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Chapter One



My first memory, aged two, was shrieking at my mum, Mary. The poor woman was only trying to get a styrene suit on me, an old-fashioned all-in-one to keep out the harsh Scottish winter, but I wasn’t having any of it. My baby sister, also Mary, had just arrived and my tantrums were born out of jealousy. Mum bonded with her in ways I never had. But in many ways I didn’t care. After all, I lived with my beloved paternal grandparents, Kate and Jock, who were like a surrogate mum and dad to me.


Born in their cosy house in Burnbank, Hamilton, near Glasgow in Scotland, Grandma and Grandad always said I felt like their own from the start. Their son, my father, George, was a drunk gambler, always looking for a quick buck to pour down his throat, and my mum suffered a heart condition all her life and struggled to cope. Luckily my grandparents stepped into the breach and became my heroes.


Grandma was a lovely woman with a knot of grey hair tied at the back of her head. She was always smiling and teaching me things. Thanks to her I became a dab hand at making pastries, delicious warming soups and any cake you can think of. Her kind, patient voice filled the kitchen as she explained how to knock up something out of nothing, always letting me lick the spoon or bowl. It was a good job she did love cooking too, as Grandad could certainly put it away. After she’d make an apple pie he’d sit down and cut a slice – then take the rest for his own plate, making us laugh out loud.


Grandad’s appetite was as big as his character. Standing at 6' 4" in his socks, he towered over me, and made me feel warm and protected with his big bear hugs. And didn’t my poor mum know it. After spending my formative years in my grandparents’ spare room, I was devastated when Mum moved us out to a house down the road, begging for visits with them as often as possible. Every weekend, Dad would sit me on a cushion on the handlebars of his bike and cycle me there. Once I was dropped off, I didn’t give him a backward glance as I ran full pelt towards the familiar green door. Quickly it was opened and into Grandad’s open arms I’d dive.


‘I’m home!’ I’d yell. ‘What we having for tea?’


Although I shared the same mop of dark hair and bluey-green eyes as my mum and sister, it was my grandparents’ house where I felt I belonged. This must have been hard on my mum. One day, as Friday evening finally arrived and I bounced up and down with excitement at the prospect of another visit, Mum’s face darkened.


‘You love your grandparents more than you love me,’ she said, sadly.


‘Yes I do!’ I giggled, with no understanding or care for the pain my words caused.


Looking back, my heart goes out to my poor mum. She had a lot to put up with, what with Dad’s drinking and her own medical complaints. Over the years she had several pioneering open-heart operations at Glasgow Hospital to stretch her heart valves, including having them replaced with pig valves, then tin and then plastic. She also volunteered to be examined by other young doctors to help with their training. After her many ops she’d come home looking exhausted and drained. Often she’d return to a cold house with little food in it, as Dad was hopeless managing without her.


‘He can’t even keep coal in the grate,’ Mum moaned. And she was right. We were always running out, and Dad could rarely afford to restock it.


Living on the other side of us was a bachelor called Hugh, who worked down in Cardowan pit. A busy miner, he’d get free coal on a weekly basis. We’d watch out the window as a coal truck pulled up like clockwork to deliver a load to Hugh, whereas we would be sitting in the cold, thanks to ‘your useless father’, as Mum would call him. In desperation she’d send us out with Dad and a wheelbarrow to pinch the ‘gum’ – the leftover slack from the heap in the old pit. Back home we’d take the powder into the kitchen and fashion egg-shaped pellets out of it with our hands to burn in the grate.


For all the difficulties Mum never complained. Whenever she could she’d play with us kids. Taking down the washing line, she loop it high into the air so Mary and I could skip to our hearts’ content. We never had any inkling of how serious Mum’s heart problems were and how she should have been resting. All we knew was Mum disappeared to hospital every now and then and I was quite content to be staying overnight at my grandparents’.


My wee sister Mary took great delight in teasing me when Mum got home, chanting: ‘You don’t belong here, Cathy.’ And she was right. Although whenever Mum wanted anything doing, she never hesitated calling for me. If she was laid up in bed, I’d end up rushing home, to do the washing, cooking and cleaning, while Mary got to play outside the window. Mum relied on me but I didn’t feel she treated me the same. She was always leaning on me and didn’t let me get away with just being a kid like Mary was.


‘Why don’t you ask Mary?’ I would complain.


The lazy minx would be skipping outside without a care in the world or nattering with her school friends while I was up to my elbows in soapsuds or changing the beds.


‘It’s not fair!’ I’d shout at my mum.


‘But you’re the eldest,’ she’d sigh.


There were other inequalities in the family, too. Even at a very young age, I registered the stark difference between Grandad and Dad, despite the fact they were father and son. While Grandad went to work every day, Dad never had any money and his hot breath would constantly stink of beer. Grandad was always immaculate in his suits and ties and shiny shoes, whereas Dad seemed to roll out of bed and pull on the first thing he found, whether it matched or not. Grandad even helped the rest of the street stay smart, by offering to cut the local lads’ hair for a shilling every Sunday and cobbling people’s shoes. Dad always looked like he’d been dragged through a hedge backwards.


Dad was still my dad though and I loved him all the same. I was his favourite, as he knew he could get to my grandparents through me.


‘Go and ask Grandma for ten bob for us, Cathy,’ he would wheedle.


‘No!’ I’d cry, refusing to be blackmailed. I was a tough nut compared to my petite baby sister. I was the son Dad never had. He taught me how to fight and held my head away with his hand while I tried to punch him. I loved the rough and tumble.


Unlike my dad, Grandad was a grafter, and worked his whole life. Among his many jobs he collected the money from the gas meters. He’d come home clinking, carrying bags heavy with pennies. We’d sit for ages at the kitchen table, counting and scooping the coins into bags. Eventually he got copper poisoning in his hands from handling the money all day long.


As a family it was the cinema that occasionally brought us together. Mum sometimes worked as an usherette and got cheap tickets. Dad loved any films about boxing and of course all the old favourites featuring stars like Cary Grant and Clark Gable. It was only in the silence, watching the screen, that we sat contently as a family for a few hours.


But the celluloid lives of the Hollywood stars were a world away from my own. Although I was a bright child who knew how to count, read and cook very quickly, I didn’t care for school and lessons. I found it boring. Besides, from a young age, us girls knew our fates. We’d grow to be wives and mothers like our mums and maybe get a job in a factory if we had to. That was our lot in life and we didn’t know any different. No one sat down and talked about other ‘options’. It never occurred to me there might be any.


When I was eleven, I came down with a terrible bout of Asian flu. As ever, my grandma welcomed me into her home with open arms to care for me in their spare bedroom upstairs while Mum worked. She’d sit and hold a cold flannel to my head to reduce the temperature and do anything to try and tempt me to eat. On her fingers she’d go through every single item in her cupboard to try and find something to keep my strength up. As soon as I showed any interest, she’d shoot off to make it for me.


‘Have some just for Grandma,’ she’d say, trying to spoon a little something in.


Some nights I was delirious and saw balloons bursting in front of my eyes. She’d hold me as I shivered one moment and impatiently threw my bedclothes off, drenched in sweat, in another.


‘My poor Cathy,’ she’d soothe, holding me close. I loved her smell of soap. As much as my grandad’s smell of tobacco.


Even though I was so unwell, I could sense my grandma was also struggling. She looked tired, and unsteady on her feet. Grandad told her she was doing too much, and tried to take over looking after me too. However ill I felt, having those two around gave me the most incredible feeling of safety and comfort. I knew I’d be OK.


A few weeks later, as I was now feeling a bit better, Grandad carried me downstairs and Grandma made up a bed on the settee for me to convalesce. As Grandma plumped up the cushions for me we heard the ‘ting-ting’ of the ice-cream van’s bell.


‘Ooh, let me get you one of those, it’ll soothe your throat,’ Grandma said.


My appetite slowly returning, I agreed that a vanilla cone with raspberry ripple might go down a treat. Grandma flashed me a smile as she made her way out of the living room, wobbling a little as she went. A few minutes later, Grandma still wasn’t back but a neighbour was banging on the door. I could hear Grandad’s concerned voice, and heavy footsteps on the stairs.


Struggling up, I tried to see what was happening but the room was spinning.


‘Go back and lie down Cathy,’ Grandad ordered, his tone hushed. ‘There’s nothing to see.’


Out of the window I saw him half-carrying Grandma, her eyes rolling in her head, her face blackened with bruising. I heard him telling someone that Grandma had fallen outside, hitting her head on the gate-post.


‘She’ll be right as rain in the morning,’ Grandad was saying. ‘Thank you for helping.’


The next day, though, Grandma wasn’t up making breakfast. Instead Grandad creaked up and down the stairs to her bedroom, taking trays of uneaten plates of toast back down. His face looked pinched with worry. The house felt so empty and quiet.


Finally I managed to get upstairs myself, my head still light and empty with a mild fever. ‘Grandma,’ I whispered, scared. She looked so small and sunken in the pillow. ‘It’s Cathy.’


Her eyes opened into two slits, her pupils barely focused.


‘Do you need anything?’ I said.


‘Nae,’ she replied, her eyes drooping back shut.


As I was growing stronger, Grandma seemed to grow weaker, her bruised face now almost black, her breathing quiet. Grandad just kept saying he knew she’d be all right. Then I heard more hushed voices and more footsteps. There was a doctor’s visit and then an ambulance arrived and Grandma was gone.


‘She needs hospital care now,’ said Grandad, patting my arm. ‘Then she’ll be home. Right as rain.’


Mum went to see her and asked if I could go a few days later.


‘Shall I fetch Cathy for a visit?’ she’d said to Grandma, holding her hand.


‘Yes,’ Grandma replied. And that was her last word. Before Mum had a chance to take me to see her, she died on 29 October 1957 of a brain haemorrhage.


Dad broke the news. For once he was sober. He came into my bedroom while Grandad stayed at the hospital, gently took my hands in his and said: ‘Your Grandma has passed on.’


Shaking like a leaf, the tears streamed endlessly off my face. I couldn’t comprehend it. ‘No,’ I replied. ‘No, no . . .’


Grandad came home later, quietly. He sat in his chair and stared at the wallpaper. His wireless, that usually filled the room with canned laughter or music, stood silent. I crept in. The ticking clock and our breath were the only sounds.


‘She’s gone,’ he said, simply.


We sat for what felt like ages, saying nothing, just absorbing the emptiness of the house and our hearts. Breathing in the sweet smell of tobacco that clung to his clothes, I hoped as hard as I could everything would turn out all right.


Grandma was buried on Halloween night, 31 October 1957. Kids weren’t encouraged to go to funerals back then, so I was sent to my pop’s house, my mum’s father, on the other side of Glasgow for the day.


Pop was a miner at Douglas Water mine, having joined up when he left school. He and his wife, also called Mary, had thirteen children, one of them being my mum. We weren’t close though, as we lived too far away for us to visit him often. Pop didn’t speak much to his own kids, let alone his grandchildren. His wife had died when my mum was fourteen, so Pop lived with his youngest sons. It was very much a boys’ house and girls were rather sidelined.


That evening, watching his blackened face appear at the front door, I had my first insight into the world of coal mining. I knew he worked in a pit, but had never seen him come home for his post-work bath before. It was a revelation.


Covered from head to foot in black soot, all I could see were the whites of his eyes and his teeth. Leaving his shoes at the door to avoid footprints, he shouted to one of his youngest sons to run him a bath. I was shooed out of the room as his back was scrubbed pink again with a bristle brush.


‘Harder please, lad,’ I heard him order.


Then he sat down with a cup of tea, easing himself into his armchair and making an ‘Eeee’ of relief through his teeth.


Pop never spoke much. To me, the pit to which he disappeared was as mysterious as he was. He was a masculine character who did man’s work in a man’s world. Even though I saw very little of him, I sensed it was a hard life. He’d always look exhausted, his eyelids heavy and his eyelashes thick and black as if he wore mascara. I later learned this was known as the ‘mark of a miner’. However hard miners scrub, they can never lift the soot caught in between their lashes.


Within days of the funeral, my family had had a meeting about what should happen to Grandad, who seemed like a broken man. It was decided I could go and live with him permanently, a decision that I was more than happy with.


Grandad never spoke of Grandma again. If anyone – usually my dad – mentioned her, he fell very quiet, staring at the floor with his mouth twisted in pain, so I learned never to speak of her either. I just concentrated on cheering him up, and looking after the big man, just like my grandma had done so well.


I took on all the cooking and cleaning around my school lessons while Grandad carried on working. He liked looking after me just as much, too. Every morning he’d knock on my bedroom door holding a tray bearing a bowl of steaming porridge, some toast and an egg, so that I could have breakfast in bed. There wasn’t a choice about my plate being cleared or not!


I loved cooking for Grandad although there were some meals I couldn’t eat myself. Even now my stomach grimaces a little at the thought of his favourite pigs’ trotters or old-fashioned ribs. He loved his meat. He also picked up the mantle of Grandma’s lessons and showed me how to skin a rabbit and clean and gut a chicken. Meanwhile I’d treat him to his favourite dinners that Grandma used to make, like toasted cheese and potatoes, stew and mince – and of course my speciality, heartwarming soups so thick you could stand your spoon up in them. Whenever he was pleased with something I’d done, Grandad’s face broke into the biggest of grins.


‘I’ll dance at your wedding,’ he’d quip. Or: ‘You’ll no see what I’ll give you.’ And I never did, as he never did buy very much, but he was a character all the same with his funny wee sayings. We might have lost Grandma but we still had each other.


By the time I was fifteen, I wasn’t interested in school one little bit and left without a backward glance or any exam passes. In fact I didn’t even take any exams and refused to contemplate college. Some folk told me I’d regret it, and that I should at least try, but back then few people saw the point of learning after school. Girls knew their destinations would be factory work and then marriage; it was a given and the only choices available at that time.


I got a job working in a factory building electrical fans. It was piece-work so we were only paid for what we made. This sounded like a completely fair deal, except however hard we worked we often didn’t make a bean. The fans were fiddly to make and when we checked the insides the wires broke all too easily when they were tested. After chatting to some of the other girls, we soon realised that many of us were working for nothing, as the wires broke on a regular basis no matter how careful we were with them.


Little did I know this would be my first taste of an industrial dispute! Always the first to speak my mind, I was angry we were working all day for absolutely nothing.


‘This isn’t fair,’ I raged to one of the girls. ‘I think we should organise a strike.’


They all laughed, thinking I was mad. But I was deadly serious. The company was obviously doing very well and we were making most of the machines. It was only the wire process that seemed to go wrong.


I stormed upstairs to see the manager. ‘We’re going on strike,’ I announced proudly. ‘This wire situation means we end up working for nowt, and that’s not on.’


‘Who’s on strike?’ asked the manager, peering through the door behind me.


‘We are!’ I cried, pointing at the room next door. ‘All us girls.’


Luckily for me, he had a sense of humour, listened to my concerns and moved me to another production line. The strike never happened, but the seed had been planted. Even the lowliest paid worker had a voice if they wanted to use it. Little did I know it was a principle I’d stick to much later on in my life.


Meanwhile I was growing into a young woman, though I had few opportunities to exercise any real freedom. To look at the portrayal of the swinging sixties on TV programmes you’d think every teenager in the country was dancing around in mini skirts with flowers in their hair, listening to beat music all day long. This may have been true for a few lucky ones in London, but life in Hamilton, Scotland, couldn’t have been further from that image. The vast majority of us were just scraping a living, and as far as our wardrobes were concerned we made do and mended. My favourite items were a lemon Charleston dress with a fitted waist and tiny pleats and a felt dress with underskirts I used to stiffen with sugar. Free love was also the last thing on our minds. Pregnancy out of wedlock was of course hugely frowned upon so us girls would hold back for as long as possible. When you started seriously dating a boy it was pretty much a given you’d get married, so I was always careful about who I chose to step out with.


Every week I went to the local Co-operative shop to stock up on fresh butter, milk and bacon for Grandad. The boys behind the counter would weigh out the butter and pat it together with wooden paddles or slice out the bacon depending on how thick you wanted it, all while they asked how your day was going. The shop had only just done away with the old-fashioned pneumatic tubes that propelled money along them, and it was the start of ‘self service’. Two young men, Gordon and his younger brother Douglas Black, both of whom shared the same sandy-coloured hair, chocolate-brown eyes and cheeky smiles, would often vie to serve me first.


I had a craic with both of them, joking along or chatting about work as they weighed out my groceries. Then one day Gordon grew serious and quietly asked me for a date.


I didn’t hesitate to shake my head. He was a nice enough lad, but it didn’t feel ‘right’. There was no chemistry. Plus he was a bit too young for me. He nodded quietly, and went off to serve someone else, his cheeks slightly flushed. But I couldn’t be anything other than honest.


A few weeks later, I was back at the Co-op, about to pay for my goods at the till, when I reached into my back pocket to find the fiver I’d put there had disappeared.


‘Where the blazes has that gone?’ I said out loud. Grandad would kill me if I’d lost it.


Suddenly Gordon’s brother Doug was by my side, beaming away, holding out a five-pound note. ‘Looking for this, Cath?’ he laughed.


I snatched it back. ‘You cheeky bleeder!’ I cried.


It was the start of a constant banter between us. One week, he began taking the mickey out of me for being small and for a joke he picked me up by my jacket and hung me on a peg for a moment or two.


‘That’ll keep you out of trouble,’ he laughed as I kicked my legs like a toddler.


‘I’ll get you for this, Douglas Black!’ I shrieked with laughter.


He did make me giggle, even if he went too far sometimes. We started flirting a bit and eventually he asked me out. This time I said, ‘Yes please.’


Later Doug revealed that the girl in the sweet shop section had told him she’d overheard Gordon ask me out, spurring him into action.


‘I had to have you for myself,’ he laughed.


Off we went to the pictures to see King of Kings, starring Rip Torn, for our first date. In the dark, he reached for my hand. Giving it a little squeeze I felt a tingle up my spine. He was such a lovely-looking chap and he appeared to like me just as much as I liked him.


Soon we were meeting twice a week for a date. There wasn’t a right lot to do in Hamilton so we mainly went for walks in the park or to the pictures. We also loved playing records. Unusually for a lad at this time, Douglas loved opera and introduced me to all the greats. In particular he liked Beniamino Gigli and even today listening to him reminds me of our young courtship. I preferred the Everly Brothers and the Beach Boys, and I loved Jim Reeves. Grandad had bought me a small record player in a vanity case, and let’s just say it was put to some use.


Sometimes we went up to Denison Pally, a dance hall in Glasgow, to watch a live band play covers of the Beach Boys or Helen Shapiro and other popular songs. We may not have had much money, but any spare cash we did have we knew how to have fun with. Like two pieces of a jigsaw we matched each other, despite the fact we were complete opposites. I was more forthright and outspoken than my laid-back, easy-going, funny Douglas. But how we laughed together, over silly things.


‘You’re the top of the pops, you are,’ he would say, picking me up to go to a dance or the pictures. Looking into his big chocolate-brown eyes made me feel as if I’d come home.





Chapter Two



Grandad met Doug a few weeks later. Before he asked him his name or even said ‘Hello’ he took one look at him and said: ‘What colour are you?’


I expected this as we were Protestants (associated with the colour blue) and under no circumstance were we allowed to mix with Catholics (green). Straight away, his back as stiff as a rod, Douglas answered: ‘Blue’, and the pair of them smiled and shook hands.


It must have been hard for poor Grandad to see his granddaughter – his little girl – with a man, but he never said a word. He always let Douglas come in for a cup of tea after our date and he was very friendly towards him. He also kept a close eye on me too, mind. Once Douglas leaned in for a sly kiss on the front door to say goodbye when we both heard Grandad bellowing from the window upstairs.


‘In. Now!’


He’d been watching our every move.


Not that we could get away with much in any case with neighbours like ours. The term ‘curtain twitchers’ didn’t touch it, as they were constantly looking over fences and making comments about the comings and goings of other folk. Everything was everyone else’s business.


One lady, Doris, was especially bad. She looked and sounded just like the Les Dawson character, Cissie Braithwaite, who was always sour-faced and passing sweeping judgements on other people’s lives. I got sick of it. Then one day, I overheard she’d been gossiping that I was actually pregnant.


So me being me, I decided to play up to this. I borrowed a pregnancy smock off someone I knew, and went outside to hang the washing when I knew Doris would be out watering her garden. I leaned over, holding my back while picking up the pegs, as I’d seen pregnant ladies do. I had to concentrate hard not to laugh. From the corner of my eye I could see Doris doing a double take and then rushing inside, to spread malicious gossip about me, no doubt.


The next day, around the same time, I pulled on my tightest-fitting pair of jeans and a tiny top, again to put the washing out. Now, miraculously, I was no longer looking pregnant. This time Doris moved closer to the fence before shooting back indoors, obviously baffled.


Chuckling to myself, I vowed to carry the joke on for as long as possible, so the next day I waited until I spotted Doris outside before popping the smock back on again as I took the washing in.


This time Mum spotted me from the window of her house. And she wasn’t impressed. ‘Cathy! What the heck do you think you’re playing at?’ she yelled. The show was over then, but I hoped it was a proper lesson for Doris.


The irony was, while Doris had her eye on me, she wasn’t watching her own teenage daughter who fell pregnant that year to the shame of her family.


‘Well, if folks just kept an eye on their own . . .’ I said to everyone who’d listen.


Meanwhile, as our relationship grew more serious, I met Doug’s family. His mum had already died so he lived with his dad and brothers. He was one of nine boys and two girls. James, the eldest, died after he was born, and was then followed by Harry, Archie, John, Tommy, Jimmy, Malcolm, Iain, Gordon, and then Irene and Anne. Doug was the youngest. All the boys except for the three youngest worked in pits across the area as underground men for most of their working lives.


His father, Thomas, started in a mine aged twelve. He worked right up until he was fifty-five, clocking up an impressive four decades underground. At the time I met Doug, Thomas was working as a deputy at the Cardowan pit in Lanarkshire, and he knew Hugh, Mum’s neighbour.


Growing up in a busy household full of miners meant Doug saw first-hand every day what life in the pit was about. For every schoolboy, a miner was akin to a hero and it was seen as the place where big, strong men worked. But Doug was also all too aware of the hardships his brothers suffered.


Every morning he’d wake up to hear the sound of hobnail boots pounding the path in front of the house. At the end of the day shift and the start of the night shift he’d hear them dashing home. After school Doug and his brother Gordon would run outside and cry: ‘Got anything for us?’ to see what leftovers they had in their sandwich boxes, known as piece tins. As growing lads they were always hungry, looking for an extra mouthful.


Working conditions in the pits in the 1940s and 50s were primitive. Before the modern machines arrived, Doug’s father and his brothers were at times quite literally going at parts of it with a pick-axe. Sometimes they sat in coal seams just two feet high, with running water at their feet. They were all injured at some point. It was par for the course. You worked in a mine; you risked life and limb.


Douglas grew up watching his brothers rise at an ungodly hour to return home much later completely exhausted and filthy. His brothers all had a constant, sickly pale pallor, due to the lack of sunlight and bad ventilation. They came home with hacking coughs but rarely took a day off sick. His dad was the ‘Oversman’, their boss, but instead of showing his sons any signs of favouritism he came down on them like a ton of bricks, forcing them to cut more coal than the other lads or shouting at them to work harder. Sometimes the tensions were brought back home afterwards.


One day when Doug was just eleven, Malcolm, then twenty-one, came home, crying in agony. A blood-splattered bandage was wound around his hand and he’d been in hospital. He’d lost two fingers with the cutting machine. It wasn’t a case of ‘if’ you have an accident, it was almost ‘when’.


Poor Malcolm had not only lost his fingers, but he was terrified at what his dad would say when he found out he’d been so badly injured. Thomas wasn’t one to suffer any fools gladly, even if it was a genuine accident, which in Malcolm’s case it certainly was. Unable to go on in the pit, Malcolm quit on the day it happened and went off to find himself a job as a farmhand nearby. His fingers never healed properly and he was left with an ugly bunion lump.


It was also the days before electric lamps. They used paraffin to light their helmets. Once Jimmy thought he was being helpful when he filled his dad’s water bottle with paraffin and had to run away for a few hours when he heard his dad gagging as he made the discovery!


Doug, Gordon and Iain were the only brothers who didn’t go down the mine at fourteen. Their dad and brothers told them they weren’t to, either. His dad was especially aggressive in his stance. Desperate to protect his youngest sons from what life had in store as a miner, he’d stand over Doug if he ever overheard him mention the pit and wag his finger in his face, threatening him.


‘I never want to hear you say you’ll be joining them,’ he’d growl. ‘Ever! You find something better to do with your life. The pit is no place for no one with half a brain.’


Although he was as hard as nails on his older sons, his father had softened towards his younger boys. He wanted a different life for them.


Seeing and hearing stories of the injuries, and having his father so dead set against it, left Doug with absolutely no desire at all to follow in the family footsteps. Straight after school, he joined the Co-op, hoping he’d have a job for life. But a few months into our courtship he was let go. The self-service supermarket industry, in which customers picked up products themselves, had slowly taken over and large numbers of shop assistants serving customers were no longer needed.


That evening he went home to tell his dad, who told him what was to happen next.


‘You’ll be up at 4 a.m., you’ll take a sandwich and a bottle of water, and you won’t come home till you’ve got some work,’ he ordered.


So that’s what Doug did. He walked miles from farm to farm in the area, knocking on doors, offering to do any available job, until eventually someone gave him one.


Despite this setback, our courtship grew more intense and Doug and I became inseparable. We started to spend weekends together at his brother Archie’s house in Cardowan. He’d invite along his friends and other brothers until the house was full. We’d be twenty people to a small room, all having a sing-song, or telling stories or even poems. Sometimes the boys would do their party pieces. Archie loved to show off with his mate called Dixie Dean. The pair of them, two hard men who’d built huge biceps from working at the coalface, would sit in the middle of the floor, holding a half-inch steel rod, then pull it so hard it bent in two. Other times people would bring a big salmon they’d fished from the River Earn and the winner who guessed the weight would get an extra drink. I’d often get it correct but was never allowed to drink any of the sherry, whisky and beer on offer, as I was still only fifteen.


Doug and I were happy enough, just being together. But the practicalities of life couldn’t be ignored. Doug’s job working for a pittance as a farmhand came to an end. He got seasonal work over Christmas at the Post Office but when that ran out he started to get desperate.


‘I just don’t want to sign on,’ he complained. Signing on the dole was for wasters and no-hopers and Doug didn’t want to go there. There was shame for being on the social. I didn’t blame him for not wanting to take that path. But this left almost no other options for working in the area. Except for the army.


Doug had already been in the RAF cadets, so I always knew it was on the cards for him to join up. I just didn’t like to think about it. I’d miss him terribly if he went away. After a year of us dating, he suddenly turned up at my house, saying he needed a word.


‘I have signed up, Cath,’ he said, looking heartbroken.


‘What?’ I spluttered.


Turned out, that day, he’d gone to sign up for the dole, for the first time. He’d not worked for over a week and didn’t have a penny to his name. But as he approached the dole office, the queue was four people wide. There and then, he decided he’d try the Territorial Army office and join up.


Seeing a fit, healthy, eager young man coming through the door, the army recruitment officer didn’t waste a moment. As soon as he gave his name and address, they gave him a medical on the spot, a quick grammar and arithmetic test, and then he was whisked off to sign his life away to the forces. Straight away he was also paid: £3, 7d (32p) – not a fortune, but better than the dole and much better than nothing. They asked him if he could leave for training that very afternoon, but Doug had told the officer he’d wanted to see his girlfriend first.


As he kept talking, I felt myself getting choked with tears. It felt like my world had come crashing down. Doug was going! Tomorrow!


‘But, but . . .’ I kept stuttering. When would I see him again? When would he come home? What if he were sent to a war zone?


He did his best to comfort me, looking as sorry as I did.


‘You know the situation, Cath,’ he said sadly, holding my hand tightly. ‘If we wanted to get married one day, you don’t want me sat on the dole.’


‘Aye.’ I shook my head, wiping my face. ‘Money comes before any love story in this case, for sure.’ We sat and hugged each other. Tonight he’d pack his case and tomorrow he’d start twenty-two weeks’ training down in Farnborough. It was unavoidable and we’d get through it.


I soldiered on myself in the factory, writing to Doug every single day, as he did me. We also called each other at allotted times. I’d run to the call box at the end of the road, timing it perfectly for when Doug had told me he’d ring, or I’d do the same for him. A couple of times the sergeant picked up the phone when I was expecting it to be Doug and he wasn’t amused. Finally the long wait came to an end, and I went to see Doug pass out as a sapper of the Royal Engineers.


For his big day, I splashed out on a green printed dress and new high heels to wear for Doug’s parade and the army church service afterwards. Filled with excitement, I caught a coach from Hamilton to Victoria station in London, before getting a train on to Farnborough. But as I walked away from the station, I realised I’d left my high heels on the train. Sprinting back, the bag had already gone, along with my shoes in it.


‘Damn!’ I cried. Now I had nothing to match my new dress. Rather sheepishly, I arrived and watched the parade from the stands in my trousers and jumper but I felt I couldn’t go to the church service with all the smart relatives.


Doug got two weeks’ leave before he was sent to his first posting in Osnabrück, Germany, for two years, so we had a day together in London, visiting Buckingham Palace and the sights before returning up north.


The time we had together disappeared as fast as a snap of the fingers, though, and all too soon we had to say goodbye. This was to be the first real test of our relationship, now he was going to be away for so long.


We carried on writing to each other every day. Sometimes I’d run out of things to say and turned to humour instead. ‘Here’s just a few lines, Doug,’ I’d write. Then I’d draw three straight lines below. Or I’d write: ‘Just a note to say hello,’ and then I’d simply write the word ‘hello’ in the middle of a blank sheet of paper. Doug thought I was crackers, but it kept us both laughing.


Once Doug didn’t seem to respond to any of my questions in my letters for about six weeks. Eventually I found out that he’d not even opened any of my letters during that time. Apparently, where I’d written his initials (‘DAM’ for Douglas Alistair McNae) after his surname Black, a new postman had mistook his name for ‘Blackdam’, and thinking no one of that name existed, they’d just piled up!


I was so proud when Dougie took up lightweight boxing and became the champ in his unit. In one letter he included a picture of himself alongside a twelve stone, six-foot-something brute, telling me that with a single punch he had taken him down in the first round. I showed the snap off to all the girls at work.


After six months, Doug got his first posting back, travelling home in time to see in the New Year of 1964. We drove back, holding hands all the way to my mum’s house where she was holding a party. Doug handed me and my sister our presents. He’d got me an old-fashioned dressing table set, and Mary a music box. Then as the party got into full swing, he grabbed my hand and took me into a bedroom. Pulling out a box from his pocket, he got down on one knee.


‘Will you be my wife?’ he said.


He knew my answer as well as I did. Doug was a good man, I knew he’d be a provider, and I wanted to be with him for ever. There wasn’t a second’s hesitation. ‘Yes, please!’ I cried.


Only then did I peer into the box and notice the ring was made with a pearl. A pretty thing, except I hated pearls, always had done. As Mum used to say, ‘Pearls are for tears.’ Douglas didn’t know this about his new fiancée, but what did it matter. I was to be his wife and that was all I wanted.


Mum, Grandad and some of Doug’s family all chipped in for our big day. We both had enormous families so had to put ‘no children’ on the invite otherwise we couldn’t have afforded to feed everyone.


The night before my wedding, Mum had a ‘talk’ with me. After being married to my dad for twenty-odd years, any rose-tinted glasses regarding marriage had been truly crushed. Shaking her head she looked at me. ‘You’ve got to realise,’ she said, ‘it’s no fun and games. Love soon goes out the window. Then you’ll just have to chug along, like me and your dad.’


‘I know, Mum,’ I sighed, not really wanting to hear this. I loved Doug, I was sure he loved me too. And he was very different to my dad.


‘Well, you’re too young to know what I mean,’ Mum said. ‘But with this wedding, you’ve made your bed now, too. So you’ll have to lie in it.’


Putting Mum’s comments aside, I went to bed and woke up the next morning feeling full of excitement. Really I wanted to be on Grandad’s arm to be given away, but Mum wasn’t having it. ‘Your dad can’t be alive and not give you away, it wouldn’t be fair,’ she said. ‘He can’t sit there and watch his dad do it. What would people think?’ Although she knew what a rotten father he’d been, she didn’t want to broadcast the fact. As for me, I was just thankful he managed to stay sober.


I wore a white silk dress with a full veil, and Dad walked me up the aisle with Mary following behind us as bridesmaid. Doug was so nervous he was standing to attention like he was on parade, not even looking round as I came in. He hated being in the spotlight and had never been so embarrassed. As I left the church on Doug’s arm, a married woman, everyone gathered round the church doorway as the wind almost swept the veil off my head. Laughing, I grabbed it just in time. My wedding day almost literally blew me away.


We had a small reception. Doug stood up and said: ‘Thanks for coming, the grub’s all paid for so get stuck in.’


Our honeymoon – a week in a caravan in Anstruther, Fife – went all too quickly, as we’d decided to try for a baby straight away. But our happy bubble was popped when I returned to Mum’s house to collect our wedding presents. A beautiful mirror and a portable wireless were among the generous presents we’d opened before our honeymoon, but they were missing from the bedroom where Mum had kept them.


We both looked at each other, not needing to say a word.


‘It’s Dad, isn’t it?’ I said quietly. He’d been known to pinch a suit out of Grandad’s wardrobe for drink, and on one occasion he’d even given away the bike he’d bought for my tenth birthday.


Mum was furious. It was the straw that broke the back of their ailing marriage and she left him a few weeks later.


She didn’t stay single for long, though. Just a month later she sat me down to tell me she’d got together with her bachelor neighbour – the miner, Hugh.
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