back of a fag packet as the bus trundled along. Nice going, Annie Buchanan.

I had to sit with my backpack and guitar case on my lap because the woman next to me was pretty big. I almost had to fight her to get off when the rolling sign on the ceiling said, Oxford Circus. Jeez, the noise, the fumes, the lights, buses and black taxis, cars and people, thousands of them, everywhere. It was like a Pan Galactic street market. I stood there feeling like Granny’s shubunkin when the cat dropped it on the hearth rug. No idea what to do or where to go, but I was still confident everything would work out, no problem. Putting on a cool but pally face I went up to two girls (safety in women) outside H&M having a smoke. They were a bit older than me, I reckoned.

‘Hi, I’ve just hit town and I’m looking for a hotel -’ Who did I think I was? Wyatt Earp? ‘D’you know of one near here? Not too expensive.’

They sniggered and pretended not to understand my accent. So I repeated it slowly. The big one with the skin problem answered.

‘No too ex-pain-suff? Ock aye the noo– I’ll tell you what you what to doo.’ 

More snickering from the blonde with bad teeth.

‘Turn left and walk all the way up to a great big white building next to a church. That’s the BBC – you’ve heard of it, ock aye?’

‘Yes.’ Did I look like I’d lived in a hole all my life?

‘And when you get there, turn left.’ She was being dead patronising but I was in no position to bite back, so I nodded and said OK.

‘And careful of the traffic crossing the roads on the way, it’s very busy –’ Seriously, how old did she think I was? 

‘– and you’ll see this place called The Langham. It’s all lit up to attract backpackers. Just go inside and up to the desk. Tell them I sent you.’ 

Suddenly, I felt stupid. Maybe I should know who she was? 

‘Who are you?’ 

She put on a big smile. ‘Elizabeth Queen.’ The other girl seemed to be having some kind of fit.

‘Sorry, my friend’s not well. Got to go. Ock aye the noo!’ She linked arms with her shaking friend and they tanked into H&M – still open at seven o’clock? Maybe they had a first aid person there. 

I knew I’d had the royal piss taken, but I had nothing else to go on, so off I set up Langham Place to the BBC building. It was massive. I went right up to the doors for a peep inside, but there was security, so I couldn’t go in and do any celebrity spotting. Everyone coming out looked pretty ordinary, so after a few minutes, I crossed over the road to the hotel the girl had said. Looking through the glitzy windows I could tell it was posher than the BBC, even. No way was it a backpackers’ hostel. In my slept-in shirt and jeans, if I put my foot on their swanky steps I’d end up back out on my arse. So there I stood on the pavement, the result of a tacky joke, lugging my backpack and guitar, and thinking this place was way too snotty for the likes of me. 

The joke itself wasn’t that important except that, because of it, I was in that particular location at that specific moment. A piece of my life where hindsight had no place. 

An intense waft of perfume was enough to turn my head as a woman, or more an emerald green blur, passed me. She got as far as the kerb then dithered between getting into a waiting cab and looking back at the hotel. She must have felt my stare because she definitely took me in. Then I heard someone calling –

‘Hey, stop!’

I was pushed to one side so hard that I staggered, imbalanced by the weight of my backpack, stumbled and ended up rolling on the paving. The man in evening dress headed for the greeny woman without stopping. She must have heard him because she turned round and scrabbled to get in the taxi. He grabbed her arm, they started arguing, she slapped him and started back to the hotel. It looked like she was crying. A bit like a normal evening round at Niall’s house, apart from the dickie bow and the billion-dollar dress.

I was on my feet checking my guitar so, when she went over on her ankle as she passed me, I was able to catch her. 

‘Are you all right?’ Why do people always ask that when things are obviously not all right?

‘Yes, I –’ She put her foot to the ground –

‘Oh, hell! No!’

‘Here –’ The guy on the door swooped in to help as the James Bond clone in the suit reached us and sounded off.

‘Thanks, everyone I’ll take over, now.’ She slapped him again. What a woman.

‘No you won’t! Get lost, Rupert!’ Not what I would have said to him. Rupert didn’t waste time arguing, he shrugged, buggered off and left in the taxi, leaving me and the hotel guy with the lady in the green dress. Between us we got her up the steps and into the hotel. 

Another man and a woman in hotel uniforms rushed over and we got the invalid sat down. It wasn’t till then I took a look at the place and – just – wow! All white marble and crystal chandeliers – like something out of a pantomime. With everyone helping, I started to leave, but green woman stopped me.

‘No, no, don’t go, I must thank you.’ She tucked her hair behind her ear and started scrabbling in this wee green and gold evening bag like she was about to tip me.

‘No, I don’t want anything. Just glad you’re – you’re – I’ve got to go.’

‘You’re from Glasgow, aren’t you?’ 

Fancy a southerner recognising my accent or was it a wild stab? Still, I gave her the benefit... 

‘Aye, Anniesland. Someone told me this was a hostel. Obviously thought it was funny.’

‘Oh, my God, how very, very, very unkind of them. Look, please let me give you something for –’

‘Absolutely not. I can pay my own way.’ The hotel people were rushing about getting a stool for her foot and fetching bandages. She looked really concerned for me, though. 
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