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CHAPTER ONE

A Child of the Fifties

When I remember how young and daft I was as a teenager, I can’t believe how well my parents coped with having me when they were just teenagers themselves. Mum and Dad - Anne and John - were only seventeen when they married. My mum was barely out of her convent school and my dad was still living at home on an apprentice’s wages.

They look impossibly young in their wedding photos. My dad has a shiny suit and an Elvis quiff and my mum is doe-eyed and gorgeous in her new outfit, or ‘costume’, as a matching skirt and jacket was known in those days. The bloom in her cheeks and the light in her eyes were probably because I was already on the way. I never could work out how it was that they got married in July 1959 and I was born just four months later. I was told I was premature and a miracle child and, of course, I accepted this explanation without question because we all think the world  revolves around us and everyone else plays a walk-on part in the movie of our lives.

My parents were never pushy, but they always told me I could be anything I wanted to be. After all, we were at the dawn of the sixties, and there was optimism in the air. The war babies were growing up, listening to rock-and-roll, and imitating the young Americans they saw in the movies. Those were the years when ‘teenagers’ were really invented, but my mum and dad missed out on all the fun. With a baby on the way and a wedding to plan, they had to grow up really fast.

When my parents found out they were expecting, my dad went round to his best friend Eddie Barry’s tenement flat in the Gorbals to break the news that he was going to be a dad. At the same time Eddie was on his way to tell my dad the exact same thing. He and his girlfriend Flora were also going to be teenage parents. In those days if a boy got a girl pregnant, he married her. Those were the rules and that was your ‘punishment’ for having sex out of wedlock.

When my mum and dad told her mother, this formidable woman wasn’t at all happy and she hatched a plan. She wanted her daughter, my mum, to travel down to the south of England and have her baby there, then immediately put the child up for adoption. No one would be any the wiser and there would be no scandal. My mum’s older sisters, Jacqueline and Mary, who lived in England, would organise it all. My mum would come back to Glasgow and forget about her ‘mistake’.

My parents were having none of it.

My dad stood firm in his ill-fitting suit, pointy winkle-picker shoes (so cheap that they turned up at the ends and he said he looked like an extra from Kismet) and declared they were getting  married whether my granny liked it or not. She wasn’t used to being disobeyed and there were some terrible rows. She came round in the end and developed a grudging respect for my dad that eventually turned into genuine affection.

The wedding was held at Martha Street Register Office in Glasgow, and because my mum was pregnant, and both of them weren’t actually old enough legally to drink anything stronger than Irn Bru or Tizer, the reception was a modest cup of tea, a chocolate biscuit and a slice of wedding cake. In the evening, they went to see the famous Scottish comedian Lex McLean at the Pavilion, and that was that.

The hard-up newly-wed teenagers couldn’t even afford a honeymoon, and when they returned to their ‘single end’ in Ballater Street in the Gorbals, after their one special night at the theatre, they found it had been broken into and all their wedding presents stolen. Imagine the despair of having your first home together trashed, and being robbed of the little you owned. The presents had been scraped together by friends and family: a two-bar electric fire, a kettle, pots, pans, cups and saucers, blankets and towels. This was to have given my mum and dad at least the basics, and it was all gone, along with my mum’s precious record collection.

It wasn’t the best start to their married life, but they picked themselves up and eventually managed to save enough cash to refurnish their tiny home. These days a ‘single end’ would be described as a chi-chi studio apartment, but in the Gorbals in 1959 my mum and dad had moved into a cold, dank, ground-floor room with a recess for a bed, and a cooker and sink in the corner. The toilet was outside and shared with four other families. Somehow my mum turned this one room into a little  palace. My dad’s family helped to paint and decorate, and my mum scrubbed everything clean. Gritting her teeth and holding her nose, she even made that outside toilet sparkle. And that was the home they brought me back to.

I was born on St Andrew’s Day, 30 November 1959. My mum was so young and unworldly that she had no idea she had gone into labour, and I was well on the way when they both took the half-hour trolley-bus journey from the Gorbals to her mother’s home in Dennistoun. The bus dropped them off at the bottom of one of the steepest hills in Glasgow, and my teenage mum huffed and puffed her way up Whitehill Street to the front door of the tenement flat.

My granny took one horrified look at her and rushed to get a taxi to Rottenrow Hospital in the heart of the city. She was briskly checked in and, less than an hour later I arrived, looking, as my dad put it, ‘like a skinned rabbit’.

Of course, he wasn’t actually there for the birth. In those days any man who wanted to be by his wife’s side to welcome their child into the world would have been chased out of the labour ward by a hatchet-faced matron, so my dad just went back to his work. I think I was filling my lungs for my first seriously big bellow before he had time to jump on the trolley-bus back to the hospital.

They brought me home when I was a week old to a place that was considered one of the most deprived areas in Britain, if not the world, and often compared to the Black Hole of Calcutta, but underneath the shocking headlines of poverty, stabbings and violence there was a close-knit community.

My dad was born in the Gorbals and lived in Mathieson Street. His mum, my granny Kelly, said that all the women left  their doors open because no one had anything worth stealing back in the thirties and forties. She had a tough life, bringing up her four kids and losing four more to childhood diseases like scarlet fever, which rampaged through the tenements. My dad John, Uncle Billy, Aunty Lydia and baby Carol all survived.

My gran says that my dad cried for the first two years of his life and drove her and my granda to distraction. When he was still a baby he was taken into hospital with diphtheria and nearly died. The doctors and nurses said they were never so glad to see a baby leave the ward as he constantly yelled and girned.

Money was always tight and although my granda worked hard as a roofer, there was never enough coming in and my granny had her work cut out to feed and clothe her husband and four kids.

Like so many families in the west of Scotland, the Kellys had come over from Ireland in the eighteenth century looking for work. They were originally from Draperstown in Northern Ireland, about forty-five miles west of Belfast. It’s a small, quiet village of just over fifteen hundred people, and its biggest claim to fame is that it has the only regular open sheep market in Ireland.

I went back there two years ago when I was tracking my family tree for a feature on GMTV, and it was fascinating to see the place where my ancestors had lived and worked. The village is small, neat and friendly, and the house where my great-great-great-grandfather John Kelly lived is a big, solid building right in the middle of the main street. I can’t imagine why he would have left this beautiful part of the world for the slums of Glasgow. They must have been desperate for money and work. His son, also called John, grafted in the Glasgow shipyards as a hammer-man,  which was exactly what it sounds like: a man with a hammer who would take on whatever job, no matter how tough. The family huddled in a tiny room in Anderston, north of the River Clyde, before moving to the Gorbals.

The Kelly clan were ordinary working-class people, who worked too hard and died too young. Many of them suffered from the twin curses of poverty and drink. In January 1905 my great-great-grandmother Catherine had to go on ‘the parish’ and apply for a handout from the local authority in order to survive. There was no welfare state in those days and she couldn’t pay her rent. There was huge stigma attached to being ‘on the parish’, and she would have been deeply ashamed to take the money, but her husband had died, her kids were starving and she had no choice.

Catherine was trying to bring them up on her own and couldn’t cope. She tried selling rags, second-hand clothes and old bedding, door to door, but there was never enough money coming in. She suffered with chronic lung disease and took to drink. Her kids were taken away from her and the inspectors found her in her Gorbals tenement in filth and squalor. ‘Keeping a dirty house’ would have seen her ostracised by most of the other women in the tenements, who battled daily with dirt, disease and overcrowding.

Somehow, against all the odds, Catherine managed to beat the bottle and get her kids back, which must have been incredibly difficult in those days. I admire her guts and determination, something that proud but flawed woman has passed down through the generations to me and my brother, and to my daughter. Too many other men and women in that situation would have given in and either drunk themselves to death or  coughed their last on a filthy, damp, dirty and disease-ridden bed.

The Kellys stayed in the Gorbals, living and working and helping to make Glasgow the second city of the Empire, behind only London in generating wealth and allowing the rich to grow richer.

My dad was bright, but when he was young you left school at fifteen and got yourself a job. That was the way things were and there simply wasn’t the money for further education. He became an apprentice at Semples, an electrical shop in Dennistoun, which also happened to be the part of Glasgow where my mum lived with her mother and sisters.

My mum also landed a job in Semples in their record department. It was a pretty cool and glamorous job for a sixteen-year-old. All the teenagers came in to buy copies of ‘Great Balls of Fire’ by Jerry Lee Lewis, Buddy Holly’s ‘That’ll Be the Day’, and the mighty Elvis classic ‘Jailhouse Rock’, but I think they also came in to chat up the curvy beauty behind the counter. The songs they listened to were the soundtrack to my mum and dad’s romance when the two of them met and started ‘winching’.

 



My mum also worked at the Dennistoun Palais, serving soft drinks and Coca-Cola to the teenagers who came to listen to up-and-coming bands, and singers like Dorothy Paul - who is a national treasure in Scotland - and to flirt with each other. It might have been his good looks and cheeky patter, but then again my dad was in television.

The young apprentice was learning how to fix the massive black-and-white TVs that all families aspired to owning. It was a big status symbol to have a set and to be able to watch shows like  Take Your Pick, Double Your Money and Emergency Ward 10.

My mum had spent most of her childhood from the age of five until she was fifteen in a strict convent school with her sisters Helen, Josephine and Patsy. Her parents, Margaret and John McMahon, had split up, which was rather scandalous during the forties, though they never divorced. They had a tempestuous marriage, with endless rows. My grandmother had scars on her legs until the day she died from when he had held her down in a chair and repeatedly kicked her. Eventually, my grandfather John walked out on his wife and his children. The fights played their part but he was also having an affair with a red head waitress, which gave my granny Mac a lifelong loathing of flame-haired women.

She was once travelling upstairs at the back of a bus on the way to one of her many jobs when she caught her husband and his mistress smooching several rows ahead of her. She crept up behind them and banged their heads together. She used to tell this tale often and always with great relish.

Granny Mac gave birth to twelve children, but only eight of them survived because of the virulent childhood diseases that blighted the city. As a single mum of eight children she simply couldn’t cope. Despite having three jobs, she was a very bad manager of money and was constantly in debt, preferring to buy an expensive magazine, a bunch of flowers or a new outfit rather than pay the rent or the electricity bill. At one point she had about three catering jobs, but was still hopelessly in the red.

But, somehow, Mary, Jimmy, Jacqueline, Tony, Helen, my mum Anne, Josephine and Patsy all made it through Granny Mac’s haphazard child-rearing. The older ones all left home as soon as they could make their own way in the world. The four younger girls were sent away to be educated in a residential  convent school, which, while it wasn’t exactly the stuff of nightmares, was no picnic either. The nuns were very strict and there were no cuddles, words of comfort or any real affection.

The convent girls were given a basic education and also expected to work for their keep, doing cooking, cleaning and general housework. I’m surprised my mum and my aunts grew up to be such well-balanced, kind-hearted individuals after their strict and loveless upbringing. It made them all very close, especially my mum and her sister Josephine, whose real name is actually Sandra. When my granny went to have her christened in the Catholic church, the priest frowned at her and bellowed that Sandra was no name for a Christian child. As it was St Joseph’s day, he declared that she would be called Josephine. In those days if the priest told you to jump you asked, ‘How high?’, and if he wanted you to name your child Cherry Blossom because it was his favourite shoe polish you did it without any objection.

My parents had a ‘mixed’ marriage as my dad was Protestant and my mum Catholic. In those days, this was frowned upon in sectarian Glasgow, but although my dad and his brother Billy and most of the Kelly clan were devoted followers of Glasgow Rangers, and my mum had that strict Catholic convent upbringing, neither family was particularly religious. However, some couples found themselves shunned by their families after marrying either a ‘Hun’ (Protestant) or a ‘Tim’ (Catholic).

My granda Danny Kelly had no time for organised religion, which he claimed, not unreasonably, to be the cause of all wars and strife. He worked hard and drank hard and was a man of few words, but he did have a cracking sense of humour and when he found something funny, he was a real giggler.

When he had a few drinks inside him for Dutch courage, you could sometimes persuade him to sing at family parties and he had a terrific voice, but it was his sister, my great-aunt Lena, who was the real entertainer. She had been one of the Moxton Girls, a sort of Scottish equivalent of the Tiller Girls but with more sass. Lena had a fine pair of legs and at family parties she would belt out old classics with great gusto.

Everyone would turn up to a do knowing their party-piece, and my shy mum would dread being asked to do a turn. She would cross her fingers that Lena and my granda would get on their feet first, and then she was safe as they could entertain for hours.

My granda’s youngest brother, my great-uncle Billy, also had a terrific voice, and listening to them was far better than watching the TV, especially at New Year. This was always the big celebration. In the days leading up to Hogmanay the house, which was already sparkling, would be completely cleaned from top to bottom.

I loved family parties when I was a little girl, especially at New Year when you were allowed to stay up and have a glass of cordial and as much fruit-cake as you could stuff into your greedy little face. The children, especially me and my cousin Danny, ran riot until about 2a.m., and then we just fell down exhausted as the party continued around us.

The next day there would be massive plates of home-made soup, steak pie, mashed potatoes, turnips and cabbage, and my granny Kelly’s fruit dumpling, which she boiled in a pillowcase in a giant pan. This plump, steaming fruit-filled ball was utterly delicious and we would queue up for a slice, and then take a big dod home with us. I would have my share gobbled down before  we reached the bottom of the stairs and got out of the door of the close.

When I was a toddler the clearance of the Gorbals was in full swing. The old tenements were being demolished and bright new multistoreys - or high-rises - thrown up in their place, but those cheap, nasty buildings were a big mistake. Like the slums they replaced, those soulless monoliths would eventually have to be torn down, but not before they had wrecked communities and separated friends and families for ever.

My granda’s mum and dad, Danny and Lizzie, lived well into their nineties, were both as sharp as tacks and had grown up in the Gorbals and didn’t want to leave. So my great-granny and granda sadly ended up high in the sky in the notorious Queen Elizabeth tower-block. The architects might have won awards and the planners plaudits for their experiments in ‘social engineering’, but those buildings were a dismal failure and ruined people’s lives. The flats were riddled with damp, old people were trapped in their homes because the lifts often didn’t work, and there was nowhere for kids to play. Despite the best efforts of the house-proud tenants, the landings reeked of rotting rubbish, boiled cabbage and pee.

Going to visit my great-granny and granda was a bit of a lottery as to whether the hoist - lift - would be working. If it wasn’t, you would have to walk up endless flights of stairs, and I was scared of the long black featureless corridors, which made you feel as though you were in a jail.

Once inside, my great-granny, like all decent working-class women, had made the place gleam, but she could no longer hang out of the window to talk to her neighbours, or listen to the motley band of hard-up singers and entertainers who would  perform their ‘acts’ in the back courts of the tenements. People would throw pennies at the poor souls, and more often than not you would hear them yelping in pain because the coins had been heated up in a pan over the fire before they were flung out of the window. That didn’t stop them scrabbling in the dirt for the money.

Obviously the old overcrowded tenements had to go, but the planners made an unforgivable blunder by stacking people high in the sky like termites in those God-awful tower-blocks. Lessons have been learned and today the New Gorbals is transformed, with proper houses and shops, and is slowly getting back a sense of pride and community. There are still drug and crime problems, common in every inner-city scheme, but it is light years better than it was.

My mum and dad moved out of the Gorbals altogether when I was three and we went up in the world, but thankfully not to a multistorey high-rise. Our new tenement was in Swanston Street, Bridgeton, in Glasgow’s East End, and had two rooms and, oh, joy of joys, an inside toilet. My dad built a small hardboard partition lengthways down one side of the tiny living-room where the sink and the cooker were, and used one of those multi-coloured ribbon-like plastic curtains over the entrance. This meant we had a separate kitchen, and there was still room for a three-piece suite and a small table and chairs in the recess of the living-room.

We had some real luxuries that many other families would have envied. There was a big fridge in the hall (no room in that teeny kitchenette) and we had a top-of-the-range television, thanks to my dad’s job as a TV engineer. We were the first in our street to have a colour TV and I’ll never forget seeing Tom and  Jerry in Technicolor. It was like being at the Saturday-morning ‘funnies’ and watching a proper cinema screen. Family and neighbours would come round to ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’, and we had an even bigger crowd than usual to watch one of Frank Sinatra’s many farewell TV concerts.

We also had a radiogram that looked like a sideboard. You lifted up the polished wooden lid to put on your vinyl records. You could stack about half a dozen 45s (or singles) to play one after another. My mum’s favourite was Dusty Springfield, and I remember coming home from school and dancing and singing with her to ‘Mocking Bird’ and belting out ‘Son of Preacher Man’.

It was on that radiogram that I first listened to Bob Dylan, the Beatles, the Animals and the Rolling Stones, as well as top crooners Frank Sinatra and, the Kelly family favourite, Matt Monro. As soon as I hear the velvet voice of Matt Monro, I am right back to my childhood. Del Shannon was another big hit in our house and I knew all the words to ‘Runaway’ when I was two and a half.

I was a very happy little girl until I reached six years old, when something terrible happened to shatter my world.

It came in the form of an 8lb 5oz curly-headed blue-eyed baby boy, my wee brother Graham. My mum came home from Belvedere Hospital with this usurper who took up all her time and energy and whom I instantly loathed. It didn’t help that this cherub was like a baby from Central Casting, with his perfect chubby cheeks and placid personality. He would spend all day gurgling contentedly in his pram, whereas I had been a shrieking terror, like my dad before me, who demanded constant attention and caused my poor parents far too many sleepless nights.

I should have loved my baby brother Graham and treated him like my very own real-life dolly, but instead my nose was put of joint as I was no longer the spoiled only child of the family and I was truly horrible to him. I sneakily drank his free NHS orange juice and forced his chubby feet into my tiny dolls’ shoes until he yelped. Later we fought like cat and dog, and my poor mother must have wanted to strangle us both as we traded slaps and nips and rolled around on the floor.

Graham continued to be merely my nuisance of a wee brother and I was his intensely annoying big sister until the day we almost lost him. We were playing in the street when five-year-old Graham was chased by his pal into the road. He was knocked down by a car and trapped under the wheel. I will never forget the ambulance taking Graham’s broken body away and the utter shock and horror on my mum’s face.

I was tortured by guilt because I had never wanted him in the first place and I was sure it was all my fault that the accident had happened. Of course I didn’t tell anyone I felt I was to blame, but it did make me realise that deep down I actually loved him very much and I was ashamed of being such a rotten sister.

Graham had to have his spleen removed and he could have died. He was by far the youngest in the ward and the other patients and the nurses doted on him, partly because of his age and cherubic good looks, but mainly because he was also a funny and genuinely lovely little boy. He was given special dispensation to have his talking ‘Major Matt’ toy by his bedside. This was a truly magnificent action figure of an astronaut that actually spoke when you pulled a cord in his back and he could do a space walk from bed to bed at the same time.

Graham came home bent over like a wee old man and with a  very impressive scar on his belly. He was quite rightly treated like a little emperor and we declared a truce.

My brother and I would never admit it, but we did have a lot in common. We were both sci-fi geeks, mainly thanks to my dad’s enthusiasm for science fiction and his deep and lifelong interest in astronomy. He bought me my first telescope when I was five and we pored over his Patrick Moore books and maps of the moon for hours. I knew where the Sea of Tranquillity was before I could point to the Mediterranean.

When the original Star Trek was first shown on TV, I was utterly enthralled. I had my first major crush on the half-Vulcan Mr Spock. Like most women who admired this logical green-blooded hero, I thought I could crack through his cold façade. Sitting there watching Star Trek for the first time, I obviously hadn’t a clue that in thirty years’ time I would be interviewing Spock, Kirk and Sulu, and that we would still be talking about that extraordinary series.


Star Trek was well ahead of its time, and it was another two years before fiction turned to fact and we watched Neil Armstrong’s flickering image as he took his first steps on the moon. I was ten and Graham was four, and we were both captivated. The whole world held its breath while the astronauts, in little more than a cramped tin can, went round the dark side of the moon and were no longer in communication with NASA.

Years later on GMTV, when I was doing a live link to Houston, Texas, I secretly longed for the satellite to go down so I could dramatically declare, ‘Houston, we have a problem’, as famously uttered by Jim Lovell from Apollo 13. Sadly the interview went without a hitch.

I still have a newspaper cutting from 1969 in the heady days  after the moon landing that proclaimed we’d have a man on Mars by 1984. There is even a drawing of the proposed spacecraft. I’m really disappointed that we didn’t boldly go where no man has gone before and continue with space exploration. At the time, we honestly believed the moon landing was the first step towards man conquering space. It was a real-life thriller and mystery. We also wondered whether there would be a red flag with a hammer and sickle flying on the moon. The space race was serious and the Soviets had kept everyone guessing as to whether they had got there first.

As always, Graham bombarded my dad with questions throughout the whole event. I swear my brother came out of the womb asking, ‘Why?’ It was the first word he ever uttered and the one he used most often.

We both collected models from cornflake packets (long before these were banned as choking hazards) of the spindly lunar module known as the Eagle and the command module Columbia  piloted by Mike Collins that waited to bring Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin home. I had these iconic posters of the moon taken from the Eagle and the astronauts planting the US flag on the lunar surface. The moon. I looked up into the sky and couldn’t believe we had made such a leap.

It was a magical time, full of optimism and possibility, but for my parents the late sixties and seventies were all hard graft. As well as his day job, my dad worked most nights doing ‘home jobs’, fixing TVs and radiograms. He was determined that his family would always be fed, clothed and want for nothing. This was a time when there was still abject poverty in Glasgow. I saw kids coming to my primary school in tatty hand-me-downs, and one wee soul in my class, who had a pinched white face and  scrawny body, used to wet himself repeatedly. There would be a tell-tale puddle under his chair and he would be quietly sent to the nurse for clean pants and trousers and a dose of malt extract from a big brown jar to try and build him up. Then there was the girl who had scabies and went around with big blotches of purple gentian violet on her little shaven head.

Strangely these kids were never picked on, but they weren’t fussed over either. They were simply left alone.

We might have had no running hot water, no phone, no bath and no shower, but we were well off compared with most other people in the street. Our home was still basic, though. As well as the inside toilet, we had just two rooms: the living-room, with the sectioned-off kitchenette, and the bedroom, which the four of us shared. My mum and dad had a double bed and Graham and I were in bunk-beds.

We all shared the same small room until we moved house when I was thirteen. It meant we had to be very respectful of each other’s privacy, and always lock the toilet door. I didn’t think there was any other way to live, because it was the way we were brought up. In any case, we didn’t actually spend all that much time inside when I was growing up. We were always out playing, or I was at the Rosebuds, a girls’ club and forerunner of the Brownies, which I also joined, and where I became a Seconder of the Scottish Kelpies, and Sixer of the Imps.

My mum and dad only had two children. How families with five, six or even seven kids managed to shoehorn them all into the one bedroom, I have no idea. They must have slept in shifts. I also don’t know how my mum kept the place so pristine and how she managed to cook such brilliant meals on that tiny gas, stove. She had to boil kettles for everything and wash and wring  out all our clothes by hand; big items like towels, sheets and blankets were taken to the launderette. It was my job to take the washing there in a thick plastic bag and collect it the next day. I hated that task and I used to kick the ‘bag-wash’ all the way down Swanston Street and into Dalmarnock Road. My mum used to think it was the laundry’s fault that the bag got so dirty and full of holes, but it was really me taking out my frustration at having to walk all the way there and back.

As if looking after us wasn’t enough, she also had a part-time job in Frasers, the Glasgow department store in Buchanan Street. She was (and indeed still is) a remarkably beautiful woman with a real sense of fashion. I know it pains her deeply that both my brother Graham and I prefer comfort over style.

Graham is a hugely successful award-winning advertising creative director based in Singapore, and my mother would dearly love to see him suited and booted and dressed from head to toe in Armani. He is, however, a chinos and T-shirt bloke, and I don’t think he’s owned a tie in his life. To be honest, if I didn’t work on TV, I would happily live in tracksuits and comfy trousers, and I am more likely to be wearing George at Asda than Giorgio Armani.

Style is about so much more than just having the money to buy designer labels, and my mum always knew how to put an outfit together, even when money was tight. She also knew how to make our home warm and comforting on a shoestring.

The tenement flat in Swanston Street was a real step up from the single end in the Gorbals, but it was still hard work for my mum. Constantly heating water must have been a real chore, but she never complained, even when she once dropped the boiling kettle on to her foot and was badly scalded. Graham was still a  baby, and I had to run to my granny Kelly in Dalmarnock Road for help as we had no phone and neither did any of the neighbours. I ran all the way, but it still took me ten minutes to get there.

My poor mum was in agony, but she tried to keep calm so that Graham and I wouldn’t be too scared. After seeing the doctor she seemed to get better and a few days later she was well enough to go to the first showing of the big movie in 1965, The Sound of Music. It was a real treat and to make it even more special we took a black taxi. My mum was wearing red velvet slippers to accommodate her bandaged foot, and had tied a big bow round her walking-stick. Even when she was poorly she liked to look alluring.

Half-way through the film, round about the bit where Julie Andrews and the children are doing the yodelling puppet show, my mum became really ill and was rushed to hospital and kept in. She had serious blood poisoning and was in a very bad way. In those days kids weren’t told what was going on, so we were simply bundled up and distributed like parcels to whichever relative happened to be closest.

I was looked after by my mum’s older sister, my lovely kind-hearted aunt Helen. She was confronted by a surly six-and-a-half year old who behaved abominably and threw a tantrum when she tried to wash my hair and look after me. Hair-washing was my mum’s job and I would let no one but her do it for me. I was worried sick about her, and I even missed my horrible wee brother, who was being spoiled rotten by my granny and granda Kelly and having the joy of going through my granny’s drawers. (Which is not as rude as it sounds.)

My granny Kelly had a sideboard that was filled with  fascinating bits and bobs - old photos, nuts and bolts, tape-measures, bits of string and tons and tons of ‘stuff’. We spent hours happily delving into those treasures. At Granny Kelly’s you were also allowed to watch loads of TV at night-time, with the curtains drawn and your feet curled up on the sofa and a big fat sweetie to sook.

My mum got better, but she still has the scarring on her legs and foot, and for a long time she was in great pain. She still had to hobble on to the bus with Graham and me to make the weekly visit to the new town of East Kilbride, to which my granny Mac had been uprooted, kicking and screaming, from her tenement in Dennistoun. This formidable woman was shaped like a cottage loaf left too long in the oven and wore her black, waist-length hair in plaits atop her head like a Russian empress. She’d wanted me adopted before I was born, but she completely changed her mind when I came along and I was her spoiled and petted darling.

She did try to bully my mum into calling me Winnie because I was born on the same day as her all-time hero Sir Winston Churchill, but luckily my mum and dad stuck to their guns and named me Lorraine because they happened to like the sound of it.

My granny Mac’s house was extraordinary. Every bit of wall space was covered with framed photos of her massive extended family, and above the fire there were horse-brasses and trays that needed to be cleaned and rubbed furiously with Brasso. There were ‘wallie dugs’ - those sour-faced pottery dogs - at the fireside and books stacked up to the ceiling. You had to tip-toe carefully round all the coffee-tables, leather pouffes and side-tables packed with knick-knacks, magazines and yet more books. For me and  my cousins it was a wonderland, and we were allowed to stuff ourselves with cake and sweets and run riot.

My granny Mac was a man’s woman and she enjoyed the company of her sons and her sons-in-law, but she was hard on her daughters. The men were poured massive whiskies that reduced them to gibbering wrecks. Her daughters were put down mercilessly, especially my mum who was the one who saw her most and looked after her when she was very ill and dying.

My granny was a very well-read and intelligent woman, who could quote the Koran, the Bible and the latest naughty joke in  Playboy with the greatest of ease. She encouraged all her family to read and to study, and she created an imaginary world for herself that was much more exotic than her true origins: she grew up in Coldstream in the Borders. Depending on her mood, she would be descended from the kings of Ireland, a rich Jewish family from central Europe who had fled persecution at the turn of the century, or sometimes she would be the daughter of landed gentry fallen on hard times. It was hugely entertaining for all her grandchildren, but rather perplexing when we found the stories didn’t quite match up. Did she really cook for Sir Winston Churchill and the Queen Mother? Did she play in the woods as a young girl with the future prime minister Harold Macmillan? Had she really worked for the Labour firebrand Emanuel Shinwell? No one has ever been able to unpick the truth from the colourful tales, but it made spending time with her endlessly entertaining.

She was extravagant, given to flamboyant gestures and equally outlandish costumes. There weren’t many elderly women wandering around East Kilbride with their upswept plaited hair fixed with a grand, Russian-style decorated comb and covered  with a Spanish mantilla. She wore swishing capes, too much fake tan, white gloves and giant sunglasses. Margaret McMahon should have been a movie star or a grand lady wafting around the Riviera having fascinating conversations with titled and somewhat shady gentlemen.

Instead, she ended up in near-poverty in the East End of Glasgow, stuck in an unhappy marriage to a man incapable of being faithful.

For all his faults, I remember my maternal grandfather with affection. He was the man who gave me my first nickname - the ‘Che Baba’ - and who bought me my first pair of Jumping Jacks - a popular brand of children’s shoes. John McMahon was a head waiter at the Argyll Hotel and very tall and handsome, but he was never really around for his family. He lived in digs in Glasgow, but still came back to his wife every Sunday for a roast dinner. When he became ill with the lung cancer that would kill him, it was my grandmother and his children who took care of him until he had to go into a hospice. Until she died, my granny would visit the cemetery on the anniversary of his death and pour half a bottle of whisky over his grave so that he could have a ‘wee drink’. My appalled uncle Jimmy, who would drive her there and back, couldn’t believe such a waste of a good malt.

My grandmother died in 1991 from breast cancer. My mum ran herself ragged looking after her and visiting her in hospital. When I saw her shortly before she died, I couldn’t believe this frail, tiny woman was the formidable Margaret McMahon. All I could think was, Who is this wee old woman and what have they done with my granny? The nurses said she was no trouble at all and a real lamb. She shrank before our eyes, and towards the end  she lost all her spark and fire and became as quiet as a novice nun. She just melted away.

I know she was in her eighties, but I still feel cheated by her death. She was in good health otherwise and so sharp, and I’m sorry she died before my daughter got to meet her. My way of remembering her is to do as much as I can for breast-cancer charities and hope that others will hold on to their loved ones a bit longer.




CHAPTER TWO

Where It All Began

My mum was very particular about everything being tidy and neat, and that included Graham and me. I have inherited her manic tidiness and make Monica from Friends look like a slattern. I need everything to be in its proper place, and although being a mum has made me a bit less fussy, I still can’t go to bed unless the house is tidy, every dish is washed and in the cupboard, and the bins are put out. It’s as if I am worried that the Tidy Police are going to break in and arrest me for violating their code of neatness. I simply can’t help it and can only blame my mother for giving me the tidy gene.

She maintained that I always had to look my best as a child, and at night would wrap old tights in my hair so that I would have perfect ringlets. She insisted I spoke ‘properly’, without using Glasgow slang, so I was branded a ‘snob’ at Strathclyde Primary School and had my fair share of being bullied. Once I was hit over  the head with a Tressy doll - the one whose hair grew out of the top of her head when you pushed her stomach. A whack from that tough little plastic dolly with its pneumatic breasts made my nose bleed horribly and I was devastated at spoiling my favourite pink-and-white checked dress with the velvet rose on the belt.

Going to the toilets was always an ordeal, as that was where you were most likely to be jumped on. Walking home after school was another trial and I always waited for my pal Elizabeth Spark, who lived in the next street, was a year older than me and provided protection.

At the height of the bullying I remember stepping on to a nail on a piece of wood. It went right through my shoe and embedded itself deep in my foot. I was taken to hospital, given an anti-tetanus jab and had a couple of days off school. I sometimes wonder if I stepped on that rusty nail just so I didn’t have to go back to the classroom and face my tormentors.

Being bullied and picked on makes you utterly miserable and dominates your life. I would go to school with ice in my stomach, and although I had it relatively easy, I can still remember those feelings of utter helplessness. Even girls you thought were your friends tended to play it safe and go along with the bullies for their own protection. That herd mentality makes you feel utterly isolated. There are usually only one or two ringleaders but they can turn the whole class against you.

It breaks my heart to see how much bullying there is these days, and how it has spread to texting and the Internet. Some young children are in such despair they even take their own lives. I have had to interview too many devastated parents who have lost their child through bullying, and many of them had had no idea it was happening.

I suffered in silence for months before I eventually told my mum, but I remember feeling so ashamed that I wasn’t able to handle it on my own and that I had somehow ‘let the side down’ by not being popular enough. My mum was far too sweet-natured to tackle the problem, so she called in the heavy artillery.

My life at school improved dramatically after my dad’s sisters, my aunty Carol and my aunty Lydia, stormed into the playground and warned the bullies that they would personally sort them out if there was any more trouble. Carol and Lydia in full flow were truly a sight to behold, especially Carol with her miniskirt and thigh-high leather boots. She was only about eighteen at the time, but after her SAS-style appearance, I was left in peace. Although there were some girls I would never see eye to eye with, I stayed out of their way and they let me be.

Despite that brief period of bullying I loved school. I went there aged four already able to read and write because my mum taught me my alphabet and read me stories every night. There were always books in the house and both Graham and I were encouraged, but never pushed, to read the classics, and spent most of our pocket money on comics - Bunty, Judy and later Jackie for me; the Beano, the Dandy and then 2001AD for Graham.

In fact, the first money I ever earned came from selling a badly drawn cartoon to Graham’s Knockout comic when I was twelve. I had scrawled a crashed rocket on the surface of the moon with two robbers in black-and-white striped spacesuits carrying bags of swag. One is saying to the other, ‘Great get-away, boss, but where do we spend the cash?’ I’m sure I must have stolen it from somewhere, but I got a postal order to exchange for a whole one-pound note, and I think that was the moment I realised that the media would be a pretty good career if you were given such riches for such a feeble offering.

As part of my mum’s ongoing campaign of improvement I was taken to ballet lessons in Glasgow at the top of Sauchiehall Street. The Margaret Hopkins School of Dancing was taught by a wonderfully ancient and rather large woman who looked like a Hungarian countess. She even had a black walking-stick just like the grand ladies in the movies, which she banged on the wooden floor to get our attention. I had all the grace and elegance of a baby elephant, but I loved those lessons.

There was a barre at the mirror where we practised our movements. I still remember all the positions, but would end up in hospital in traction if I attempted any of them now. We practised in little purple tunics and green ballet shoes, but were allowed to wear white tutus when we ‘performed’ at the McLellan Galleries, an exhibition hall just further down Sauchiehall Street where all of us little ballerinas put on a show for our doting parents and family. I still have those tiny shoes. They’re all worn and scuffed but very precious to me.

The bus fares, class fees and ballet outfits must have cost my parents a fortune, and it was money they could ill-afford, but I was to have the best and be given every opportunity to shine. The teacher told my mother I had a ‘high instep’, which was her kind way of saying I was hopeless without causing offence. I had really good fun as an aspiring prima ballerina, although the bit I most looked forward to was after the class when my mum took me to the café downstairs for a toastie and juice while she had a coffee out of a squat glass cup and saucer, considered the height of sophistication in the mid sixties. It was always damp and  noisy in the café from the coffee machine and the windows were all steamed up, but I felt very grown-up.

I was also sent to piano lessons when I was older, with a teacher in West Nile Street, in Glasgow. My pal Elizabeth was learning the guitar and was naturally gifted, but I never got past the basics and I really regret not sticking with the lessons. I was more interested in the bar of chocolate we guzzled on the bus back to Bridgeton.

When I was seven years old, my mum and dad and Graham and I went on an impossibly glamorous and exciting adventure. We took the plane from Glasgow Abbotsinch airport to Paris, to visit my aunty Josephine. This was before the days of package holidays, and air travel was only for movie stars or the very rich. Josephine had married a cute German soldier when she was working as an au pair in Paris, and she and her husband Michael lived in Fontainebleau just outside the French capital. My mum and dad saved up hard to pay for the flights, and to buy new outfits for all of us.

In those days you dressed like a toff to go anywhere by plane. Now it’s all trainers and tracksuits, but then you got done up to the nines like Lizzie Taylor and Richard Burton. There was even an air-hostess outfit for my Sindy doll just like the glamorous cabin crew on the BOAC flight.

As usual, Graham was a crowd-stopper, and besotted French women squealed and chattered about how utterly ‘magnifique’, ‘incroyable’ and ‘superbe’ he was, and they pinched his fat little cheeks until they were bright red.

Over the years we visited my aunt and uncle in army bases across the Continent, including the HQ of SHAPE (the Strategic Headquarters for the Allied forces in Europe) in Belgium. I  couldn’t help noticing that while the Americans and the Germans had terrific accommodation and looked incredibly smart in their uniforms, the British were treated a bit like second-class citizens. Sadly, it’s still the same to this day. My uncle Michael is a lovely man, who speaks better English than most of us and with a hint of a Scottish accent. He had it tough winning my old granny round. She gave him a really hard time simply because he was German, but even she couldn’t withstand his charm and decency.
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