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  To Breagha, Lilla, Kirsty and Isla


  


  Oh, where have you been, my blue-eyed son?


  Oh, where have you been, my darling young one?


  
    
      Bob Dylan, A Hard Rains A-Gonna Fall
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  INTRODUCTION


  November 1990


  I was committing adultery in Room 634 of the Holiday Inn in Birmingham when my wife rang to say theyd found my mother. It was ten thirty on Saturday morning.


  I scrambled, receiver and all, to the other side of the large double bed. As far away as I could possibly get from Sarah. As discreet as I could be without appearing duplicitous.


  Hi. Ive only just woken up. I just wanted this intrusion to end.


  Sarah looked angry. She was hating this. Why hadnt I remembered to unplug the thing last night?


  Linda sounded urgent  excited.


  Your man has just phoned. He has found her and wants you to call him. Id been expecting his call but I still couldnt believe what I was hearing.


  OK. Ill ring him right now.


  How was the programme?


  Fine. Listen, Ill speak later. At least I had an excuse for being perfunctory.


  I started dialling the private detectives number immediately and then stopped, put down the phone and turned to Sarah.


  That was Linda.


  I gathered, she said, looking away, resigned. She knew I was searching for my birth mother and she understood it was important to me. Taking a deep breath she turned to me with a
  question that triggered a panic deep inside me. Did your natural mum have a long relationship with your natural dad?


  No, it was just a casual thing as far as I know. He was most likely some fly by night  told her he loved her and cleared off. Probably married for all I know. She looked
  right through me. She was thinking exactly what I was thinking: like father like son?


  I attempted to placate her so I could get on with the call. She gave me some space, but withheld the benefit of the doubt. I grabbed a notebook, reached for the phone again and lay diagonally
  across the bed ready to call the gumshoe. Boltons Bogart was a private detective called Steve.


  Id met him only eight days before. The show I co-presented every Friday night was called Central Weekend Live and was in its heyday, a must-watch debate show on Midlands ITV. From
  Monday to Thursday I presented a late-night programme on Radio One and every once in a lucrative while I went to Glasgow to record the glittery big-money game show Wheel of Fortune.


  I adored presenting Central Weekend. Every Friday night was an exotic adventure in Birmingham. It was always lively, frequently raucous and almost invariably confrontational. The night
  before Id hosted a debate on penis extensions. The previous week the subject had been rather more private dicks  the ethics of private investigators, starring, as ever, some
  compelling human exhibits. It wasnt what the producer called blood on the floor but it was fascinating stuff.


  The hospitality room at Centrals Broad Street Studios had a buzzing atmosphere during and after each show and when the closing credits had rolled we chatted and drank with the guests and
  rest of the team. It was a three-item programme so the green room was always milling with wonderfully diverse and picaresque characters. All human life was there: burglars and bishops, vampire
  hunters and balloon-breasted models; purple-faced fox hunters and po-faced psychics. It was like a magic mushroom mardi gras. They all had real opinions though. There was no masquerade about
  that.


  Steve the gumshoe was classic casting. Central casting you might say. He looked every millimetre the ex cop: broad shouldered, thick-skinned and no nonsense, apart from a bit of a
  seventies-style handlebar effort inching down the sides of his mouth. We got talking and I told him I was looking for my mother.


  I want to find out more about her and maybe get in touch.


  The maybe was pure self-protection. The thought of actually going through with it still filled me with trepidation.


  Be delighted to help.


  I knew she used to be a nurse from Dublin who worked in some big hospitals there and I knew her name but that was it. He said it wouldnt be a problem but it might take a couple of days. A
  couple of days? I was staggered. He was blas.


  We are all numbers. We are all on computer.


  But isnt all that stuff confidential? Data protected or whatever?


  There is no such thing as confidential, Nick. In my game its all about favours. His booze-fuelled braggadocio notwithstanding I felt Id crossed a threshold. There was
  no turning back now. I took the step. I was exhilarated and terrified. Scared of rejection. Worried that the fantasy I had cradled for so long might be easier to deal with than the truth I would
  confront. Excited that I was on the verge of an extraordinary life-changing revelation. Anxious that I would break Mum and Dads hearts. This was the undiscovered country.


  A midweek call to Steve had produced no more than a vague reassurance that all was in hand. It sounded like a delay tactic. The Saturday-morning call from the woman I married produced a feeling
  I had never known before. Adolescent shivers of excitement, a deep spiritual yearning and the most intensely burning curiosity all bundled up together. Deal with it! Where would it lead? I rang
  Steve to find out what hed discovered.


  Oh, hello, Nick. Yeah, listen, Ive got a number. She has been away for some time, possibly travelling abroad or something, and hasnt been at the address in question for a
  while but is back there now. She appears to be single but was married. She went for a time by the name of Stella Newton rather than Lackey, her maiden name.


  I was frantically scribbling all this down. He gave me her address and I took the number down. With the international prefix and Dublin code it seemed to go on for ever.


  Thanks a million, Steve. Listen, send me the bill.


  Let me know how you get on. Good luck, mate.


  Later, Sarah and I parted. When I got home I was shattered. Central Weekend Live beats the hell out of you. So do lies.


  We phoned Stella that night. Linda felt my adoption was at the heart of all our problems. What she rightly saw as my own restless sense of incompleteness was tearing us apart. Things were bad
  between us in a hopeless tangle of cause and effect. For Linda, finding Stella was the great panacea. She probably had a point. I was certainly driven by a lurking and now consuming curiosity,
  which her promptings had drawn to the surface. Someday I had to know and now that day was tantalizingly close, the knowing became imperative.


  But there was another reason. I was thirty. I was entering a new phase of life and it was clear that we would never have children. Linda had two teenage boys from her previous marriage and
  having a baby just wasnt an option. The realization I would never be a father led me to my mother.


  It was another tired and fractious Saturday night but for once we had a common focus. Go on, phone her. Phone her tonight. Do it now. Phone her, she kept insisting.
  Ill speak first if you want.


  I am not sure I can speak at all.


  Ever a force of nature, Linda grabbed the initiative.


  Lets do it now. She was on a mission, pumping with adrenalin. Shes a strong and striking woman and right then she was so strong for me.


  She stood in the hall and dialled the number. I was sitting on the stairs, rigid with fear, my head buried in my hands, my body folding into a foetal position. I really didnt think I
  could go through with it. I was petrified and exhausted. What the hell would I say? What the hell do you say? This woman gave birth to me. I needed an epidural.


  I had held this fantasy in my head for years. I had a mental picture of a beautiful but driven career woman  a free spirit who found herself in this impossible situation and made an
  extraordinary sacrifice. She gave her baby away. Her baby was about to catch up with her. We were about to speak to her. I was about to clothe this idealized wraith in humanity. At twenty-nine I
  was about to make the first connection with my own flesh and blood, someone to whom I was genetically connected. That word  genetic  it had an almost sacred meaning for me. (It still
  does.) A genetic link; a magical bond. An inexpressible essence of belonging and being.


  From my seat on the stairs I could hear the ring at the other end. It stopped. A womans voice. Soft, Irish, hesitant and wary. Hello.


  


  ONE


  A Proper Mummy and Daddy


  My birth mother Stella made sure I was adopted into a good middle-class family and it was clearly stipulated in the adoption papers that I be raised in her own faith 
  Protestant. My parents, neither of whom gave a damnation about religion beyond the nominal, had heard about her predicament through their GP and close friend Ronnie Cameron whod been
  ministering to Stellas needs while she stayed in Edinburgh, far from the prying eyes and wagging tongues of Dublin. Letters were exchanged, formalities completed, flowers sent and my
  parents joy was complete. Fiona had a little brother. I was deposited in a smart nursing-home ready for collection. New-born babies available for adoption are rare these days but back then
  they were relatively plentiful and it was in general an easier business. Private adoptions were commonplace.


  Before that first phone contact with Stella wed told Mum, or rather my wife Linda had told Mum, that we were considering the whole tracing thing. As a result Mum furnished me with a full
  account of the story one weekend, when we were staying at my parents house  my childhood home in Edinburgh. Mum left it beautifully typed in an envelope beside our bed. It was
  addressed to Our darling son Nicholas. When I opened it and read it, I felt raw. It was almost as if this was the day theyd long dreaded. As if they knew that one day they
  would lose their precious son and that now the day had come. As if my being there was only ever transient. But if the bonds were loosening and the ties were fraying where was I? They were my
  family. Mum and Dad and Fiona were my anchor. Why did I do this? Because I had to. How could I do this? Because now I couldnt stop. As I headed towards the unknown, there was no turning
  back.


  Mums letter made me want to retreat to a past of warm certainties and security, to be a little boy again playing on the stairs outside the bedroom with Mum and Dad there with me in the
  house. Dad smoking his pipe, Fiona with a friend in her room and Mum declaiming into the phone downstairs. I immediately wanted to go back to the land of toy soldiers and table football.
  Mums moving account laid it all out for me. They went down the adoption road after she suffered her fourth miscarriage, this time at four and a half months. As prospective adopters everyone
  was rigorously checked out  even four-year-old Fiona, their natural child, was interviewed. Natural child  that invidious comparative term  was I their unnatural
  child?


  In late 1960 and early 61, Mum had been thoroughly depressed and increasingly pessimistic about the whole tortuous process. The Director of the Guild of Service  the adoption
  society to whom would-be adopters applied  had visited the house to assess their suitability. Mum rankles at the memory. It hurt for obvious reasons.


  She came to the house and she was eight months pregnant, recalls Mum. I thought how tactless to interview somebody who has just had a miscarriage at four
  months and lost a child and she comes along  bulging  I hated her.


  One morning Dad, claiming he had an upset stomach after a late night, went to see Dr Cameron. Dad told Ronnie that they didnt hold out much hope they would be accepted. They
  were desperate for another child to make their family complete. Ronnie perked up when he remembered an unmarried woman in his practice who was having a baby and had been released from her job to
  come to Edinburgh for the birth. She was very nice; an intelligent professional woman; a fine-looking woman with black hair and blue eyes who was a couple of inches taller than Mum
  but the same age  thirty-seven. Her credentials were excellent. She wasnt some flighty teenager who didnt know what she was doing and might suddenly renege on the deal. There
  were still three months of her pregnancy to go but after shed received a glowing impression of the Campbell family from the good and trusted doctor she agreed to let Mum and Dad have
  whatever arrived  boy, girl or twins.


  My birth mother was the matron of a hospital in Dublin. The hierarchy in the hospital had thought a great deal of her abilities as it was the second time they had released her and kept her job
  open. Some time before she had come over to Scotland to have another child, a little girl who was also adopted  Stella had chosen Deirdres name.


  Mum explained that they never met my birth mother. They sent her flowers at the birth and Stella replied to Dr Cameron with a short note of thanks.


  
    
      Dear Dr Cameron,


      Please convey a sincere thank you to Nicholass parents from me for their very lovely gift of flowers.


      I do appreciate this kind thought. It has given me much pleasure along with their good wishes and consideration for me which have been such a help.


      My prayers and best wishes for the future.


      Nicholass Mother

    

  


  That was the extent of their contact.


  Mum recorded:


  
    
      The Childrens Officer had to be informed. She got more information that she did not share. With hindsight there was so much more one would like to have known but was
      reluctant to ask. Answers were vague, maybe to prevent identification or for other reasons.

    

  


  Stellas daughter Deirdre had been born in the Eastern General Hospital in Edinburgh on 8 October 1959. After falling pregnant again and returning to Edinburgh only
  fifteen months later she couldnt face the shame of going back to the same hospital with the same nurses, but she did return to her old digs in Portobello  Edinburgh by the sea 
  and decided to have me there. She felt comfortable and welcome at those digs. Mrs Blackie ran a relaxed boarding-house, ably assisted by her daughters, and Stella was made to feel like one of the
  family. To this day the laughter is remembered as much as the tears.


  After Deirdre, Stellas pregnancy with me was the second storm in two inclement years and this time shed agreed to put my adoptive parents choice of name on the birth
  certificate. She didnt particularly like Nicholas but she concurred. It was actually a matter of some debate with my new mummy and daddy as well. Nicholas
  narrowly beat Peregrine in the play-off. I fear it went to penalties. Dad put his foot down. Thank goodness for that. Welcome to the programme. My name is Perry
  Campbell. It would never have worked  and neither would I  much. Not in radio anyway  maybe something big in soft furnishings. Or a young man in Antiques
   to use Noel Cowards mischievous euphemism. I am convinced that somewhere within the naturenurture debate we do have to factor in the key variable of a crap name. Character is
  formed by such things, isnt it? Whether by compliance or defiance. The great Johnny Cash told us that: My name is Sue. How do you do?


  Mum says I was smiling when she and Dad first came to see me in the Willowbrae nursing-home. The nurses said it was wind. After I had spent four weeks in Willowbrae, my new mummy was allowed to
  take me to my new home. There was such excitement in the family on that day. My adoptive sister Fiona recalls how she was prepared for my coming. She was five but its a memory as strong as
  yesterday. I remember coming down the stairs and being told I wasnt going to school today. We were going to pick up my baby brother. I was ecstatic. For some time she had been
  pretending she had a baby brother and telling anyone who would listen all about him. Now it was true. It got better. Later that day she went to her regular ballet class and excitement upon
  excitement: Mum took her new baby brother along in his pram.


  I have known Im adopted for as long as I can remember. Mum told me how I was specially chosen. Its quite a conceit. Of course I wasnt the chosen one; I was just a very
  naughty boy. Fiona subscribes to the theory that its the secret of my success and the reason for my failings. In fact, I think shes the originator of that theory.


  Dad was a map publisher; Mum a psychiatric social worker. This is what Mum told me from my earliest years  in her own words. God bless her, she wrote it down for posterity. Posterity has
  come around.


  
    
      Once upon a time there was a mummy and a daddy who had a little girl called Fiona and all of them wanted a brother or sister for the little girl but Mummy couldnt
      grow any more babies and that made them sad.


      One day they talked to the doctor about it and he said he knew someone who had a baby and wanted it adopted. The lady was very nice, he said, and would like to have kept the baby herself but
      was very wise and very courageous and wanted the baby to have a proper mummy and daddy and a good settled home which she was unable to provide so she put the baby into a special baby home and
      that is where your mummy and daddy first saw you at a few days old.


      Come along, said the nurse as we walked past a row of cots. Mummy kept stopping and looking and in one cot a dear little baby actually seemed to smile at her. Look,
      nurse, said Mummy. Isnt that one cute? I wish I could have more than one baby so I could take that one home too. But Mrs Campbell, said the nurse,
      that is Nicholas, your very own adopted baby!!


      So of course Mummy and Daddy were delighted and wrapped you up and took you home and an excited Fiona helped to look after you when you were a little baby. Now you will soon be big enough to
      look after her! And Mummy and Daddy love you both very, very, much.

    

  


  For three years following my birth Stella had sent Dr Cameron a Christmas card enquiring after my progress and then, nothing.


  


  TWO


  Edinburgh Boy


  Thank you, Stella. Thank you for giving birth to me in Edinburgh, for ensuring the most beautiful city in my known universe was to be my home town. Thank you, Stella, for
  making sure I had a new mummy and daddy to give me the life that you couldnt.


  And Mummy and Daddy love you both very, very, much.


  They did. They couldnt have loved me any more. I couldnt have loved them more  my mummy, my daddy and Fiona my big sister. For my first three to four years I was a clingy
  child. I needed to be picked up and cuddled and hated leaving Mummys side. This was probably because I was always being picked up and cuddled by my mummy. After her miscarriages and
  heartbreak she had this perfect little gift, the child that was meant to be. I had consistency at last  the same person to hold me and to bond with. Did those five days with Stella leave
  their mark? Did my sudden separation from my birth mother register in any way on my subconscious? What of the four weeks in the nursing home? I always had a fear of rejection. It strikes deep. I
  suspect its just the flipside of chutzpah.


  Every morning Mum had to bite her lip and walk away from the little nursery school round the corner as she left me wailing myself hoarse for her. When I went to sit the test for the big school
   the Edinburgh Academy  at four years old, Dad took me along so that I wouldnt be tempted to stick to Mum like a limpet. It worked, I passed and they were allowed to part with
  their money.


  I had a wonderful childhood. I played Cowboys and Indians with my replica star-studded Colts and pheasant-feather headdress. We played Japs and Commandos with sound-effect machine guns. I had a
  huge collection of toy soldiers. They waged wars of attrition with Pyrrhic victories. My talking Action Man was always ready for action, or so he told me. You see  a selection of toys and
  games to make the social worker of contemporary urban myth shudder to the depths of her Doc Martens. While you shudder at my lazy stereotyping, let me tell you about my castle.


  Dad built it for me. It was a fantastic wooden castle for my little plastic men. He took ages, lovingly sawing, hammering, crafting and painting it. It was beautiful. Being the perfectionist he
  was he paid meticulous attention to detail  a moat, a drawbridge, turrets  everything my castle needed, my castle had. Dad was so wonderful with his hands. I can barely make a paper
  dart. I wish I could thank him right now and tell him what it meant to me. I know how much it meant to him.


  One childhood passion kicked off on a bright May evening in 1967. I was six years old. This was the first significant toggle on my anorak. The sun was streaming through the windows and Dad half
  closed the curtains so he could see the telly properly. I was playing on the stairs in the hall with my toy soldiers but was gradually drawn to the room by the excitement beginning to bubble. He
  was a rugby man but he liked the really big football matches and was hooked on this one. Glasgow Celtic has an overwhelmingly Catholic support and strong links with Ireland. In 1967 they were
  playing Inter Milan in the European Cup final and were on their swaggeringly beauteous way towards lifting the trophy. From that night I became Celtic obsessed. They had a flair and style and
  passion I fell in love with. They exuded football glamour. Their Glasgow rivals Rangers were the antithesis  hewn from the bleak bedrock of Calvinism. The Gers seemed stolid
  and prosaic by comparison, or as this wee boy thought  Boring.


  By the time I was thirteen my room was like a green and white emporium. Pennants and posters all but obscured the marching soldier wallpaper. Then it came, the icy gust of reality. The little
  green apple fell from the tree and turned blue. Friends started to say, What the fuck do you support them for? The naked support for the IRA from the terraces was much worse in those
  days and I remember seeing lairy lads of my own age at matches in balaclavas and paramilitary gear. This was the time of some appalling mainland atrocities and I recoiled at the sight
  of these ignorant and provocative little idiots. Supporting Celtic became untenable. I couldnt explain why I liked them. I couldnt justify it. I didnt know. Because they
  are the best wasnt enough. Of course I didnt regularly encounter the raw bigotry of Scottish sectarianism. It was a received version if it. A genteel derision for cleaving to
  the wrong tribe. It mattered though. I switched to Heart of Midlothian. Rangers-lite.


  Mum and Dad were not well off. All the family income went on school fees. Of course by the standards of society in general we were comfortable but at my school, with my faded and ill-fitting
  second-hand uniform, I felt like a pauper. Going to friends houses  huge detached stone mansions on Edinburghs Southside or on the boulevards of Murrayfield  was great.
  When they first came to my place it wasnt. I felt ashamed. What would they think of the peeling wallpaper, the shabby carpets and the bijou dimensions of the place? We only had one
  smallest room, never mind a utility room.


  Every summer we holidayed in the Scottish Highlands. My affluent school pals came back from their holidays and changed for gym to reveal spectacular white bits untouched by the golden rays of
  exotic climes. I had no incidental suntan. I was peely-wally and covered in midge bites and nettle stings. I loved the Highlands though. I can smell the heather and bracken as I write. My
  parents had a cottage bought for a pittance in a Glen not far from Loch Ness. I told my friends we had acres of land and a dozen bedrooms. We didnt but we had the best view in the world.


  I became obsessed with the Loch Ness Monster. I was zealous about it and read everything on the subject I could lay my hands on. Id two twin aunts called Ethel and Beatrice who claimed to
  have seen the beast when they were schoolgirls in the nineteen thirties. That was proof enough for me. If they stuck their necks out the monster must have as well. Their story never changed either.
  My Nessie obsession spilled over into other mysteries. The Yeti, UFOs, Chariots of the Gods, ghosts, the Marie Celeste  you name it, as long as you couldnt solve it. This
  mystery mania went in tandem with a ravenous hunger for biographies. From a very early age I had to find out and know about other peoples lives. The stories had to be true. Mysteries and
  other peoples lives. The amateur psychologist is working overtime here, of course, but the big unsolved mystery was in my own life.


  I was passionately Scottish. I still am but within limits  normally about ninety minutes. With age and perspective, reason has calmed the beast. The history we were taught at school was
  raw meat for that beast though. We were fed tales full of tragic reversals and cruel misfortune all at the hands of and benefit to the perfidious English  our oldest and only enemy. The
  loathsome light at the end of our tunnel vision. Kenny Ferguson was my friend three doors up our terraced street in Edinburgh. The two of us joined the Scottish National Party just before the
  74 election. We filled in the forms and sent them off to HQ. Its Scotlands Oil was the slick slogan of the day. It seemed so glaringly logical to
  thirteen-year-old me. We could be like Saudi Arabia without the amputations.


  Having received my application form, two activists turned up on the doorstep just a few days later. They were keen. When the bald and insignificant man at the front door and his frankly
  nondescript comrade saw an impish thirteen year old before their beady eyes they were, shall we say, disappointed. Mind you, neither of them was exactly Rob Roy. We have  er never had
   er one this  er  young before. I love the Aldington aphorism: Nationalism is a silly cock crowing from its own dunghill. It leaps to mind thirty
  years later  except he wasnt a cock. He was birdlike though. He was a puffed-up little pigeon. Still, Kenny and I traipsed up and down tenement and pavement delivering leaflets and
  posters to the people of the would-be tartan Emirate. In return for our efforts we got badges, stickers and the dour gratitude of the bald man and his baleful buddy. In that 1974 election
  we came a poor third or fourth and Edinburgh South, a safe Tory seat, stayed safely Tory. This was a long time ago remember. I felt vanquished. We had worked so hard and walked so
  far. Such ignominy. What was wrong with people? The message had seemed so simple and irresistible. Its Scotlands oil!


  After one football match a year later it felt like Scotlands dunghill. We lost 51 to England. My friend Robert and I were grief stricken. After all our hopes had been crushed by
  some cataclysmic goalkeeping, we fled his house. Having pinched some of his dads cigars we stole up Blackford Hill and attempted to blow away the blues. Unfortunately, we both ended up
  vomiting away the blues. But really, we felt bereaved. To beat the English at anything meant everything. To lose, hurt horribly.


  The Edinburgh Academy was founded in 1821 by, among other pillars of the Scottish establishment, Sir Walter Scott, to provide an education for the young gentlemen of that most elegant corner of
  North Britain. Nicholas Andrew Argyll Campbell was sent there in 1966 and Robert Louis Stevenson had been there some time before. Hed lived near by and set one of his most famous stories in
  the cobbled back streets near the school. The Academy did have certain Jekyll and Hyde-like qualities about it. The school had some wonderful and inspiring teachers. Jack Bevan and Bill Stirling,
  both now dead, were English teachers of exceptional ability and men of true quality. They were great men. Id love to have sent Bill Stirling this mistake-ridden manuscript for his perusal
  and would have read avidly and taken on board every one of his considered comments in beautifully written red biro. A lot of explain this better and what do you mean by this and
  nearly there, I would imagine. I had a great education and made some life-long friends in my time at the Academy. The Hyde qualities of the school have been aired elsewhere many times and
  were, I believe, symptomatic of a darker age. Kids are far more savvy now. Back then we knew it was wrong but we didnt know it was right to tell.


  There were, to my certain knowledge, two teachers in my time there who took an unhealthy sexual interest in small boys and another who took an unhealthy interest in hurting them. I suffered at
  the hands of the sadist and was touched by one of the perverts but not in the appalling way one of my close friends was. Of course, any way is appalling but there are degrees. Abuse is not an
  absolute term. However, when I think about what I saw my friend subjected to I feel sick. When he thinks about it now he feels angry. Back then, as nine year olds we simpered in front of this man
  and mocked him behind his back. He was loathsome.


  They were such different times. When I was there the school still had one foot in the Victorian grave. One of the relics of a bygone era was in the person and office of the Rector, in actual
  fact a rather pompous name for Headmaster. The Rector was a terrifying character who made the staff in Tom Browns Schooldays look distinctly Secondary Modern. He was called H. H.
  Mills. A hero of Arnhem, his face was constantly contorted in a twitching mosaic of intellectual restlessness. It was putty in his hands. The distance and detachment were deceptive though.
  Hed strafe you like a Spitfire.


  The school was predominantly for day boys, although there was a significant boarding element. It was expensive and my parents adjudged it the best in town. They couldnt really afford it
  but sacrifices were made and cloth was cut; only the best would do. When the money ran out my sister was moved to another school but I was kept in the Academy at all costs. The Edinburgh Academy
  had a high opinion of itself, an opinion not without substance. It had provided mainstays and leading lights of the Edinburgh, Scottish, British and Empire Establishments for generations. The newly
  rich and the habitually rich clamoured to hand over their cash. They still do.


  In those days rugby was king and if you were in the first fifteen you were accorded god-like status. One of the associated perks to rucking and mauling sans pareil was a lead part in the
  school play. This was a source of amusement to those of us in the rebel units who revelled in the manifest truth that there are limited common skills in handing off a prop forward and holding a
  mirror up to nature. My great school and university friend Iain Glen is one of the finest actors of his generation. The first time he ever trod the boards was up at Aberdeen University and he was
  horribly good. I am reliably informed a much more holistic approach is applied at the Academy these days.


  I was a barely mediocre rugby player. In a school of umpteen fifteens I graced the Fourths. My dad had excelled at rugby and cricket and anything where a ball was required to be
  thrown, caught, kicked or hit and I never once let him come and watch me on a Saturday morning. When he came to pick me up I insisted he arrive after the game was over. He would have loved to stand
  on the touchline and would have been so proud despite my shortcomings. I deprived him of something every dad should experience if he can and I regret it to this day. He did as I wished because his
  own father had been a martinet and Dad naturally tended to over compensate. He was terrified of being despised the way he despised his own father. When he was dying I sent him a card saying how
  much I had always loved him and what a great dad he was. When I went up to Edinburgh and entered the hospice ward shortly after hed received the card he just pointed to it with tears in his
  eyes and I kissed him. He went quickly. An unfinished Telegraph crossword. Hours before he died my sister Fiona left him late at night and said, We love you, Dad. He already
  looked at peace and gently replied, And I love all of you.


  He was so incredibly proud when I got a history degree from Aberdeen University. Aberdeen  my exotic escape from Edinburgh and what a fascinating place it is. The city of schizophrenic
  stone. Its the granite you know. When it sparkles in the sunshine the place radiates beauty but on a dreich hungover Sunday, the greyness is unrelenting and the gloom unforgiving. Despite
  that I stayed on after graduating and went into radio.


  After Id left university in 1982 I secured one show a week on Northsound Radio, the local commercial station. Then I got a daily show. Dad and Mum drove up to Aberdeen to listen to every
  live second of one early-morning parade of eighties pop peppered with personality. Dad loved it. When I joined Radio One in 1987, after a two-year stint on Capital Radio, they
  listened religiously. They both came at every opportunity to sit with the gaggle of Glasgow Grannies in the audience at Scottish Televisions studios to see Wheel of Fortune being
  recorded. This glitzy trashy game show was about as far away from Dads life and times as it was possible to get. He loved it. He made a point of telling me just how proud they both were at
  what Id achieved. As far as he was concerned, I might as well have been representing Scotland at rugby  or his other great love, England at cricket.


  On reflection Dad and I loved each other for the qualities we saw in each other that we didnt feel we possessed ourselves. Our differences bonded us. I loved his prowess at sport, his
  natural charm, his courtesy, his gentlemanly qualities, his artistic talent, his skill with his hands, his ability to talk to anyone. Qualities which I was wanting. He in turn loved the fact that I
  was quick and clever and a right little show off. It tickled him. He called me Nicko or Nickle-Arse and I miss him so much.


  My mum and dad were married for forty-two years. Sheila, my mum, is indefatigable and always has been. A force of nature  she can be brash, and domineering; brittle and needy. She headed
  a psychiatric social work department in a large mental hospital but, as my sister Fiona asserts, could be astonishingly insensitive at home. Wise and obtuse. Giving and selfish. Self-centred and
  caring. As I write this, it occurs to me that if I have taken after anyone it is probably her.


  My friends all think she is wonderful as she holds her own at any table and is so open minded and accepting. At eighty, she is still hurtling round the country in an absurd little Korean car and
  going on package holidays to far-flung places with her pals. Mum is an intuitive and intelligent woman. At her best she is an absolute gem and all that age withers are the things that used to
  infuriate us all so much about her. Dads outbursts from the front of the car still ring in my ears. For Christs sake, Sheila, will you bloody shut up! Dad loved her with
  all his soul.


  In about 1970, some vague acquaintances were chatting to Mum and Dad at a petrol station when they peered into the back of our dark red Cortina and, admiring the specimen siblings within,
  declared Dont they look like one another. I felt as though I had passed some kind of a test. I was pleased as punch and so proud. What about my adoptive sister Fiona and me?
  Well, shes the one who hung me over the banister when I was small, giving me a life-long fear of heights. I am the one who crushed a banana in her hair when she was fifteen and about to go
  out to a party. She is the one who has a fantastic musical talent and wanted to crawl into a corner when Mum demanded she perform and play the piano for friends. I am the one who would bash out a
  cacophonous ditty for anyone who would listen. We are the ones who fought like cat and dog. She used to hate me pulling her hair. We are the two who laughed till we cried. Im the one who
  borrowed and fell in undying love with her Beatles and Kinks cassettes. She is the one who is a social worker. I am the one who needs one. She is my sister. I am her brother.


  She is worried about the banister business. We were laughing about it recently. I work in child protection  remember my reputation here!


  That Fiona was my parents biological child was certainly always in my mind if no one elses. At times it had to be in hers. She vividly recounts our being at a house on the
  other side of Edinburgh  in the elegant New Town. We were playing in a garden with a group of children. There were older children there. There was a sense of threat. Fiona was maybe nine so
  I must have been four. They started picking on me with a singsong taunt. Youre adopted, youre adopted, youre adopted. Fiona was frightened. She didnt know
  how to handle it. She felt vulnerable and exposed. She also felt protective. She still does.


  Dad and Fiona had a special bond  but fathers do with daughters. Mum and Fiona had a troubled and complex relationship but  well, the same again  thats mothers and
  daughters for you. Or more particularly its Fiona and Mum. The fact that she was genetic and I was acquired merely nourished my sense of being different and, importantly, it gave me a reason
  and excuse to feel different. It inevitably influenced how I came to see myself and what I came to be. It was what I was.


  Fiona thinks I was the blue-eyed boy from whose backside the sun was thought to brightly blaze, the brother who was treated far more generously and leniently than his big sister. Mum
  dismissively says thats often the way it is with younger siblings and boys in general. Different standards apply. That doesnt wash with Fi. She says there is a huge body of evidence
  on her side.


  How is this for an accusation? Fiona came straight out with it recently and I coughed at last. I sang like a bird. You broke a whole set of Rachmaninov Piano Concerto Number Two
  78s actually performed by him. An act of cultural revolution on behalf of the glorious peoples vanguard, I had dutifully destroyed the works of Rachmaninov, the bourgeois
  individualist and imperialist lapdog. Yes it was the late sixties but I just fancied breaking them. Fiona was in full flow. Shed been storing this one up for thirty-five years. You
  broke them and Mum made out it didnt matter. I was always the one at fault. I was meant to have had the foresight to avoid the problem. I am not interested, Mum
  said.


  I remember that one well. I am not surprised at her lingering sense of injustice all these years later. I just saw these old discs on the bedroom floor and wanted to walk on them to watch them
  crack beneath my feet like a thin layer of ice on a pond. So I did and they did. Realizing the potential for trouble I mounted a preemptive defence. I ran downstairs crying, full of confusion and
  remorse, and it worked a treat. I walked away an innocent man, without a stain on my character. Was there malice aforethought? Who knows the mind of the sub-teen suburban guerrilla?


  Fiona and I arent in constant contact  not like my wife Tina and her sister, who are, well, like sisters, but we will never be estranged. When we talk  and she can talk at
  international level  and when we see each other in the midst of our hectic and chaotic lives, there is an ease you can only achieve with family.


  


  THREE


  Blue-Eyed Son


  I always knew I was adopted but of course I became more self-conscious about it as I negotiated spots, puberty, serial masturbation and the claustrophobia of the teenage maze.
  I was terrified my school friends would find out I was adopted and my cover would be blown, exposed as bogus. I felt, in a way, invalid, ungrounded, ill-founded. It wasnt an all-consuming
  feeling but it was always there. Lurking, lingering, skulking in the shadows and striking in the dark. Im given to arbitrary sadness or to put it better  sometime I get pissed off for
  no reason. Thats when I felt something missing or thats when I chose to. It is so hard trying to articulate for the first time what I have felt all my life but never outwardly
  expressed. Theres many a person wishes they were adopted. I just wanted Mum and Dad to be my real mum and dad. Grandpa fought on the Somme and I wanted to be his grandson in every sense. Dad
  was a major in the Indian Army, waging jungle warfare against the Japanese. When I was a little boy that made me so proud, but how could I legitimately claim to be a part of that heritage? My
  heritage was a great unknown. I was a kind of an interloper. Not even a real one.


  I was about fourteen or fifteen and my great pal Robert and I were shopping in Edinburghs Princess Street with Mum. Why on earth we were doing that I cant imagine but Robert asked
  me out of the blue why my eyes were blue. I stuttered and stammered and felt sick inside. Clearly neither Mum nor Dad had blue eyes. Robert is a very clever chap and I thought he was on to me. I
  was immediately on the defensive.


  It skipped a generation. Eyes are funny things.


  I asked Robert about this recently. He cant remember but thinks he can explain.


  I didnt know you were adopted till we were about sixteen so it was nothing to do with that. Id probably just learned the reasons for eye colour in biology  we
  werent in the same class for that, were we?


  Thanks for reminding me.


  I probably said, Do you know why your eyes are blue? and I was about to tell you. It says a lot about my sensitivities at the time.


  The first person I was actually able to tell was Morag, the girl to whom I lost my virginity. We were sixteen. Lying on my parents bed, speaking to her in one of those endless teenage
  phone marathons  which were clamped down on when the bill came in  I confessed. It really felt like a confession. I was in tears as I told her and it took me ages to get the words
  out. I was worried it would change everything. She was lovely about it and until she chucked me for Sam three weeks later, I felt wed reached a new level of understanding. I survived. Three
  weeks is a long time in teenage politics.


  By my late teens it ceased to be a problem and became a badge of rebellion. I am not your real child any way was a regular strop mantra. I am cringing as I write this. All fifteen
  and sixteen year olds say vile things to their parents but that wasnt just hurtful  it was emotionally sadistic. My friend Iain Glen reminded me of one particular incident. I was at
  his house and Mum phoned to get me home. I dug my heels in. As Iain told me this recently he bellowed the words like the superb stage actor he is. I was shocked.


  No, I am not fucking coming home now. I am fucking coming home when I want to fucking come home. If you dont like it you should have adopted another fucking baby. Harry
  Enfields Kevin the teenager has a way to go.


  I meekly asked Mum about this.


  I dont remember that at all, darling. Are you sure? We probably didnt take any notice and I just dismissed it as teenage angst. What wonderful parents.


  On the other hand, Fiona remembers howling at Mum and Dad, God I wish I was adopted too. She used to think that I was the lucky one because I was chosen. She used to yearn to be
  adopted and pray at night that in actual fact she had been. To her mind I was bespoke and she was off the peg. I saw it the other way around.


  Mum recently said I never showed any desire to trace my mother when I was growing up. Thats certainly what I told her when she asked me, but the very asking sent shards of insecurity
  through me. I always said words to the effect that if my natural mother didnt want me why would I want her. It was a diversionary tactic. I didnt want to think about it.
  Dont go there as people all too often say now. Too embarrassing. Couldnt face having my boat rocked. When I was sixteen or seventeen she often broached the subject and
  even left leaflets in my bedroom offering confidential advice but no way was I emotionally ready for any of it then. She meant well but it didnt exactly drive out my teenage demons. She now
  acknowledges it was a mistake. I felt there was something treacherous about tracing too, something ungrateful. But I did know from somewhere inside me that one day I would find out the whole truth.
  One day I would find those missing pieces and fit them all together.


  Thirty years later I was hearing her voice for the first time. Now I was pressing my ear as close to the phone as I could, while Linda talked. We stood huddled in the hallway, close
  again. It was that hallway that had made us put in a bid for the house. When wed first seen the property we looked at each other and knew what we were thinking. What a brilliant place for a
  Christmas tree. A symbol of togetherness, childhood happiness and reconciliation. For the rest of the year that hall looked empty. Linda eventually fell out of love with the house and had it dowsed
  for negative energies by a fascinating little old man with two lively little sticks. He found it replete with negativity and we consequently had to move all the beds into the most unorthodox and
  impractical positions. If Dr Dowser had been with us that night my head would have sent his two wee sticks haywire. This was a strange energy I was feeling. Linda and I stood together by the phone.
  Linda was leading me to the conversation of a lifetime.


  


  FOUR


  Talking to Stella


  Is that you, Stella? Stella Lackey.


  Who is this? She sounded vulnerable and suspicious.


  Reality was dawning fast for me. This was a human being, not the mythical figure of my imagination. Maybe she wasnt the perfect, strong, self-possessed creature of my own legend. I
  detected something fragile about her. She seemed crushed, dispirited.


  Linda continued: Its to do with events in Edinburgh thirty years ago.


  Are you sure you have the right number? Then reality slowly dawned for her. Oh. There was an unbearable pause. Is that you, Deirdre?


  Deirdre? I remembered. My adoptive mum had told me about Deirdre. She was the other child Stella had given up for adoption eighteen months before I came and went. She had only registered faintly
  on my radar at that time. She wasnt a sister  she was an abstract concept. Back to the womb and find my mother  that was my only focus.


  Linda established the fact that she wasnt Stellas daughter. No, I am Nickys wife. Your son Nicky.


  Sorry, I thought you were  someone  else  Nicky? Nicholas? Heavens! Oh my goodness!


  Joy flowed through her voice. I started to cry. Linda hurriedly explained how I had traced her and that I was standing right there. Here he is.


  I was holding the phone. Id shaken the tree of knowledge and the apple was right there in my hand. I dont know how I got the words out but I did. I felt so defenceless at that
  second. My voice felt weak. My hand was trembling. I said something like, How are you? It could have just been Hello. We were both on cloud nine. At that time I was the
  presenter of Wheel of Fortune on ITV. She watched it and enjoyed it. Shed no idea that the preening posing idiot was her son. Mind you, if she had said So youre that
  preening posing idiot, are you? it would have been a blow. Wheel of Fortune paid loads of bills, but at the time I was unnecessarily touchy about the cheesy image of the show. Now I
  can see it for what it was  a bizarre and brilliant experience. Stella loved it anyway. Like finding out your long-lost son is Dale Winton, quipped Tina years later.


  Initial contact  the first phone call  it gives you a mighty euphoric rush. These really are the emotional rapids. The flow of information, however trivial, is utterly absorbing
  and totally absorbed. Youre a sponge soaking up a lost river of time. From the subjects she enjoyed in school to her family details; from her failed marriage to her hair colour. Her brother
  had recently dropped dead suddenly and shed been in hospital to help her cope with the shock. I later found out that her time in hospital actually pre-dated his death, but she
  had been deep in the doldrums and was obviously overjoyed to hear from me. She seemed to have great warmth. Granted, all my powers of objectivity were dulled by the sheer relief that she was
  actually taking the call. I didnt appear to be her worst nightmare come back to haunt her. A friend of mine told me what I thought was a shocking story about a friend of his. This girl had
  traced her birth mother and found to her astonishment that the woman was actually married to her biological father and they were living in a large house in an upmarket village in the north of
  England. Full of excitement she wrote an emotional letter asking to meet her mother at last and received a reply by return of post. It was painfully short and to the point: I dont
  want you in my life. Never contact me again.


  The fact that Stella had said hello and did seem to want me at least on her phone came as an enormous relief. In this context the call was an unequivocal success. I was in no mind
  to absorb nuance. She seemed receptive. She seemed open. She was certainly shocked but she had a mischievous almost girly giggle.


  The only thing I remember her being in any way evasive about was the issue of my father. I put this down to the natural reticence of a first conversation but she did confirm something that I
  already knew. Mum must have mentioned to me that he was a Dublin policeman. It had certainly lodged somewhere in my brain and become a part of my internal folklore. Father was a policeman;
  Mother was a nurse. With prompting Stella added slightly to my sum of knowledge, telling me he was originally from the North and was a Catholic, but beyond that she steered the conversation
  away. She told me she was the only person who knew his identity. I remember wondering if he knew his identity. I didnt ask further. Even so, I was entering the age of enlightenment.


  Enlightenment is enervating though. Theres only so much you can take and only so much you can take in, so after about an hour we agreed to write, exchange family photos and we both said
  goodbye for the first time. We had a bit of catching up to do. As soon as we could Linda and I were going to get over to Dublin and meet her. Life is full of surprises. Lying in bed I realized
  there was so much still to ask, so much Id missed. Did my father know about me and was he still alive? What on earth happened? I did ask her about Deirdre. Stella confirmed what Mum had told
  me. Deirdre was her other daughter from another relationship  another policeman. A man from two summers before. Two kids? Two different men? Two adoptions? In two years. Too much to take in
  one phone call.


  To give two babies away in eighteen months must have been heartbreaking. She must have been strong to have managed it but weak to let it happen in the first place. She wasnt some flighty
  teenager, as my parents had properly established before adopting me. She was a mature professional person. What on earth was going on in her life for that to happen? What on earth did going through
  the situation twice do to her life?


  To adapt a line from a great Irishman, Oscar Wilde, To give away one baby may be regarded as a misfortune; to give away both looks like carelessness. Careless in conception perhaps
   but careless was the last thing Stella was when it came it organizing her babies adoptions. She was meticulous and professional to the last detail. I hoped it was because she cared
  so much.


  The only judgement I made at that stage was that she was a modern woman  a pioneering proto-feminist. She was strong and empowered. I chose not to draw any other conclusions. Who was I to
  make moral judgements anyway, fresh from the bed of my mistress?


  Stella and I started writing to each other. Her letters were particularly long but only occasionally legible. There was something we had in common then. We both had a scrawl that others
  hadnt a spiders chance of following. Thank heavens for the device on which my stubby fingers are dancing right now. In the first epistle from Stella she told me the gospel according
  to Lackey lore. They were a branch of the MacGregor clan which came over from Scotland in the 1700s  hence the fact that they were Protestants. I was relieved. In fact I was
  delighted. Caledonia no more? Away with you. I had a legitimate blood claim to be Scottish after my emerging tartan identity crisis. I had long known about the Irishness in me, or behind me, but
  confronting it had made it real. Where did this leave my Scottishness? The seventeen hundreds were absolutely good enough for me. I checked the clan map of Scotland Dad had published to see where
  my people came from. I looked up the MacGregor history in another of his old books and thought of all the people I had ever known or heard of called MacGregor. All my kith and kin. I
  even had a close squint at the accompanying illustration of a manly MacGregor in Highland dress to see if he looked anything like me. He didnt, funnily enough. This was the behaviour of some
  ancestor-hungry Yank desperate for a bit of heritage to appease his dotage. It was the behaviour of a little adopted boy desperate for some sense of belonging. I was nearly thirty.


  Stella sent me some photos but not many. I saw pictures of cousins with dark hair and dark eyes. Little girls with fetching smiles who were long since grown up and working all over the world.
  Maybe they were always children in her mind. The most perplexing photograph of all was of herself. In TV it is what they call a mid-shot. I had to look really closely to make out her features. I
  examined microscopically this elderly lady in coat and glasses beside another slightly shorter elderly lady in coat and glasses. They were both standing by a red-brick wall and a blue door and were
  almost but not quite smiling. They were just looking really; waiting for the person with the camera to finish so they could all go inside for a cup of tea. I needed to see her face animated to see
  it at all. I needed to see her heart and mind in action. I could tell nothing from that snap. I needed to meet her. She was my birth mother.


  Linda and I were lying in bed on Christmas morning 1990 and the telly was on in the room. The film showing was Meet Me in St. Louis and Judy Garland was singing Have Yourself a
  Merry Little Christmas to Margaret OBrian, her screen kid sister. It is one of the schmaltziest scenes in the MGM canon. I love it. My Vincent Minelli genes were doing a Busby Berkley
  routine. At that moment I decided to phone Stella.


  Oh hello, she answered in her gentle way.


  Its Nicky. Merry Christmas! I actually rang her before I phoned Mum and Dad. I still cant forgive myself for that but back then it seemed as right as a new romance.
  It was a perfect dream come true and I was going to meet my birth mother at Easter. Despite the mess of my life all seemed set fair for happiness and resolution. What an Easter parade. I really
  couldnt wait.
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