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Men and women make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.
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Prologue


At the start of a bitterly cold February in 1992, my routine as a wife and mother living in the suburbs of Edinburgh and working in nearby West Lothian as a senior lecturer in childcare in a demanding college post was disrupted. I was sent on a week’s management course, which included assertiveness training. What I learnt triggered off a series of events that have affected my entire life. Before I returned to West Lothian College, I had an experience that altered the direction of my life irrevocably.


It also affected my husband, my teenage son and my ten-year-old daughter. It almost destroyed relationships within the rest of my large extended family, dividing me from my mother and brothers. It led to me instigating a major criminal investigation in the Strathclyde region of Scotland, which involved reopening files almost forty years old.


Later, I was in and out of police stations, procurators’ offices and I met leading politicians. Strangers saluted my courage and told me they would not have had the strength to do what I was doing. Others, including some relatives, called me a bitch hell-bent on revenge. A tiny handful of members of my church supported me with their prayers, while people from my past showed open hostility. Some said I needed psychiatric help.


All of this resulted from a single conversation I had with my father on 7 February 1992, when we met and spoke for the first time in twenty-seven years.










Coatbridge, Lanarkshire, Scotland


I was a child in the 1950s, when there was a distinct sense of right and wrong. It was a golden age of innocence when respect for elders was insisted upon, the postman put the letters in your hand, and my grandmother pulled down the blinds in the house when a neighbour had died or when a funeral was going past. We lived life at a slower pace, and knew no one who suffered from stress. Indeed, we had never heard of such a thing.


I ran happily to fetch what we called the ‘messages’ from gloomy shops with sawdust floors. Assistants brought you items from the shelf; the butter was patted briskly into shape and the cheese neatly severed from the block with wire. The money was whisked on a series of pulleys to the girl in her tower-like cash desk and I dreamed of one day having her job, and inscribing copper-plate figures in a huge ledger. We all shopped at the Co-op, although we knew that some people – the toffs – had their shopping delivered by message boys, who wore three-quarter-length aprons, pedalling their sturdy bikes along tree-lined streets to the big houses where tips were likely. Customers were valued then, and honesty rewarded. It seemed as though life would go on like this for ever.


Coatbridge was dominated by its blast furnaces and had earned itself the nickname the Iron Burgh. The population was primarily working class, and trips abroad were only for the wealthy, and although the community had experienced its share of scandalous events the local newspaper headlines tended to run BUTCHER FINED FOR HAVING TOO MUCH FAT IN MINCE OR MAN FINED FOR RIDING BICYCLE WITHOUT LIGHTS.


The community itself appeared to be a safe place to rear a family. We children walked unaccompanied to and from school and the park. We played for hours in streets that had few cars. Indeed, they were such a rarity that the AA man saluted members as they passed him. The minister called regularly to see us and was offered tea in the best china cup with roses on it, and digestive biscuits thick-spread with butter. Nobody we knew bought chocolate ones, which were too expensive for ordinary folk.


The end of innocence came on 23 February 1957. That date was a watershed in my life and in every other Coatbridge child’s. Overnight, fear seeped into a small community where it had been thought that everyone knew everyone else. Two families in particular were affected for ever by the tragedy. The repercussions of one little girl’s disappearance caused shock waves and disbelief that never entirely subsided.










Chapter One


I was just eight years old when Moira Anderson vanished from the streets of Coatbridge in a fierce blizzard on 23 February 1957. She was carrying out an errand for her grandmother that involved the shortest of journeys to the Co-op for some butter.


Moira was pretty, with straight fair hair framing an impish face. Everyone who remembers her recalls a child with an answer for everything. Not cheeky, but a renowned tomboy who was full of life, with intelligent blue eyes and a bubbly personality. One of her uncles told the police that Moira ‘was a girl who should’ve been born a boy – she could beat them all at bools [marbles] and she wasn’t a great one for dolls or skipping’. The middle child of three girls, her parents Andrew and Marjorie (also known as Maisie) had settled in a sandstone tenement building at 71 Eglinton Street, a stone’s throw from Dunbeth Park, the haunt of all the local children, and close to Coatbridge College in nearby Kildonan Street. The tenements were near Dunbeth Avenue, a prestigious address, and a main bus route passed them. The whole Cliftonville area, with its tree-lined streets was, and still is, regarded as a desirable part of the burgh in which to live.


My mother’s sister, my aunt Margaret, lived nearby, and my family and I were just a few streets away. I was a frequent visitor to the park, usually with my aunt’s offspring to give her a break, or playing with the girls I knew from school. I often saw Marilyn Twycross; she was part of a little group that included Marjorie, the youngest Anderson girl. I only knew Moira by sight.


Janet, the eldest daughter, was thirteen, and protective of her younger sisters, who bore a striking resemblance to her. People often confused the first two Anderson girls as their appearance was so similar, but they had distinct personalities and different interests. The sisters were close and Moira confided in Janet. A few days before she disappeared, Moira told her that a young man with a knife had stopped her near their gran’s home and had asked her to go with him, offering her money. Terrified, she had run away but had told no one except Janet.


The family of Andrew, or ‘Sparks’, Anderson, a boilerman, was well known in the town. They were not well-to-do, but they were respectable. To earn pocket money Moira ran errands for an elderly neighbour called Mrs Bruce, and did other odd jobs for her and for her mother. The coppers she earned were augmented by her part-time job delivering milk each morning, for Rankin’s Dairy. Rain or shine, Moira never missed a delivery, although the work involved pushing a heavy handcart of crates full of milk bottles round local streets. She made seven shillings and sixpence each week and picked up generous tips at Christmas. She put her money straight into the school bank each Monday morning, until funds had grown sufficiently for her to transfer them to the Airdrie Savings Bank. Her main expenditure was on swimming on Monday evenings, after which she bought threepence worth of chips and two pickled onions from the chippie at Jackson Street, before catching the Cliftonville bus home with her sister.


The Andersons had neither car nor television. Andrew was a keen Glasgow Rangers supporter, and he took Moira to matches at Ibrox and at Airdrie when he could afford to. He would say to her as they entered, ‘Now, don’t listen to the foul language, just shut your ears and concentrate on the game.’ The family also had a small holiday cabin in the countryside, where Mrs Anderson liked to send her daughters to put roses in their cheeks. Seaside visits to relatives who lived on the Scottish East Coast were not unusual, even in winter. Janet had been allowed to go that particular February weekend.


That Saturday Moira went to her granny’s home in the mid-afternoon, to meet her cousins and their friend. The older girls, Jeannette and Beth Mathewson, were going to take her to the pictures. Her parents had approved the plan: the girls’ grandfather was dying in Glasgow Royal Infirmary and they planned to visit him. In the end Moira’s mother stayed at home. She had asked Moira to visit her gran, who had Asian flu, before the outing, to check if she needed anything.


When Moira arrived at her grandmother’s house in Muiryhall Street, her Uncle Jim, a bachelor who lived with his mother, said that he’d bought fish for their tea but that there was no fat to cook it. He asked Moira to go to the Co-op. She swithered about taking her grandmother’s dog Glen with her as she liked to do, but the snow was falling heavily and her uncle told her not to dawdle. He thought if she hurried she would get to the store before it closed at 4.15 p.m.


The Co-op in Laird Street was no distance from Muiryhall Street, and when she set off Moira was warmly dressed in her navy blue school coat and a pixie hat with red bands knitted into it. It was the last time she was ever seen.


That afternoon the streets were deserted, mainly because of the blizzard, but also because, as a contemporary report in the Scottish Daily Express read, ‘At that time . . . the men are at football matches, the women at shops downtown, the kiddies at cinema matinées.’ The staff in the Co-op knew Moira well but had told the newspaper’s journalist: ‘Moira did not come in here on Saturday afternoon.’ They were adamant that they had not closed early.


Moira’s uncle became angry as he waited for the child to return and the afternoon wore on. ‘She said she wouldn’t be long!’ he complained to the Mathewson girls. He remembered, with some exasperation, how Moira could not resist a challenge to a game of marbles – she was renowned for her skill and had humiliated more than a few male companions, winning their best ‘bools’ from them with ease. But surely she wouldn’t be playing marbles on a day like this. He became increasingly anxious.


Eventually Moira’s cousins set off for the Regal where they hoped to spot her in the queue. Their luck was out. Moira wasn’t there and the five o’clock show was packed out. They went on to the Theatre Royal in Jackson Street, where they saw a film starring Peter Finch. By that time, they’d given up on Moira.


Later that evening, when Moira’s cousins were back at home with their parents, they were astonished when Moira’s father appeared at the door looking for her. He was horrified to hear that his daughter had not been with them. He could not believe that on a journey of five hundred yards, his daughter, who knew the area inside out, could have gone missing. Stunned, he left to tell his wife.


It took time for the news of Moira’s disappearance to spread: communications in the fifties were a poor shadow of what we now take for granted. A local search took place, the next day, on the traditional Scottish Sabbath but Monday’s Daily Record made no mention that the child had vanished. On Tuesday, though, it devoted the centre-spread to the story, and illustrated the route she had followed. There is one sentence in which the reporter who wrote the story unwittingly touched on the key to the mystery: ‘Something made Moira change her mind about shopping.’ But as the days slipped past the question ‘What?’ was left unanswered.


A few days later, on 2 March, the family’s sick grandfather, James Anderson, died, which doubled their pain. After the funeral, hopes for Moira’s safety faded fast, but Mrs Anderson insisted on buying the Monopoly set Moira had said she’d love for her twelfth birthday on 31 March, saying, ‘I won’t give up hope yet.’ But the date, which was also Mothering Sunday that year, came and went and Moira had not appeared for either her present or her birthday tea.


There had been no reconstruction of Moira’s journey to the Co-op and no door-to-door inquiry took place. Had the police spoken to the Andersons’ neighbours, they would have found that one had been a vital witness. Mrs Twycross was the mother of my playmate Marilyn. She had been trying to clear her path of the heavy snow, and had seen Moira on her way to the Co-op. She had called a greeting. She felt sure the child had shouted back, ‘Is the bus away yet?’ before she carried on, and Mrs Twycross had scurried back into the warmth of her home. Like others, she expected the police to visit Moira’s neighbours but none came round and she dismissed what she had seen.


The Daily Record’s report ended with Maisie Anderson’s words: ‘I know Moira has been taken away against her will – she would never speak to strangers. Everybody knew her. She was such a tomboy, so full of fun and life. She wouldn’t go willingly with her birthday so close.’


It had been just after midnight on that Saturday might that Andrew Anderson had contacted the local police station, which was almost opposite my home in Dunbeth Road. He told the officer on duty of his daughter’s plans for that afternoon. The managers of half a dozen cinemas were called from their homes in case Moira had been locked in somewhere. Even the Carnegie Library was opened and searched because she was an avid reader who spent lots of time there. The houses of all relatives and friends were checked and double-checked.


As the week progressed with no news, a huge search was mounted. The bin men abandoned their strike to join police on the hunt, scouring back yards, sheds, garages and derelict buildings. The big event of Saturday, an Ayr United v. Airdrie football match at Broomfield, had attracted large crowds, then had been cancelled with the awful weather. Could a football supporter have stopped Moira for directions and abducted her? Andrew was firm that his daughter would never have gone off with a stranger, but as the hunt dragged on he said, ‘I fear she has been picked up in a car and taken away somewhere. But Moira never liked leaving the town, even to go into Glasgow. She spent almost all her spare time playing around the house.’ But Maisie Anderson insisted again that Moira would not have gone anywhere with a strange man.


Terror built up in the local children. Our mothers promised dire punishments if we played out late without permission. My friends and I walked in pairs to school, and had to bear the ignominy of being collected from the clubs we attended. I gave up Brownies on my mother’s insistence but was allowed to carry on with Red Cross classes, which were held much closer to home. We muttered darkly about the injustice of this, but we looked over our shoulders constantly as we avoided former favourite play areas such as the old graveyard in Church Lane, by the school.


Overnight, the freedom of an entire generation of children had been wiped out by a single event.


As the days lengthened, townsfolk continued to surmise what might have happened. Some limelight-seeking individuals invented possibly useful information. One woman near Eglinton Street where the Andersons lived insisted she had heard screeching brakes and had seen a car speed off that afternoon. Police dismissed her theory that Moira had been knocked down and that a panicking motorist had bundled her body into his car when they checked the view from her window. She couldn’t have seen or heard what she had described. They explained to her that with the amount of snow that had fallen on the roads it was highly unlikely that any vehicle could have been heard. All the side streets had been treacherous, and very few main roads had remained open on that Saturday.


Other leads took the police nowhere. A family described seeing the missing girl at a Queen’s Park funfair on Glasgow’s South Side, but the show folk could not corroborate this. A navy blue raincoat belt was found by a railwayman in a marshy area of bog near Coatbridge known as the Moss, but proved not to be Moira’s. Most dramatic of all, a girl seen being dragged forcibly into a van at Baillieston, by Coatbridge, that night, turned out to have been a willing hitchhiker.


Suspicion fell on the Anderson family themselves: as police understand it, the majority of victims know their killer. Moira’s sister Janet recalls that her uncle Jim was grilled endlessly as he had been the last known person to have spoken to the child. Whispers followed him for many years and Janet feels that the episode blighted his life.


Even Moira’s parents found themselves the object of speculation. Fathers of missing children are automatic suspects, and Andrew was conscious of people looking at him askance. Maisie, it was falsely said, had often had to punish Moira. She was lively, more trouble than the other two girls, a handful. Perhaps a family argument had gone too far.


Rumours of a family dispute persisted for several days, and on 5 March, eleven days after Moira had vanished, Coatbridge CID officers were reported by the Glasgow Herald to have searched the Andersons’ holiday home, but found nothing.


The same officers travelled to Greenock, where an elderly woman insisted she had spotted a girl bearing a resemblance to Moira, and south to Doncaster to interview a lorry driver who thought he had spotted her with two men. Both leads came to nothing.


New lines of inquiry gradually dried up, and what had been front-page news was relegated to inside columns, then odd paragraphs tucked in corners. ‘Moira – Still No News’, ‘Coatbridge Girl Still Untraced’, ‘Girl Still Missing’.


On 18 May the Herald reported that a photo of Moira would appear on television, some three months after she had vanished. The police had been urged to have it broadcast before, but had felt that the BBC would not transmit it as ‘It would serve no useful purpose’.


Two days later, when the picture had been shown, it was reported that the television appeal had brought no response.










Chapter Two


As time dragged by with no news, faith in Coatbridge Burgh Police plummeted. Just days after Moira’s disappearance, a dinner was held in honour of the retiring Chief Constable Daniel McLauchlan OBE. The new Chief, Charles McIntosh, was left with a hot potato. In his statement to the Scotsman of 26 February, he said that he was in command of the investigation and appealed for witnesses who might have seen Moira on the Saturday to come forward. From their statements, he said, perhaps a complete picture of her movements on the day of her disappearance might emerge. To co-ordinate the inquiry, he promoted Detective Sergeant John F. MacDonald to Uniformed Inspector in charge of the Coatbridge CID.


The Airdrie and Coatbridge Advertiser carried a photograph of the new man, and I can remember my father discussing these promotions: we lived opposite the police station and he was on nodding terms with all the officers, who in those days jumped on and off the buses and who had an arrangement with drivers where they expected to travel free. In return, they were prepared to look the other way when problems arose regarding the staff of Baxter’s Bus Service.


Whether it was because of the turmoil of McLauchlan’s departure, McIntosh’s arrival, or MacDonald’s promotion, or whether the announcement in the middle of the search for Moira that the Chief Constable for Lanarkshire was coming to visit the local force, there is no doubt that the search for the missing child became unco-ordinated. In 1993, a former police officer, now living in Canada, telephoned the Scottish Sunday Mail to say he recalled how disillusioned he had been by his time spent with the Coatbridge Burgh Police. Contrary to what was being said in the newspapers at the time about areas being searched two and three times, he had felt uneasy then and for years afterwards about the attitude of some of those in charge. Superiors, he said, were more concerned about getting offices spick and span and ensuring filing cabinets were up to date because of the impending visit of the highest-ranking officer in the county. A distinct lack of urgency had been shown about Moira, and he had overheard several men shrug off her disappearance with the words, ‘Och, the lassie’s likely had a row wi’ her mammy and went off. She’ll turn up soon enough.’ The group of officers he had been with were told not to search anywhere beyond the town boundary.


Furthermore, egos were bruised, when because of lack of headway and the Andersons’ view that the local police were not experienced in dealing with missing persons, the Glasgow CID joined the case. They were not overwhelmed by help. They briefly linked Peter Manuel, who went down in criminal history as Scotland’s most infamous serial killer, to Moira, and her name was mentioned when he conducted his own defence at his trial in May 1958. Manuel indicated that two detectives had said to him after an identification parade that they were going to pin eight murders on him, including ‘the little girl who disappeared in Coatbridge last year’. But they had to rule out Manuel: he had been in prison at the time of Moira’s disappearance, completing a stretch for breaking into Hamilton colliery. He might have been in the clear about Moira, but he went on to gain further notoriety as the last person hanged in Scotland.


Other members of the public share the view that the search was fragmented and lacked foresight. A local man commented in 1993 that he never understood why the Monkland Canal, which went right through the town, had not been dragged. At the time the official line was that it was too choked and overgrown with weeds, and because of Suez the petrol crisis was uppermost in the minds of the authorities.


Also in 1993, William McDonald of Glenboig made a statement to those who reopened Moira’s file, saying how astounded he had been to see land infilled at Coltswood, only a mile from Moira’s home, that spring. ‘I couldn’t believe my eyes to see quarrying and infill work going on when a local child had just gone missing.’


Others have commented that they were amazed that no door-to-door interviewing took place, not even around Muiryhall Street, where Moira’s grandmother lived. A relative of mine, who has stayed in neighbouring Albion Street all his life, said, ‘We always expected police to call because our household had three single men, all of them in different age groups, but it just never happened.’


The local police had made the naïve assumption that people would come forward automatically with any relevant information, but they were mistaken. Members of the public thought progress was being made when it was not. They felt sure that any local deviants would be undergoing thorough checking.


The only ‘local’ suspect whose movements were thoroughly checked was Ian Simpson, who was mentally handicapped, from Mitchell Street, near Kirkwood. His sister, by sheer coincidence, lived almost next door to the Co-op to which Moira had been sent.


In the 1990s Inspector John F. MacDonald revealed that Simpson was always his number one suspect, but he had a cast-iron alibi. He had been away with the Territorial Army that weekend, and his sister insisted he had been nowhere near her home in Laird Street. He was allowed to go free. However, he was eventually taken to Carstairs, the state psychiatric hospital, after hitching a lift from a Leeds man whom he murdered and buried in a lay-by in the Scottish mountains. Taking the victim’s car, he picked up a foreign student and murdered him, too, dumping the body in a forest near Dumfries. He was in Carstairs from 1962 till February 1976, when he was hacked to death with a staff member and a police officer during a break-out by fellow inmates.


The Airdrie and Coatbridge Advertiser, published weekly on Saturdays in 1957, summarized the events of the first week, stressing the concern being shown throughout the district: ‘Moira’s name is mentioned in shops, buses, public houses, in fact everywhere that people gather . . . all wish to help, yet all feel helpless in their ability to do so.’ Seldom, they reported, in the history of the Monklands had there been such a poignant human drama, and Mrs Anderson had the sympathy of countless mothers. All of Scotland was in shock. The paper described the ‘sightings’ in Greenock and Doncaster, but it went on to say:




Coatbridge Police revealed that they had been contacted by a woman who had seen Moira board a Baxter’s bus in Alexander Street at 5.15 p.m. on Saturday. It was bound for Kirkwood [a modern housing area on the town’s outskirts], and the woman, who knows Moira by sight, distinctly remembers smiling at the little girl as she smiled back. The police managed to trace the conductress of this bus, but she has been unable to aid the investigation . . . The bus went from Coatdyke Cross via Muiryhall St, Kildonan St, Alexander St, along Sunnyside Road towards the main town centre landmark known to every local as The Fountain, and then along the Main St, down towards Whifflet; its final leg would be via School St to the Kirkwood area of Old Monkland.





The mention of the bus’s destination made the police concentrate on Ian Simpson’s alibi. The Anderson parents queried why Moira would ever wish to go there. They explained that they knew no one who lived in that part of town.


After an appeal only one of six passengers had come forward. James Inglis had been waiting for the bus and knew Moira: she had been playing in the snow at the bus stop when the bus arrived, he said, but he was less sure that she had boarded it.


One other person reported seeing a child loitering at a bus stop in Whifflet around teatime. She seemed to be waiting for someone, they said, scuffing the icy pavement with her feet to keep warm. Their description of her shoes was accurate, but they had not noticed who had picked her up. The buses had stopped because of the weather, but the child appeared to have had an arrangement with someone. She had simply melted away into the night.


Instead of reconstructing the five-minute bus journey to the Whitelaw Fountain in the town centre and then on through Whifflet to the town centre, though, police concentrated their efforts on issuing descriptions of Moira’s clothing to all policemen in Greenock, where a search was organized. All ships’ crews anchored in port were interviewed to see if they recollected a girl answering Moira’s description. None did. Back at Coatbridge, police discounted the bus sightings, and visited schools to question pupils. This met with little success.


When detectives came to my primary school their talk was directed at older children in Primary 4–7. Gartsherrie Academy had a large central hall, and, a Primary 3 child on an errand, my curiosity got the better of me. Clasping the jug I’d been given to fetch water from the cloakroom for painting, I listened. I watched as older pupils shook their heads. Many knew her or, like myself, knew of her, although Moira had been at Coatdyke Primary in Muiryhall Street. I felt a flash of sympathy go through me when I thought of Marjorie, who was my own age. How awful never to see your big sister again.


Inexplicably the 1957 investigation team failed to interview Moira’s best friend, who had spent part of that final day with her. That morning, Moira had visited the Limb Centre in Motherwell with her father. They had returned after 11 a.m. and Moira had popped round to see Elizabeth Taylor with whom she spent most Saturdays at the Regal or Odeon matinées. Elizabeth Taylor Nimmo, now a grandmother, can recall the events of that day vividly. Moira had come round to her house in Dunbeth Avenue, and asked her to come out to play despite the dark sky, which promised bad weather, and an icy wind. Unusually for them, they elected to skip to keep warm and tied one end of a clothes rope to a lamp post, taking turns to twirl it while the other skipped.


Elizabeth Nimmo said, ‘The snow started to come on not long after we started the skipping. Funnily enough the morning had been fine, very crisp and bright with no hint of the blizzard coming. It turned into a really terrible day, in fact I’d never seen snow like it. Moira said as soon as she turned up that she would have to go for some messages . . . Then my mother noticed the weather and shouted to me from the window to come in, it was too cold to play. Moira asked if I wanted to go with her, but I wasn’t allowed, and that was that. I went into the house and watched some swimming which was on television, which we had then. The last I saw of Moira, she was turning the corner towards her home, obviously popping into her mum before she left for her gran’s house.’ Elizabeth added, with obvious sorrow, ‘Who knows what might have happened if I’d gone with her? Could I have saved her or would the two of us have vanished? It’s a question that can never be answered.’


She can still remember how the news was broken to her, and her shock, on the morning after Moira vanished without trace. Usually on Sunday mornings she and Moira went to Band of Hope meetings but that day her father, deeply perturbed, woke her and said, ‘Moira didn’t come home last night.’


More than thirty years later Elizabeth had her first opportunity to make a formal statement to the police about her friend’s disappearance and provided information not previously known.


In April 1993, she gave an interview to the local paper, in which she spoke of the enormity of the tragedy with which the Andersons had had to come to terms. Maisie Anderson, Elizabeth Nimmo said, had died in 1977, never having fully accepted the loss of her child, and Sparks, ironically, died in 1992, a few months after the police were approached to reopen the case. He never knew that there had been a sudden and dramatic development.


‘It’s very sad,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Her parents must have gone through hell wondering if she would or wouldn’t walk through the door again. And for her sisters, Janet and Marjorie, it must have been hell living with the uncertainty of not knowing whether Moira was alive or dead. I know that her mum believed for years that she was still alive and used to go out looking for her. She even set a place for her daughter at the tea table every night and bought Moira a birthday present each 31st March. I don’t believe Moira ran away. She wouldn’t have gone willingly with a strange man. Although in those days you could go out and leave your door open, our parents always warned us about speaking to strange men and being offered sweets. For a time I thought she might have been abducted and could still be alive, but not any more.’


Until 1977 many others shared Elizabeth’s view. If Moira had still been alive then, she would surely have come to her mother’s funeral.


It would be a little longer before the key to the puzzle of Moira’s disappearance was unearthed.










Chapter Three


My mother Mary once told me that in the days following my birth, on 7 January 1949, when she stared into my face, she had a sense of being scrutinized by one of the ancients. A pair of eyes surveyed her that seemed to possess an inner knowledge. ‘Everyone told me you’d been here before, Sandra.’ She laughed. ‘They said you’d probably read all the books and would keep me right. Such a serious wee face!’


My earliest memory is of being held on her lap, and having my little clenched fists prised open by her and her mother, Granny Katie. They were commenting on the length of my fingers.


‘I wonder what she’ll be when she grows up?’ my mother mused.


‘Perhaps with these fingers she’ll be an artist or play the piano,’ said Granny Katie.


To their amusement, I piped up, ‘Me gonna read!’ and tried to remove my gran’s spectacles.


Perhaps this indicated the way in which my relationship with my mother would progress. She discovered that I was a headstrong, independent child who thrived on responsibility. I was often entrusted to keep an eye on my two little brothers while she ran to the Co-op near our first home in Partick Street. Even before their arrival, and before my third birthday, she had found that I was resourceful. One day, the wind slammed the door shut as she hung washing outside. I amazed her by getting up from my nap, toddling down the stairs and stuffing the key, which I pulled from the lock, through the letterbox.


My relationship with my father, though, was fraught with problems. My first memory is of him holding me on the parapet of a bridge overlooking the river Clyde in Glasgow. I was about three. I remember with startling clarity the stark terror I felt when I gazed down at the swirling black water. Despite the knowledge that the arms encircling me were strong ones, I nevertheless felt real mistrust and panicked. Howling with terror, mainly because my father suddenly pretended that he was going to drop me, I was put down. Ever since, I have been frightened of deep running water and heights.


Otherwise my father adored me. I was the first child my mother had borne him who survived and I was named Alexandra after him, although I was always known to everyone as Sandra. He and my mother, Mary Frew, had married, like many others, at the tail end of the war in October 1945. He called himself Sandy, to distinguish himself from his own dad, who was also Alexander Gartshore. My mother, though, always called him Alex.


She had been deeply in love with a young man named Davey Thomson, who was drowned during the war. My father had been a friend of Davey and wrote to her to console her. Later, he suggested that they meet up, since he lived in Bellshill and she in Whifflet, only a couple of miles away.


My mother was from a large family, which was respectable but not wealthy. The eldest child of eight, she was always acutely aware that no matter how bright she was, a wage was needed from her as early as possible. And she was bright, but there was no question of her education continuing: she was found a job in Marshall’s shoe shop, earning a few welcome shillings a week. Her parents had married at the close of the First World War. Katie Smith hailed from Denny, and went into service at thirteen in the big houses of Glasgow and Paisley. There she met my grandfather, Norman Frew, who worked all his days in the huge iron forges at Beardmore’s in Parkhead, Glasgow. He brought her to set up home in Coatbridge, where his father had a profitable grocer’s shop. But with eight in the family, they never knew a life in which they could have a holiday.


My father came from a quite different background. He was one of only three children and there was more to go round. By all accounts, though, he did not care about possessions and was a loner, keen to skip tedious hours in the classroom for the bluebell woods of the estate on which he spent his early years. He was a constant source of anxiety to his father, who could never be quite sure where he was. His maternal grandmother was heard to comment that young Alex reminded her of her philandering late husband – out at all hours, fond of females and feckless. To anyone who would listen she said that her worries had ended when she was widowed, ‘because then I knew where he was’. My father, she claimed, was a chip off the same block.


Born in 1921, my father’s humble beginnings in a cottage on a rambling estate obscure the grand origins of the family from which he sprang. The Gartshores of Gartshore have been traced back to the twelfth century by one of my relatives, Graham. Given lands and their own charter by a Scottish monarch, for generations they lived quietly on their estate by Kirkintilloch, a small town near Glasgow. A brief skirmish with fame came in 1745 when Bonnie Prince Charlie’s troops marched through the town and someone took a potshot at him. Angry at such audacity, Charles had my father’s ancestor, the Laird of Gartshore, imprisoned to force the guilty party to give themselves up. According to records in Kirkintilloch Library, it was only on the intervention of a beautiful lady in the entourage of the Young Pretender that the Laird was not hanged.


All went well with the family estate until 1813, when it passed to Marjorie Gartshore, known as May, who never married. She left everything to a child named John Murray, fourth son of the Lord Lieutenant of Scotland, who came from Edinburgh. No one is quite sure why she did this and also insisted that he took the name – she had ignored her Gartshore relatives in the surrounding areas – but John Murray Gartshore was a disaster. He drank heavily, gambled away large sums of money, and finally lost Gartshore House and all its land, including pits and brickworks, on the turn of dice, to a powerful family of iron and steel magnates, the Bairds of Gartsherrie. They in turn passed it to a daughter who married Lord Whitelaw, now a peer in the House of Lords.


While my grandfather accepted this state of affairs with equanimity, I recall the bitter tone in my father’s voice when the subject came up. He brooded over it, and certainly felt cheated. He always laughed when Grandpa related that the ultimate irony for Murray was that he had ended up working for the Bairds, cleaning out the blast furnaces, and indeed, his end was, perhaps, fitting in that, in a drunken stupor, he fell asleep in a furnace and was cremated accidentally.


Perhaps it was this reversal in family fortunes that led to my father growing up with a chip on his shoulder. My granny’s sister, Aunt May, said of him that he seemed to think the world owed him a living: his truanting was a way of flouting authority. Beaten frequently for running off, he shrugged off physical punishment until he stood over six feet tall and could no longer be walloped easily. Aunt May also noticed that my father could slip with extraordinary ease into a fantasy world where he told lies so smoothly that it was only when people checked things out that he was caught. Yet he could charm women effortlessly – but was regarded with some suspicion by most men.


I was the apple of his eye. Long before seat belts were invented, I am told that he would tie me with scarves into the passenger seat of the butcher’s van in which he delivered meat. Maybe he did this because I was, perhaps, doubly precious to my mother: she had undergone a major operation to have children, then had conceived, only to have Catherine, her first-born child, survive just six days.


Like many other newly-weds, at the end of the Second World War, my parents had to stay with their parents Katie and Norman, occupying one of their three bedrooms. After my birth, they were given a room and kitchen at 26 Partick Street in the Greenend area of Coatbridge. Here, Norman was born in July 1952, then the youngest of the family, Ian Alexander. I recall his appearance in January 1955 very well, as I was entrusted with many tasks involving the new baby. A photo of Norman and me holding our tiny brother on the settee is one of the few that was taken in that home.










Chapter Four


The house in Partick Street, long since knocked down, was a tenement building typical of many in Coatbridge. There was communal housing on stair landings, drying greens, which were the hub of all activity for the squads of children, and the wash houses, in which the women chatted as they stretchered out row after row of clothes to flap in the wind. To own a little Acme wringer with two rollers, which you could tighten over your own sink by turning little wing nuts, was the greatest thing my mother could imagine.


All the women were allocated different days to have their ‘stretch’ of the greens, but everyone coveted Monday as a wash day – it was traditionally thought the best. Certainly no one would have dared hang out the tiniest amount of washing on a Sunday – not even a cloth over the rope many had suspended across their landings. This would have been regarded as scandalous, blasphemous even!


We children were seen and not heard and play was indulged as long as it did not interfere with the Sabbath. I looked enviously at the Catholic children who seemed not only to have more freedom, but did mysterious things with candles and were allowed to have pierced ears. As for the beautiful white Communion dresses the girls I knew got to wear . . . it just was too much to bear! The closest I got to one was as a train bearer at my aunt Jean’s wedding, where I endured having my blonde curls put into long ringlets purely to gain ownership of a miniature bride’s dress in sparkling white. As for earrings, they were a lost cause as far as my mother was concerned: she classed them as items only gypsies or ‘bad women’ wore.


Those Catholic girls fascinated me and their religion was kept secret: teachers would not answer your questions about it at school. I was allowed to run for messages to the Co-op and there my friend Nessie and I would encounter a little group of them. We occasionally followed them across the road to the swing park in Elm Street, which is still there, though modernized. They were nine or ten years old, and happy to teach younger ones the skills of street play. Two have stayed in my mind, but for different reasons. One, called Jeannie, could twirl with all the dexterity of a trapeze artist, and showed us how to ‘tummle yir wulkies’, which involved placing your body next to the iron rail at the park entrance, then tumbling over it head first. She loved all animals but her looks were spoiled by an Alsatian someone had tied up outside the Co-op. That incident taught me to be a wary of dogs I did not know, and although Jeannie assured me I should only worry about strays, I knew differently.


The other Catholic girl lived just opposite the Co-op, at 218 Calder Street, and was one of a big family, which I envied. She was called Rena, and her dad, Eddie Costello, worked in the scrap yard and knew my father. Our homes were a stone’s throw apart, and she and her pals taught us wee ones to play ‘Truth, Dare or Promise’, but they only bothered with us if they were bored, and certainly not if any lads were about.


When I was seven, we moved house and lost contact with most of our Partick and Calder Street neighbours, but years later when I was living in Whifflet, next door to Granny Frew, I encountered Rena. It was 1963, I think. I was in my navy High School blazer standing at the bus stop at the top of Ashgrove. A woman with a wee baby was already there waiting for the bus up town, and just before it appeared over the brow of the brae, I felt she was vaguely familiar. As we boarded both of us exchanged greetings with the conductress, and although I sat a few seats forward, when I heard the words, ‘Hello, Rena,’ I turned my head to look. It was her, chatting away as she perched the wee one on her knee. She still had such a nice smile, though now the make-up was very Dusty Spring-field, her blonde hair sprayed stiff with Belair, eyeliner black and tilted up noticeably at the corners, Egyptian-style. She must have been about nineteen, but still looked younger than her age, despite all the Max Factor. I could not catch her eye and was too shy to move near her. Over the brief journey of just two or three stops, the two women exchanged pleasantries, and I learned that our families were once again living close to each other. Her baby was lovely, and beautifully dressed, but while the clippie was cooing at her, Rena was observing the reactions of others to the colour of the little one’s skin.


‘What are you calling her?’ she was asked.


‘Mary, after my mother,’ Rena replied, ‘and she’s being christened in St Mary’s.’


Before I could smile at her the clippie had helped her off, and they waved a cheery farewell to each other.


I never saw Rena and her child again and never thought of her until one day in the spring of 1994, when the grim events that had occurred in Gloucester, England, began to unfold on the front page of every newspaper. With mounting horror, I realized who Catherine West, Fred West’s first wife, had been.


I telephoned my mother and we asked each other how a local girl like that could have lost all contact with her large family. The other news item that had stunned me was that Rena Costello’s first little girl was also missing, and suspected dead. But the police were searching for the remains of a child called Charmaine, which couldn’t have been the same one. Sadly, it turned out that Rena had named her baby Charmaine Carol Mary.


But I have happy memories of Partick Street, where I became, like Moira Anderson, an incorrigible tomboy. I played from morning till night both in our building – out of sight of my mother – and outside, climbing the dykes that separated Partick Street from Kelvin Street. I whined for baseball boots like the boys and, in despair, my mother relented. I thought nothing of running over the roofs of the wash houses and lowering myself off walls nine or ten feet high. I practically lived in an overflowing neighbouring scrap yard, which belonged to Martin and Black’s, the factory renowned for huge wire ropes that were sent round the world to hold up steel suspension bridges. This was our playground, and we thrived on danger. It was all the mothers could do to drag us in after hours of play, especially in the long daylight of Scottish summer evenings. For me, surrender to my mother’s yells to come in preceded a thorough scrub at our kitchen sink, but many others were just thrown into a shared bed with two or three other siblings, all equally filthy. Perhaps given a jam ‘piece’ or sandwich if they were lucky, they had old coats or sacking over them instead of a quilt. These circumstances were quite normal and caused no raised eyebrows in a neighbourhood where no one had a bath or an inside toilet, but instead shared communal outdoor ‘cludgies’ to which each family had a key.


Despite my bravado in front of the boys I played with, I was terrified to venture to that outside toilet at night. I was petrified by the spiders that scuttled along the whitewashed step when you were sitting there, frozen to the spot by the draught blasting under the door and round your bare legs.


In our special playground, a troop of us played hide ’n’ seek, kick the can, dodgie ball (a variation on rounders) or devised gang huts of whatever we could find lying around. Long grass and purple-coloured weeds helped with the camouflage needed for games like Tarzan, and also discouraged adults from hunting for us. Sometimes we went on the scrounge for discarded Tizer and Irn-Bru bottles left by workmen from their lunch. We were cute enough to take them to the corner shop for the deposit pennies, which would buy us liquorice or sherbet in a small bag. When we were really feeling adventurous, we went further into the railway yards in the Meadows, where rows and rows of wagons had been shunted on to railway sidings to await goods for transport all over Britain. We would scramble over pyramids of coal in the wagons or slide open their doors to gaze fearfully into gloomy, mysterious interiors, but the real frisson of excitement came from the knowledge that at any moment we could be caught by the railway police for trespassing. As five- and six-year-olds, we didn’t know what this word meant, but everyone ran for their lives as soon as an adult was spotted in the distance.


In the street behind our house, I manoeuvred Cherry Blossom boot-polish tins round hopscotch squares, because cars were few and far between. The milk was delivered by horse and cart and the Co-op man had to be given yellow tokens in exchange for the two daily pints of milk. My father’s delivery van was one of the rare vehicles parked by the kerb. The only other I remember belonged to the baker, who came a few times a week and to whom I was sometimes sent for bread, scones and pancakes. In the post-war years, women still regarded it as shaming not to produce their own home baking of Victoria sponges, fairy cakes and Scottish shortbread for guests, and it was unusual to eat bought cakes. I saw it as a treat to be sent for cakes from the van.


Children were not given regular pocket money so if someone was getting married, we hung round the entrance to their close or gate. When the bride emerged, we knew her dad would throw a shower of coppers for luck. With no heed for danger we would all yell, ‘Scramble!’ and launch ourselves almost under the taxi’s back wheels to compete for the spoils. If you met a family taking a baby to its christening, you might have the good fortune to be given a christening ‘piece’, which was something like a home-baked biscuit with a glinting threepenny bit hidden inside. Granny Katie hid coins in her famous clootie dumplings at Christmas, but as she had twenty grandchildren and not much money, it was a real stroke of luck to get one. ‘Finder’s keepers!’ we would yell triumphantly.


Soap was my mother’s solution for everything in an environment where hygiene was poor. It was not uncommon to see a ‘rats’ flitting’, or mass evacuation of the rodents who would abandon housing about to be knocked down, as if some benefactor had tipped them off. My mother’s practices with the carbolic did not stop me picking up, to her great shame, ringworm and, later, impetigo. All my long hair was shorn, and lurid gentian violet was painted on my face.


I recall being severely punished once by my mother, who ran the household pretty much single-handedly after my father obtained his PSV licence and started with Baxter’s Buses, the local family-run bus company that served Airdrie and Coatbridge. We entertained a number of visitors to afternoon tea one day, and I set the table. I took enormous care with the china dishes and teapot, then filled the sugar bowl. People stirred it into their tea, sipped and suddenly there were grimaces all round the table. It was salt! My mother, last to sit down, had been wondering why there was an awkward silence with no one drinking and was ‘black affronted’ when she was told why. I got such a row from her, but no wallop as she knew it had been unintentional. I seem to remember that I made amends with a spirited rendition of a then popular song, ‘Where Will The Baby’s Dimple Be?’ in which I did a cutesy Shirley Temple routine.


‘Doing a turn,’ as it was called, held no problems for me: few people had television and we made our own entertainment. In the large family from which my mother came, everyone performed at family parties. Even the youngest grandchild was expected to dance or say a poem, or tell a little joke. Only my dad never took part, but was always a figure on the sidelines. In photographs, he is always right in the background, mainly because of his height, which rendered him head and shoulders above everyone else. If one word summed him up, it was ‘watchful’. He was affable, and went out of his way to be pleasant to his wife’s clan, but there was something about him that made me feel he was on his guard, and which set him apart from my jolly uncles. Even before I started school, I sensed this, and as my highly vocal uncles formed a chorus line, and belted out songs like ‘Moonlight Bay’, I knew that they disliked him. I was too young to realize that this was because of his infidelity to my mother.


My feelings about my father were becoming confused: I loved being twirled upside down by him until I was about five, and started to feel uncomfortable when he flipped me over. When I finally refused to run to him and greet him like this, he was angry with me and found subtle ways to punish me. He thought it funny, if I was ‘uppity’, to dip a teaspoon in freshly made tea and hold it, red-hot, against my bare arm or leg as I passed him. The blisters, he told my mother, had been caused by me splashing myself with hot tea, I was so careless. I looked at him wordlessly when he made statements like this: it didn’t seem possible that my own father could be so mean. When he had me in tears after he had burst a paper bag he had blown up at the back of my head, or when he insisted one Christmas that I got nothing from Santa because I had been naughty, my mother accepted what he said, and did not question his punishments. The culture in which she had always lived did not encourage women to overturn the views of their menfolk. Although she made sure I got some presents later, that particular Christmas morning I found a lump of coal at the end of my bed.


But these punishments were only the start. Later I dreaded the signal that he was really annoyed about something: his hands would go to the large leather belt round his waist, a relic from his Army days, and he would unbuckle it so that the end swung from his hand and the huge brass buckle dangled, to be lashed over bare legs, back and buttocks. Anywhere not easily seen once the victim was dressed.










Chapter Five


Before we had left Partick Street, in late 1955, I had begun to notice how my father took every opportunity to joke coarsely with young adult women, which had them flushing in embarrassment. Then, to my distress, he would pounce, squeezing at knees and grabbing at suspenders. If they were unable to resist this onslaught, he would grope at their breasts. He might start playfully, holding something they needed just out of reach, and they would end up involved in what seemed harmless horseplay – at first. His physique, of course, ensured that he was the victor unless other men were around or his victim was unusually spirited. It worried me that he would not stop running his hands all over them. He would pin the person to the ground, rubbing his face hard against their skin and declaring loudly that he was just playing a game. Couldn’t they take it then? All women liked this game, he said – he called it ‘Beardie’ – and the yells of outrage from those on whom he inflicted it were often because their chins were left raw. His sheer brute strength ensured that often the woman only put up token resistance or squealed hysterically, which normally brought him to his senses.


This behaviour never occurred around my mother or other men, and he chose his victims with care, making sure that if the woman was married her husband was half his size. In one or two cases, I noticed he did not meet much resistance, and later I realized that he chalked up these conquests as affairs. My mother had had to contend with this from early in their marriage. In her seventies she told me that the first one she had discovered had been the most painful: when she had given birth to the little girl she lost and was still in hospital, my father had taken a nurse to the pictures and then dancing. She confronted him about all the clean underwear and shirts he had gone through in record time and told him that he had been seen, but he denied it. My mother, though, had challenged the nurse, who had admitted it. ‘It hit me then what he was like,’ my mother said. ‘I couldn’t believe someone could do that after his wife had gone through a big operation to carry his child. Then I made the mistake of thinking he might change, if he was given responsibilities.’


In Partick Street, however, he went to great lengths to be accepted as a family man. He was at the memorable street party held for Queen Elizabeth’s Coronation, where people packed like sardines into our next-door neighbour’s house to get a glimpse of the ceremony on a flickering black and white TV set. Afterwards, we ate outside on the drying greens where red, white and blue tables were set under clothes lines draped with streamers. In the weeks before, my father had spent considerable time with hard-board, a hacksaw and nails. He stencilled ‘E.R.’ and ‘1953’ on the board and adorned it with crêpe paper, surprising my mother with the trouble he had taken.


He fantasized about having a sideline that would make him money and lead to the kind of lifestyle to which he felt he was entitled. He thought of inventing something, and set up the small back bedroom as a workshop, which fast degenerated into a Steptoe-like room full of objects such as radios or clocks, which he was always in the middle of taking apart. My mother gave up trying to tidy this mess and simply closed the door on his domain. I can recall her muttering that she hoped one day they would have a place where he could have a workshop outside.
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