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For my family, 
With love









All biographies like all autobiographies like all narratives tell one story in place of another.


Hélène Cixous


The past is never past.


William Faulkner


The last big rains of the year were falling. It was time for treading red earth with which to build walls.


Chinua Achebe










Nicon Hilton Hotel, Abuja



Jonathan is suddenly there in the hotel corridor leading to the swimming-pool area. He’s sitting on a white plastic chair in a sad cafe. There’s a small counter with a coffee machine and some depressed-looking buns. He’s dressed all in white, a long white African dress, very ornately embroidered, like lace, and white trousers. He’s wearing black shoes. He’s wired up. My heart is racing. ‘Jonathan?’ I say.


‘Yes,’ he says, standing up and turning slowly to meet me.


I hadn’t meant to meet him here. I’d been sitting in the swimming-pool area at a nice table by the bar, waiting for two hours, looking up at every elderly man coming through the opening in the wall. It’s a strange thing, looking at one black man after another wondering if he is your father. It seemed this morning that everyone was. Several handsome men appeared, all of an age with Jonathan, wearing more and more elaborate outfits in all sorts of vivid colours – bright green, bright blue, burnished gold, tangerine orange. It was like sitting watching a fashion show of old black men walk the gangway to the pool bar. Each one made some kind of entrance, it seemed, because each one could have been my father.


I wasn’t sure that the staff at the hotel reception would definitely pass on my message to send him to the pool bar, so I kept going back to check. Jonathan had said he would arrive sometime in the afternoon.


Everybody told me that afternoon in Nigeria could be anything between noon and 5 p.m. I went to the reception and asked if anybody had called for me. ‘No, nobody,’ they said. Then I rushed to my room to check again by phoning the hotel operator. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘somebody called for you.’


‘When?’


‘About three minutes ago,’ she said.


I tore along the corridor and pressed the lift button. Downstairs I saw the man in white sitting in the odd little cafe. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen anybody sit there since I got here yesterday.


‘Can we go straightaway to your hotel room?’ he asks me.


‘Can we go to my room?’


‘Yes, I would like to go to your room now.’


We walk along the corridor to the lift and all the lights suddenly go out. Another power cut. I take his hand and lead him towards the lift in the dark. I grope about in the darkness holding my father’s hand. Then the lights suddenly come back on again and we get into the lift. He doesn’t talk. I know he won’t talk until he gets into the room. He doesn’t look at me. He looks down at his black shoes and clasps his hands. He’s carrying a plastic bag. A white plastic bag. When I met my mother, she was also holding a plastic bag. Both my birth parents, on first sight, looked like some homeless people look, who carry important papers in carrier bags.


I had been told they met in 1961 in the dance hall in Aberdeen. Jonathan was a student there and my mother was a nurse. They kept in touch during my mother’s pregnancy, then Jonathan returned to Nigeria and my mother went to a mother-and-baby home in Edinburgh to have me. I was adopted five months later by a couple in Glasgow – the people who are to me my real parents. They are lifelong and committed socialists. When I traced my birth mother some years ago I discovered that after her relationship with Jonathan, she had become a Mormon. The Latterday Church of Jesus Christ Saints or whatever. The Mormons, she told me, believe that adopted people cry out to be adopted while they are still in the womb. When I told my mum that my mother was a Mormon, she said, ‘Oh, Jesus, that’s the pits. Why not have a wee half bottle and forget all about it.’


And now we’re in the room. I’m about to have a conversation with my birth father for the first time.


Jonathan is moving about from foot to foot, shifting his weight from side to side, like a man who is about to say something life-changing. He begins: ‘Before we can proceed with this meeting, I would like to pray for you and to welcome you to Nigeria.’ I feel alarmed. Extreme religion scares the hell out of me. It seems to me like a kind of madness. But it is obvious to me that Jonathan won’t be able to talk at all if I try and skip the sermon. So I say, ‘OK, then,’ and he says, ‘Sit, please.’ And I sit.


He plucks the Bible from the plastic bag. Then he immediately starts whirling and twirling around the blue hotel room, dancing and clapping his hands above his head, then below his waist, pointing his face up at the ceiling and then down to the floor, singing, ‘O God Almighty, O God Almighty, O God Almighty, we welcome Jackie Kay to Nigeria. Thank you, God Almighty, for bringing her here safely. She has crossed the waters. She has landed on African soil for the very first time. O God Almighty!’ He does some fancy footwork. He is incredibly speedy for a man of seventy-three. He’s whirling like a dervish. Suddenly, he takes off his shoes and puts them on my bed and kneels on the floor and reads the first of many extracts from the Bible. He seems to half read and half recite them; he appears to know the Bible by heart. As he recites he looks at me directly, quite a charming look, slightly actorish. The sermon for him is a kind of performance; his whole body gets thrown into it.


‘God has given you this talent. You are a writer. You have written books. You have been blessed. God already knows about you. Don’t think for a second that God hasn’t been waiting for you. Now all you must do is receive Christ and your talent will become even bigger and you will become more focused. Amen. From this moment on you are protected. God protects the talented. Amen. You can walk through fire, you won’t get burnt. You can swim in dangerous waters, you won’t drown. Don’t even bother with your hotel safe. God is looking out for you.’


I shift uneasily in my seat. Christ Almighty, my father is barking mad. He spins and dances and sings some more, singing in the most God-awful flat voice, really offkey. The singing sounds like a mixture of African chanting and hymns. It’s a shock. Despite the fact that he can’t sing, his performance is captivating. I watch his bare feet dance round the room and recognize my own toes. He looks over directly into my eyes again to see if I’m persuaded. ‘I see in your eyes that you are not yet able to put your full trust in God. And yet you know that that would make me happy. At every reading you do, you could take the message of our Lord. Think of the people you could convert.’ (I think of the twelve people at a reading in Milton Keynes Central Library on a rainy Thursday night.)


‘Think of all the people you could bring to the Lord if you get ready to receive Christ.’ I look as noncommittal as possible. I start to think that I should try and get this to stop. It feels like a kind of assault. He senses me thinking this and says, ‘Just one more extract from the Bible. I prayed to God you would be attentive and you are being attentive. I prayed to God you would be patient and you are being patient.’


He wants me to be cleansed, cleansed of his past sin. ‘If animal blood can cleanse sins under the Old Law, how much more can the blood of Jesus Christ cleanse us and prepare us for glory?’ As Jonathan says this, his eyes seem to light up from behind like a scary Halloween mask. ‘For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of a heifer sprinkling the unclean, sanctify the purifying of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?’


I realize with a fresh horror that Jonathan is seeing me as the sin, me as impure, me the bastard, illegitimate. I am sitting here, evidence of his sinful past, but I am the sinner, the live embodiment of his sin. He’s moved on now, he’s a clean man, a man of glory and of God, but I’m sitting on the hotel room chair little better than a whore in his eyes, dirty and unsaved, the living proof of sin. Christianity has taken away his African culture and given him this. I’m thinking about colonialism and missionaries and not properly listening. I hear his voice in the background. God knows how long it has all been now.


I keep trying to rouse myself to ask him kindly to stop. ‘And from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness and the first begotten of the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth. Unto him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood. And hath made us kings and priests unto God the father; to him be glory and dominion for ever and ever. Amen.’ I’ve zoned out now, drugged by his voice. I go in and out of consciousness like somebody who’s very ill. I can’t see properly. Pages of the Bible are flying around the room like hummingbirds. I am desperate for a drink. My glass of wine is sitting on the table in front of me, but it seems disrespectful to drink alcohol in the middle of my own personal service.


‘Thank you for your patience,’ Jonathan says again after another half-hour facing up to eternity. The tears are pouring down my face. I can’t stop. It’s a flood. It’s self-pity. Jonathan is delighted to see them. He thinks maybe I am ready to receive Christ. He thinks I’m moved by his sermon. I am moved; my cheeks are soaking wet. I wipe them with my bare hands as Jonathan’s voice goes deep and he lifts his hands into the air and claps and spins like a windmill. I think maybe it’s nearly over.


Dear God; I’ll believe in you if only this will stop. I look at my watch. He’s been praying for a solid hour. The man can talk. We have that in common too. ‘I prayed you would be docile. Thank you for paying attention.’ I shuffle in my seat ready to get up. Then he starts up again, more whirling and twirling and shouting to God Almighty. More clapping and foot-tapping and spinning and reciting. A whole big wad of the Bible rolls out of his mouth like ectoplasm.


‘For the grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in this present world. Open your heart to him. Repent of your sins. Allow me to purify and cleanse you. I want to pour out my glory. Believe what I am telling you.’


I try to think of all my sins. True, there are a lot of them. But the fact that I was born out of wedlock? That is not my sin.


Jonathan still wants me to receive Christ. ‘You won’t give me that assurance? Why won’t you give me that assurance?’ I don’t reply at first because I’m not sure I’m supposed to answer. Then there is a tiny moment’s silence where I say: ‘I would like you to respect my beliefs as I respect yours. I’m not comfortable with being born again.’ I don’t want to hurt his feelings and if I told him that I was an out-and-out brutal atheist he’d have to sit down. Even if I said I was an agnostic, he’d feel dizzy. He tells me of meeting a man on the way to the Nicon Hotel in Abuja who was a non-believer and how much of a blow to him this man was, how he’d had to get away fast before the man pulled his spirits down.


Jonathan needs believers; he needs believers like some people need cocaine. He needs the fresh hit, the new blood of a beginner believer. I start to see him as a kind of holy vampire, dressed in white, ready to take me in, to help me receive Christ. There’s not even a wee wafer or anything in the room. ‘God has intended us to meet after I became a born-again Christian. We should deliberate on the issue of new birth. Your talents are even greater than mine. You are going to be very big and God is going to help you. All you have to do is receive Christ and everything will blossom from there. Your whole career. You won’t believe the big changes that are going to be happening to you.’ He’s desperate. He’s trying to bribe me with my own career! The writer in me perks up for a couple of sick, ambitious seconds. Nope – not even for my writing could I receive Christ. My head is pounding, a tight headache as if somebody has been banging nails into my forehead. Perhaps I’m being crucified! ‘So the people shouted when the priests blew with the trumpets; and it came to pass, when the people heard the sound of the trumpet, and the people shouted with a great shout, that the wall fell down flat, so that the people went into the city. Do you see it? Are you ready to take your city and our land for Jesus? Repent now of every single sin in your life. Receive healing. Follow the six steps to Salvation: Acknowledge, Repent, Confess, Forsake, Believe, Receive.’ He has the whole list of extracts written down on a tiny scrap of lined paper which begins with ‘Welcome Jackie Kay to Nigeria’ in blue biro (chapter such and such, verse such and such). He starts up again. He’s like a bad poet who doesn’t know when to quit, reading one poem after another to a comatose audience. I think, Oh, fuck it, let me drink that wine. I reach out and knock the whole glass back in one gulp. It’s been two hours, two hours of nonstop praying. I’m exhausted. All the blood has drained out of my face. I can feel how pale I must look. My father has drunk my blood.


I say: ‘You definitely know your Bible,’ and he beams with pride. There is clearly no compliment I could pay him that would be higher than that, except perhaps, ‘You’re a good-looking man for your age.’


And then all of a sudden it stops like the rain at the end of the rainy season. Jonathan sits down, shattered. ‘I thank you again for your patience. And now the time is yours. I will eat with you. I will have a drink with you. I will stay for as long as you like. I am in no particular hurry.’ I have a terrible headache; the idea of spending an indefinite period of time with my father is not now as attractive as it was on the aeroplane.


At the bar, I knock back another glass of wine and ask him if he is glad to meet me. ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘because you are evidence of my past. Once I used to go clubbing and such, and drink wine and meet women and now I am a preacher. You are my before; this is my after. You are my sin, now I lead this life.’ Sin again, how dreary it is to go on and on about sin. ‘You obviously have my genes. None of my children are dullards. Not one of them. But if people were to know about you, they would lose their faith in God,’ Jonathan says. Goodness, I think, I never knew I was that powerful. ‘The only way I could be open about you would be if I was able to showcase you, and you agreed to be born again. Then I would take you to the church and say, “This woman is my daughter. She is my before. This is my after.” But you have given me no assurance that you would receive Christ and even if you did I would still have to think about how all this would affect God. I have discussed it with God and God agrees with me that for the time being it is best to keep quiet about this. I have told nobody that I was coming here to see you today. I have not told my young wife. My wife is also high up in our church. She is head of the women, I of the men. If I was going to tell anybody I would tell her.’


So I’m a secret, a forty-year-old secret, and must remain one unless I accept the Lord. I’m surprised that it seems so difficult for him to tell his wife, given that she was not married to him at the time. ‘What age is she?’ I ask.


‘She is your age,’ he says. ‘God – in his wisdom – has provided somebody for my sex drive. We are trying for a baby.’ I like that: God – in his wisdom – has provided somebody for my sex drive.


‘You are seventy-three!’ I say.


‘So? A man can do it at any age,’ he shrugs. ‘God would like us to have another baby.’


How lovely it must be to believe in such a God, to hide your past in God’s name, not to feel a second’s guilt. To be religious in this way must be great fun. When I tell my mum about it on the phone, down the incredibly clear line from Abuja to Glasgow, how he doesn’t want to tell any of his children, and how I must remain a secret, how he feels I am his past sin, she says: ‘By God, did we rescue you!’










1969


I am seven years old. My mum, my brother and I have just watched a cowboy and Indian film. I’m sad because the Indians have lost again, and I wanted them to win. It suddenly occurs to me that the Indians are the same colour as me and my mum is not the same colour as me. I say to my mum, Mummy why aren’t you the same colour as me? My mum says, Because you are adopted. I say, What does adopted mean. My brother scoffs; Don’t you know what adoption means? I can’t believe you don’t know what adoption means. He’s eating a giant-size bowl of cornflakes. He eats cornflakes for nearly every meal. No, I don’t know. I’m nearly in tears. I’ve heard the word before but I don’t really understand it. My mum says, It means I’m not really your mummy. What do you mean, you’re not really my mummy? I say. I am crying for real now because I love my mum so much and I want her to be my real mummy and I’m worried she means she is not real and that something is going to happen to her, that she is going to disappear or dissolve. She says, Your real mother couldn’t keep you so she gave you to me so that I could be your mummy. Yes, and that means you’re not really my sister, my brother laughs. Ha ha. Do you get it? Are you making this up? I ask my mummy. Is this one of your stories? She’s so good, my mummy, at telling stories. No, it isn’t, she says. She’s in tears herself too. It’s upset her. Your real daddy came from Nigeria in Africa and your mummy came from the Highlands. What, I say, so my daddy isn’t my real daddy either? No, my mum says. I’m distraught. I can’t stop crying. I love them both so much the idea that people I have never met are my real parents and not them is horrible. How long have you known about this? I ask my brother, furious with him for some reason because he’s laughing and finds the whole thing very funny. I’ve known for ages. I can’t remember not knowing, he says. So it’s good, isn’t it? You’re not my real sister. Ha! Ha! My mum goes out of the room and comes back and wipes her face on a tea towel. She says, But your dad and I love you more than all the tea in China, more than all the waves in the ocean and will love you till all the seas run dry. And you are special. You were chosen. And everyone needs cuddles to survive. Everyone needs cuddles, so they do. Come here and let your mummy give you a big cuddle.










Christchurch to Glasgow



My mum and dad met in Christchurch in the South Island of New Zealand, though my mum comes from Lochgelly in Fife, and my dad from Townhead in Glasgow. I’ve often wondered if they would ever have met had they not both ended up on the other side of the world, in the southern hemisphere, enticed by the completely free fare, in the days when Australia and New Zealand were determined to increase their working population, and by the adventure of the journey. My mum was eighteen when she left for New Zealand and my dad was twenty-five. They met in 1952 in a place called the Coffee Pot, where my mum had a waitressing job. ‘Your dad used to come in there with all his climbing mates, Blondie, Wattie . . . – I can’t remember the rest of their names, a good-natured big crowd – I think he liked me because I gave him big portions. Isn’t that right, John? Then he asked me out on our first date. Why did you ask me out? Did you fancy me?’ My dad, even at the age of eighty-four, seems a little embarrassed at my mum’s flirtatiousness, and will never just say, ‘Yes, I fancied you.’ Though he always will say, ‘Oh, your mother was a good-looking woman, no doubt about it.’ And she’ll say, ‘A catch, was I a catch?’ And he’ll say dubiously, ‘Yes . . . a catch, quite a catch,’ as if that doesn’t quite capture it for him, and he’s being jostled into the wrong word.


My parents married in 1954, the same year the Supreme Court ruled that race-based segregation in schools was unconstitutional, the same year that Senator Joseph McCarthy conducted nationally televised inquiries into the communist infiltration of the army, the same year that there was massive interest in Billy Graham’s Christian revival meetings; the same year as the first Annual Newport Jazz festival where later Miles Davis would blow the crowd away with his live performance of ‘Round Midnight’.


My mum often tells me the story of their first date. ‘He turned up in a big truck, a big filthy truck to take me out for our first date,’ my mum says.


‘Plenty of women would have been impressed with a truck like that,’ my dad says. ‘No many people had wheels in those days.’


‘A big filthy truck,’ my mum repeats. ‘I had to climb up into it.’


‘We went to the movies,’ my dad says, moving on, ‘we went to see Death of a Salesman, quite a classy film for our first date. Do you remember, Ellen?’ (My dad calls my mum Ellen.) ‘That it was Death of a Salesman?’


My mum nods, not as proud of this as my dad, impatient to get back to the romance of it all. ‘I think he was in love with me. Were you in love with me, John?’


‘Willy Loman was played by Fredric March. He was quite something, but no as good as Alf Garnet that time when we saw it in the Kings. Do you remember that, Jackie? That performance by Alf Garnet was a revelation.’


I nod. ‘I took my friend Aileen Spence.’


‘So you did, so you did. I’d forgotten she came along.’ There’s a great pleasure at eighty-four to be had in recouping lost memories, netting little bits in; they sparkle and please, tiny silver fishes.


‘We were married about six months after we got engaged, weren’t we, John?’


‘Only six months?’ I ask. Somehow, even though I’ve been told this story of my parents’ meeting in New Zealand many times, each time a new bit surfaces that I hadn’t noticed before.


‘No point hanging around when you’re sure,’ my mum says with an air of sophistication. ‘Plus I didn’t like my flatmate.’


‘That’s more like it! It had nothing to dae wey romance. You just didnae like yer flatmate! Was I duped or what?’ my dad says, enjoying the idea that he might have been tricked into marrying my mum.


‘How romantic is this?’ my mum says. ‘Your dad said to me – what would you prefer, a wedding ring or a rucksack, because we canny afford both? I chose a rucksack.’


‘Good for you,’ I say again as I’ve said when I’ve heard that story before. ‘That’s quite cool,’ I say, ‘don’t you think?’


My dad shrugs. ‘Not so much cool as practical. A ring doesnie help you to go on a walking holiday.’


‘It was a good quality rucksack, lasted years. Before we got married I bought myself a wedding ring for three pounds. I bought it from a second-hand shop. I got quite attached to it. But my hands have got that thin that the other week it just slipped off when we were away in Shetland, and I didn’t notice it going. I was distraught.’


‘Why were you distraught when you chose it yersell?’ my dad jokes.


‘You attach value to things, emotional value to things!’ my mum says and laughs as if human beings are all crazy.


‘That’s capitalism for you!’ my dad says and laughs too. ‘We’re all mugs. We’ve all got a wee bit of Willy Loman in us. That woman that played Linda in the film, Mildred Dunnock, she was brilliant too.’


‘Maybe it wasn’t losing the ring that upset me,’ my mum says. ‘Maybe it was my fingers getting thinner. Maybe it was just getting old.’


My parents married on the day after April Fool’s Day in 1954. The day before my dad had fallen through the office floor, when he was working for CWF Hamilton and Company, an accident that had reminded him of an earlier one when he was just fourteen and working for Mavor and Coulson Ltd, which made mining machinery. The gaffer had asked my dad to climb onto his desk to get something and he’d knocked over a stone jar of ink. This earned him the nickname Inky. I remember loving it when my dad’s old climbing pals called him Inky. The proof of a parent’s popularity is in a nickname. In one of the photographs of their wedding day, my dad has his arm around one of their friends. My mum isn’t wearing a wedding dress, and my dad, though wearing a smartish suit, isn’t dressed up to the nines either. ‘I didn’t fancy a big wedding dress,’ my mum said. ‘Too corny! And we didn’t have the money to hire a big fancy dress anyway. And I didn’t want to wear white, what a cliché! Everyone wore white. I wore a yellow nylon flouncy dress with a narrow black belt and a full skirt. I had to pay it up, fifty bob a week.’


My mum joined the Communist Party in New Zealand at the same time as my dad. She always liked pointing out that her Maori friend Tam took them to their first meeting. Years later, back in Scotland, my dad gave up his work as a draughtsman in 1965 and started working as the Glasgow Secretary for the Communist Party when the Party offices were at 57 Miller Street. ‘We’d have been a lot better off if he’d stuck to being a draughtsman and not worked full time for the Party. Still, he had to follow his passion.’ My mum nearly got sacked from her job in her office at the box-making factory in New Zealand when she tried to get the other workers to sign a petition for Paul Robeson, the African-American singer and actor, to re-release his passport.


Just before their marriage in Christchurch, my mum’s parents emigrated to New Zealand to join them. My mum was their only child; my dad too was an only child. I never had any cousins. I used to long for cousins and also wonder if they would have treated me and my brother, who is also adopted, exactly like cousins, or not. My mum’s parents stayed in New Zealand for the next twenty-six years, missing Scotland and intensifying themselves abroad. When my gran returned, her Fife accent had become so broad, such a mixture of Lochgelly and nostalgia, that her old friends had difficulty understanding her! She was like a woman on a shortbread tin come to life; her Scottishness had become, all those miles away, the thing she valued about herself the most. There was a quaintness and kitschness to it; the years away had offered up a way of explaining herself that wasn’t exactly truthful. Scotland the brave was a romantic place in her head: mist and battles, and misty battles. We used to roll up copies of the Sunday Post, containing Dudley Watkins’s cartoons of oor Wullie and the Broons, and send them to my gran, who in turn rolled up copies of the Christchurch Weekly and sent them to us. I liked the rolled-up newspapers rolling in from abroad, and the idea that other people’s news was different to ours. (We don’t get that any more except perhaps from local papers in more remote areas. Recently in Ullapool on holiday, my dad was lost reading the Highland and Island local paper. ‘Christ, it’s fascinating. It’s a whole different world.’)


My mum and dad returned to Scotland after spending their first years of married life in New Zealand, much to the distress of my grandparents who had emigrated to join them there. By this time they desperately wanted children. They tried and tried but had no luck. This was in the days before IVF. They had tests done and still no luck. Eventually, it was my dad who suggested they might try adoption. My dad came up with many of the best ideas: a rucksack rather than a wedding ring, and adopted children rather a childless marriage. It took ages – my mum said five years – before they found an adoption agency that would accept them despite their politics. (I’ve realized it couldn’t have been five years because they adopted my brother in 1959. It must have felt like five years.) In those days, the late fifties, adoption agencies were mostly run by religious organizations. There was the Glasgow Social Services, who wanted to know how often my parents went to church and how close they lived to a church. My parents wouldn’t lie about this. ‘There was that woman who said, “Just put anything down on the form, gloss over it.” She was aff her heid!’ my dad says, indignant. ‘“Just say you attend a weekly service, that’ll be fine.”’


‘Why would we lie about something like that?’ my mum says. ‘Supposing we says, right we go to church three times a week and then they check up on us, and find we’re lying? What then? Do they take the kid from us? When we first got Maxwell and you, we had to have you for two years before it was official. At any point, at any point, during that time, they could have come and took you away from us. And in those days the birth mother was allowed to change her mind within a six-month period.’


‘Maybe she could see you were good people and was just trying to help you?’ I say.


‘Oh come on,’ my mum says. ‘What kind of help is that?’


‘Maybe she wasn’t used to people being so honest. You could have ended up not getting any child.’


‘We couldn’t lie, could we, John?’ my mum says. My dad shakes his head angrily, the memory of it all annoys him. It all seems so wrong. ‘Lie about how often you go to church, Christ, it’s no real so it’s no!’


‘Well, I’m glad you didn’t lie,’ I say because suddenly, for the first time after all these years, after hearing the story several times, it occurs to me that had they lied, they would have been passed as eligible adoptive parents sooner, and would have adopted different children altogether. Not my brother. Not me. The thought that I might not have had them, Helen and John Kay, as my parents upsets me. So much was down to chance and timing. ‘If you’d stayed in New Zealand,’ I say, to make myself go down this horrible road further, ‘you would have adopted different children.’ My mum nods. ‘I wonder what they would have been like?’ She nods again. ‘Maybe you’d have adopted Maori children?’


‘Maybe,’ my mum says, not much interested in this game of what ifs. ‘It’s all a lottery,’ she says. ‘It’s all pure luck.’


After my parents finally got accepted by the Scottish Adoption Agency, and found a lovely woman who they felt was on their side, they went to a meeting where they were asked more questions. On the way out of this meeting, my mum remarked, and it was an almost casual, throw-away remark, ‘By the way, we don’t mind what colour the child is.’ And the woman said, ‘Really? Well, in that case we have a boy in the orphanage; we could let you see him today.’ And if my mum hadn’t thought to say that, just as she was leaving, my brother might have remained in the orphanage for the rest of his life, and so might have I, because having one ‘coloured child’ they decided to adopt another, to keep him company, which was forward-thinking, I see now looking back, for the sixties. ‘To think they didn’t even think to mention Maxie to us,’ my mum says, still outraged at this, ‘that he wasn’t even thought of as a baby.’


‘The day we visited Maxwell, in the orphanage, there were several other children we could have adopted as well,’ my dad says.


‘Really? You would have liked more?’


‘Christ, yes,’ my dad says. ‘We shouldn’t have worried so much about no being able to afford them. We could have given a home to two more at least. Remember that wee boy with the very dark eyes and hair,’ my dad says. ‘He just looked at us with these big brown eyes.’ My dad’s old blue eyes don’t so much fill with tears as with a watery fluid that comes with age; thoughts that move him fill his eyes a little, as if his memory is a flooded place now, with things floating: children that needed homes, children he could have given a home to, children afloat on boards, like images of children flooded in New Orleans. The images all seem to mix together now, and it’s as if my dad, being the good and kind man that he is, asks himself repeatedly if he made the right choices, if he did enough.


‘We couldn’t have had any more!’ my mum says, impatiently. ‘We couldn’t afford them!’


‘We could have always squeezed another in. Other people managed it!’


‘You weren’t even here most of the time. You were always out doing things for the Party. I couldn’t have man-aged four on my own with you out every night till eleven.’ My dad gives my mum a look as if she’s hit below the belt, and used dirty tactics. I must have given her one too, because she looks at me and says, ‘He wasn’t around. You remember that! I was practically a single parent!’ I know this is true, but I prefer the other truth for the moment; it too has something true about it that I’ve never heard before, the idea that my dad would have liked to have been a dad to four children, that he has somewhere in his head an idealistic idea of the kind of dad he would have liked to be – father to a gang of four, out in the Lost Glen, climbing the hills together.


My parents took my brother home on the 18th of September 1959. They always remember the day they got him home because it was the same day as the Auchengeich Colliery disaster, when forty-eight men lost their lives. ‘It was terrible. Just dreadful! And when the anniversary of that came round, I always remembered that was the day we got our Maxwell home.’ My mum’s father had been a miner from Lochgelly and had twice been buried alive down the pits, and twice survived, and she had grown up in a house full of miners. She remembered being offered a penny for washing the backs of her mining uncles when they sat in the steel tub bath, and how by the weekend they would also ask for their penny back to go dancing. She remembers the coal-filthy thick oilskins.


Shortly after the day they brought my brother home, a minister arrived at my parents’ door. ‘“I’ve heard that you’ve done a kind act and adopted a coloured child,” he says to me,’ my mum said. ‘“We at the Church just wanted to know if we could be of any assistance,” as if he were thinking of you both as noble savages. I sent him packing,’ my mum told me, ‘I’ll tell you what’s savage, the Scottish Presbyterian Church!’ I don’t know if this really happened, the minister on the doorstep, or if it’s apocryphal, but my mum used to insist that it did, though I also know that I have inherited, if inherited is the word, and perhaps it is, her gift for exaggeration. ‘Did I tell you of the time that I was locked up in a church?’ my mum says. ‘Your father and I were both arrested at a protest against Polaris. Your dad was taken to the gaol in Dunoon, but then they ran out of space in the gaol, there were that many protesters, so they locked me and other women up in the Catholic Church. That’s the most time I’ve ever spent in a church,’ my mum said laughing. ‘Mind you, I got out before your father. I remember being back at home and the policeman turning up at the door and saying, “Do you know your husband is in prison?” and me saying, “Aye, and I’m just out.” Your grandmother was very judgemental about it all. Well, she was very God-fearing. I remember your dad and I were both fined, ten pounds each, which was a huge amount then, and it wasn’t fair, two from the one family.’ My mum never got on that well with my other gran, my dad’s mum. I remember her saying that the only good thing my gran had to say about her was that she was ‘a neat walker’.


A couple of years after they adopted my brother, my mum had a call from the same woman at the Scottish Adoption Agency. ‘There’s a woman who has come down from the Highlands, and the father of the baby is from Nigeria. We thought we’d let you know since you told us you wanted another child the same colour.’ So, months before my birth mother gave birth to me, my mum knew that she was going to have me. ‘It was the closest I could get to giving birth myself,’ she’s told me often. ‘I didn’t know if I’d have a girl or a boy, if you’d be healthy or not, the kind of thing that no mother knows. It was a real experience. It felt real. I remember waiting and waiting for news of your birth and phoning up every day to find out if you’d been born yet. Finally, I was told you had been born, you were a girl, but you were not healthy. And they advised me to come in and pick another baby, because you weren’t expected to live. The forceps had caused some brain damage, and also left a gash down your face. The brain damage still shows,’ my mum said, laughing. I like hearing this fairytale; I’ve heard it often. My mum wouldn’t pick another baby; she’d become attached to the idea of me in the months of ghost pregnancy, where she’d shadowed my birth mother in her own imagination, picturing, perhaps, her belly getting bigger and bigger. She already felt like I belonged to her. She visited every week, or every month, depending when she’s telling the story, driving the forty miles from Glasgow to Edinburgh, with my dad, and she had to wear a mask, so as not to infect me, and got to pick me up and hold me. Perhaps this interest, this love, is what made me survive against the odds. The doctors were apparently amazed at my recovery.


Then after five months she was finally allowed to take me home. My brother was told they were going to collect his baby sister, and he was excited about it, my mum said. ‘And protective from the word go. He’d guard that big navy Silver Cross pram, and if anybody peered in, he’d announce that you were his sister. We had to feed you a special diet – it worked! By Jesus, it worked all right! – porridge and extra vitamins, to build up your strength. A few weeks later, the woman from the Agency rang again saying your birth mother had requested a baby photograph.’


‘Did she?’ I asked.


My mum nodded. ‘She did. So we propped you up in the back garden, that was before the grass had been sown and the back was mostly mud, and went to take a picture, but you went flying back. That was the first picture we took of you that one where you are flying back.


‘And then we took another, better picture, and I put it in the post, but I never heard anything back. I know that they sent it on because she was reliable that woman, and kind. A while later I received a wee knitted yellow cardigan for you in the post that had been knitted by your birth mother.’


‘You did?’


‘I did,’ she nods. ‘I don’t remember you ever telling me that before.’


‘No? Probably just forgot. Maybe I’ve even made it up. Maybe I thought she should have knitted you something. You get all mixed up with what’s the truth and what’s not. I know she went back up to the Highlands. She lived with her grandmother. I imagined she’d been encouraged to have her baby adopted, put it that way. It wouldn’t have been the norm in those days, a black man with a white woman. It must have been a hell of a lonely journey back to that wee Highland town of Nairn. I was told her address there was Ivy Cottage.’


When I was seventeen and my mum was the age I am now, we went on a wee holiday, just the two of us, staying at various B and Bs in the north of Scotland. We passed through Elgin and into Nairn. ‘Why don’t we try and find that Ivy Cottage, just to see,’ my mum said, excitedly. ‘We can do our Columbo.’ We went into a red phone box and looked up the surname Fraser. We found so many Frasers it was staggering, Fraser the butcher, Fraser the baker, Fraser the plumber, but only one that lived at an Ivy Cottage. ‘You hide behind the corner, in case they see you,’ my mum said. Then she knocked at the door, and said she was looking for an Elizabeth Fraser, that she used to nurse with her. (She’d known that my mother was a nurse.) ‘Whoever answered the door wasn’t very friendly,’ my mum told my dad when we got back to Glasgow.


‘And no bloody wonder,’ my dad said, angrily. ‘That was irresponsible of you. What if it had been her? What might you have walked straight into? You don’t know what kind of can of worms you might have been opening.’


My mum shrugged as if my dad’s response bored her. ‘We thought we were playing at being detectives,’ my mum said, as far as she was concerned it’d all just been a bit of fun, and he was being a real stick in the mud.


‘You’re out of your mind!’ my dad said. ‘And having Jackie hide round the corner! Honestly, Ellen! Who knows what could have happened?’


‘But there was definitely something she wasn’t telling us,’ my mum said. ‘She knew an Elizabeth Fraser, that’s for sure. She was hostile. Why should she be hostile? All I was doing was saying I used to work with an Elizabeth Fraser, nothing more.’


‘You’re a stranger on her doorstep. Naebody likes strangers on their doorsteps least of all folk with something to hide,’ my dad said and hid behind his Morning Star in a fury. My mum rolled her eyes at me. I was her accomplice and her daughter. We had both wanted to find my mother just out of curiosity, we told ourselves. Neither of us had given proper thought to what might have happened next had my birth mother answered the door. My dad was right, we’d acted irresponsibly, it was a trail we were on, but we hadn’t seriously considered where it might have ended.


I think that my mum was interested in tracking my birth mother down in the same way that I was a little later in my life when I did the whole thing for real. For her, she wanted to see the person she had imagined, the one who had gifted her me. I think my mum liked the idea of turning up on a stranger’s doorstep and the stranger turning out to be somebody related to my birth mother who could have put us in the right direction. Then we could have followed the star through the day and night and turned up on another doorstep, and might have been taken in, and welcomed, and fed and watered.


My mum knew that had she ever been lucky enough to fall pregnant, nothing would have ever persuaded her to give her baby up for adoption. There was always something mysterious in the story of our adoption, mysterious to my mum, something made up about it. And then again other people made up stories too about us. Around the time when my mum and dad got me from Elsie Inglis Hospital in Edinburgh, they had a Communist Party member staying with them from Uganda. ‘I think the neighbours all thought I’d had an affair,’ my mum said, relishing this other self. And then shortly after they’d got me back from the hospital they had a party in our house, a Party social, and another comrade from Nigeria was staying over. Margaret Akinwuma, whose brother was Secretary for the Nigerian Peace Committee. She was bobbing me on her lap and everyone assumed I belonged to her. Margaret thought it was funny. ‘And then whenever I went out with you in the pram and people looked in, they never knew what to say, so they’d often say, “She looks a lot like you.”’


People still do tell me that I look like my mum, which is maybe true. Perhaps after years of unconsciously copying her physical mannerisms and gestures, I’ve grown to look like her. Or perhaps, by some fluke, we just do.


We often held parties in our house, Party socials and parties for neighbours and friends. I loved getting the buffet ready for these occasions with my mum. I liked copying the way she did things. We’d cut the tomatoes in zigzag style, put little squares of cheese on sticks with chunks of pineapple or pickled onions, roll sliced ham, cut sausage rolls in half, and sometimes, if we were being very adventurous, we’d make our own coleslaw. (I remember the day my mum first discovered coleslaw. She came back from the shops all excited, and said, ‘You’ll never guess what I’ve discovered?’ ‘What?’ I said. ‘This new amazing thing called coleslaw.’) We’d put out little bowls full of beetroot balls or slices of cucumber, or bowls of crisps, and assemble everything so that it looked pretty and colourful. ‘There,’ my mum would say with satisfaction, ‘that looks pretty.’ Then the people would arrive and the drinks would start to flow and soon the singing would start too, and before long, my dad would be taking to the floor singing his favourites: ‘St James Infirmary Blues’, ‘Well Alright OK You Win’, a Joe Williams song that I grew into singing with him, even though I’m tone deaf. I’ll do anything you want, anything you wa-aaaant me to. Sing hey bob a loo loo. Hey bob a loo loo . . . Or Cole Porter’s ‘Brush up Your Shakespeare’: The girls today in society, Go for classical poetry, so to win their hearts one must quote with ease, Aeschylus and Euripides. But the poet of them all, Who will start ’em simply raving, is the poet people call, the bard of Stratford-on-Avon. Or more unusual songs like ‘The Wilds of Croftamie’: Far away in the hills of Croftamie, where the white man fears to tread. And Alec Clark would sing ‘Ae Fon Kiss’, and Anna Ashton would sing ‘John Anderson my jo’, and Peter Morton would sing, and Kenny Haldane would sing, and I would feel happy, gloriously happy, surrounded by people who had their songs with them. All of my happiest memories are about people singing to me: Ali singing ‘Maxwellton Braes are Bonny’ in her sweet Highland voice, Nick singing ‘Stormy Weather’ in his soaring, tender voice; Ella, Carol Ann’s daughter, singing ‘Every time We Say Goodbye’ in her pure and jazzy fourteen-year-old voice.


‘One singer, one song,’ somebody would shout, back then, and it was somebody else’s turn. People danced up and down our small living-room floor, acting their songs out. My dad had an imaginary brush to accompany his rendition of ‘Brush up Your Shakespeare’. The Party was a party, a rave, but also a party, a group of like-minded people who enjoyed each other’s company and shared similar values. Years later, there were divisions amongst them about which directions the Party should take. But in my childhood at least the Party seemed to be like an extended family. Because we had very little money, the Party butcher made us a packet of meat on a Saturday for a fiver that would last us the week. It contained four steaks – ‘four steaks, the generosity!’ my dad would enthuse – four square sausages, the kind of sausage my gran missed when she was in New Zealand. Only the Scottish would think to make a sausage square, my dad said. Four rashers of bacon, ‘Look at that, hardly any fat on it!’ Four slices of black pudding. Four slices of fruit pudding. Half a dozen eggs. ‘No bad for a fiver, even for them days.’ The Party carpenter would fit bookshelves for next to nothing. When the plumbing went in the bathroom, the Party plumber came and fixed it for next to nothing too.


Every so often my mum and dad qualified for a free Party holiday. They went to Moscow, Leningrad, Petersburg. The year they went off to Russia, they left my brother and me with comrades Jack and Anna Ashton for three weeks. Jack and Anna couldn’t have us all the time, so they took us to another comrade, who we’d never met, who lived in a wee cottage on the outskirts of Edinburgh, at the end of a very overgrown garden. I was seven; Maxie was nine. The wee man had baked a huge gooseberry pie. I’ve never tasted another like it. The juice from the gooseberries was oozing out of a hole in the middle. The wee man had peculiar habits. He would pee into a milk bottle at night, and in the morning the bottle would be half full of his pee, an intense orangey yellow. I remember seeing the bottle on a shelf in his kitchen, and staring at the colour for ages, half appalled, half fascinated. Then he would beat up a raw egg for his breakfast, add a little of the piss, ‘to gie it the right consistency’, and half a pint of milk, transfer the mixture to a glass and knock it back in one. ‘Never been sick a day in my life,’ the old man said. I couldn’t wait for my parents to return from Russia.


This was my mum’s second visit to Russia. She had been once before for a World Youth Congress in 1958, before she got my brother. ‘You had to be under thirty to go, so your dad missed out. From Scotland, Calum Kennedy the number-one folk singer of the era went, and Robin Hall and Jimmie MacGregor, the folk-singing duo, went, people from all backgrounds went including the Bow Hill Pipe Band who led the whole British contingent.’ My mum travelled through Europe on a train, and at every stop, people from all over the world got on. She was in her element: Jamaicans, Poles, Nigerians, Spanish, Cubans. She had the journey of her life. At Warsaw, they changed trains and my mum was asked to organize where everyone should sleep on the new train and she forgot to include herself so she had to share a sleeping compartment with two Indian men, who were mortified. Between them they made elaborate arrangements about how to get undressed without them seeing my mum or her seeing them.


Every time I hear of that epic journey, of those young people meeting on a train heading for Moscow, I think of it as a story that leads to my brother and me; in an imaginary way, the train stopped at us. We could have been picked up en route. We could have been from anywhere in the world. All my parents knew about my brother’s original family was that his grandfather was said to have come off a boat and landed in Leith. Nobody knew from where and my mum often amused herself by thinking about all the countries my brother could possibly have come from, and even, sometimes, all the continents: somewhere in Africa maybe, or the Caribbean or maybe even Latin America. The mystery of her own children was as compelling, for my mum, as DNA, as genetically inherited traits or features. I remember her often saying to me throughout my childhood, ‘Our Maxie is an enigma to me.’ She didn’t just mean where he came from; she also meant his character and personality. The other thing she liked to say was, ‘You can choose your friends, but you can’t choose your family.’ She’d usually say this with reference to some friend or another having difficulty with some member of her family. But the thing that used to strike me about that cliché was that in my mum’s case it wasn’t true: she had chosen her family.
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