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  Prologue




  Mummy




  I love to see the aeroplanes. When the sun shines, I lie on the grass outside the cottage where I live with my Granny Morag. I squirm in the

  sunshine, with the warm blades tickling my sun-kissed skin. The jets make a loud noise but I don’t put my hands over my ears like some of the other children do; I love the sound, I

  wouldn’t want to block it out for a second, because it gives me hope.




  I can hear all of my family inside the house, all of my uncles and aunties, making a noise, talking to each other, talking over each other. I’ve been brought up with them as if they are my

  brothers and sisters. None of them are, not really, but it’s a big, raggle-taggle sort of family, and I get a bit confused about who’s who. There’s always noise and the house is

  always full of people.




  But someone is missing.




  My mummy.




  I know who she is and I never get confused about her. I know that she isn’t here and I know that my heart aches for her.




  Mummy left for America last summer when I was three years old – but I know she’ll come back one day. She promised me she would. She promised me that she would find us a beautiful

  house and build a new life for us across the sea. I don’t know where America is but I know it’s very far away. I can’t just go to see her on the bus. She doesn’t live in one

  of the cottages near to us on the farm where our house is. We never bump into her when we go to the shops or for a walk. America is, I know, very, very far away.




  To get there, my mummy went away in an aeroplane just like the ones I love to watch, so when I lie on the ground I try to just think of her. I try to ignore the tears falling from my eyes, and

  the pain that hurts me all over. It’s hard to do that, because my body is always sore, but if I can get through, if I can just concentrate on Mummy, it will all be fine.




  With every plane that passes over, I get a little sadder. I’m only four now, and she’s been gone for a year, and there have been so many planes. None of them have brought Mummy yet.

  I wonder when I’ll see one of them and it will be the one which has her inside? I’m a little confused about how it might happen, but I think that my mum will just jump out when the

  plane passes over our house. I hope she doesn’t hurt herself when she lands. I hope she lands gently. Maybe she’ll fall onto the grass beside me and I’ll give her a great big

  cuddle so that she feels better just in case she has hurt herself.




  I wonder whether it hurts a lot, jumping out of a plane? More than anyone, I know that you can put up with a huge amount of pain. There are times when I think I can’t hurt any more, times

  when I think I will split open from the agony I feel, but it passes. If she breaks her leg or her arm when she jumps out of the plane to get to me, I’ll make her better. I’ll hug her

  and kiss her, and she’ll be happy because we’ll have each other.




  Once I’ve helped Mummy, I know she’ll help me. I dream that she will take me inside and we’ll pack all of my things, all of the lovely clothes that she has been sending me

  since she left. We’ll gather them all together and then she’ll take my hand. When we say goodbye to Granny Morag and everyone else, they won’t be able to stop us, because my mummy

  will be there. She’ll look after me, she’ll protect me and she’ll make all the bad things stop.




  I really want the bad things to stop.




  I’ve wanted that for a while now, but it seems that wanting it on my own isn’t enough. I need a grown-up to help me, but none of the grown-ups in my life seem to notice. That’s

  because they say I’m a bad girl. They say that I tell lies; that I make up stories. They say that no one should believe a word I say and that, if I’m not careful, I’ll get people

  into trouble. So, they say, I should keep quiet.




  But I’m not a bad little girl, truly, I’m not.




  I hope that Mummy will see that I’m a good girl. I’m not what Granny Morag says I am. I’m not a liar. I don’t make things up. As I think about this, about the things

  I’m called, I can’t help the hot tears from running down my face. I’m lying on my back, so they quickly drip down the sides of my cheeks and land in my hair and my eyes sting in

  the bright sunshine. I don’t want to sit up. I don’t want to tear my gaze away from the bright blue which holds the promise of Mummy.




  Sometimes I have to watch for an awfully long time before a plane passes and then I hold my breath, desperately waiting to see if she will fall out of the sky and into my world. I think

  she’ll float like an angel. Maybe she’ll wear a dress like a fairy or a princess, and it will sparkle in the sun as she slowly reaches me, then she’ll wrap me up in her love and

  hold me tight for ever.




  But the planes fly past and my mummy doesn’t fall out of any of them. The sky gets darker and the grass gets damp as the day draws to a close. I can hear Granny Morag shouting at me and I

  know that I have to go inside. Another day has ended and nothing has changed. Maybe she’ll come tomorrow; maybe she’s getting ready to leave America right now.




  I hold the thin sliver of hope to my heart and close my eyes as I walk indoors. Deep inside, I wonder whether she’ll ever save me. But I have to believe. I need something to hold on to in

  the middle of the hell I call my life. I know it must happen. I need to trust that it will . . . but when?




  When will Mummy come home?




  







  Chapter 1




  Falling in love




  I’ve had to piece together the early years of my life from the words of a woman who hated me and another who deserted me. The story of how I

  came to be was generally agreed upon by both of them, but they presented different versions of the details. For my mother, it was a story of love and passion, of betrayal and cruelty. For my

  granny, it was a tale of loose morals and stupidity, a mistake with lasting consequences that had been made by many girls in the past and will be repeated by plenty in the future.




  In the middle there was me. I know that both of the women who played such a part in my life had their own reasons for what they said to me, but I also know that I didn’t get the full story

  from either of them. My mother and grandmother obviously had history long before I came on the scene, and I think that my existence just cranked up whatever had happened between them for those

  years. I expected certain things from each of them, but I was caught in the middle of everything. Just a little lost girl who became a victim of an ongoing feud between two women who should have

  protected her. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for them. Their blood runs through my veins, and they have made me who I am, but they have also left me with so many questions unanswered

  and so many regrets. We all have to make sense of who we are, we find our own place in our families (no matter how dysfunctional those families are), and we become a combination of what has been

  given to us as an accident of birth and what we do with our lives. I’ve always been piecing my life together because there have been parts of it missing for as long as I can remember. There

  is evidence for some of it; I can access birth and marriage certificates, I can work out who lived where at what point, but I can’t really find a reason for some of the things which happened

  to me, and which were allowed to happen to me, so I stick to the stuff that is documented, and try to build on that as I wonder how to make sense of my own life.




  My mother was the first of Granny Morag’s ten children. Her name was Kathleen and she was born in the late 1930s in a little farming village in Scotland, south of Edinburgh. Morag’s

  first husband – my mum’s father – had died of heart failure and her first five children were born to him. She then met her second husband, Big Kenny, and had another five bairns.

  I never knew my biological granddad but I loved Big Kenny as if he was blood to me. He was a good man, gentle and kind – very different from his wife in every way. I don’t have any

  details about how they got together but, knowing my granny, I’d imagine that she engineered it all. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she just turned up at Big Kenny’s door one

  morning with a wedding ring and the banns in her hand, telling him to get a move on or he’d be late for his own wedding! He was an easy-going soul and had no desire for anything in life

  except for a full belly, warm feet, and a harmonious household. He didn’t do too badly with the first two, but there was no chance of an easy life with Morag around.




  They lived in a cottage on the farm where the whole family worked. There were four linked cottages and, when I was little, everyone was crammed into one tiny living space. It beggars belief to

  think of two adults and ten children in there at one time, but that was simply how poor people lived in those days. They were grateful to have a job, and grateful to have a house which came with

  that job. They worked hard and life was difficult, but they got on with things. That isn’t to say that there weren’t casualties – there certainly were, but there was little time

  for emotion or sensitivity back then.




  Granny Morag was never a woman to be crossed. She was as tough as old boots and I suspect she informed Kenny as to how their marriage was going to work. She was a little woman, with dark hair

  pulled back into a ‘bun’ and a look on her face which implied that life was a terrible disappointment and that she had suspected as much all along.




  She had two sides though. She could be kind, she could be warm, but it’s her temper and her bad side that stick in my mind, not the rare moments of big-heartedness or charity. She’d

  had a hard life – and I would find out so much more about that hardship as I got older – but living on the land, which was a difficult world for anyone, brought that hard side of her

  nature to the fore.




  Mum’s family weren’t farmers, but farm labourers. Like so many others in the 1940s and 1950s, they gave their lives to the land but got very little in return. Their homes were tied

  to the job and they worked all hours of the day to make money for someone else. Mum hated it. She hated the smell and the lifestyle. She hated the scrabbling to make ends meet and the dirt which

  got into everything. I’ve heard her story from lots of different sources – including some of it from her – but it’s clear that she never wanted to become the next

  generation’s version of her own mother. The daily grind, the constant cleaning, the poverty, the lack of opportunity and choice were not things that attracted my mum. She wanted more and,

  although she would have to start small, she planned to have a very different life to that of the woman who gave birth to her.




  When she was sixteen, Kathleen left for the city. Edinburgh held lots of promise for a young girl, and there were plenty of opportunities even for someone with no qualifications and no contacts.

  The Scottish capital was bustling, full of tourists and businesses, and Mum soon got a job in the kitchen of a huge hotel. She was anonymous while she was there, just another country girl looking

  to make a new life for herself as best she could. She tried so hard to achieve something. I know that she enjoyed her job, and enjoyed the freedom that came with it. She loved the excitement and

  bustle of the city and could be whoever she wanted to be away from the farm.




  At weekends she would return home to her huge family, often trying to play matchmaker by taking one of her co-workers with her, and seeing if they would take a shine to any of her unmarried

  brothers. Her own love life was non-existent until she turned eighteen. She loved dancing and, on one of her nights off, Kathleen walked into a ballroom where she would meet her destiny. The

  glitter balls shone above and the young people eyed each other up as they stood on either side of the hall – but Kathleen’s gaze was drawn to the dark, handsome young man in uniform who

  locked eyes with her as soon as she entered.




  My father.




  I love to think of that moment when they first set eyes on each other. Mum was a stunning woman with flaming red hair and a look of Katharine Hepburn about her. She had a lovely figure and

  always dressed well. I can imagine the moment when their eyes first met, and I know that, for her, it was like something out of a film. I’m sure it was the same for him too, but it’s my

  mum’s side of the tale which I took in, absorbed with every cell of my being, and learned by heart.




  The ballroom was always busy. It was only ten years since the end of the Second World War and people were still in a bit of a post-war glow when it came to enjoying themselves. Getting out,

  being with other young people and dancing was a simple pleasure but one which meant a great deal after all that the country had been through. Women had become more independent during the war, being

  given opportunities to work – or, rather, being accepted as workers when there simply weren’t the numbers of men to do everything previously seen as ‘men’s work’. Once

  they came back from the front, things changed to a certain extent in that men were still seen as the rightful holders of many positions, but women had experienced that sense of freedom and there

  had been a change in society. It was still very different to our current way of life, but there was a desperate need for fun, for happiness, and for simply grabbing on to life when everyone had

  seen how quickly such things could be taken away.




  So, my parents met at a time when many young women were trying to break away from what was expected of them – and my mother was one of them. When she had been born, her future was no doubt

  seen as one of daughter, wife, and mother. She would be pigeonholed as someone who would marry then have children – the order was important – but something changed all of that. She fell

  in love.




  I suppose every young woman back then hoped for that to happen to them. It wasn’t so long since a whole generation had been used to their men being sent away, and far too few of them had

  come back. Romance was a great distraction from the losses that were still being felt, and young women of Mum’s age seemed determined to make the most of life, of love, and of the future. I

  can’t imagine that Granny Morag would have been sympathetic at any point. I’m sure she would have scoffed if Mum had told her any of this, and I know for a fact that she told her

  daughter to stop with her ‘silly notions’ and settle down with one of the lads who worked on the farm. Mum had no intention of doing any such thing, not once she met Dad.




  My parents found each other at the dancing and they continued to meet there. Each weekend, after work, they would go to the Edinburgh ballrooms. She fell head over heels for my dad, a handsome

  Australian sailor named Brian. Nature took its course and she did what ‘good’ girls weren’t supposed to do back then, although plenty of them did. She and Dad, nothing more than

  teenagers, found themselves in the middle of something they had never planned – a baby outside of wedlock.




  I don’t know the details of what went on when she told her mother, but I do know that she was told to stop working in Edinburgh and stay away from my dad. She defied the second of those

  rules and went into the city to meet him, and tell him that she had been told to have no further contact.




  Dad’s ship was returning to Australia and he promised that he would come back for her when he next got leave. They parted with many promises and a commitment to marry then raise their baby

  together.




  Granny Morag was furious when Kathleen told her what had happened. She felt betrayed and also, knowing what I know of her now, angry that she had been defied. My mother was called a

  ‘whore’ and a disgrace. She was told that she had shamed the family and that she would never be allowed to forget the social embarrassment of having a bastard child. No matter how much

  she told her mother that my father loved her and would be back for her, she was laughed at and cursed. Granny Morag said that she pitied her own daughter’s stupidity for believing a man and

  that she would never see him again.




  She was right – but not for the reasons Mum believed.




  Throughout the pregnancy and after my birth there was no word from Brian in Australia. Finally my grandmother relented and told Mum that if she handed over his details she would track him down

  and work out what should be done.




  Mum told her his full name and rank – and two weeks later Granny Morag handed her a letter from the Australian Navy that proved he had died.




  Mum was devastated. With a newborn baby in her arms and a mother who was still calling her every name under the sun, she felt as if she had no hope. She had always thought Brian would come for

  her.




  ‘You should be pleased,’ Granny told her. ‘He would never have come back for you or the bastard – now you can just pretend you were married and he was killed.

  There’s no one to say otherwise.’




  Granny Morag had it all worked out. With this story in place, she could have her daughter and grandchild at home, under her watchful eye. It was a story she repeated to all and sundry, but,

  given that we lived in such a small community where everyone knew the business of everyone else, it’s unlikely that anyone believed it. Morag could, of course, have claimed that her eldest

  daughter had married in secret, in Edinburgh, without her knowledge, but big bellies and shotgun weddings to men who were never seen resulted in raised eyebrows back then. I doubt anyone fell for

  it, but it was important to Granny Morag that she tried to save face. Probably no one would have come right out and said to her that she was lying, she was far too intimidating for that, but there

  would have been gossip and there would have been other stories created that were far closer to the truth.




  It didn’t matter to Morag. She had decided which version of the tale she wanted, and when she made decisions like that no one dared insult her with the truth.




  







  Chapter 2




  Goodbye Mummy




  I’ve been told that, when I was born, Granny Morag took me from my mother’s arms and told her that there was no point in getting

  attached. She encouraged Kathleen to get back to work, bring in some money for the household, and leave the baby alone. There’s a reason for everything and, when I was much older, I found out

  some of Morag’s story, which I think goes some way towards explaining her attitude and coldness during this time.




  When she was a young woman, Morag had been put in an asylum on the outskirts of Edinburgh, for reasons which seem staggering to us nowadays. When she was only sixteen, she got pregnant to a

  local builder from across the Firth of Forth. Unmarried and shamed, her father had her committed. Sadly, this was the outcome for too many young women in those days, but at least my granny got out

  and made a life for herself with her own family. Some women never escaped, some were put in the ‘madhouse’ when teenagers and died there decades later despite having done nothing but

  get pregnant.




  During and after the First World War society changed rapidly. People grabbed on to life, young women were no doubt having sexual relationships with less commitment than they otherwise would as

  everyone tried to hold on to normality and seize the day. That may have worked fine in families with the money or social abilities to hide ‘mistakes’ but for working-class girls there

  were strict rules. Having babies outside of marriage was considered to be a sin worthy of the gravest punishment. Committing such young women to lunatic asylums wasn’t that unusual, and

  it’s unlikely that the father of Morag’s first baby even knew she was pregnant much less that she had been locked up. Although Granny Morag had her baby, very little was ever said. She

  was in the asylum for a couple of years and the baby given to her parents while she was in there. The little boy died. When she came out, the same thing happened. Again, she became pregnant to a

  man who didn’t marry her and, again, the baby died some time after birth. I wondered about that when I first heard the story. It seemed too much of a coincidence for a young, unmarried woman

  with two bastard children to have both of them die in mystifying circumstances with no witnesses to, or record of, what happened. When Granny Morag did marry, she went on to have many children, all

  of whom thrived, which in itself was odd I felt, given her record for babies who mysteriously died.




  With this horrific story as her own experience, I suppose it is no surprise that Morag was less than supportive of her daughter. Perhaps it could have gone either way; perhaps she could have

  thought of her own terrible past and vowed to make things easier for Kathleen. Or perhaps it was too much for her and she simply repeated the patterns of the past. Whatever her reasons – and

  I do genuinely believe that her actions were partly the result of what she had gone through herself – Mum always felt that she had to steal time with me.




  I don’t remember much of those early years with Mum. What I do recall is that she started to work again, going back to hotels in Edinburgh to earn as much as she could. By the time I was a

  toddler, our time together always took the same pattern. She began to talk of a ‘new life’ and, while she lay on the grass or played with me, would tell me stories of what was

  ahead.




  ‘We’re going to go to America,’ she would whisper. ‘It’s lovely there, Sheena. We’ll have a big house with a swimming pool. You’ll have your own room

  and lots of toys. We’ll have a whole new life – away from here, away from all of them.’




  She was saving every penny she could, working all the hours of the day, for this dream. It meant that I saw very little of her, but the time we did spend together was magical. I adored my

  beautiful, loving mother and I know that she loved me to bits.




  What I didn’t know was that when she spoke of ‘us’ going to America she meant her. At least to begin with, the plan was that I would follow later, once she had established

  herself and had enough money to support both of us. She was a strong woman and very brave to make the decision to go, but I can’t help but wish she hadn’t. If she had stayed, she would

  have had the life of her mother, no doubt. She was an unmarried mother, with a bastard child, from a working-class family. She never did put out the story about her imaginary husband dying in

  action, and everyone around us probably knew the truth of the situation, despite Granny Morag sticking to her fantasy of a secret wedding to a departed sailor who had died a hero. If Mum had

  remained in the farmlands south of Edinburgh, all she could have hoped for would have been that some man would be willing to take her and her child on. She would have had more children and adapted

  to a life of domestic drudgery and bitter gratitude for the man who had ‘saved’ her. It was not what she wanted.




  She read magazines and went to the cinema. She saw America as the land of opportunity and felt that it might accept a young woman like her, a young woman with dreams who would work hard to

  provide for her baby girl. It could have worked, it might have worked, had it not been for her own mother, a woman so twisted about her own life and the choices she had not been allowed to make

  that she saw no harm in ruining the lives of others.




  I don’t actually remember the day Mum left, which seems terribly sad to me. All I know is that she was no longer there and I knew she was taking too long for it simply to be one of her

  work shifts keeping her from home. After a while, Granny Morag would drop little comments about how I was on my own now, about how I didn’t have my mother to fight my battles, about how I was

  going to have to learn about life the hard way. She also started to make remarks whenever there were visitors, usually neighbours dropping in for a cup of tea and a gossip. There would be

  discussions about her kindness and what a wonderful woman she was to take me on. She would sigh a lot and say that she was just doing her duty, then look at me as if she had all the cares of the

  world on her shoulders.




  In the absence of my mother, Granny Morag was the constant figure in my young life. She was a complicated woman, and she would become more so as I got older, but I also have some very warm

  memories of her. She could be very kind and would go out of her way to help people. There were a lot of tramps around when I was little, and they would often walk for miles looking for odd jobs or

  a bit of food to keep them going. Living as we did in the countryside, they would often pass by our cottage and, on many occasions, there would be a tap at the kitchen window. I’d look up to

  see a dirty, bearded face there and a man with desperation etched all over him.




  Usually they’d ask the ‘missus’ for a ‘wee cup of tea’ but Granny would make a huge sandwich (a ‘piece’) with thick home-made jam on it, a real

  doorstop, a great big sweet metal mug of tea, and a friendly word. They’d never get inside – they had fleas and there was an unspoken rule that they had to stay outside – but

  would sit on the step with whatever she had provided. We always had milk, given that we could get that from the dairy part of the farm, but, for a treat, we’d sometimes get a drop of tinned

  Carnation milk in a cup of tea – and the tramps were always offered that too.




  While they were drinking and eating, she’d make them a big pile of pieces to take away with them. The wrappers from plain bread were waxed paper which she always kept for this purpose. The

  tramp would go off with a pile of sandwiches and a full belly. To this day, I always keep that bread wrapping too as it reminds me of her – it’s a happy memory and I have precious few

  of them to hold on to.




  Sometimes they would be given fresh scones too, and everyone around knew just how kind Morag was to tramps. They all thought she was brilliant and, in that sense, she was. She did have a nice

  side, but it wasn’t always there.




  I remember snippets of my life at that stage, from when I was two until four years old. The world was changing quickly and, although I suppose we were somewhat isolated living on the farm, we

  could get into town reasonably quickly if the weather was fine, and because there were so many of Granny’s older children (my aunts and uncles) out working, there was always a link to the

  outside world.




  We had vans coming round for everything – there were two grocers, a butcher, the lemonade van. All of them brought their wares to us and all of the other farming families, because people

  had neither the time nor the personal transport in those days to make trips into town every time they needed something.




  Granny Morag was, however, notorious for the times she did go out of the farm for anything. She never took a bag for the shopping, but simply slung a couple of old pillowcases over her shoulder

  and, no matter the weather, trekked for miles. She would walk through hail, sleet and snow if she had a mind to, fill the pillowcases with her purchases and trudge back again. No one in the family

  dared offer to help as they knew she would take that as an insult – but there was many a neighbour who got an earful from her if they stopped and offered her a lift home. Once she had set her

  mind to do something, God help anyone who got in her way. She was a legend in that village. As I got older, her hair became whiter and longer and she would be seen walking through snowdrifts with

  her pillowcases full of provisions, asking for and taking help from no one.




  Not only was she seen as a witch, but we were seen as a tribe. Granny had, after all, given birth to ten children who had lived, and was on her second husband. I don’t think people knew

  what to do with us. On one hand, we were shunned as there were so many of us and Granny was rumoured to have old powers, but, on the other hand, she was a stalwart of the community and Granddad was

  a kind old man who everyone liked.




  She always had a pot of soup on the go, or stovies ready, and she could always find food to feed anyone who turned up on her doorstep. I think, deep down, she was kind-hearted but often

  didn’t know how to show it. She was sometimes embarrassed to be seen as helpful or caring, and she would certainly do her best to put on a front of coldness, swearing like a trooper and never

  being the sort of woman who was warm or tactile with her children (apart from the ones she marked out as clear favourites). Her kindness was often seen through her actions, but those actions were

  directed more towards outsiders than family, and she certainly showed very little gentleness in her relationship with me as I got older.




  I’m not a medical professional and Morag would never have given any psychiatrist the time of day (as I would later find to my own cost), but I suspect that she had some sort of personality

  disorder. She could change so quickly and so unpredictably, but it was also as if both personalities were just as real as each other. I never felt that she was pretending to be someone bad

  when she was angry, or that she was pretending to be nice when she showed sympathy for the fact that I missed Mum. Both sides were genuine; she just flipped between the two without warning.




  From the time Mum left, when I was two, the nice side was, naturally, the one I held out hope for. When it was in play, Granny Morag would hug me and sing to me, she’d tell me stories and

  make me feel special, but those were rare moments. However, I learned to look out for her temper, for the way her personality would change in a flash, without provocation or warning, and with the

  usual result that I would be on the other end of a slap or a sharp tongue.




  As I’ve said, she had a filthy mouth and I was used to being called a little bitch or bastard (or worse), but, then again, so was everyone else. She didn’t save her cursing for me

  – she called everyone every name under the sun. I can’t even remember the first time she hit me. I do think that it was after Mum left though. I can only imagine that Granny would have

  had a lot of explaining to do had my mother come back to a bruised or crying child. However, I also know that, by the time I was four, I was regularly slapped for minor misdemeanours, most of them

  unpredictably labelled as ‘badness’ by Granny Morag, even if they had been perfectly acceptable the day before. I would get hit for leaving a sweetie wrapper lying around, not tidying

  my toys away, being too loud, being too quiet, ‘annoying’ her, being too playful, wanting a nap, asking for something to eat, not finishing my dinner. There was no way of telling what

  would incur her wrath from one day to the next, so I did what so many children do in those circumstances – I stopped trying to predict what would upset Granny and cause her to hit me, and

  just got used to it being part of my life.




  Despite all of that, her casual violence and her cruel words, I did love her. I did love my granny; but I wanted my mummy. By the time I was four, it was clear that the American dream was taking

  an awfully long time to happen, but I still hoped – I still hoped that Mummy would come.




  







  Chapter 3




  Everything has a beginning




  It was always noisy and busy when I was little simply because I was part of a huge family – someone was always up to something. As I’ve

  said, Granny Morag was on her second husband and had ten children. Her first man had died of heart failure long before I was born, and her second, Big Kenny, was a lovely man but completely under

  her thumb. She’d had five children to each husband and it was almost as if there were two families. By the time I came along, the first five of Morag’s kids were all working and away

  from home, while the next five were raised alongside me as if we were all brothers and sisters; they were slapped and shouted at just as much as I was, apart from her favourites. Granny Morag would

  go out to places such as bingo or shopping with one of her older daughters – usually her favoured girl from the first batch of children, Betty – as if they were friends rather than

  mother and child.




  Granny and Granddad Kenny had separate bedrooms. This was entirely at her demand. She may have been physically small, but she was a strong, determined woman who ruled the roost and kept Kenny in

  his place at all times. He was such a gentle, happy soul that he never made any fuss, and Morag got to do whatever she wanted. So she had a bedroom of her own, which was full of solid,

  old-fashioned furniture that had probably been in the family for generations. When I got older and started to see other people buying modern wardrobes and beds from fancy new department stores, I

  was green with envy. Like so many people, I never realised just what we had – the things in Granny’s bedroom alone would have had an antiques collector rubbing his hands with glee,

  whereas I would end up lusting after flat-pack furniture which would fall apart before the ink had set on the six-month guarantee!




  Granny had some pretty things in her room, but she wasn’t a fancy, frilly sort of woman, so they were few and far between, but her big double bed was piled high with pillows and

  eiderdowns, and was by far the softest and most comfortable of any in the house. Granddad had a smaller and very basic bedroom. There were two other bedrooms – one for the three boys and one

  for the two girls who were still at home. The boys were Robbie, Freddie and Jed, Jed being the youngest and the apple of Granny’s eye. Jed had been in an accident when he was a toddler. I

  never did get the full story, but somehow he had got hold of a knife and done a lot of damage to his hand, with the result that one of his fingers had been amputated. Granny had always blamed

  herself for this and I believe this was why she was so attached to him. He was the centre of her universe and could do no wrong in her eyes. I don’t know how much of that was to do with the

  accident, or to do with him being her last ‘baby’, but it was something that everyone knew and accepted. Jed was her world.




  Morag was never shy at showing her favouritism. I shared a bedroom with her two daughters by Kenny, Nellie and Rose. Her attitude to them could not have been more different. Nellie was her

  favourite girl by far, and would always – like Jed – get away with anything, while she seemed to almost despise her youngest daughter, Rose, and would, in later years, make her life a

  misery. I always had a soft spot for Rose, and when I was snuggled in bed between the two teenagers would wrap my arms around her in the nights when I felt the loss of my own mother.




  We didn’t have much in the way of material things, but, living on a farm, we were never short of food. Just as I was jealous of those with fancy new furniture, I used to drool over fish

  fingers, or the new hamburgers which were appearing, completely oblivious to the fact that we lived on freshly churned creamy milk, huge steaks, and grouse! Granny was always cooking. There would

  be soup and bread being made all the time, and it seemed as if there was someone peeling potatoes at the sink on a permanent basis. In fact, that was the first chore I was taught, when I was so

  small that I had to be lifted onto a chair to even reach the sink.




  When Mum left for America, I was bereft – but I was also very young. I didn’t want her to go, but she had made me such wonderful promises, and I believed that she would return for

  me. I would be lying if I said that I spent every day in tears at the loss of her. There were always things to do on the farm, things to look at, things to play with. On top of this, I was so young

  when she went that I don’t remember every specific moment of every day. I remember general things – she was there, then she wasn’t – but there was also continuity in my

  life. I was still living with Granny and Granddad and lots of my aunties and uncles, just as I always had. The only difference was that Mummy was no longer there.




  Betty, one of Morag’s first five children, had wed just a few months before Mum left. Her husband, Charlie, was from a huge family too. In fact, I never knew just how many Johnstones there

  were, but I started to spend a lot of time around them. Betty and Charlie were living with his widowed mother in a village a few miles from where we were.




  The Johnstones were a big, ramshackle family and the matriarch at the centre of them all was a warm-hearted woman who, like my own Granny, always seemed to be cooking and baking. However, she

  did it with a better nature than Morag. Gladys usually had a smile on her face, and I never heard her swear, whereas Granny would put a docker to shame with her filthy mouth. After Mum left, I was

  often sent to the newly married Betty so that Granny could get a ‘break’ from me. I was about five years younger than her youngest child – Jed – and she was keen to tell

  everyone who would listen that I was wearing her out, that she was too old for all of this ‘nonsense’, and that Betty needed to take me now and again or she’d go mad. Actually,

  Morag couldn’t have been that old – she was probably in her late forties when Mum left, which seems like nothing now. However, she certainly laid it on thick when telling anyone of the

  terrible burden of her deserted granddaughter and the drain it was on her.
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