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Slowly I’m swallowed by the shadows that grow in the cold evening. Without light bulbs, the only light in the house comes from our telly in the front room. I climb into my cot bed and curl into myself in order to hide from danger. I lick my teardrops as they roll down my face and miss my mummy.









‘Brilliant! Juano tells his story with no fear and brutal honesty. I say “brutal honesty” but I never felt that the author was out of control. If you like Shuggie Bain and Maggie and Me then Slum Boy is for you. When I read his story I thought “how can any child survive this?” But he did.’ – Lemn Sissay


‘Even in the most squalid and violent episodes of Juano Diaz’s childhood he was able to find beauty, and in Slum Boy he writes with great beauty, a fusion of both the innocence of that little boy and the wisdom of the man he has become. It is a heart-breaking and inspiring read.’ – Alan Cumming


‘Compulsively readable. Dickensian in its rich cast of Glaswegian characters. Bravo.’ – Patrick Gale


‘This is a heart-breaking story, beautifully told.’ – Andrew O’Hagan


‘We encounter a wretched adult world through the eyes of a resilient child who manages to gather love into his pockets wherever he can find it. An extraordinary survival story.’ – Sophie Fiennes


‘A powerful memoir about identity, language and love. If Shuggie Bain was a true story, he and Juano may well have been best friends. Slum Boy is a reminder that beautiful things grow and flourish, even in the harshest of places.’ – Christie Watson


‘A heart-rending story that has you constantly holding back tears.’ – Dr Pam Hogg


‘Juano’s honest portrayal vividly captures the artist’s evolution, ultimately crafting a masterpiece of resilience, determination and self-discovery. I laughed and cried.’ – Joey Arias


‘This book is so descriptive. The writing is beautiful. I felt like I was in the shoes of that little boy, every step of the way, and lived his life. What talent.’ – Scooter LaForge
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Author’s note


These recollections are as I remember them, though some names and distinguishing features have been changed to protect identities. The Romany Cant dialect uses spelling presumed from my father’s pronunciations.


Content warning: This book includes depictions of self harm and childhood sexual abuse.









‘Slum Boy: A Portrait’, the title of my memoir, is not meant to be derogatory. It’s a reflection of my roots, a testament to the boundless potential that resides in each of us, regardless of where we come from.


In the broader context of society, the term ‘slum’ is often weighed down with negative connotations. However, in Glasgow it represented much more than a place marked by economic hardship. It was a place of spirit, heart and togetherness. Although my early memories of living with my mother were marked by poverty and addiction, this is not a reflection of everyone who came from these areas. The poorer communities that were labelled as ‘slums’, in Glasgow, across the United Kingdom and worldwide, have given birth to some of the most interesting, humble and hardworking people I have met. The close-knit community was a source of profound strength. The word ‘slum’ was not synonymous with despair; it was a canvas upon which the intricate tapestry of life was woven.


As I share my journey from the Glasgow slums, I hope to convey that one’s beginnings do not define the entirety of a story. ‘Slum Boy’ is a title that encapsulates the essence of my early childhood, but it also speaks to the universal message that, regardless of the circumstances we are born into, we all have the power to shape our destinies.


It’s important to note that while South Nitshill faced economic difficulties and challenges in the 1980s, it was also a place where people came together, supported one another and created a sense of community. The spirit of resilience and solidarity often characterises neighbourhoods like South Nitshill during challenging times. Over the years, communities like this have evolved, and South Nitshill, in particular, has seen profound changes in its housing and economic landscape.











I’m strong enough (I’m strong enough)


I’m tough enough (I’m tough enough)


I’m full enough, I’m crying my mother’s tears


I’m warm enough (She’s shed enough)


I’ve played enough (She’s pled enough)


I’m loved enough, I’m crying my mother’s tears


—Grace Jones


‘I’m crying (Mother’s tears)’, from Hurricane












For Mum









[image: A young child’s drawing of a body of water, with a yellow sun and green hills in the background and some flowers in the foreground. There are three stick figures standing around the water, labelled ‘me’, ‘Mummy’ and ‘Ronnie’. The handwritten caption reads ‘This is me, and my mum and Ronnie out for the day at Barrhead Dams’.]
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Splash!


Daddy Ronnie dives in and I run around the grassy bank with excitement, waiting for him to resurface. It’s good to be home again with him and Mummy. I have spent five months living with foster carers and in children’s homes because they were too sick from drinking beer to look after me. They did come and visit when they felt better, and each time they left me, it broke my heart. When I settled and grew attached to my new carers, the loss would strike once more when I had to return home to the chaos of the two drunks. The tug back and forth was confusing. But things are better now, they must be because social services have reunited us yet again and a family day out at Barrhead Dams is just what we need.


I wait for Daddy Ronnie, scanning the light that shivers on the surface, the grey sky reflected back.


Rah! he roars, breaking through the dark water, having hidden under it for what seemed an eternity. I let out a roar of delight back as he splashes my entire body. His blond hair glistens, and ribbons of water rush down his shoulders. I’m holding an empty crisp packet like a trophy, tight in my hand. It swells with murky water and tadpoles. Ronnie carefully scooped them out of the shallows for me earlier.


Mummy is sitting on the grass with other men. She is happy, chugging beer and talking loudly, using those big sweary words she loves, ‘fucking’, ‘shit’ and ‘cunt’.


Ronnie smiles at me as I lean towards him in the water.


You be careful, he sings, holding out his arms in case I slip into the mire.


When he is sure I’m steady on my little legs, he wipes his hands down his face and over his nose, expelling the water out of him before clasping his hands together like he’s in prayer.


Look at this, he says, thrusting his strong body through the water on his back, still facing me, his eyes looking deep into mine, as he floats for a second, suspended in the murky expanse.


His shining face contorts as he twists and spins, turning onto his front. His freckled arms push him far into the reservoir. I watch with pride as the water fragments behind his body and he speeds away under a cloud of midges. Ripples pulse towards me on the grass from his movement until I lose every trace of him.


I run back to Mummy, stepping over Daddy Ronnie’s jeans, trainers and Celtic football top that lay heaped in the grass like a shed skin. She is performing, playing the fool for the men, her animated arms are mocking them and they love the show. I push the tadpoles into her face and, still laughing, she opens the crisp packet and we peer inside to see the soup of newly emerged tadpoles and frogspawn writhe in a panic in their plastic, shiny prison. A faint pong of salt and vinegar mixed with dirty water rushes up our nostrils and Mummy makes a yuck-face, crinkling up her small round nose and black eyes.


Fuck sake, she says, snapping her head away to dodge the stink. The men laugh harder at her.


When the hilarity settles, she pulls me to the side and, with a roll-up cigarette hanging from her mouth, she lifts me into my buggy and clicks me in with straps. Time to go home, she says through the side of her mouth, careful not to drop the precious fag. I’m too big to be riding in a buggy but it’s a long way back, plus it helps Mummy balance when she’s tipping from beer. I’m getting my shoes pushed onto my feet, the blue ones that my real daddy’s sister, Aunt Ellen, had sent from South Africa. I have one shoe on when one of the men jumps up and rushes towards the water. Mummy turns to see what’s happening.


Hoi! Ronnie! Ronnie! Ronnie! the man shouts as he runs into the reservoir, cutting the amber-coloured water with his hands and wading out deeper and deeper towards a body bobbing up and down in the spring sun.


It takes Mummy a few seconds to realise what she is looking at. As if her eyes are playing tricks on her, she blinks hard, forcing her drunken gaze to reset. When it does, her expression sobers in an instant and becomes frightening. It’s the same face she makes when she is in a rage: a million demons all at once, framed by a now ghostly white complexion.


Naw, naw, get him out! Get him fuckin out! she shrieks.


I slam my hands over my ears, crushing the cold wet crisp packet into my face. I can feel the tadpoles wriggle against my cheek. The rest of the men leap into the water and start shouting while Mummy runs around in a panic. Back and forward she goes, towards the edge, then back to me.


Mummy! I scream with terror as she falls to her knees in front of me, her head slamming into my lap. I try to grab at her hair with my one free hand, the other still clutching my packet of wiggling jelly, but I miss as she jumps back to her feet and starts running around again. The men pull Ronnie closer and closer to dry land. He is half floating and half submerged. They drag him up onto the bank and lay him flat out. A man slaps his face, trying to wake him.


Ronnie man, Ronnie, Ronnie; come on, Ronnie.


But Ronnie Mckelvie, the man that Mummy made me call Daddy, is gone. She shakes his torso, her pointy yellow nails digging deep into his flesh.


Oh, for fuck sake, somebody get the polis, she pleads, with her face up to the sky for amplification.


A man runs off to find help while another lurches towards me, grabbing my buggy and spinning me around violently in the other direction. I twist and turn, screaming into the bushes that now face me. I tug at the straps that hold me to my seat. I need to see the scene. I need to see that Mummy is safe. I hear the panic, the cries for help, Mummy screaming and the men shouting.


Five months have passed since Ronnie drowned. I have been back and forth between Mummy and the care system so many times, with so many faces, so much confusion, that I have lost count. But the last few nights have been bliss because I have been staying with my Granny Gormley.


I am peering into the bathtub and resting my chin on the edge.


Good morning, Tinker Bell, I shout at the top of my lungs, trying to activate the slow-moving tortoise that lives here.


Shush, son! Don’t shout; you’ll scare her, says Granny, kneeling next to me.


Come on, hen, come on. She coaxes the tortoise forward to eat by brushing a limp lettuce leaf around in front of its nose.


Granny’s thumb and fingers are a dark yellowy-brown from years of smoking Woodbine cigarettes, almost as dark as Tinker Bell’s shell. It’s no wonder the tortoise won’t eat. I love the pattern on Tink’s back, it’s all swirly with circles trapped in hexagons. Nibbling on a slice of lettuce myself, I squint up at Granny with a grin. She looks at me and throws her head back, laughing. Her piercing blue eyes twinkle, magnified through her thick brown-rimmed glasses.


Apart from her one manky, tarred smoking hand, Granny is always immaculate and smart. This morning she is wearing a frilly white Victorian-looking gown with a big bright red fluffy feather pinned over her heart. It looks like her heart has ruptured and is spraying blood. Her red hair is fixed in waves like the fancy ladies on telly.


It’s breakfast time here in Drumchapel. It’s very rare that I’m given breakfast or get time with Granny. I know I won’t be here long, so I savour each moment.


Granny scoops me up in her white frilly arms and carries me to her kitchen through swinging pine saloon doors. She sits me on the countertop against the pillar-box-red, gloss-painted cupboard doors. She hands me a red plastic-handled spoon from the cutlery carousel and shakes cornflakes into a bowl, topped with a splash of milk. As she lifts me down, my face nuzzles into her chest, and her feather tickles my ear. She smells of clean soap and cigarettes.


We move into the living room and Granny pushes Trudy the dog out of our way with her leg. Trudy always nips and bites us.


Git fuckin back, Trudy! Granny spits with venom at the black Border collie.


Fucking back, Trudy! I repeat, mimicking her and flashing my red spoon towards the dog like a sword.


We sit by the fire. On the mantel are her collection of dry pufferfish, sea urchins and corals.


Here, son, you keep that safe for sweeties, she whispers, stuffing a folded pound note into my trouser pocket and patting it with her hand as if to lock it there for ever. I start stuffing my face with the cornflakes. Between mouthfuls, I draw Tinker Bell with a biro in Granny’s 1980 Letts diary. A big round shell with a smiling face, four claws and the lettuce. Granny had another tortoise called Sydney (named after Sydney Devine) but he died and it was all my fault because he had eaten some phlegm I had spat out in the garden when I had whooping cough. That wee bastard killed ma Sydney.


Granny lives in a council house and it’s nice and clean. Outside, all the houses are the same, classic 1950s tenements in endless rows. This is one of the few nice streets in run-down Drumchapel, known to locals as ‘The Drum’. Some streets are notorious – overcrowded slums with boarded-up windows – but not Granny’s house. To the front, there is a tidy lawned garden, with a chipped gnome standing next to a windmill ornament. Her gas fire warms us on this grey October morning. Trudy the dog must be cold because she sits right in front of it, roasting herself, one eye on Granny and the other on me.


On the brown dresser behind us are ornaments: a little ceramic lady holding a basket of flowers, a plastic puffin-shaped money box and a big bamboo birdcage with no bird inside. Around these are photos of children.


Where’re my sisters? I ask, looking at the smiling school portraits in the grey and gold card frames.


Away in a children’s home, Granny says, flicking her cigarette into a seashell ashtray and turning her head from me.


Then there is a knock on the door. Trudy flips out and starts barking. She nips at Granny’s heels as she heads to answer it.


Git fuckin back, Trudy. For fuck sake, git in, Granny shouts, balancing a lit cigarette in her mouth and hitting the snarling dog away with a hard kick to the ribs.


I can hear my mummy, Margaret, over the barking dog. I know it’s her because Granny starts shouting something about You left that wee fuckin bastard in there and stolen money. I continue drawing.


This is Tinker Bell’s house, I mumble to myself as I draw a big box around the smiling tortoise, keeping her safe in the lines of my biro. And these are your friends – Mr Pufferfish, Miss Sea Urchin and Shelly Shell the Clam.


Before I can finish my drawing, or my breakfast, I’m being dragged around the room by Mummy while Trudy barks and nips with fury at us. All of a sudden I’m out in the cold street without a jacket, still clutching the pen. Granny is shouting after us, but I can’t hear her exact words, only the sweary ones and ‘Mahgrit’, not ‘Margaret’. This is how Granny and most people from Glasgow pronounce Mummy’s name.


I’m being swung from left to right, then I am yanked forward as Mummy staggers away with me.


We step onto a bus that has gasped to a halt in front of us. I’m holding Mummy’s hand. It feels dry, cracked and cold. She is shaking and it makes my whole arm quiver and jiggle.


Can I give a name and address please? I’ve lost my purse, she pleads with the driver.


This is how she pays her fares. ‘Name and address’ is the Glasgow code for ‘I have no money, can you take my details?’, a kind of IOU. The driver lets us on, and we sit at the very front, ready to get off first. Mummy pops a Polo mint into my mouth, then rifles my pockets and finds the sweetie money that Granny has hidden there. She crumples it away into her shaking hand without looking at me. I rest my head on her lap and look up at her face. She is looking out the window; her black eyes scan the passing streets with a desperate panic.


I wonder where we are going now. I’m just getting comfy when we are off the bus. I stumble and Mummy drags me by the hand before heaving me back up to my feet. She rushes towards another Strathclyde Transport bus on Argyle Street. I twist my neck to wonder at the impressive red sandstone building that is the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, but Mummy breaks my frame as we climb onto a number 57 bus. She uses her name and address again, this time with tears, even though she has my pound note crushed tight between our hands.


Please can I give a name and address? I’ve lost my purse and I need to get my wee boy home for his medicine.


But I’m not sick, am I?


I’m not an ambulance, doll, the driver says firmly, cocking his head at her blatant lie, but he takes Mummy’s fake details and waves us on.


I slide down in the seat, making my jumper ride up and exposing my bare back to the prickly brown-and-mustard-coloured seat padding. I’m exhausted by her panic. The padding irritates my skin, so I rub my back around on it, making it worse.


Mummy moans at me, John Mckelvie, sit still; we’ll no be long.


She claws and scrapes at her head as she looks out the window. I watch her lips open and close slightly as if she is whispering a prayer to the River Clyde as we cross Victoria Bridge and go up through the Gorbals. I recognise this route so I close my eyes.


I’ve got Ronnie’s last name, Mckelvie, but my hair is jet black, not red like Mummy’s and not blond like Ronnie’s, and my skin is olive, not red like Mummy’s or white like Ronnie’s. My name is John, but Granny has always referred to me as ‘the wee bastard’.


The bus swings and wakes me up as we stutter to a halt in South Nitshill, where we get off. South Nitshill is not like Granny Gormley’s in Drumchapel or Netherkirkton Children’s Home, where I lived for a few weeks with my two older sisters, Hannah and Colette, before they disappeared, or Granny McCall’s foster home in East Kilbride.


South Nitshill is a slum and it’s where I lived with Mummy and Ronnie, when he was around, which wasn’t very often, and when he was, he was always blind drunk.


We walk down the street towards our block. Some of the houses are boarded up completely with dull yellowing fibreglass panels, some with metal grates. Some are burned out and missing roofs, making the perfect home for pigeons to roost. The communal lights in most of the buildings are smashed or missing and they have become urban caves where gang members lurk. The streets are littered with broken glass and rubbish, and the yellow plastic bins that were once strapped to the broken lamp posts are burned down into runny egg yolks. Some kids have lit a bonfire by burning a car tyre in the street. The acrid smell of burning rubber fills the black air around us. All the buildings are covered in graffiti by different local gang members. Here be dragons is scrawled a few doors away from our close; further on it reads, Davy Mullen is a grass.


Mummy marches us into our close past the words Maureen is a slag, painted in red nail polish next to a door. Our front door has footprints all over it and wood is nailed over a hole that has been kicked into it. The sounds of the boys playing echo around us and the smells of burning rubber and urine start to make me feel sick.


Mummy opens the door. The house is silent, empty and cold. The stink of dampness in our house is permanent, like wet clothes that have been left to rot, but we have none, only the clothes we are wearing. In our living room, Mummy switches on the telly. Ronnie stole it from another house when we were first given this place by the council; it’s all we have left of him. I settle down to watch Words and Pictures; it’s the magic pencil, and the letter is T.


Top to bottom then across, top to bottom then across. The magic pencil draws the shape of a small t, which looks just like the woven palm crucifix above our gas fireplace, the only decorative item we have.


Mummy disappears into the kitchen and returns with a bowl of jelly melted in boiled water, like a sweet red soup. It’s my staple at home. Sometimes I get a boiled egg, too. Folding into the only armchair we have, she dips her fingers into an overflowing ashtray and dusts the black ash from half a roll-up cigarette dowt. I sit at her feet and slurp up the raspberry-flavoured liquid. I look at her between glances at the telly; I need to see her face, feel out her mood and know what’s coming next. With a flash from a match, Mummy drags the flame into her roll-up and blows a big cloud around us. She stares right through me as if hypnotised by the Aniform puppet named ‘Charlie’, who is jumping around and teaching me about the word tomorrow. Tomorrow, capital T. Tomorrow is the day after today, Charlie says from the telly.


Mummy scrapes and picks at her head. My nits got combed out by Granny; it was the first thing she did when I got dropped off a few days ago. I was totally scrubbed clean with Prioderm lotion, killing every egg that lived on me, and my clothes were boiled to kill anything else that lived in them. But Mummy must still be crawling, and it will not be long before I’m reinfested.


Is that nice? She gives a beautiful smile, finally noticing me.


I nod my head and the delicious runny jelly dribbles down my chin. I tip the bowl right up, getting every last jewel of syrupy goodness. When I look back up at her she is putting on her jacket and her smile is replaced by a trembling thirsty mouth.


I’m going to the shops; don’t you move fae here. Before I can plead with her to take me with her, she walks out of the house, leaving me sitting alone with Words and Pictures.


I go to the window and watch her bolt down Woodfoot Road, a trail of black smoke floating behind her from the burning tyre. She hugs her jacket around her chest with her hands. Her bare legs topped by a mustard-coloured corduroy miniskirt march at speed. Passing all the chaos and debris outside, she disappears into the distance. I glance at a Stork margarine tub sitting on the window ledge. It once housed my many wriggling tadpoles, but the water evaporated months ago, and the little black creatures dried up before they had a chance to morph into frogs. They now lie infused into the bottom of the plastic tub like crispy little raisins. The window ledge has hundreds of flies that died trying to escape. I push them around with my finger as I wait for Mummy to reappear with real food.


Hours pass and the prize board is being announced on Bullseye, blasting through the telly.


In One: You’ll soon get the picture and enjoy it on this colour TV. In Two: Sparkling craftsmanship in these crystal whisky glasses and decanter. In Three: Never miss a call with this handy telephone. In Four: Get your coffee hot with this luxury coffee maker. In Five: A truly timeless prize with these matching his and hers watches. In Six: You will be the centre of attention with this midi music centre. In Seven: Something you will warm to with this electric duvet. In Eight: Be a cut above the rest with this handy lawnmower. And here’s Bully’s special prize. Escape the cold winter nights with this luxury trip for two to Malta. Enjoy seven days soaking up the sun.


There is no sun, and it is getting darker as I play alone in the cold house, with only the darts keeping me company.


I go to my bedroom, where the walls are stained with dirt and long strips of black mould that look like tall shadow beings. My bedroom window is broken, and outside the backcourt is full of rubbish bags, dumped carpets and waste. The overgrown weeds – which are taller than me–have crept into my room through the smashed windowpane. In the corner of the room, I have a cream-coloured cot bed that has a blue cartoon lamb with a big pink bow around its neck and a happy face frozen onto the chipped headboard. The only toy is an old-fashioned painted doll’s house which belonged to one of my sisters.


Slowly I’m swallowed by the shadows that grow in the cold evening. Without light bulbs, the only light in the house comes from our telly in the front room. I climb into my cot bed and curl into myself in order to hide from danger. I lick my teardrops as they roll down my face and miss my mummy.


The morning light wakes me, and I run through to Mummy’s room; her mattress is empty and there are no sheets on it. I walk through our home calling for her, but she hasn’t returned.


I drag a stool around the cold concrete kitchen floor and climb up to look in the wooden cupboards, but they are bare. The kitchen does not have a fridge. Some of the cupboard doors are missing and others hang by their hinges like injured bird wings.


I go from room to room in search of something to eat, occasionally stopping at the window whenever I hear people pass, just in case it’s her returning. I pause for a moment in front of the telly to catch a moment of Zippy, George and Bungle on Rainbow. I love George’s long pink eyelashes and soft nature. Geoffrey has a little cat on his lap and is showing the gang how to stroke it.


I don’t like cats! I like dogs, and you don’t stroke dogs, you pat them on the head like this, says cheeky Zippy as he shows us how to pat a dog by patting George on the head.


I wonder if Zippy would like Granny’s dog, Trudy? I don’t think Trudy would like Zippy, she would probably rip him to shreds.


In my bedroom, I crawl underneath my cot and find a single piece of hardened orange peel which I nibble and suck on. Ronnie sometimes gave me fruit when he was alive, but this orange peel is solid and rancid. I gag with dry boak and spit it out.


The front door is not locked, so I head out into the close and knock on doors. I’ve done this before, and someone usually answers. Apart from the time I got locked out in the rain with not a stitch of clothing on and had to wait for Mummy to return.


The lady upstairs answers and leads me into her small kitchen. She doesn’t have much herself, but she does have a kind smile.


Where’s your mammy? she asks, glaring at me from the side of her eye and smearing brown sauce onto a slice of bread.


Away out, I say, with my eyes on the meal.


God sake, see that fuckin wummin, she hisses, shaking her head and handing me the sandwich.


The lady wipes her hands on her pinny and looks down at her daughter, who is washed and dressed, her brown hair plaited neatly at either side of her small skull. The little girl stands right in front of me staring as I eat the bread, watching every mouthful.


Can a git a bit? she asks, but her mummy quickly checks her, allowing me to enjoy the food.


Right! Git oot an play. The lady pushes us both out her front door with a hand on our backs. We play together on the communal stairwell which separates the floors in the building. The little girl has a toy typewriter that she bangs on furiously as we play post office. I am so glad of the company. Now and then she runs back inside and reappears with other toys, teddy bears and dolls.


Right. I’ll be the mammy, and you be the da. And make it that I’m washing the dishes and you’re goin ti yur work.


The little girl has the entire game mapped out for us. Her hands dunk into an imaginary sink and, like a mime artist, she washes the invisible dishes. It’s a scene of domestic bliss, a scene I have only ever seen on television, and I’m not sure how to play. I don’t want to be the daddy! I want to be the baby, I want to be nursed and rocked, cuddled and loved.


I hear a familiar sound from outside. Mummy is shouting, and as she approaches her loud voice echoes around me and the little girl. Mummy is not alone. She has two men with her this time and a plastic bag. She does not notice us sitting on the steps above her as she approaches our door. She’s swaying from side to side as she talks loudly, cursing with the men. The little girl’s mummy must have heard the drunks also. Right, you, git in. She gestures for the little girl to follow and without a word to me closes her door and I’m left alone.


I follow Mummy and the men into our house and watch as the shopping bag is emptied, it’s more jelly, and then beer, and then more beer, and tobacco. One of the men talks and laughs with a booming voice, he is just as drunk as Mummy, but the smaller man is quiet and sits down on the floor with the beer. I try to involve myself in their fun, but Mummy doesn’t see me. She has a laser-like focus on the beers being cracked open.


Later, I find Mummy unconscious on her bed. The tall drunk man is gone; he staggered outside making big circles with his feet, arms stretched out to steady himself after passing out on the floor in the living room while I watched telly. The shorter quiet man is on the bed with Mummy. Her top is off and I can see all the blown-out tattoos over her arms. Tattoos that had been marked into her skin with a needle and ink by my real daddy, two years before. The dark blue stains bleed into one another, and make no distinctive words or images. The man is hurting my mummy, stabbing her front bum fast with his willy. I watch for a moment, as her limp body is moved around. It’s called fucking. I know it, I’ve seen it before, but it’s scary, he is hurting her. She’s either sleeping or drunk, or even dead. I start to cry and get onto the bed. I clutch at her arm and shake her, but the man doesn’t stop the fucking. He just looks at me.


Git tae fuck! he says, flicking his head towards the door as if I am an annoying stray begging for food.


I’m only four years old and I don’t understand what’s happening. I get off and stand in the hallway, peeping around the door, half watching in terror through my tears and listening to the man’s breathing and the mattress springs ringing around the bedroom. When it’s over, the man walks past me as though I’m a ghost and disappears through the front door. Mummy rolls onto her side and curls into a fetal position with her bare bum sticking out.


Silence fills our cold house again. I walk around the bed and watch her mouth. Little bursts of air pip through her dry closed lips, making the same sound as the keys of the toy typewriter. I’m just glad she’s alive.


Our house is freezing cold. It’s 22 December and Christmas programmes are on the telly. I’m loving the single strand of tinsel wrapped around my head, a gift from the kind lady upstairs. I gleefully skip from room to room, shouting and singing,


Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way.


In my bedroom, there is a ceramic cartoon ornament that smells funny but tastes like sugar, so I suck it and try to scrape at the ceramic with my teeth. Mummy is not feeling well after her beers and sleeps on the armchair. Her belly gargles and boils with growling sounds; she must be hungry, but she is safer in this state. I stand next to her, listening to her irregular breathing. Her face is freckled with thread veins and red blotches, like an old map that took her on a perilous journey. Her red hair is tangled and matted, and she is thin, like a skeleton. And I’m safe too as I play at her feet in front of the gas fire and my loyal friend, Telly.


Suddenly the front door knocks loudly, making me jump. Bang, bang, bang!


Mrs Gormley! a voice calls from the other side. Mummy doesn’t move.


I head out into the hallway past my cold bedroom and our junkyard kitchen towards the front door.


Hello, Mrs Gormley! the voice calls again.


I open the door but it jams on the lock chain.


Hello.


A lady with short grey hair appears through the open gap with a warm smile.


Is Mummy home? she sings in a very friendly voice, her big eyes blinking, framed by clumpy black mascara.


I nod and run off to get Mummy.


Mummy, people are here, I say, shaking her bones awake.


She staggers to her feet and lifts me in her arms.


Who the fuck is it? Mummy shouts from the hallway, slurring her words.


Mrs Gormley, it’s the social work department. I’m here with the police; can you open the door?


Mummy staggers forward and closes the door in the woman’s face. She undoes the lock chain, allowing the door to swing wide open. I look at all the adults standing there waiting to enter. Mummy walks away, carrying me back into the house without an introduction; she knows what’s happening. I peer over her shoulder at the woman followed by police who enter the house.


What a beautiful little boy. What’s your name? a policeman asks, the cold air visible on his breath.


FUUUCK, I shout.


The lady and police pile into our dirty living room and Mummy puts me down on the floor before collapsing back into her chair. A policeman sits on the floor beside me and plays peek-a-boo. He does a magic trick by hiding a shiny 50-pence piece in his hand, then makes it vanish into thin air.


Do that again, I squeal, and he does, with a smile.


Another policeman walks through our house looking in all the rooms while the lady talks to Mummy.


Mrs Gormley, my name is Claire Mckay, OK? and I’m here from child protection because we have been contacted regarding your little boy, John.


Aw, who the fuck was it this time? Mummy says, making her neck long just like Granny’s tortoise, Tinker Bell.


I’m not at liberty to discuss that with you, I’m afraid, the lady answers.


Mummy starts to make a roll-up cigarette, but her hands shake so much that she has difficulty folding the papers.


I bet it was that auld bastard in Drumchapel again, she says, concentrating on licking the papers and sticking them down.


The lady looks through her notes and writes a few things down while Mummy strikes a match and puffs on the pathetic roll-up.


Mrs Gormley, the social work department views with some concern that John is only four years of age and has been received into care six times in the last eighteen months.


I’ve not been well, plus I just lost my husband, Mummy pleads.


But the woman has seen enough and has all the damning evidence she needs in the files in her hand.


Child protection has been contacted on five of those times, in one of which an anonymous call was made claiming that John had been badly beaten by a … The lady refers to her notes. Mr Mckinnon?


Aye, and you lot came out with the polis and backed me up when you saw there wasnae a mark on him, Mummy answers with growing defiance in her voice.


The lady smiles down at me, trying to reassure me that I’m safe even though I can feel the tension building.


Each of these receptions into care is related to your consumption of alcohol and lifestyle choices. It would appear that you are making no effort in controlling your drinking.


I haven’t been drinking for over a week. Mummy starts crying but it is the same crying she does when she needs a free bus journey or money for a drink, the tearless kind. I go to her and cuddle in tight; her body shakes and rattles against me.


Mrs Gormley, I can see that you have been drinking even today.


When was the last time you both ate anything? a policeman asks Mummy in a more gentle voice than the lady has used.


I made us chips and egg, just an hour ago, Mummy says, scraping at her skull with her nails.


Was that here at home? he asks.


Aye, just an hour ago, didn’t we, son? We had chips and egg, she says, nodding down at me and giving me a sharp nudge.


I look around the room at all the adults in total confusion at the situation.


Mrs Gormley, I’ve just been in the kitchen and the cooker doesn’t work, the policeman says with some guilt in his voice.


The woman takes over again, finally closing her folder of notes.


We just don’t feel that the level of care John is receiving is good enough. I’m sorry. Is there anything we need to pack up for John? Clothes or toys?


No. We’ve no got anything, Mummy says.


The fake sobbing becomes real when Mummy is asked to sign her name on a form. Somehow, I sense what is happening. I hold on tight and cry hysterically as the woman pulls us apart, prising my hands and fingers from Mummy’s cardigan. She carries me away, followed by a policeman. Mummy will not look at me as I plead, arms stretched out towards her.


Mummy, I scream. My mummy.


But Mummy does not get out of her chair. She faces the other direction, looking at the window, at the dead flies and dried-up tadpoles.


As we get further apart, I absorb this last image of Mummy, sitting there with police standing around her. I will her to get up, to fight for me, even to look at me, but she doesn’t move and so I accept my fate and bury my face into the woman’s shoulder as she carries me away.
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I arrive at night. It’s only a thirty-minute drive from Mummy in South Nitshill to the children’s home in Glasgow’s South Side, but it seems like a lifetime. The journey is filled with loss, confusion, fear of the unknown. The lady who separated me from Mummy is sitting in the passenger seat and when she talks to me she doesn’t turn her head right around. I only see a slice of her face and her hand, which appears from the gap between her and our driver as she passes me tissues. The man who’s driving us glances at me with smiling eyes in the rear-view mirror. He hands me half of a Bounty bar that’s been sitting on the dash.


It’s dark outside and the lady helps me out of the car that’s turned into the sweeping gravel driveway of a huge villa. My eyes scan everything around me. Even from the front, I can hear the laughter and chatter from the kids inside. Another lady with short grey hair is waiting to greet us, and after a quick chat and an exchange of paperwork, the first lady jumps back into the car and heads off.


Hello, what’s your name? the new lady asks.


John.


John! That’s a nice name. My name is Maria. Shall we go inside and get some supper?


I nod and follow.


Inside, children in pyjamas stop running around momentarily to stare at me. They are used to new arrivals appearing at all hours and soon run off. Peeking out from behind Maria I can see a big Christmas tree twinkling with coloured lights. Home-made paper chains hang pinned from doorways, and plastic Santas are stuck to magnolia walls. Shiny Christmas decorations bounce and sway in the rising heat from big cast-iron radiators.
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