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Prologue


That view. That stunning, dystopian panorama. A world unto itself, stretched out perfectly flat as far as the horizon, monochrome, like the telly. Except for the occasional blast of pale custard. Spikes of flame, so fast-moving that they seemed solid, roared implacably into the sky, day and night. Gas burn-off. A steelworks twice the size of Monaco.


At the time it was built, Ravenscraig was the largest, most technologically advanced strip mill in Europe: the black, thumping heart of our town and the lives of everyone in it. We Orrs lived pretty much on the edge of the complex. Everyone did. But you could only ever fully grasp the mono­lithic achievement of the place from one high point, as you came into town from the north. You were never, ever quite prepared for the Craig’s dark, satanic majesty, no matter how many times you’d seen it. We lived in thrall to it.


Beyond all else, that denatured, slightly hell-like, hyper-
mechanised landscape provoked awe. It seemed indestruct­ible, irrevocable. But it survived, intact, for only thirty-three years, from 1959 until 1992. High industrial Gothic, one of the wonders of the post-war settlement. All gone now. The place turned out to be an elaborate folly.


Motherwell is the town I was born and bred in, a coal and steel town on the lip of the Clyde Valley. By the time I was thirty years old, it wasn’t a coal and steel town any more. Motherwell lost its identity in the industrial restructuring of the 1980s, along with wave after wave of redundant workers. Personal identities were shattered. But group identity was shattered too. The people of Motherwell were used to being part of something much, much bigger than themselves. When it went, so quickly, Motherwell became a town without a purpose. I couldn’t stand the place, even when it was still in its pomp. But I loved it too. Still do.


Motherwell is where my mum lived, because that’s where my dad came from. Even at the start of the 1960s women did what their husbands wanted, in matters large and small. But Win was from rural Essex and found life in Lanarkshire challenging. She explained all this to me from when I was old enough to listen, or maybe even long before. Yet, despite all those confidences, over so many years, Motherwell is the place where I failed to get to know my mother very well at all. Until after she was dead. That was when I started to realise that there were respects in which she hadn’t mothered well at all.
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The Bureau


We were wary of the bureau, my brother and I, even though it was ours now and we could do what we liked with it. There was no one to stop us any more – no Mum, no Dad, no rules. Yet so much of the bureau had been a forbidden zone for such a long time, the administrative heart of our family home, at number 18 Clyde Terrace, Muirhouse, Motherwell ML1 2NG.


My parents had bought the bureau when they first got married and set up home, on Empress Avenue in Romford, Essex, at the start of the 1960s. It had made the journey with them up to Thistle Street, Motherwell, Lanarkshire less than a year later. That was where we lived when I was born. Four more years, and it had travelled another couple of miles, to Shields Drive, Muirhouse, Motherwell, and the birth of my younger brother David. Another six years, and another few hundred yards, and the bureau, along with its complete and perfect nuclear family, had reached Clyde Terrace, where it stayed for almost five decades before it headed back the way it had come and moved in with me in London.


At the time of their marriage, as the swinging sixties began, my parents had embraced the modern and the bureau is now quite the hipster accoutrement. For us, though, it was so much more than a stylish piece of furniture. It was our tabula rasa, the place where the evidence of our family’s transactions with officialdom was filed. It was made by Avalon, a furniture company based in Somerset that folded years ago. No build quality, the experts say. Not in quite the same league as G-Plan. You can still buy the same model, vintage, for around £120.


For ages it lurked at the top of the family home – as it was always called in the divorce proceedings. It sat in the corridor, outside the bedrooms of my two sons, its straitened circumstances forcing it to take in washing, or at least provide a flat surface to receive rumpled piles of the boys’ laundered clothes.


How the mighty pieces of furniture have fallen.


The bureau, like all three of my childhood homes, was the unchallenged domain of my mother, scrupulously well organised and governed by a surprisingly complex web of boundaries. The upper of the two drawers on the right was accessible to everyone, full of Useful Things like scissors. The lower drawer was set aside for things that weren’t important enough to go in the pigeonhole-lined section behind the flap on the left, but were still important. We kids would have little need to look in there, in theory at least, and we knew it. A display section underneath, with two sliding glass doors, had initially housed the best china. We both knew never to slide those glass doors open, like we knew never to pull down the flap, without specific permission.


But the possibility of hidden Useful Things, like Sellotape, Tippex, Quink or, as the white heat of technology seared through our lives, some Blu Tack, meant that we flouted the flap rule fairly often. Far more often than Dad, for sure. John never delved behind the flap in the bureau. Win handled all the household’s paperwork, writing in her neat, cursive script or her neat block capitals. He would add his impressive signature where she told him to put it.


The rules were Win’s – and the power – but John tended to be their enforcer. Mostly, he would use a couple of his many nicknames for us when he was guarding the bureau, which was a familiar signal of a ritual rather than a serious warning. Was he sending her up? Maybe. A bit.


‘FANNY! What are you doing in that bureau?’


‘OSWALD! What are you doing in that bureau?’


What, in 2014, were Fanny and Oswald doing in that bur­eau? We were taking up the mantle of family administration, because we were the only ones left to do it. At this point, the bureau had been in the house at Clyde Terrace for forty years, a wooden box inside a wooden box, on the scheme known locally as ‘the Timbers’. We say ‘housing scheme’ in Scotland, not ‘housing estate’. We don’t know what a ‘sink estate’ even is. Or we didn’t, until the 1980s rolled round.


The Timbers had been hastily assembled after the war, as prefabricated temporary homes. They squatted on plinths made of brick, to obviate the need for the time-consuming digging of foundations, I guess. They had tiled, gabled roofs and tongue-and-groove wooden walls. At the join where the brick met the wood, about two and a half feet up, the wood jutted proud of the brick by a bit more than an inch. That little overhanging space was always nice and dry. It was a good place for caterpillars to pupate, and I would crouch down and squint up to check for them. My hope was to see one at the moment of metamorphosis, when a butterfly emerged, its wings all damp and crumpled until they had dried in the sun and become gorgeous.


The pupae were of cabbage whites mainly, probably the least gorgeous among butterflies, the bane of the lives of growers of brassicas. Sometimes you’d be eating cabbage from Peter-Duncan-next-door’s garden, kindly given, and you’d find a cabbage white caterpillar, all green, shiny, stretched and boiled. Or, as the joke goes, half of one. But a cabbage white pupa was still something, a lovely find. I still look for that pupa, the one I’ll watch at the propitious moment when it emerges, fully formed, to begin another life in which it flies. Though I’m not searching quite so assiduously as I once did.


Each of the Timber houses had a porch at its front door, with a flat roof and graphic, diamond-patterned wooden railings, all painted kingfisher blue. The porches were held up by two fluted wooden pillars painted pale grey. There were little benches, also painted kingfisher blue, to sit on by each front door. They were great houses – still are. Instead of providing interim accommodation, as originally intended, they’d become creosoted jewels in Lanarkshire’s council-housing crown. Back and front doors. Back and front gardens. The dream. We’d see other little groups of the same timber houses around Scotland when we were out for a run in the car. We’d always cheer at the sight of them. Those who lived in them were part of our tribe. The People of the Timbers.


Ours was the biggest scheme, though, the largest collection of Timbers that I’ve ever seen. It was still small, a quiet scheme, reserved even. It was arranged round a big green, for the kids to play on. We’d organise in the summer, for rounders, red rover or football, though the boys were always a bit snotty about playing football with the girls. Sometimes we’d make kites, which rarely flew.


There were three variations on the Timber theme: terraced, semi-detached and bungalow. The latter was the rarest and the most coveted. Ours was semi-detached. When we moved in, when I was ten, it was owned by the Scottish Special Housing Association, and rented and managed by the District Council of Motherwell and Wishaw. By 2014, when David and I prepared to start dismantling its contents, it was under private ownership. My parents had held out against right-to-buy for a long time. But when John was made redundant, that’s what they spent the cash on. They’d been council tenants for almost four decades by that time, the discount was large, and they were only human. It was such a bargain, and it was so much a part of them. So they swallowed their principles and exercised the right they hadn’t thought anyone should have. Houses like theirs, they’d predicted, would be bought, and council stock would become shrunken and vastly less diverse. They weren’t wrong. Though even they, pessimistic by nature, didn’t see the buy-to-let landlords coming.


The last street at the bottom of the scheme was right on the edge of the Clyde Valley, with a farm across the road and miles of field and wood, river, marsh and meadow all the way to the horizon, give or take a motorway or two. The last street at the top of the scheme backed on to a row of private houses, all different in design, that faced the main road and the Clyde Alloy, which had been there since 1937 and had become part of the Ravenscraig complex under nationalisation.


Iain Wallace, one of the cleverest boys from my class at primary school, lived in one of those private houses, which was a rare thing for kids at our school. When Iain had been given the job of assembling a team from the class for a general knowledge quiz, he’d picked me third. I remember the surprise of it. Could this mean that I – a girl – was considered one of the clever ones too? It had to. Good old Iain, with his fine, white-blond pudding-bowl haircut, his rosebud lips and the funny red mark below one eye. I still think of him fondly, not least because he casually lobbed me that delicious moment of self-revelation.


The Wallaces had been abroad. Iain’s dad had ordered a litre of beer in abroad, thinking it was equivalent to a pint. Iain had put his hand up and told the class this when we were learning about the metric system. I think the country in question had been Germany. Or France. Whatever. Abroad wasn’t part of my ambit because my own parents were not in favour of abroad, all the more so now that we had 18 Clyde Terrace, Muirhouse, Motherwell ML1 2NG. Who could want for more? They died without passports.


We’d landed our corner of the Timbers in the summer of 1972. The big back garden had gone a bit feral, and it was full of self-seeded lupins, taller than me, in all sorts of wonderful colours – orange wings with yellow standards, crimson wings with purple standards, purple standards with blue wings, yellow wings with creamy standards. On hot days you could hear the furry charcoal seed pods popping from the kitchen. I still love lupins, would still feel thrilled every year when they bloomed in my London garden.


Clyde Terrace. Our chunk of paradise. We even acquired a phone in the move, heavy, classic, mustard yellow, with a finger dial. The in-thing, in 1972, was the Trimphone, with push buttons. If you yanked too hard on the receiver the phone itself would spring up on its short, aggressive spiral of a cord and whack you in the face. Too light. Rookie design error. Lots of those in 1970s Britain.


But ours was a great phone, with a really excellent phone number – Motherwell 61236. We had a party line that was hogged, my parents said, by Mrs Gold, our neighbour across the back on Merryton Road. But still. This new address, as my mother was wont to say, was ‘a cut above’. We were virtually on a par with the Wallaces and their private house, though that was not something to be mentioned outside 18 Clyde Terrace, mainly because none of us actually believed it was true. We were a funny old family, heightened self-love in constant battle with exaggerated self-loathing. But my mother had been gone a few years before I saw that with any real clarity.


God, how Win had fought for that house. God, how she’d looked after that bureau. But by January 2014 the contents of the house, including the bureau, were coated in a delicate film of dust, hesitant dust that could barely believe it was getting away with this soft yet ruthless invasion. My mother had been a brilliant housewife, skilled, dedicated, unwavering. Or, to put it another way, the way that denigrates the work of women, obsessively house-proud. Win had lived her whole life as if failure to run the Hoover over the carpet for just one day would bring down a landslide of filth and decay. ‘I’ve just got to run the Hoover over the carpet, John,’ she’d say testily, as my dad waited for her to put her coat on, get out and get into the car. (Win never went anywhere unless John drove her.) Coming home, even from a very brief outing, to a crumb on the floor – that couldn’t be allowed to happen.


It felt shaming, after all those years of vigilant toil, gazing at these signs of approaching entropy. I never thought I’d ever see this place so neglected.


Most shocking of all, our four pieces of silver were dark with tarnish. They’d always shone, and I’d been taught how to make them shine from when I was little. Win favoured liquid Brasso over linty Duraglit. I’m a Duraglit woman myself. Ever the rebel. Weirdly, it took me ages to work out the mystery of how the silver had got so blackened. It was simply inconceivable to me that my mother would have stopped cleaning it. I must have had some kind of mental block. Weeks after David and I had cleared the house, in the feverish confusion of a sleepless night, it hit me that – doh! Of course! – the silver hadn’t been polished for the same reason as the dust had encroached. Win hadn’t been there.


It had been fourteen months since my mother had given the family home its daily clean, sixty weeks since she’d sat at the kitchen table with her blackened cloth, her bottle of Brasso and her roll of kitchen paper, polishing the family silver – an eggcup, a christening cup, a teaspoon and a tablespoon, all but the last engraved in celebration of the birth of Orr males. The tablespoon had been my mother’s father’s. The handle was engraved with an ornate HA. Harold Avis. The females got bracelets.


It had been more than six months since any living soul had stepped over our threshold, more than six months since Win had died, inefficiently intestate. Despite plentiful evidence to the contrary, my mother had believed that she’d live for ever. ‘I didn’t think this would happen to me,’ Win had said in her final weeks. This little white-headed woman, with ghostly hair that I’d never seen before that last illness, was not just perplexed but actually dumbfounded at the discovery of her own mortality, even though she was lying in a bed in the hospice where she’d watched her husband die six years before. I found it hard to stop myself from rolling my eyes. My poor mum. I’d found it hard to stop myself from rolling my eyes so often.


John had said something similar, not long after he’d been diagnosed with terminal secondary oesophageal cancer in the liver. They’d missed the primary cancer completely. Both of my parents were diagnosed with their terminal cancers after going to A&E, doubled over with pain, at Wishaw General Hospital. The conversation happened not long after the three of us had been told the devastating facts.


We were sitting in the living room at Clyde Terrace, me, Dad and Mum, trying to take in the news that John had been told he’d only got four months to live. ‘You’ll be here,’ he’d said, nodding at Win. ‘You’ll be here,’ he’d said, nodding at me. ‘But I won’t be here?’ He’d shaken his head through a felty fog of incredulity, his head of still-blond hair. From my father’s mouth, such a sentiment provoked only an enervating rush of painful love. He could do no wrong in my eyes, while my mother could, did and does irritate me from beyond the grave.


When he’d been told that death had marked his card, by a young consultant who prided himself on his bright, matter-of-fact delivery, John had howled in anguish, just for a second, then recovered himself completely. ‘I’m sorry,’ he’d quickly said to this man whose tone and demeanour I despised so much, ‘I broke down there. I’m really sorry, so sorry.’ And that was it for John on the breaking-down front, within the sight of another human being anyway. An instant of lost composure, and then an apology for it.


John died right on schedule, four months after the airy prediction, to the day. He refused morphine, said it made him feel weird. But they were clearly slipping him some anyway. He died painfully and apologetically, embarrassed at all the fuss and bother he was causing for others, and mostly concealing his anger, his vast, piercing unwillingness to go.


‘Reserved,’ my mother had said many times, and with great approval, of the Scottish family she’d married into. ‘Very reserved.’ They were diffident, in fact. Lacking in confidence. A bit dissociated.


All that made me, once I hit my very late puberty, want to run around the Timbers naked shouting, ‘Fuck the fucking Pope!’ Not that I did want the Pope fucked. I hated the sectarianism that pervaded the town, even though, when I was young, it had been a treat to go and watch the sheer oddness, feel the noise, of the Protestant processions of the Orange Walks, the feats of the young baton twirlers who led each little group, the bright, ornate sumptuousness of the tasselled banners that announced the singular identity of each Orange Lodge. The walks were a spectacle, providing a sense of belonging and a sense of superiority. For us Protest­ants anyway. I don’t suppose it did much for the Catholics. I wanted that kind of excitement too, but not in celebration of King Billy and the Battle of the Boyne. I just wanted a little bit of meaningless anarchy. Was that too much to ask?


The nearest my parents had got to anarchy was the posthumous pile of post that, in 2014, my brother and I had found sprawling behind the door. Such a thing had never happened before. The couple of times we’d gone on caravan holidays, when David and I were still quite small, the post hadn’t come in the junk mail torrents that started in the 1980s. The insurance man still visited in person to collect each week’s money. The rent book kept you straight on the rent, which you went and paid at the council office, like you paid the telly at the Radio Rentals showroom and the electricity at the South of Scotland Electricity Board showroom. We never had gas. We were ‘all-electric’. The fashion designers Christopher and Tammy Kane grew up in Newarthill, a village near Motherwell, and their scheme’s fuelling system was so unusual that it was known simply as ‘the gas scheme’.


A letter from the bank would have been the sign of some sort of financial cataclysm, unfathomable news about something that simply couldn’t happen, because everyone was paid weekly wages, in cash, and ‘checking accounts’ were exotic things that only the upper classes had need of. Cheques were things that people grandly dashed out in the Agatha Christie novels that I adored, or were forged at university, which resulted in being ‘sent down’. Whatever that may be. Mostly, the post contained actual letters from our English relatives, or Win’s friend from her youth, Jean Regent. You could tell who the letter was from by the handwriting on the envelope.


I’d guess that Clyde Terrace had been empty overnight for maybe fifty nights of the four decades my parents had lived there, maybe six of those due to the grandparenting demands of their errant daughter. Mainly, the absences had been the result of ‘decanting’. This was the word that was used when the council moved you into another, similar house while they updated their housing stock, in our case for the extremely welcome installation of central heating, and also new windows and doors. We preferred the old windows and doors. A few of the men, including John, made splendid greenhouses from the old windows.


My parents had not liked leaving the house empty, even for a couple of days, because they were compulsively security-conscious. When they’d been persuaded to do so, by some miracle of daughterly wheedling or a death in the Essex family, my mother, particularly, would fret about burglars. Once, the garage had been broken into, which made them all the more determined to defend their wooden castle.


‘Look, Mum,’ David and I wanted to say. ‘Fourteen empty months, and no burglars. Think of all the holidays you missed.’ Getting them to visit me, first in St Andrews, then in Edinburgh, then in London, was a Sisyphean feat.


‘The train journey is so long. I’m too old for it,’ my mother started saying at the age of forty-five.


‘You could fly to London,’ I’d sometimes suggest. ‘I’d pay.’


‘I think I’d need a passport for that,’ my mother would reply icily, and that would be an end to it.


Among the circulars my brother and I picked up at the start of the weekend when we’d dismantle the psychological citadel my parents had created in 18 Clyde Terrace, Muirhouse, Motherwell ML1 2NG were letters from companies threatening legal action for non-payment of a couple of overlooked bills. My mother would have died of acute feelings of delinquency, if it hadn’t been for the fact that her death was the only possible catalyst for something so remiss.


No bill remained unpaid when my mother was alive. Even the mortifying arrival of a red bill was not to be countenanced. The postman would know of our shame, and perhaps other neighbours. Never a borrower nor a lender be. My mother had many phrases and sayings, phrases and sayings for every occasion. An ugly mend is better than a pretty hole! A stitch in time saves nine! Pipped at the post again! Pride comes before a fall! Don’t put off till tomorrow the things you can do today! Better the devil you know! Marry in haste, repent at leisure! You’ve made your bed and now you’ll have to lie in it!


My parent’s lives, like the bureau, like their cupboards and drawers, were ordered and disciplined. Some of the things in those cupboards had sat in the dark, lurking, for all of their married lives. The incomplete harlequin tea set, which had been my Essex grandmother’s. How many times had my mother told me she wanted me to have it when she was gone? It’s mine now. I use it. More of it has broken. All of the glass tumblers with the frogspawn design have had their fifty-year-long day. The last time I remember them being used, before I got my hands on them, was at my fifth birthday party, to which I wore a dress that my mother made for me from her wedding dress. Which she also made. I still have the frogspawn jug. It is used sparingly and with infinite care, like it always was before it was mine.


And secrets. Secrets lurked in my parents’ lives, in drawers, in cupboards, in the bureau. Or, rather, they didn’t lurk. Things that should have been there just weren’t. John’s nicknames for his children were part of his linguistic adeptness, so often expressed in jokes, wit and wordplay but never on paper. Apart from that lovely signature, no written word of my father’s existed in that bureau. John was clever, really clever. But he could barely write. I knew this from early childhood, because my mother told me.


That was the reason why Win did all the paperwork and John patrolled her boundaries around it so assiduously. From that bureau my mother reigned over my father, over all of us. Skills that my mother had, and my father did not have, were part of their marriage contract, part of a constant, complex, instinctive exchange of strengths and vulnerabilities. When I started hearing about ‘co-dependent relationships’ in the 1980s they just sounded like ‘relationships’ to me.


John wasn’t illiterate. He was a good reader and got better as he got older. When I was young he’d read cowboy books in his lunch break at work. I remember the Edge series by George G. Gilman. He moved on to Sven Hassel’s books, Second World War novels by a Danish former soldier who’d won the Iron Cross. By the time John got ill, his favourite writer was Ken Follett and his favourite novel The Pillars of the Earth. I still have his copy. I’ve never read it.


But John never developed the confidence to write, even, to my knowledge, one sentence. The only letter I ever got from him – the only collection of written words of his I ever saw, apart from his name – said: ‘HUSH, HUSH DAD’ in capitals. The note had a tenner with it, so it meant ‘Don’t tell Mum or David.’ It took ages to arrive because he got the name of my student accommodation wrong. View Park, not Fife Park. I couldn’t have loved him more for that. I still have the note, in the envelope, forty years after I received it. Both my brother and I have kept lots of things that connect us to our parents.


We took some daft stuff from that house in 2014, David and I, like ancient school projects that were falling apart and a couple of sets of golf clubs – plus a golf trolley – that would never be used again. It seemed awful to bin things that had been saved so long and looked after so well. The garden shears, circa 1972, were in better nick than mine, circa 2007. They were still stored in the plastic case they’d been bought in. I barely have the discipline to put the lid back on a felt-tip. We took an element designed to heat a single cup, for tea. We took lots of K-Tel-style gadgets, still in their boxes. They’re still in their boxes.


The box that was the bureau, though? That was emptied completely and its contents were thoroughly sorted, sieved and occasionally disposed of, until all that was left was everything. The story of my childhood. Which became the story of my life.
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Baby’s First Haircut


A lot of people, while carrying out the doleful business of sifting through a dead mother’s personal mementoes, find an envelope with their own name written on it, plus a date from the early part of their life. I found one of those envelopes myself, as I tackled the sacred bureau. In a pigeonhole, behind the flap, was a lock of my own hair, snipped from my own head, long ago. Baby’s first haircut.


Except that twist of hair came not from my head, but from the head of someone I used to be, a small child I could barely even remember ever having been. Even the hair itself was completely alien to me. That hair was finer than my hair. The hair on my fifty-one-year-old head was coarse. And that hair was much more blonde. My own hair, my after-cancer-treatment hair, was dark and grey.


The lock of hair had been saved to evoke memories of me – but my mother’s memories of me, not mine. Those memories must have been evoked fairly often, because the flap of the envelope my mother kept my hair in was soft and cloth-like. Win must have opened it many times and wondered, probably baffled by the cruelty of it all, what had become of her baby. Beside my soft envelope, some of my brother’s curls were in another soft envelope – though less soft. Win didn’t lose David like she lost me, not as early, not as completely. But the girl who was me, half a century ago? She was long gone. Gone for ever.


That hank of my hair would have been put in the bureau in 1963, almost four years before David’s. He never lived at Thistle Street. At Thistle Street it was just Mum, Dad and me. I was born in late September 1962, but in my memories the early 1960s feel more like I’d imagine the 1930s to be. There’s a photograph, black and white, of me as a newborn, with an improbable shock of black hair which gently wisped away during the first weeks of my life. I’m wearing some kind of elaborate-looking baby meringue dress and being held up by my dad. He’s wearing a white shirt with a home-knit cable jumper over it. Both are tucked into his belted trousers. There’s 1930s-looking wallpaper behind him.


I think I remember it. I think it was the colour of Elastoplast, with terracotta tones. Or maybe it was blue. I can remember something similar that was blue. Or I think I can. I have lots of memories from Thistle Street, where I lived until I was well into my fourth year of life. Or I think I do. In one ‘memory’, my mother is in the bedroom. She has a white bath towel wrapped under her armpits, her shoulders are hunched under her hands because her arms are crossed over her breasts. She’s crying. My father is in the room with her, also distressed.


‘Oh, John, John,’ Win is weeping, ‘I just can’t do it. It hurts. The milk keeps coming.’


‘Right. That’s enough of that,’ says John. ‘That wean’s going on the bottle.’


I remember the NHS formula too. Big white tins with blue writing. Absurd. The memory of the tins must be from when my brother was a baby. I don’t actually remember anything from that time, of course. I must have been a couple of weeks old. Win told me that she hadn’t breast-fed, and how decisively her husband had decided for her that she should not, when I was breast-feeding my first son in 1997.


‘You don’t really understand how much your mother did for you,’ I’d said to her, breast-feeding away, ‘until you’re doing it for your own baby.’


‘Oh, I didn’t do breast-feeding!’ Win replied. And she told me that story. It’s so vivid in my mind, the scene she recalled, that only logic tells me the difference between the memory my mother conjured and a memory of my own.


Once you’re ‘remembering’ things from this early in your life, your mind can’t be trusted at all. Yet old memories shape you, whether they’re real, imagined, a dream, a photograph you’ve seen or someone else’s memory, passed on through your own perfidious filter. After a certain age, only a fool trusts her recollections. I’m nothing if not a fool.


I am sure of this, though: Mum, Dad and I lived in a one-bed tenement flat on Thistle Street, in town, which my parents had bought, like they’d bought Empress Avenue. We shared a loo and bathroom with the other people on the landing, but we had our own sink, in the kitchen-cum-living room. Open-plan, as it’s called today. I must have slept in the same room as my parents, but I have no memory of the sleeping arrangements, no memory of my parents’ bedroom there apart from that one of my mum’s. It’s possible, even, that Win and John slept in the living room, on the smart blue sofa bed that transformed so easily and magically to reveal a space for blankets and pillows. Though my Essex grandparents slept on that when they visited, for a fortnight, biennially. Or did they? Did my parents sleep there and give Win’s parents their bedroom? Maybe they did. I’m not sure and they’re all dead now, so I can’t ever know.


The building was definitely handsome, of red sandstone, as Victorian blocks tended to be in that part of the world. Four blocks made a courtyard, which was used as a drying green. Monday was wash day, though there wasn’t much washing, comparatively. Shirts and sheets mostly. And terry-cloth nappies. That was fine for babies. But you wouldn’t hang any actual underwear out where everyone could see it. Shameful.


A lot more airing, steaming and sponging went on back then because otherwise it was the washboard and the mangle. Win had both. I guess people smelled more, but people smoked more too. Everyone smoked. No one knew how good smoking was at masking other unpleasant smells until it was banned in pubs and we all got a whiff of stale each other, rolling off the upholstery and the carpets. Though even then there were outliers – people who stank of neglect.


‘Bugsy’. That’s what the kids at school who smelled – the outcasts – were called. I remember the names of the smelly outcasts of our class like it was yesterday. That’s a real memory. For sure. I can’t say the names, not even the initials, for fear that someone from that time might see. One of them had drifted away from schooling altogether by the time he was nine or so. One of the girls was elegant and beautiful, fragrant, by the time she was fourteen. She blushed easily – a delicate whisper of pink would fleetingly tint her cheeks at the slightest attention. All right. Phoenix. Her surname was Phoenix.


Everyone had their place, pretty much. Community life was still lived in an ordered framework. Everything was closed on a Sunday. Fish could be purchased at the Co-op on a Friday. Half-day closing was on Wednesday afternoon. Time off work still ran to the local industry calendar. So, summer holidays in Lanarkshire were taken in the local summer-holiday slot, the Fair Fortnight. Blackpool was the favoured destination for a short autumn break called the September Weekend. (I went to Blackpool for the September Weekend one year with my Aunt Betty, and it was wonderful.) Children stayed with their mothers until they went to school. Pubs were for men, as, on the whole, were trousers. An older woman was a wife, a widow or a spinster. Being a widow was immeasurably preferable to being a spinster. Being a spinster was so pathetic and sad. There was nothing more pitiful, really. If you seemed perfectly happy with your solitary life, you were Very Brave.


Post-war renewal was enacted far more slowly than it was legislated for. In Motherwell, in any case, the nationalisation of the steel industry came first and foremost. The homes fit for heroes came after the jobs fit for them, with the exception, of course, of the Timbers. In the meantime we lived in our cosy flat on Thistle Street, unaware that by the time I was three years old it would be designated ‘a slum’, taken over by the council and bulldozed.


Our home was no slum. A lot of post-war slum clearance was a myth and an insult. People resisted eviction, tried to save their homes. There would be newspaper pieces for years to come about people holding out in Glasgow. One old lady, featured in a newspaper splash, was sitting by a roaring fire in her living room, and you could see the sky beyond the flames. Good on her. She was right. The real problem was that converting building after building of one- or two-room flats, with shared bathrooms, was much more expensive than flattening them and putting up modern towers and maisonettes in their place. A lot of post-war renewal was done in a fake spirit of do-gooding modernism, on the cheap and with plenty of bungs. Not that any of it ever fooled John and Win. They knew what was going on. John, particularly, saw human self-interest like other people see a hand held in front of their face.


The two of them had no idea how intelligent they were. Sometimes Win would say: ‘You get your brains from your dad. Your dad is so clever, he could have been a doctor. He could have been anything.’ Win never, ever vouchsafed any ideas about what she could have been, even though she too had promise like cucumbers have water. Maybe, however, I took her at her own valuation, and took him at hers too. John seemed more precious to me, more valu­able, more heroic. John was the one who had been robbed of his potential, denied the chance to develop his mind and his talents and be who he could have been. It didn’t hurt that he was film-star handsome. He was as romantic a figure to me as he was to my mother. More romantic, probably.


John was the one I idolised. He was the one with whom I’d have had this fabulous father-daughter thing if it wasn’t for my mum, who came between us. That idea changed, quite recently. I didn’t want it to change. But when my parents were both dead, and I started reassessing my relationship with them, I had no answers. Sure, my mum had some funny ideas, which got funnier as I got older. But my dad had backed her all the way and even, at some highly disturbing points, gone further than she ever had. For Dad, though, I always had excuses. The last thing he would have wanted was a daughter who was unthinkingly adept at making excuses for controlling, psychosexually fucked-up, abusive male behaviour. Through his own unthinking, automatic efforts, however, that’s what he got.


But in the flat on Thistle Street, when I was little, insight into psychosexually fucked-up co-dependent parental behaviour lay years ahead of me. It was just the three of us then. This was my time as an only child, before David came along and we divided into two factions – Mum and David; Dad and me. All the warmth and safety of being a beloved toddler is stuff I remember in a happy haze.


I recall being coaxed by my parents into singing ‘Hit the Road, Jack’ to my parents’ friends, Jean and Ian Walker – her English, him Scots, like Win and John. The adults all clapped at the end, and I felt like I was the world’s most special little girl. Years later I discovered that it had been a Ray Charles hit. It was so unlike my parents, who would become ardent fans of Andy Williams and Perry Como and were at the time, by and large, still obsessed with Russ Conway, still embarrassed and disgusted by the pelvic thrusts of Elvis and still a bit frightened by black men, even blind ones.


I remember watching Dr Who, literally from behind that smart blue sofa, deliciously frightened, on our black and white television with its two channels and its elegant splayed legs, like Bambi’s. I remember going to see Bambi at the Odeon in Motherwell. My first trip to the pictures. Apparently I snivelled all the way through, from the horrific moment when Bambi’s mother was shot. Other than that, my main memories of screen entertainment at Thistle Street are Watch With Mother – a beloved ritual – and the football results, with the telex machine typing the results as they came in, the clatter of its noise broadcast to Britain every week early on Saturday evening.


‘Heart of Midlothian, One’ (high and bright). ‘Motherwell, Nil’ (low and sombre). We all had to be quiet to listen to the results because they had the potential to change our lives. John loved football. John loved doing the pools. Viv Nicholson’s name was so often cited in our house that I thought she was an English relative. In 1977, when I was fourteen, my mum and I would watch the Play for Today about Viv, Britain’s flamboyant 1961 pools winner, Spend Spend Spend. John was on night shift. We were both transfixed. We watched lots of Plays for Today, unaware that they were something amazing, written and directed by great men. (But hardly ever women, even though a female producer worked on the series.) Jack Rosenthal wrote Spend Spend Spend. And Yentl, with Barbra Streisand.


I remember going to the Duchess Park with my mum and playing in the sandpit. Later, when Neil Reid had won Opportunity Knocks in 1971, Win told me that he’d been one of the kids I’d played with at that time. Back then, a local twelve-year-old winning Opportunity Knocks had been the biggest fame-and-celebrity thing ever to hit Motherwell. He’s still the youngest person ever to have had a number one record in the UK album charts. His big hit was ‘Mother of Mine’. His mother, according to my mother, had been very nice. Perhaps she’d deserved the accolade she got in the final verse:


Mother of mine, now I am grown


Now I can walk straight


All on my own


I’d like to give you what you gave to me


Mother, sweet mother of mine.


‘A good skelp,’ the kids joked in Motherwell, which is Scottish for a hiding. Being hit by your parents was a normal punishment then.


John coming home from work in his brown-paper-coloured boiler suit and tapping me on the head with his newspaper, like a caress from a god. John coming home from work one night with a big box, which I opened in a state of wild excitement to find Monica, a doll who was taller than me, in a long, full-skirted dress of turquoise and gold. Mon­ica said ‘Mama’ in a strangled squeak from a cylinder inserted into a smooth, round hole in her tummy, if you propelled her 360 degrees. As you do. She became the immediate favourite of all my dolls.


I loved my dolls. I’d line them all up on the couch, in order of size, and just revel in them. A new addition was as exciting as Christmas. Win knitted me a couple of dolls too – Sally, the big one, and Looby Loo, the little one. She did all the naming – Monica, Sally, Looby Loo, Belinda. I can’t remember the others. Win was in charge of all the words.


The bad things that happened when we were at Thistle Street – I remember them more clearly and sharply. Or I think I do. A terrible winter, bitterly cold, that records tell me fell in the early months of 1963 and involved the sea freezing over for a mile out from Herne Bay, Kent. So, again, when I was still a baby. Do babies remember anything? Can a six-month-old file away the sensation of living in record-breaking cold? If a six-month-old can, then it appears that I did. Though it’s not the cold I remember. It’s the noise of the wind, like the world was being torn apart. Can terror be remembered from babyhood? I’d like to think not. Yet I think I remember my terror.


Jean Walker dying in a car crash. Another Englishwoman abroad, like Pat Lindsay, who’d married a Scotsman and come to live in Motherwell. Three couples, close, all an Englishwoman and a Scotsman. I remember Jean, alive, wearing a white dress with blue flowers in Dior New Look style, with a wide skirt, smiling. Then Jean was dead and Win was crying. Comprehension of the shock to my mother this loss caused? That came later.


My dad, trouser leg rolled up, bare foot in a lemon plastic washing-up bowl, sitting by the fire bathing a mess of red and purple, half healed, from his injury at work. There was a towel under the bowl. He winced with the pain. Later I learned that a long, thin ringlet of planed-off steel, like a wood shaving but as sharp-edged as a scalpel blade, had been left on the factory floor by some careless workmate, had caught round John’s ankle and cut it to the bone. He’d been off work for ages, and according to Win hadn’t been given nearly as much compensation as he should and could have got.


This was the time at which Win had seen an advert in the paper for jobs in the Highlands with the Forestry Commission. ‘We could have got out,’ she’d say, ‘had a different life. But he wouldn’t have it.’ For years Win spoke wistfully of this different, better life that had slipped through our fingers: ‘But your dad wanted to be near his precious Fir Park and his precious Shotts.’


This was before Dad had started taking me to Fir Park, the Motherwell football ground so close that we could hear the roar of the crowd. But I knew all about Shotts. Shotts golf club, the easy-to-get-into club that was in a fairly remote former mining village that tended to get snowed in in winter. My dad had taken up golf shortly after I’d been born, and Win was furious about it. John’s obsession with golf was something Win tolerated resentfully for the rest of her life. ‘That golf. That Shotts.’ As she was dying, she told me that everything in the house would be mine and David’s. ‘There isn’t much,’ she said. ‘Any extra money we got was spent on your father’s golf.’ It wasn’t true. Any extra money they got was spent on their endless succession of crap cars.


That wasn’t the cause of my parents’ biggest row of their married life, though. That row, when we were still in Thistle Street, was because the iron had broken and John had got Win a new one for her birthday. She retold the story many times. ‘I could have thrown it at him!’ She’d been hurt at the practicality, the lack of romance. ‘Is that what you think of me now?’ she’d yelled at him. ‘Am I your washerwoman now?’ Win’s great moment of feminism. After that, he always bought her jewellery or perfume.


Being a woman seemed so greatly the lesser part of the deal to me that I used to wish that maybe it was little girls who grew up to be men and little boys who grew up to be women. I knew that wasn’t the case really. But I dared to hope.


And there was the social catastrophe – the most sig­nificant of my memories of my time at Thistle Street. This, long hindsight has taught me, was the establishing scene, the place where my pattern for interacting with others was set. And it’s all so classic, so hilariously Freudian, that it’s almost funny.


When I was three years old – it might even have been my third birthday – my dad decided that I was old enough now to ‘play out’, to get out there on the drying green and amuse myself, meet other kids, have some independence. I have a dim memory of my mother being against it, I think. From what I know of her it’s entirely credible. Being against such a thing, it fits with her character. Win was a protective mother. Nevertheless, it may be a memory of being told how against this playing out Win was. It was a story my mother was fond of, because she was the thwarted hero and my dad the insensitive fool. She did that a lot.


There was the story of my naming. Win would put on a moronic, slow voice, a voice my dad never spoke in, and say: ‘Ah like L-i-n-d-a’, as if calling a child Linda was like calling her Big Fat Jobby. Win had wanted Juliet, which my dad argued would not be at all suitable for the rough and tumble of Motherwell life. Deborah was their compromise. John always pronounced it De-bra, in an attempt to make it sound less fancy and elaborate. No such modesty from Win, who liked Deb O Rah to be pronounced with just a sigh of H at the end. I was named, I was told by my mother, after the Scottish actress Deborah Kerr. Win loved glamorous movie stars.


I liked being Deborah, but these stories of my father’s idiocy made me feel resentful of Win, not John. John, by contrast, would never, ever say a word against my mother. The very occasional, very gentle raising of his eyebrows, a tiny bit of side-eye, a touch of the comic as he warned us to step away from the bureau – these subtle, coded messages were pretty much as far as he ever went.


Anyway, I was duly despatched to the drying green to play, fearful, reluctant, confused.


I stood there, on the edge of the courtyard, where I’d been left like a tethered goat, with absolutely no idea of what I was meant to do next. There weren’t any other kids out there anyway, and I don’t think I’d ever met any neighbouring children. Before this point, actually, I have no memory that would suggest that I’d ever interacted with another child at all. But I must have. In the Duchess Park. Neil Reid!


Then a local kid, a little older than me, approached and looked me over. The little stranger admired my bracelet and asked if she could try it on. It was my gold christening bracelet, a thin, figured band that expanded as you got bigger. I silently passed it to her. She turned it over in her hands for a couple of moments, slipped it on her wrist, drew a breath and legged it, leaving me gazing after her, dumbfounded, for a few moments before I burst into tears and started running back to the flat to break the news of my first mugging. John and Win met me halfway. They must have been watching from the window.


My parents had conniptions, Win upset and tearful, John indignant and angry. He knew whose child she was and marched me over to the flat of the miscreant to confront her mother with what her daughter had done. The mother answered the door but held it only half open, cocking her head round it. We weren’t invited in.


‘Look. Your lassie’s taken my wee girl Debra here’s bracelet.’


The mother denied that her daughter would do such a thing and when my dad pointed out that the girl was standing behind her mother and the bracelet was there on her wrist, the mum just insisted that the bracelet had been given to her daughter on the occasion of her own christening. There was nothing to be done in the face of their denial. The christening gifts of the family’s girls were not engraved. John picked me up and carried me home. That was that. My first solo encounter with the outside world.


At three years old, I don’t think I learned good lessons from any of this. I had failed to be the daughter John wanted, the daughter who would skip out and make friends. My dad’s efforts to make it right for me again and get the bracelet back – they failed too. I wasn’t old enough to learn from those security-destroying experiences. So I just internalised them, emotionally, the best way I could. They made me shy and anxious. But they also made me angry, suspicious of others and withdrawn. Which I always tried to cover up by handing over symbolic versions of the bracelet.


I see now that, rather than accepting what had happened and learning from it, I attempted and attempted to defy it. I kept right on putting my faith in others – handing over a precious thing so that the ending could change. One day, I would get ‘the bracelet’ back, either from the girl (or any woman), who would turn out to be sincere, or via my dad (or any man), who would turn out to be righteous and powerful. ‘Share all I have to give, value it, respect it, keep it safe for me. It’s my treasure.’ My plea to anyone who ever asks anything of me, made so silently that I don’t even hear it myself.


I became an adult who strides boldly into situations for which I am ill prepared. I trust people very easily and very completely. I find it hard to show that I’m hurting, until I get so resentful and angry that I lash out. I expect, when I do show my feelings or try to explain them, those feelings to be denied by the person who is inspiring them. I didn’t know, until recently, that denying another person their own feelings is the foundation of all emotional abuse.
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