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Prologue

My name is Susan Boyle. A year and a half ago, if you weren’t from Blackburn, the village in West Lothian, Scotland, where I have lived all my life, you would almost certainly never have heard of me. Today you’ve probably heard all sorts about me, some fact, some speculation, some pure invention, so I’m writing this book to tell my story from my point of view, and I hope you’ll enjoy reading it.

Every story has a beginning and maybe mine started when I was in my pram forty-nine years ago. Whenever my mother put on a record, she noticed that I would sway slowly in time with the ballads, and jiggle faster to the rhythm of the quicker tunes. Or maybe it started with the toy banjo she bought me when I was a wee lassie. I used sit in front of the television mimicking Paul McCartney when the Beatles were on Top of the Pops. But I’ll go back to all that a bit later.

For you, my story probably started on 11 April 2009 when I first appeared on television, but it was actually a couple of months before, on 21 January, that they recorded the Glasgow audition for Britain’s Got Talent.

I’ve been on quite a journey since then, and it was actually quite a journey getting to the audition itself . . .

I’d had one of those sleepless nights that seem endless when you know you should be resting but you can’t find a comfortable position. Your stomach’s all butterflies, then, just as you’ve nodded off, it’s time to get up and you’re in a rush. It was still dark outside and my bedroom was cold. Any other day, I might have been tempted to close my eyes and cosy down in the warmth of the duvet, pretending I’d overslept, but I had a bus to catch, and there was no way I was going to let this chance slip away from me.

The air in the bathroom was so chilly my breath steamed up the mirror as I stood there barefoot on the cold lino, trying to make myself beautiful. My hair has never done what it’s told, and that day it looked like a straw hat. When I tried to style it with a hairdryer, I ended up resembling a fluff ball. I could hear the rain sheeting down outside, so I was going to have to wear a headscarf anyway. There was nothing to be done about it.

At least I had a nice frock, even it was a wee bit dressy for six o’clock in the morning! Gold lace, with a gold satin ribbon at the waist, I’d bought it for my nephew’s wedding the previous year. I’d found it in a shop in the nearby town of Livingston and it had cost a tidy penny, but it was a special occasion and I thought I looked good in it. At the reception, I’d worn the dress with a white jacket, white shoes and natural-coloured tights, but the morning of the audition—I don’t know what possessed me—I decided to pull on black tights. Black tights and a gold dress with white shoes, for God’s sake, Susan, do not match! But I didn’t know that then.

I put my head round the living-room door to say good-bye to my cat, Pebbles, but she was sensibly fast asleep in the hearth. Just before leaving the house I touched the gold chain round my neck that has my mother’s wedding ring on it. Wearing it makes me feel she’s close.

“Here we go then,” I said, closing the front door behind me.

Sometimes when I look back at that moment, I feel there must have been some sign that my life was about to change, but if anything it was the opposite. There was nothing auspicious at all about that rainy, grey dawn. In fact, it felt like one of those days when the sun never seems to come up.

They call this part of Scotland the Wet Valley because we get more than our fair share of rain. Some people say the next generation is going to be born with webbed feet! Sling-back, peep-toe white shoes are certainly not the most suitable footwear on a rainy winter morning and the water was seeping in through all the gaps.

There were one or two lights on in the neighbours’ upstairs windows, but it was still too early for most people to be up and about. A dog that had been out all night shivered in the dripping shelter of a doorstep. I saw a couple of men leaving their houses for the early shift, their coat collars up, lunch boxes under their arms. They didn’t take any notice of me, which was just as well because, teetering along on heels like stilts, I was in quite a mood.

Was I completely mad? All the doubts I’d had about what I was doing began to resurface as I walked down the road I used to take to school towards a challenge that was more daunting than anything I’d ever faced before. The comments my brothers and sisters had made at Christmas, when I told them I’d got an audition for Britain’s Got Talent, kept repeating in my head.

“Do you know what they do on Britain’s Got Talent? They laugh at you! They boo you! They buzz you! Can you take all that?”

“If you put yourself in the arena, you’ve got to take the chance, haven’t you?” I’d defended myself.

“Oh my God! Don’t go there! Not with that Piers Morgan!”

“Just leave it,” I’d told them.

“Well, don’t be surprised if you don’t get through.”

“Thanks for your faith in me. Smashing people, you!”

I’d stuck up for myself all right, but inside I’d been thinking, Oh my God! What have I done?

As I hurried along, dodging puddles and potholes, half of me was wanting to turn back to the safety of my nice warm home and the other half was desperate not to miss the bus. When I reached the main road, the bus was nearer to the stop than I was and I had to run like mad, which is not easy with cold, wet feet in three-inch heels. The doors opened with a hiss and I climbed on, my chest heaving, face pink, and my hair plastered down under my scarf.

“Well,” I said to myself, sinking gratefully into my seat. “My worries are over now.”

The bus from Blackburn took me into Glasgow, where I had to change and get another bus to the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre (SECC), an enormous complex of halls in the middle of the city beside the River Clyde. The rush-hour traffic was building now and the bus wasn’t making much progress. I kept looking at my watch, then out of the window. I could see the conference centre in the distance, but it seemed to be inching further away, not closer. It suddenly dawned on me that I was on the wrong bus and I had to push through the crowds to get off.

I got on the next one that came along, but that was going in a different direction as well.

Now I was beginning to panic. Calm down, Susan. I told myself the logical thing to do was cross the road and take a bus going the other way.

“There’s plenty of time.” the bus driver told me.

“There’s not!”

“The world’s not going to blow up.”

“It’s OK for you, but I’ve got an audition to go to!”

He gave me a look.

It was lucky I had a bus pass because I travelled on six buses that morning before I finally arrived!

There was a queue outside and a young lad next to me was shivering in a short-sleeved shirt.

“I tried for The X Factor,” he said, “but I got nowhere.”

“Well, never mind,” I told him. “Perhaps you’ll do better in this.”

Then the doors opened and everyone cheered. As we all went in, there was a great banner saying “Welcome to Britain’s Got Talent!”

The letter I had received about my audition said it was at 9:30 and I was there by 9:30, just, but the lassie at reception looked at her list, her eyes running up and down several times before she said that she hadn’t got me down for the 9:30 audition. She suggested I go home and come back later.

“And go through all that rigmarole with the buses again?” I protested. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

“Well, you’ll have to wait in the holding room,” she said, looking at me warily. “We’ll try to fit you in. But it may be some time,” she warned, as she handed me my number.

The concourse was light and warm and buzzing with energy and noise. There were crowds of people, like a great big circus: dance groups with bright costumes and feathers, singers, kids, magicians, cats, dogs, even rabbits. I saw people weeping, I saw people shouting, I saw people fighting, I saw people laughing—the lot! I sat in the corner minding my own business. I’m quite a shy and reserved person if you can believe that, but people spoke to me and they were generally very friendly. The banter was good. The atmosphere was good. I chatted to a nice guy in a white suit who sang with a funny voice. I think he got through to the semi-finals.

From time to time they’d call a list of acts to go through to the audition and those people would get themselves lined up. The air would be thick with nerves and a hush would fall for a wee while as they left. One by one, you’d see them come back, some crying, some snarling with anger, others screaming with joy! It was a great feeling to see the Yeses being put through, but as the day went on I started to wonder how many Yeses there were and whether there would be any left for me.

As I’d had such an early start and hadn’t thought to bring any food with me, I was beginning to get very hungry. I could feel my stomach going, but I said to myself that I’d better stay put in case they wanted me. I couldn’t risk going and getting myself something to eat in case my name was called while I was gone. When one of a group of dancers standing quite near me opened up her lunch box, I must have looked over, because she asked, “Would you like a sandwich?”

I said thank you very much. It was a nice salad sandwich and it went down a bomb! I didn’t realize I was being filmed as I sat there munching away, but the camera stayed on me for some reason. I thought they’d forgotten all about me, actually.

I could see Ant and Dec wandering around, which was exciting at first, because I’d seen them on Saturday Night Takeaway and they looked just the same—better, in fact, but don’t tell them that!—but they didn’t seem to be interested in me. I watched them talking to the guy in the white suit. I saw them interviewing lots of other people, and I was starting to think that maybe they didn’t want me. The funny thing was that, instead of making me feel depressed, it seemed to put me in a fighting mood. I thought, I’m not going home now—why should I? They’re not going to get rid of me that easily!

Finally it was my turn to be interviewed. I told them that I lived alone, with Pebbles of course. Then, I don’t know what possessed me, but I mentioned that I’d never been kissed. It was not, as I said at the time, an advertisement! That really got me into trouble, and I’ll tell you all about that later. I’ve learned to be a wee bit more reserved when I’m interviewed now.

At about 7:30 in the evening I finally heard my name called out among a whole list, so I took my turn in the queue and handed over the CD of the backing track that I’d brought with me. I hadn’t actually felt nervous most of the day, but now my tummy started going nineteen to the dozen. After all that waiting, suddenly there wasn’t any time at all and I was standing at the side of the stage with Ant and Dec. They asked me if I was nervous and I told them I was in a fighting mood, but my hands were shaking, my mouth had gone dry and I was wishing I’d gone to the toilet. Then they told me to go on.

I said to myself, “Well, you can either be damn cheeky or you can be nervous and let yourself down, but for heaven’s sake get yourself out there somehow!” And so I marched on to the stage, hand on hip, this wee wifey from Blackburn with the tousled hair and the gold dress, knees knocking.

The glare from the lights meant I couldn’t see the judges at first, but when Simon Cowell spoke to me he was to my right, with Amanda Holden in the middle and Piers Morgan on the left. Simon started on the usual stuff about who I was and where I was from.

“My name is Susan Boyle,” I told him. “I am forty-seven years old.”

And then I added, “And that’s just one side of me.”

And I did a wiggle, which was aimed at Piers, because I like Piers. He was one of the reasons I wanted to do the show. Piers just stared at me, his lips pursed.

I could see that they were thinking, “Oh my God, who is this apparition?” But I hoped that maybe they were also thinking, “At least she’s different!”

Simon asked me where I was from and whether Blackburn was a big town, and my mind went blank. I was so nervous I forgot the word for village, and I could see his eyes were rolling. I learned later that the judges were in a bad mood because it had been a long day and they’d seen very few talented acts. Simon was ready for a cup of tea.

I could hear a few titters in the audience. I was aware that I was being laughed at, but I’ve been ridiculed a lot in my life so I’ve learned how to be resilient. Instead of being hurt and saying, right, I’m coming off, I thought I’d show them what I could do.

Simon asked me what my song was, so I told him it was “I Dreamed a Dream” from Les Misérables. I’d chosen that song because at the time I could identify with a lot of the emotions in it. I had recently lost my mother and I was still getting over the shock of being alone, because she’d been with me all my life. So I was lonely and depressed because I didn’t think my life would change. It’s a powerful song.

Simon said, “Are you prepared to do another song?”

They cut this bit out of the video that appeared on television.

That threw me. My second song was “The Power of Love,” but I didn’t think I sang it as well as “I Dreamed a Dream.” I didn’t want to miss my chance, but “I Dreamed a Dream” was the song I wanted to sing. So I looked Simon in the eye and said, “Well, I’m prepared to sing another song if required, but what’s in the machine is ‘I Dreamed a Dream’ from Les Mis.”

To my relief, he heaved a weary sigh and told me to go ahead. I gave Ant the thumbs up.

As I listened to the pretty opening notes of the introduction, I became aware for the first time of the size of the audience in front of me. There were thousands of people, row upon row banked up behind the judges, and they were all watching me in anticipation. I knew what they were thinking. “Just look at her! She’s got a bum like a garage, a head like a mop, I’m not too sure if her teeth are her own, and she’s claiming to be a singer! She cannae sing. She cannae! Well come on, let’s hear you then . . .”

So I opened my mouth and showed them what I could do . . .



Part One
When I Was a Child



1
Welcome to the Boyle Family

My story really starts on 1 April 1961, the day I was born.

Whenever I go past it now, Bangour Hospital looks a sad, deserted place, because it has been closed down and all the services transferred to St. John’s Hospital in Livingston. The listed Victorian buildings stand derelict and abandoned awaiting development into flats, if the local economy ever starts to turn around.

In 1961, however, Bangour was a thriving model hospital built in the form of a village on a hillside. It led the world in some medical fields and the maternity unit served the whole of West Lothian. When my mother arrived there in labour, the hillside was bright with golden daffodils and the sight of spring lifted her spirits for a moment. She was apprehensive. Having given birth to eight children over a period of twenty-three years, she had been advised not to have any more because of physical complications, but when she was forty-five along came yours truly. The doctors considered the danger so severe that they offered a termination, but, as a devout Catholic, that would have been unthinkable for my mother. She wanted to give this new life a chance.

It was two weeks before I was due and my mother was suffering from high blood pressure and edema. During the birth it was touch and go for her as well as for me, but, eventually, I was born by emergency Caesarean section.

When my mother came round from the anaesthetic, the doctor was looking at her very seriously.

“You have a girl,” he told her. “She’s very small and she needs help with her respiration, so we have her in an incubator.”

There was none of the usual, “Congratulations, Mrs. Boyle! A beautiful baby girl!”

When my father appeared at my mother’s bedside, she knew immediately that something was wrong.

“She was starved of oxygen for a wee while,” he said.

Although the words hadn’t yet been spoken, my mother was an intelligent woman and she knew what that meant.

“She’s all arms and legs, like a wee frog!” my father told her, smiling.

It was a few weeks before my parents were allowed to take me home. The doctors had explained that it was likely that I had suffered slight brain damage caused by perinatal asphyxia.

“It’s probably best to accept that Susan will never be anything. Susan will never come to anything, so don’t expect too much of her.”

I’m sure they had the best intentions, but I don’t think they should have said that, because nobody can foretell the future. What they didn’t know was that I’m a bit of a fighter, and I’ve been trying all my life to prove them wrong.

In those days, people like my parents thought that doctors knew everything. It must have been very shocking news, especially as my mother was still fragile after the birth. They’d had eight kids who in their eyes were perfectly “normal,” although their second little girl, Patricia, had died in infancy. Then along comes this baby with problems. How on earth were they going to cope with that at their late stage in life?

To make matters worse, although I was just a tiny wee thing, I had a pair of lungs that would frighten the French!

When they brought me home from hospital, I used to keep my dad up all night with my bawling. He’d roar at me to shut up, so much that a neighbour actually spoke to him about it, but the poor man was a miner and had to get up to do a hard day’s work. My father actually helped a lot with looking after me because my mother had suffered a kind of mini-stroke and had temporarily lost the use of her right hand. He was quite good at getting me to sleep in my pram during the day, but only if he was wearing his red sweater. I seemed to be able to distinguish between colours at that early age. Funnily enough, red is still my favourite colour, but the family were all sick of looking at that red sweater.

In the mornings my oldest sister, Mary, who, at twenty-three, had recently qualified as a teacher, used to bathe me and dress me, and during the long summer evenings she would push me round Blackburn in my pram. When I was settled, I was a smiling baby with a head of soft, dark curls. Neighbours used to look into the pram and coo over what a lovely wee curly-haired thing I was—the ones who weren’t within earshot at night, that is.

The Boyle family were fairly recent newcomers to Blackburn. It’s a small town about fifteen miles outside Edinburgh, just off the M8. My parents originally came from Motherwell, a larger industrial town on the outskirts of Glasgow. My father, Patrick Boyle, served in the army during the war, but afterwards he found employment as a miner. Every night he used to catch a bus from Motherwell to the pit near Whitburn, the next town along from Blackburn.

My sister Bridie tells the story of him tucking them up at night, saying, “It’s all right for you lassies going to your bed when your daddy’s going away on a cold, cold bus . . .”

And she and Mary chorusing, “Don’t go, Daddy, don’t go!”

In 1949 the bus was discontinued and my father had to decide between unemployment or moving closer to the pit. I don’t think my mother was very happy about leaving her roots in Motherwell, but she had no choice.

Blackburn was like a lot of small communities. If you haven’t got ancestors in the graveyard, you don’t belong, and so my father and mother were always very anxious to be seen as respectable members of the community. My mother, whose Christian name was Bridget, was Bridie to her friends in Motherwell, but she was always Mrs. Boyle in Blackburn. She dressed and behaved like a lady. My parents lived in a brand-new council house with a garden and a lawn that my dad tended so carefully that his growing family of children weren’t allowed to play on it.

At the time, Blackburn was a wee village with no streetlights, and to Mary and Bridie and their younger siblings Joe, Kathleen, John, James and Gerard, who arrived at regular intervals throughout the forties and fifties, it was a country playground. They used to roam the nearby fields, dig up potatoes and bake them in little campfires. As teenagers they used to reminisce about the idyllic times they’d shared in their first house, and I used to listen entranced, wishing I’d been around when they were all having so much fun together.

When my mother fell pregnant with me, the family needed more room, and this is how we came to move to Yule Terrace and the house where I have lived ever since arriving back from Bangour Hospital in my Moses basket. It’s a standard semi-detached council house with a dining room at the front, a living room at the back, a small kitchen downstairs and three bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. My four brothers were in the back bed-room, my three sisters in the small room at the front. It was the beginning of the sixties. Elvis Presley was on the radio. You can imagine the noise. And that was before I arrived!

Traditionally, as a ninth child, I should have been baptized by a cardinal, but a new Catholic church was being built in Blackburn and it wasn’t ready, so instead I was baptized Susan Magdalane Boyle by our local priest, Father Michael McNulty. My godmother was my sister Mary.

During the day, my white Moses basket was set in the corner of the living room at the back of the house. My babysitter was a budgie called Jokey. I can’t remember him, of course, but my mother insisted that the wee bird used to know when I was about to cry and he would ring his bell. That would distract me as I looked to see where the noise was coming from. You could call it my first musical training.

There is a photograph of my mother holding me, taken when I was about six months old. I am still small for my age. I’m wearing a bonnet and a white matinee jacket and booties. Unusually, I am asleep. My mother looks very thin and frail. You can tell she has not been well, but there is determination in her eyes. She looks like a woman who has not had an easy time, but has found the strength to go on. She has both hands firmly clasped around me. For me, the photograph sums up our relationship. My mother guided me and I relied on her. She was the lodestone of my life.



2
Bel Air and Beehives

Memory is like a jukebox: push the right button with a song, a photograph or even a smell and you’re transported straight back to a time and a place.

The contrast between my life now and my life before Britain’s Got Talent could not be greater. One of the many things that’s different—one of the nice things, actually—is having my hair and make-up done. It’s quite calming to sit in a chair getting pampered. What woman wouldn’t want to get used to that? When the finishing touches are being made to my hair, the sweet, sticky scent of the hairspray always takes me back to the choking cloud of Bel Air in the girls’ bedroom at home.

My sister Bridie used to be kneel on the bed so she could see herself in the dressing-table mirror as she backcombed her hair and got herself ready to go out. The bedroom was just big enough to fit a small wardrobe, the dressing table and the double bed, in which Mary, Bridie and Kathleen slept top to toe. Bridie was a sixties chick, with a pink shift dress and beehive hairdo. In the photos of the time, she looks like a model. Even though she was grown up and working at the Plessey electronics factory, she still had to ask Dad if she could go out in the evening.

“Where are you going?”

“Don’t know,” Bridie would tell him, with a defiant shrug.

But she did know. She was going out dancing to the Palais in Bathgate.

“What time will you be back in?”

“Don’t know.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what time you’ll be back,” says my dad. “You’ll be back at ten o’clock!”

Sometimes he wouldn’t allow her out at all. It was tame by today’s standards, but the Palais had a reputation for fights and my dad was protective. Once, when he thought Bridie was safe upstairs, she put a mirror up on the grill of the cooker to check her make-up and, with a quick whoosh from the squeezy bottle of Bel Air, she hoisted up her mini-skirt and climbed out the kitchen window!

I can still feel the tingle of terror and anticipation when my dad discovered that she’d gone out, and the rest of us kids tried to cover for her. She got a row when she came in! One day, she didn’t dare to come back but spent the night at a pal’s. When my dad found her, she told him she wasn’t coming home because she wanted to be able to go out dancing. Not many people were brave enough to stand up to my dad, because he could make a bit of noise, but he told her, fair enough, you can go out. He wasn’t an ogre or a bully and he was only strict because he loved his children and wanted to do the right thing.

One by one, my older siblings began to spread their wings and leave home. A year after I was born, Mary was married and moved to a flat of her own. She raised a family of five children as well as teaching at our local primary school, Our Lady of Lourdes. My oldest brother, Joe, who is the most academic of the Boyle children, went to university, married and moved away. He was training to be a teacher too, but was put off when some of the pupils at the school where he was doing teaching practice trundled a piano down a corridor and pushed it into the swimming pool. That’s when he decided teaching wasn’t for him.

As the youngest child, I watched with curiosity as the older ones got themselves dressed up, ready for exciting adventures in the world outside. It was a mystery to me what they were doing, because my experiences of the world outside our house weren’t very pleasant at all.

Every so often I was taken for hospital appointments, and as the time approached, the atmosphere at home would change. My mother, who always used to sing as she did her housework, fell silent and she was a wee bit less patient when I pestered her with questions. I think she probably worried about what the doctors might be going to tell her. My screaming had become worse with teething and I suffered fits and febrile convulsions. It took a long time for me to learn to walk. I had to undergo all sorts of tests at the Royal Hospital for Sick Children, including a lumbar puncture for suspected meningitis and a brain scan for epilepsy.

At that time, the word “Edinburgh” to me meant a silent journey, dressed in my best clothes, in a car that felt as if it was crammed with words that couldn’t be spoken. It always seemed to be raining, and as I peered out through the rivulets running down the window, dark sooty buildings rose like straight-sided crags, so high I couldn’t see the sky above, however much I craned my neck.

Inside, the hospital smelled funny, and there were long corridors with squeaky floors.

It was always, “Be quiet, Susan!” and “Don’t do that, Susan!”

I didn’t like it at all.

Sometimes the doctors would give me toys to play with and watch what I was doing, but then they’d take the toys away. If that was designed to make me scream, it worked.

One day, as a treat afterwards, we went for a walk by the sea in Portobello, one of Edinburgh’s coastal suburbs. A salty sea breeze blew the nasty hospital smells from our clothes. My dad bought me a wee teddy bear. I called it Boo Boo and I hung on to it for dear life. I wasn’t going to let anyone ever take Boo Boo away from me.

I was diagnosed as hyperactive, and I was slower at learning things than other children because I was easily distracted. Nowadays it would probably be called Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, but in the sixties they didn’t have the knowledge that they have now and if you were hyperactive it was treated as a mental illness. I believe it was wrong to give me that label, because it had a particular resonance for my mum and dad. There was much more stigma attached to learning disability in those days. My mother had a younger brother, Michael, who suffered from learning and emotional problems. He had been sent to a special school and then kept in an institution for most of his life. I think my parents assumed that I would be like him, and that narrowed their expectations for me.

But I’m not like Uncle Michael—not that he wasn’t a very nice man. You’ll meet him later on.



3
The Sound of Music

There was always music in our house. My mother was always singing as she went about her chores, and in the front room the piano stool was full of sheet music—mostly Irish songs, because my mother’s family, the McLaughlins, came from a wee village outside Derry in Northern Ireland. My mother had taken piano lessons in her youth and given recitals in Motherwell, so sometimes she would play and my father would sing. He had a lovely tenor voice, but he never got the chance to perform professionally, which is a pity, because I think that is what he would have most liked to do. In those days there weren’t the opportunities for ordinary people. During the war, he did try to apply for the entertainment division of the forces, ENSA, but he was informed by his commanding officers in the Royal Engineers that he was needed for the war effort and threatened with a charge if he tried to apply again. Even though he was disappointed, my father took pride in being a good soldier and went on to become a sergeant major. He did manage to sing once on Radio Hamburg, in a show the forces put on, but for the rest of his life his audience was his family.

I must have been about four when The Sound of Music came out. Dad bought the record and got us all singing along. My sister Mary has a beautiful voice and now sings in a choir. The boys were good singers too. John has something of Gene Pitney in his voice, while Gerard is more like Neil Diamond. It’s something the Boyles do particularly well. We were like the von Trapps. Like the Captain, my father was a military man. The only thing he didn’t have was the whistle, but he didn’t need one to keep us all in line!

Singing was a sign that my father was happy. On Saturday evenings he used to sit singing in his chair in the living room. As we ate our tea in the dining room, my mother would smile and tell us, “That’s him getting ready to go for a pint!”

The song we all remember him singing is “That Lucky Old Sun.” The song had been a hit for Frankie Laine in 1949, and I suppose to my father, it was one of the pop songs of his youth. He didn’t have much time for the pop songs of our youth, but he did like the Shadows, because he said they were the only ones who could play their instruments. My father used to spend what spare money he had on LPs. He was a great admirer of Josef Locke, and he also loved to listen to Caruso and Mario Lanza.

My brother Joe bought a guitar when he was at university, and, like a typical student, mournfully strummed the chords of “House of the Rising Sun” by the Animals and wrote songs in his bedroom. John, James and Gerard used to take turns to play as well. The boys’ bedroom was a no-go area in our house. Four teenage boys create quite a hum, and I don’t mean in the musical sense. They used to put their socks on the windowsill outside to try to keep the atmosphere fresh. It didn’t really work!

At the end of the week, Bridie would often come in from work and go straight to the red-and-white Elizabethan record player in the living room, take the lid off and put on the latest Elvis single she’d bought with her wages. Bridie was mad about Elvis.

Thursday was the night when all the kids gathered round the telly to watch Top of the Pops. One of the first presents I can remember is the toy banjo my mother bought me. It was yellow and red and I used to hold it like Paul McCartney, strumming along with the groups on the screen. Our love of pop music cut across age differences. A truce was called on bickering as we all focused on the screen, watching the latest bands and waiting excitedly to see who was going to be at the top. There were some great artists around then, like Cilla Black, Dusty Springfield, and two very odd-looking types with long hair and funny jackets called Sonny and Cher, who sang “I Got You Babe.” Some of the songs from that time are still classics today, like “You’ll Never Walk Alone” by Gerry and the Pacemakers. It became the anthem of Liverpool Football Club, but the supporters of the football team in Blackburn used to sing “You’ll Never Walk Again,” because they were hackers!

Neither of my parents was very big. My father was a strong, sturdy man, but not tall, and my mother was a wee, spritely woman. But when they sang, their presence filled the house. My mother sang songs from musicals as she cooked and cleaned, and at night she would softly sing songs like “The Dream Man Cometh” to lull me to sleep. The one I heard most often was “Babes in the Wood”:

 

Oh don’t you remember

A long time ago

Two poor little babes

Their names I don’t know,

 

They strayed far away

On a bright summer’s day,

These two little babes

Got lost of their way?



And when it was night

So sad was their plight

The sun it went down

And the moon gave no light.

They sobbed and they sighed

And they bitterly cried

And long before morning they lay down and died.

 

And when they were dead

The robins so red

Brought strawberry leaves

And over them spread

And all day long

On the branches did throng

They mournfully whistled

And this was their song:

 

Poor babes in the wood

Poor babes in the wood!

Oh don’t you remember

Those babes in the wood!

It’s a very sad song, but my mother had a wicked sense of humour and she used to sing it to all her children, and later on her grandchildren, to see which of them would be the first to break into tears.

I didn’t cry. I didn’t go to sleep either, but sat up in bed asking “What happened to them?” “What were they doing in the wood?” “What did they die for?” “Is it because they didn’t behave themselves?”

My mother would sigh wearily and try to think of another strategy.

From birth to the age of about three, I seemed to be able to defy sleep—but if I wasn’t tired, everyone around me was. My mother tried everything but a hammer to get me to go off. Once, in the midst of her repertoire of lullabies, she was suddenly aware that the room had miraculously fallen silent. My eyes were closed, my breathing was even. Very tentatively she rose from the end of bed and tiptoed slowly across the darkened room. She was within inches of the door and daring joyfully to anticipate a few hours of peace, when she stepped on a toy sheep I called Larry the Lamb which had a squeak.

Up I sat.

“I want another song!”



4
The Girl with the Curls

There was a little girl, who had a little curl . . .

When she was good, she was very very good

But when she was bad, she was horrid.

When I was child, I was a bonny wee thing with curly hair. I existed in my own little world, like most children do. I had my toys and my constant companion, Boo Boo. That was all I knew. I wasn’t aware of being slightly different from other children. The only difference I knew about was that, as the wee bairn, I wasn’t allowed to do things that my older siblings could do, like stay up late, and that made me cross.

In every family the baby gets teased, and I was as gullible as any other child. My brothers invented a character called Peter Noddy and told me he was out the back of the house waiting for me. I used to trot out to see this Peter Noddy and then one of my brothers would jump out and roar at me. I fell for it every time and it made me scared.

When the older ones used to chat away about places they had been and things they had done, I didn’t know what they were talking about, and that made me feel excluded.

With ten people in a small house, it’s difficult to get yourself heard. But I found a way. I used to scream. Then people knew I was there.

Terrible twos is a phase most children go through, but unfortunately mine extended to terrible threes and fours as well.

“If you don’t stop that screaming you’ll go to Wall House,” my mother used to threaten.

“What’s Wall House?”

“That’s an orphanage where they send the wee bairns.”

That made me scream even more.

My brothers and sisters would tell you that my parents were inclined to indulge me more than they did their other kids, partly because I was the baby and partly because they put my behaviour down to the slight brain damage I’d suffered at birth. It caused some resentment, because the older ones saw me getting away with behaviour they were never allowed, but if they tried to criticize me my mother gave them a row.

“You be quiet. You know she can’t help it.”

There were also times, however, when my siblings used my screaming to their own benefit.

My brothers were great fans of the Rolling Stones. My mother and father didn’t approve. On Thursday nights we’d all be watching Top of the Pops when Dad came in from a long day at work and he did not appreciate the noise. He used to walk across the room and turn the volume down decisively. I’d start to cry and my brothers would goad me on when Dad was out in the kitchen.

“Keep on doing that, hen, and we’ll get to see the programme!”

And more often than not, my father would decide that the sound of Top of the Pops was preferable to the racket I was making.

There was one place that I did not scream so much and that was in church. My mother and father were very devout Catholics. My mother used to go to church every morning and every evening. Before we went to bed each night we always used to get down on our knees to say our prayers. My mother believed that a family that prays together stays together and on Sunday mornings we always walked to Our Lady of Lourdes for nine o’clock Mass. There must have been rainy Sundays, windy Sundays and snowy Sundays, but the only Sundays I can recall are sunny days when the sky was a fresh blue and the air full of birdsong.

Nobody could call our council estate in Blackburn a pretty place. The houses are unadorned and utilitarian, their exterior walls rendered in pebble-dash in grim shades of grey or brown. Some folk make an effort with their front gardens, but mostly they are laid to scrubby lawn or turned into spaces for the dustbins. But sunshine can turn pebble-dash render honey-gold and make geraniums in a window box as bright as stained glass.

My father always dressed smartly for church, in a suit and tie; my mother wore a dress and a mantilla. She had such a petite frame that she had all her clothes made for her. All of us kids were nicely turned out. I was lucky, because the boys and the older girls had all had to wear hand-me-downs, but being so much younger I was bought brand-new clothes. My favourite was a blue-and-white polka-dot dress that I wore with a white cardigan with a brown pattern on it. With my ringlets and my white knee-high socks, I looked like a wee Shirley Temple.

Catholicism is more than a religion to Scottish Catholics. It is also an identity, and my father was very proud to lead his fine family along the street to Mass. It was a great disappointment to my parents when two of my siblings married people who were not Catholics, and it caused a lot of arguments and tension at home that I was far too young to understand.

Our Lady of Lourdes church in Blackburn was completed in the year of my birth. Inside it seemed enormous to me. Light poured in through the high windows and the air was cool, with a scent all of its own of flowers and floor polish and hymn books. As we walked through the door the constant hubbub of life was suddenly stilled. The ceiling was very high and there was a slight echo that made our responses during the Mass sound as if they were going up to heaven where Jesus stayed. I found the ritual and repetition of the Mass very soothing, and I liked it when the organist played the first notes of a hymn and then everyone started singing. My father always sang more softly in church than he did at home, and even at a young age I understood this as a sign of his humility in God’s presence, although I wouldn’t have known the word then.

In a wee side chapel to the right of the altar stands a statue of Our Lady, carved from wood and looking very kind and beautiful. My mother, who had a great devotion to Our Lady, explained to me that she was the mother of Jesus.

“Did Mary laugh? Did Mary play with Jesus like we do?” I asked her.

“I’m sure she did,” replied my mother.

“Did Mary give Jesus a row?” I asked.

“No, because Jesus behaved himself!”

My mother tried to explain how Mary was an ordinary woman, but that being chosen to be the mother of Jesus had put her on a different plane that made her a very special model of faith and charity for everyone.

“For me too?” I asked.

“Of course for you,” said my mother. “If you pray to Our Lady, she will help you.”

I loved my mother very much and trusted her above everyone else. I thought it was a great idea that there was another maternal presence who would look after me as well.

I think the beginning of my faith derived from that knowledge.

After Mass, the family walked home together and my mother would cook our Sunday lunch. In the afternoons we sometimes went for a drive. My dad was working at the British Leyland plant in Bathgate by then, and he’d bought an old Bedford van with a sliding door. It was a bright turquoise-blue colour outside and had red leatherette seats inside. You could have your tea in the back. That van took us everywhere, although there was always something wrong with the engine. It used to splutter and backfire. Once it broke down. My dad looked under the bonnet and asked if any of us had any chewing gum. One of the boys dutifully removed his gum from his mouth and my dad used it to block up a hole until it could be properly fixed! On Sunday afternoons our destination was usually Motherwell, to see my mother’s brother Michael, who lived in a wee room down a long corridor in a great big hospital called Hartwood.

Sometimes, in the summer, we’d head for the coast. Our family didn’t have holidays as such because there wasn’t the money for it, so our jaunts to the seaside on Sunday afternoons were special times. Like most children, I loved the beach. I can remember the sensation of the freezing cold sand between my toes as I paddled, then the firm hands of my father swooping in and grabbing me just in time to stop me plonking my bottom down in the water and ruining my polka-dot dress.

On Sunday evenings my father often sang his party piece, “Scarlet Ribbons.” Though it has the sound of an old Irish folk song, and has been recorded by many artists, including the Fureys, Sinéad O’Connor and my father’s favourite, Jim Reeves, the song was actually written in America in 1949. Whenever I sing it now, it reminds me of my father’s strongly held faith and his love for his children.
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n April 2009, a modest middle-aged
Iwomsn from a village in Scotland was
catapulted to global fame when the YouTube
video of her audition for Britain’s Got Talent
touched the hearts of millions all over the
world. From singing karaoke in local pubs
to a live performance with an eighty-piece
orchestra in Japan's legendary Budokan Arena
and a record-breaking debut album, Susan
Boyle has become an international superstar.
‘This astonishing transformation has not always
been easy for her, faced with all the trappings
of celebrity, but in the whirlwind of attention
and expectation, she has always found calm
and clarity in music. Susan was born to sing.
Now, for the first time, she tells the story of
her life and the challenges she has struggled
to overcome with faith, fortitude, and an

unfailing sense of humor.
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