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         An extraordinarily vivid and compelling memoir of a painful and impoverished childhood  What makes this a great book is the sheer skill of a writer who, from earliest days, was a sensitive plant with a memory like a packet of razor blades Its quite a trick to write about such stuff without self pity, but Galloway manages triumphantly Sunday Times
         
 
         
            

         
 
         It is a model of how to write out of, rather than about, yourself, and a concentrated account of how the world acts upon us when we are too young to take action against it  Few writers can match Galloways grasp of quite how differently life operates when you are that young and why Guardian
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         Amazingly vivid  Galloway perfectly captures the solace an unhappy child can find in domesticity: she knows that a neat, ordered house is like being held Observer
         
 
         
            

         
 
          
         The brilliance of Galloways writing sets [this memoir] apart  Funny and startling, [it] has the compelling qualities of a novel as it details, from an astonishingly perceptive adult perspective, her childs-eye view Metro  
         
 
         
 
         One of this books virtues is its willingness to bridge and saddle fence after excruciatingly painful fence London Review of Books 
         
 
         
            

         
 
         Searingly affecting  This memoir shows how and why [Galloway] started developing one of the skills that characterises her fiction: the ability to decode and elucidate the harmonics of mood, temper and relationships Independent
         
 
         
            

         
 
         The memoir is a welcome addition to Galloways varied and impressive body of work Irish Times
         
 
         
            

         
 
         Marvellously evocative. The feel of the time is perfect  honest and
 moving Times Literary Supplement  
         
 
         
            

         
 
         Has the glittering finish and fine narrative bones of very good fiction Evening Standard
         
 
         
            

         
 
         The sharp satire of Galloway, a novelist who hones her voice and tunes her ear to the sounds and sensations of her wary childhood years in the grim seaside town of Saltcoats, just south of Glasgow, gives acid colour to the chilling, tragi-comic characters of her older sister Cora and her mother, who mistook her pregnancy with Janice for the menopause The Times  
         
  
         
            

         

         The character of Cora is the triumph of this memoir. It is a brilliantly nuanced portrait of a woman whose gift for causing harm is as great as her fairground charisma The Times
         
  
         
            

         

           A haunting autobiography  She paints a wonderfully vivid picture of the Fifties and Sixties  This is a lyrical and surprisingly humorous book Scotland on Sunday  
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         Both tragic and funny Tribune  
         
 
         
            

         
 
         Its not often that a Book of the Week (Radio 4) segment can root you to the spot. But yesterday mornings instalment of Janice Galloways This Is Not About Me did just that Guardian
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About Me
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 To my mother, for then; 
 my husband, for now.
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         This is my family.
 
         Were ranged on a sofa and too close because the sofa is meant for two. The photographers idea. My mother is on the left side, my sister on the right. Im in the middle, emerging from between the adults knees, the only one whos five. Maths renders my mother forty-five but she looks older. Everybody did then. Her body is angled towards the centre of the picture but her face is full-on, eager, lipstick so red its black. Coras the opposite bookend, and is full-on all over. I cant account for the bruising on her ankles, but the shoes were from Corner Duncans in the sale, proper stilettos with V-shaped toes, lino-puncturing heels. She wears no stockings so her legs are pale grey, cloudy as marble. The hair, however, is black. Its the blackest thing in a picture with lots of black. It was black to start with but she dyed it with blue stuff, stuff someone told her Elvis used, so it came out very black indeed, no flecks of light and sprayed to within an inch of freeze-dried. Her face is chalky and square, but her hands are lovely. Theyre a spare set of hands for somebody indolent, somebody like Zsa Zsa Gabor, till you look close and see the tops of her fingers are darker than the rest, like Sobranie Filter Tips. No rings though. For a number of reasons, rings werent Coras thing. Her arm-rest has two fag-burns and an ashtray with a full-strength on the lip, threading wispy ectoplasm across her knees. There was always a fag, always a fag-burn, so these details make the composition evocative. There is a photographer present and were not at ease, not really, but if every picture tells a story we want this story to suggest we amount to something, that we are, at the least, getting by. In our best duds, our bravest faces, were trying our damndest to look right at home.
         
 
         Home itself, or at least the front room that makes our context, is less carefully composed. The clock over the mantel reads ten past four but the window says its dark outside, winter. Brass urns, like funerary ornaments, clutter the sill alongside a cut-glass bowl, a stags head in brass and two porcelain dancers. The curtains have oval patterns of flowers, the wallpaper has tiny hanging baskets in falling rows separated by stripes, the carpet is speckled and the sofa has a swirly jungle design with interlocking palm fronds. Each sofa arm has floral covers and the rug sports stripes and roses. There are three chairs, a wicker rocker with embroidered cushions and a pair of short bare legs poke into the picture from the right, suspended by unknown means. Its a doll all right, and if its a doll, its mine. I am implicated in these surroundings by this evidence alone. We must have looked at this room, with its no space and nothing matching, every day, and not turned a hair. We made it. This was normal. Ours.
 
          
         Even the clothes, our hand-picked choices, shout: my mother in a pallid suit with a black fern pattern, Cora in a dark dirndl dress spattered with vast white lotus flowers and a collar that capes the shoulders of her otherwise bare arms. She has big gypsy hoops and enough mascara to block strong sunlight. I am mostly party frock and ankle socks, things sent all the way from America. From the look on my face, Im trying to hide something. All the same, my mother is smiling. My sister is not. Her shoulders are high, chin forward like a boxer, her half-shut eyes wondering who the hell you think youre looking at; her bone-china wrists are crossed just so. She looks within an ace of spontaneous combustion. She looks exactly like Cora. But we share the sofa. We look at the lens. We, I say. We. Our hipbones must be touching.
         
 
         
            The fireside rug, the fire surround.
 A poker with a thistle top, set within hands reach.
 Six transparent wrists.
            

         
 
         My mother thought I was the menopause. She came to terms with the fact that I wasnt in Buckreddan Maternity Home in Kilwinning because that was where women in labour went. Local doctors gave out the impression of no choice. Pregnant meant Buckreddan, no question. Perhaps the words suggested duress and distress, or perhaps because it was in an age when pregnant women were kept mostly out of sight, but most people missed off the Maternity Home part and called the hospital simply Buckreddan. Told I was born in Buckreddan, I pictured a country village, not a building. I was sixteen before I caught sight of the word on a sign as I shot by on a bus, and turned in time to see a small red sandstone house, a late-Victorian edifice with the look of a once-posh hotel. Buckreddan Maternity Home the sign said, to the sound of pennies dropping. All the way to Ayr on the worn-shiny double seat of a Scottish Motor Transport single-decker, I tried to imagine it inside. I pictured artillery ranks of bloated women, thin sheets, the occasional nurse with an origami hat like Florence Nightingale. Using garbled notions from the telly, I pictured babies in another room, each cased in its own box, howling under strong electric lights. I had to be among them somewhere, but that was as far as the picturing went. I couldnt picture the absurdly named delivery suites, since I had no idea what delivery was or what such a suite might contain, but I could imagine bottles all right. Bottles and nappies, the standard shorthand for newborns. I knew they were wet and troublesome and noisy. They were easy to spoil and got powdered milk  formula  in bottles. That was all I knew about babies.
         
 
         They tried to make us breast-feed, my mother said once in a rare burst of revelation. It was horrible. I told them I was too old, but the Sister didnt care. Its for baby, she said. Baby. As though a baby would know any different.
         
 
         For fear of the Ward Sister, however, she had a go but it hurt. It was only when her attempts led to my throwing up blood, twice, that she was let stop.
 
         I told them, she said, but youve no dignity in these places. You canny do that sort of thing when youre forty, I said. Anyway, you did fine on the bottle.
         
 
         I could picture the insipid green wards and the Big Ward Sister not taking no for an answer. I could picture my mother, or someone like her, a small head afloat on a sea of white cotton as a red tide of blood oozed towards her like lava. I could picture bottles clanking and rattling down the corridors on metal trolleys, fresh, white and full of reconstituted powder that had once been the milk of larger, abler animals. What I couldnt picture was me, the little vampire in the midst of the melodrama, the source of worry and unease.
 
         Thats how come youve a delicate stomach, she said, hauling me out of imagining. They made me breast-feed. You had a Bad Start.
 
         Every time she said this, there was a pause. I knew what was next. So did she.
 
         If Id known you were coming, shed say eventually, if Id found out. Things would have been different.
         
 
         I had no reason to doubt her meaning or that her meaning was less than sincere. Things would have been different. Decades on, when my mother was delirious and thinking she was going to die, she let slip shed miscarried at least twice after me. There should have been, god help us, more. Maybe Id put her on her guard, seized all the chances and left my found-out, flushed-out little siblings with none. Maybe, on the other hand, her body had made those decisions alone. It was never clear, never clarified, never referred to again. I was, as my sister reminded me every day of my childhood, bloody lucky to be there at all. If shed kent you were coming, shed say. Nobody needed to say the rest.
         
 
         
            [image: alt]
            

         
 
         Sannox Drive was nowhere near Buckreddan and nowhere near the shore. To get there from the sea, the defining force that gave Saltcoats its name, meant walking from Windmill to Chapelwell Street, past the station to Raise Street, then up Sharphill to Dalry Road, which led, if let, to somewhere else. It took twenty minutes on foot, all uphill, and because there were cows not far off, it was arguably up the country. Sannox Drive was the one house we lived in where the smell of seaweed was not discernible. There was no heavy traffic and no pub. There was a shop and a bus stop, a wood with swing ropes, good neighbours and a driveway. We had no car because my father smashed it, but the house having such a thing as a driveway must have lent a sense of possibility. All her life my mother referred to this place as the Sannox House, as though it was paved with rhinestones, had its own grounds and adjacent funfair. It was the place she hoped to grow old in. What I remember of it is nothing at all. We moved when I was one year old because the walk back from town with the pram was impossible for a woman with asthma. All I know for sure about this house, then, rests in two snaps.
         
 
         In both, there is a pebble-dashed concrete block, four oblong windows with flaky sills, a front door, a coal shed and grass. The foreground of one has a face over the side of a pram the size and colour of a hearse; the second shows the same baby and a man, both sitting on a tartan rug as though its sunny. We are father and daughter. Dad is seated, three inches of leg pale above the tops of his socks before the turn-ups begin. His arm, outstretched behind to keep me from falling, disappears into a white froth of dress. Under a thick coxcomb that must have been fashioned around my mothers finger that morning, my face has no more definition than a snowmans. Post-war, fed what my sister never knew. That sister is not in evidence, having not long married an unsuitable Glasgow chap and fled the nest, pregnant, with barely a goodbye, but theres her bike, saved in case, hanging like the sword of Damocles on somebody elses alcove roof. So much for snaps. Whatever was special about this dwelling doesnt show here. It looks just like every other 1950s Scottish housing estate, exactly like Aunty Kittys two streets up.
         
 
         I can deduce, of course: the sense, quite literally, of going up in the world, two bedrooms and a driveway, a garden, a cat called Tiger. By the time I was four wed notched up three new addresses, but Sannox Drive was the best one. In later years, my mothers recalled fondness for the place made me jealous, peeved I couldnt conjure the best thing Id never really had. It turned into carping for a cat, a dog, anything with fur that would be mine too.
 
         Ive asthma, shed say, wheezing. I canny be doing with animals at my age. I dont even like them. They just die. Anyway, youd a goldfish.
 
         This was a cheat. Goldfish you won at the fair died. It was a rule of nature. But real pets were different.
 
          
         How would you know? she said. Of course they died. What did I think had happened to Tiger? I didnt know. It had never occurred to me to ask, just want. Tiger  she said, she always used his name  got old and he couldnt manage properly any more. So he got himself up the Sannox Woods and never came back. They know whats coming, she said, her eyes filling up so alarmingly that mine did too. They go and find somewhere quiet and just wait. They leave and dont come back. They die. Its what they do.
 
         She wanted to be clear and this was crystal. They died. They upped and died and nothing anybody could do would stop it. Pets, every last one of them, died. It was horrible and noble and hideously embarrassing at the same time. My mother, a woman who had blind-eyed a pregnancy, had seen the cat saunter off into the night and had read the cards straight off. She had never forgiven him.
         
 
         So therell be no cats, no dogs, nothing. Never. You can just forget it.
 
         And that was that. Even so, she tempted fate. I watched her dicing bread for birds and talking to strange mutts in the street. She cooed like a pigeon near kittens and consorted with peoples budgies. Animals are more bother than theyre worth, shed say, sloughing off the top of the milk for a back-door stray, convincing no one. I drew no attention to the contradictions, just watched. Its the only thing to do when youre not sure what youre learning. I shut up and watched.
 
         Despite her helpless fondness, we had no pictures of Tiger. We had no pictures of my sister in the Sannox House and none of my mother and father inside it either. I do not mean there was a shortage of material. We had hundreds of photographs, hidden in an oilcloth bag under the double bed, but few that seemed much to count. We had black and whites and sepias, hand-tinted colour. We had ends of legs and thumbs and heads beneath a mile of sky and studio groups where whole persons might emerge in odd surroundings; we had friends and long-since nameless acquaintances, children in groups and duets, pictures of shorn, stocky men playing accordions and pictures of women with rouge-blossom cheeks, cheering them on. We had women with pinnies of varying floral design and elderly women in matching sets with specs; women under washing lines and shopping, getting on buses and showing off their nicest clothes; pictures of girls with pigtails and school ties, ribbon-haired toddlers and small groups of men on corners with varying lengths of fags. Every face has something of the ethereal, the gift of old techniques and preferences, mixes of chemicals, the quality and grain of age on paper, silver, fluid. As though what courses through the veins is light, not blood at all. But few of them, beyond this accidental beauty, gave much away. There are gaps and curious omissions, more hidden than revealed. There are no old men, a mere handful of domestic interiors, none of Christmases or birthdays, parties or pets. None of funerals or trembling thresholds, no bearing aloft of newborns or moments of mundane family calm, no wedding photographs. Not for years, at least, and certainly none of their wedding, not even one. What we held as our own was brickwork and best frocks and prams in scraps of garden, faces with the features blotted out by sun. These, we led ourselves to believe, were the real story, and I believed it too. This man in the picture was my father, the puffball with the screwed-on hands was me, learning by habit and usage, rote. I knew I had a blood sister even if she wasnt there. I knew I had a dead brother and an absent cat that had melted into the Sannox Woods and never come home again. I had aunties who were real aunties and aunties who were cousins and aunties who were my mothers friends and these legions of aunties had husbands I hardly clapped eyes on and there was no getting away from any of it. These were my people. After the initial panic, a flurry before surrender, no doubts at all.
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         My father had hair the colour of Lyles golden syrup. His stubble looked like glitter on a sunny day but he didnt smile much, at least not at home. We know he smiled outside sometimes because theres a snap of him taken during the war doing it. Hes in some kind of army uniform with his socks on display next to three other men dressed the same. They wear an equal quantity of Brylcreem. My father is the tallest.
 
         He wasnt tall, my mother used to say, he just picked short friends. Thats him trying to look as if he fought, but he never fought. He got invalided out with flat feet and drove a lorry. He never left the bloody country.
 
         The lorry carried heavy water and he smoked while he was driving, the whole journey from Inverness, roads fit only for sheep, cratered with potholes.
 
          
         He had no idea, she said, shaking her head at his monstrous good fortune. Could have blown himself up at any minute and Id have got an army pension. But he didnt. He was always lucky. Lucky and bloody useless.
 
         Before all that, though, hed had a different uniform and was doubtless a different man. Back then, he was a bus driver. His father had been a bus driver and he was a bus driver too. My mother had run from being a domestic servant and a cotton worker to the as near as dammit white-collar embrace of Scottish Motor Transport, who assigned her as a clippie to Eddies depot. That was how they met. Theres a photo of them with the bus, the pair of them just about to set off on shift. My dad, looking natty, poses near the radiator with his hat tilted at a rakish angle. Hes not smiling but he doesnt look too upset with life either. She, however, is radiant. In Cuban heels, her corporation uniform filled out like a coke bottle, shes a clippie to be reckoned with. Another driver, not my dad at all, is looking over like shes Carmen Miranda, and you cant help thinking hes right. Thats my mother before much of her life had happened to her and she looks a million dollars. She looks competent, confident, good. She was. She sold bus tickets and told off drunks and ejected spitters and helped elderly men and women on with shopping bags no bother. She lifted up babies while mothers got settled, folded carrycots and kept a running tab of who needed to know where their stop was, if it was now or nearer the shore road flats. She put up with vomit and urine, the frail and the foul-mouthed, being touched up and insulted and threatened. Even if she went home at night with her hands reeking of stale nickel and her shoulder bruised from the weight of pennies the size of Ritz crackers, she liked her work just fine. Drivers smiled when they teamed with Beth McBride. Yet theres my father, leaning on the radiator grille of a wee cream-coloured bus, not even looking in her direction. Maybe he was nervous in front of the lens. Maybe hes too cool for his own good. Its impossible to tell from this frozen moment whether hes aware of the prize right there beside him or not and one should not judge. Given that not long enough after they met, they ran away together to dodge her mother and get married, its safe to say he noticed something. She was pregnant, of course, and just nineteen. He was nearly thirty. Between an entirely everyday rock and a hard place, my mother married my father and he married her back. 1937. It was what you did then. They promised to live with the consequences for life.
         
 
         What the happy couple thought in their heart of hearts, whether they would have dared to think at all given the pressure of expected procedure, is anyones guess. The Galloways, his side, could not have been thrilled. Beth, his chosen McBride, could only have been a comedown. Her family were a long line of miners and labourers while his could boast a glove-maker, a chauffeur, two cart-drivers and a chap who had, at least on one occasion, owned a van. That Eddie was in charge of a big, important vehicle was in keeping: Beth, however, had raised her prospects and knew it. Then she gave it all up to have her baby and the baby died. Robert. The name of her first child was Robert. He died, depending on who did the telling, two days to a matter of months after the birth but they were married now. Whatever else occurred, they had made promises. They were, it seems, the kind who thought it fair to try and keep them.
         
 
         Less than two years later, the result of this trying was Cora. My big sister, their first durable child, their only child for years. For Cora Doreen Galloway my mother hung up her uniform for good and stayed home. She watched her husband going off in the mornings with the baby in the crook of her arm, knowing the pay packets were all his now, that he would decide the housekeeping, that there was no money for extras. She kept the high heels for seldom, bought split peas for soup and her asthma got worse. That was something she came to rely on, something she repeated often so I wouldnt have to find out the hard way. Things can always get worse.
         
 
         They did. Through the war and everyones iron railings being taken away for munitions and Hess flying over Scotland to surrender and the heavy water and the blowing away of three of my fathers fingers for ever and ever and the booze becoming more than medicine; through house moves and shifts of expectation and the raising of the daughter born after the dead son, a daughter who never sat at peace and tried everyones patience by being, amongst other things, a smart cookie and a cheeky bitch, they arrived, ten years after the war, survivors along with all the rest, at Sannox Drive.
 
         Thats where I will join them, fresh from hospital, smelling of boiled cotton and curdled milk. Not yet, but soon. It is still the enchanted house, the best house, a house with prospects. The nightmare of getting their daughter to focus on schoolwork is past, her erratic boyfriends are no longer at the door. Newly married, baby on the way and glad of the escape thus far, Coras in Glasgow and settled. A word for a mothers tongue to roll over, test for satisfactory texture: settled. Sannox Drive has the promise of peace. Tiger is chasing birds and coming home from the woods when his name is called. Theres a front green right beneath the window frame with wallflowers and dahlias and Coras old bike drapes over their alcove space at the front door. Eddie has a tiny shop with the compensation money he got from a car crash with a local bus. Its a newsagent and tobacconist, the Cabinette, selling what youd expect alongside sweeties on penny trays and squibs and sparklers and the odd babys dummy. They own a television and a washing machine. He has sisters and a brother still living; she has brothers and sisters and nieces and nephews and a one-eyed mother who lives not far from a salt-water rusted iron bridge and the wildest part of the shore. The Cabinette is near the train station, wild with rose bay willow herb, the fast track to Glasgow wherein are work, the shops, a liberal dusting of industrial soot and hundreds of thousands of starlings that gather every evening to deafen George Square. And beyond that, and beyond that, is the sea. The sea carries away the odd clueless Glasgow boy who doesnt know that tides come in but we do. We are friends with the waves, our town named after the bay they have cut out on the sand. Eddie never goes near the sea, but Beth walks there sometimes, out by the pier that goes nowhere. Eddie owns a complete set of hardwood bowls with his name on the hubs, his own jack. He plays at the local green with his sister Rose, her husband Angus. Its a trim green with dahlias and blowsy chrysanths. They take their bowling seriously at Saltcoats Bowling Club and Eddie plays like a champion. Beth goes to the bowling green too, but not to play. Beth plays no games but she sings. Her brothers play accordions in the local pubs and despite the smoke and the smell of alcohol that bleeds from the bar, she goes there too sometimes just to hear them. Tommy looks like Clark Gable. Allan had a twin that died at birth. Saul and Jack live in England. Jack was the mayor of Darton once and Saul was a singer of psalms. Willy was captured by Italians during the war and suffers from malaria and a long memory. He will not set foot in an Italian caf. Kitty, the oldest, lives just up the road. Beth talks about these people all the time.
         
 
         Sometimes, enjoying the freedom allowed by her absent daughter, Beth works in the newsagent. She likes to meet people and if he sleeps off the drink in the afternoons he might not go out again at night. She had thought she would miss Cora and so she does, but she doesnt miss the fights. Now there is only him to deal with and shes had plenty of practice there. Sometimes, drunk beyond caring, Eddie claims hes better than all of this. He lived a previous life at the court of one of the Bourbon sorts in Fontainebleau, he says, stumbling, and Beth, who knows Bourbons only as biscuits, rolls her eyes and says nothing. For once, things are more predictable, almost calm. But things of which she knows nothing yet are shifting and multiplying, and its all about to change. Everything. Lock, stock and for good.
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         Shes in the kitchen when it starts. Theres a wooden sideboard, a walk-in larder and a big Ulster sink. The smaller sink is up and running too because washing takes up lots of sinks. It needs lots of sinks, too many buckets of water and that bloody leaky hose thats perished down one side. And the whole of Friday. Thats what washing takes. Shes been on her feet in the shop three days this week and the smell of booze from Massies two doors down made her woozy even over all that distance. Women arent allowed in Massies and it makes her seethe. Its not as though she wants to go in, its the prohibition. She goes to the Labour Club and the Bowling Club and its warm. Theres music and company. Massies isnt company. Its about making Davie Massie rich and fleecing families of money. Even thinking about it now is making her queasy. But theres the washing to do. All day. Outside its snowing, but thats neither here nor there. Needs must and the devil is always bloody driving.
         
 
         The heartburn isnt getting better. Heartburn, sciatica and this other indigestion pain somewhere near her kidneys. Her head hurts under the scarf she tied like a turban to keep the perm crisp, and the steam in the kitchen is already stifling. She puts one hand on her temple and remembers last nights dinner. Stewing steak. They had stewing steak with bread for the gravy and carrots and a quarter pound of Milk Tray listening to the radio: Ruby Murray, Rosemary Clooney, Jimmy Young. She cant be arsed with Jimmy Young but Unchained Melody was on this particular day and she listened anyway. Singing makes things better. Lonely rivers flow to the sea, to the sea. Crooning it now makes her perkier. Under the lid of the tub, everythings twisting together nicely, getting clean. Ill be coming home, wait for me. She pokes a towel with a wooden stick shes been told not to use because it might catch in the drum but old habits die hard. A rush of steam comes up and flushes her face and all the way to the base of her neck, chasing a sudden trail of sweat down her back. She can feel it, snaking. Then the pain thats been dogging her all morning comes back, sudden this time, like a fist. Maybe a disk is slipping down there, a trapped nerve. She closes her eyes, looks down as the flush of warmth drives right down past her belly and opens them again to see the HOOVER sign wavering. And water.
         
 
         Her feet, now she moves her toes in the slippers, are wet. Something told her they would be, but she hadnt wanted to know. Now it has to be acknowledged. Her skirt is wet too and theres a brownish puddle on the lino, now she looks, seeping between the joins of tile. This bloody machine. Again. There was something wrong with the damn thing from the first day, him and that waste of space he hung about with at Massies bumping it in through the front door, a big grin on their faces like theyd done her a favour because theyd turned up with a second-hand washing machine. That wasnt fair and she knew it. At least hed brought the damn thing. They had a washing machine, he said, she should remember that when she was casting up; they were the only ones in the street. Her eyes are watering now, the way they do more often these days. Its the Change, her mother said. Change of Life. Thatll bloody sort you out. The thickening at her waistline, the weight in her chest. This is what happened. You turned into an older woman and nobody wanted to know. But it wasnt the Change. Maybe she knew damn well what it was, just couldnt bring herself to admit it.
         
 
         She cant admit it now either. The water keeping coming makes her not want to think any more. She bends to the pile of dirty stuff to fish out a towel, leans into wiping up the puddle, squelching in her stocking soles and feels dizzy, helpless. The Change. Twinges in her knees and ankles, flushing in her face, varicose veins and restless legs. Restless legs sound like just the kind of thing she would get. Snow changes to hail behind the window, makes a noise like rattling and she can deny it no longer. This water, this flood. Its her. Dull-getting-worse pain rocks her back and belly, echoing around her like the rings of Saturn, a big stone thrown in slow motion into a deep, deep well. The water is, she confesses now, whether she wants to or not, the water is all hers.
         
 
         It was too late. Everybody knew that. She was pushing forty, had a daughter who was pregnant herself. She had a nice house, a cat and a washing machine of sorts to care for. But it happened. Maybe I was small and didnt kick, or not much. Not so youd force yourself to buckle under, admit I was there. Maybe denial of the bleeding obvious was better than making a choice. She cast me as inevitable  the Change  and let it run its course. Whatever was true, this was the story. My mother thought I was the menopause. Whatever plans she had before her waters broke were off with the tide. Not giving up till the last, through the rage of an unexpected, unpremeditated, unplanned and unwished-for labour, she was a mother all over again.
         
 
         
            Late baby, winter baby. Mistake.

            At least their sex lives were in decent fettle.

         
 
         She must have mopped up the puddle, taking her time. Nobody else would. Maybe she cried. Maybe none of it happened that way at all. The washing machine worked fine for another three years, no hitches. After that, we were somewhere else and she was back to wooden poles and boiling water, a scrubbing board, a brush.
 
         If Id kent, shed say, her eyes narrowing. If Id just bloody known.
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         My mother said it was him that went to the registry office. Not her.

         It was my father, she said, who fetched up my name.

         He had express instructions to call me Eleanor or Louise. My mothers name, Elizabeth, had been rejected out of hand. Shell only get Lizzie, my mother said. Saying it made her shiver, as though she had touched a spider. Lizzie. I hate that bloody name.
         

         My mother had more names than anyone I knew. Friends, acquaintances and colleagues called her, variously, Bess, Bette, Beattie, Liza, Eliza, Ella, Lili, Liesel, Lulu, Blossom and Pearl. Blood family called her Beth and that was the name she liked. Not for me, though. I was to be Eleanor or Louise, she said, names held by no other member of the family, something special. Then he got to the Register Office and said the first thing that came into his head, and the first thing was Janice.

         Janice, my mother said in absent moments, addressing no one in particular. Godknows where he got that from. Mind you, it could have been worse.
         

         Ive had Jan, Janet, Jinty, Jeanny and on rare occasion, my name in cod French, the stress on the second vowel: Jan-neice. My mothers alternatives and transformations sounded fashioned, affectionate, chosen; mine, much fewer in number, sounded only like mistakes. It was a dull name, plain as a bucket. If I hated it, my mothers subtext ran, it was his fault. He had gone to the registry office and pulled this travesty from thin air. Thats the kind of father I had  a father who didnt care enough to choose something nice.
         

         I was in my forties and to terms with my forename before I saw a copy of my own birth certificate, and its there like a thud, two syllables, no middle names or initials to sound different, splendid or mysterious with. The signature on the foot of the document, however, is my mothers. Hers, not his. I read it several times, grasping the implications, the meaning of this shift. It meant that what Id been told, what Id moreover believed, the legend of my naming in the history of our family and its dereliction of care wasnt true. The birth date was all right, at least, right down to the correct year: a little life-raft of provable fact. And the name. The name was not open to dispute. Out of the blue, unaccounted for, unclaimed as anyones responsibility, I was Janice. No one, apparently, chose it.
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         In my second year of life, we shifted, to a new council block apartment that was no smaller or bigger than Sannox Drive but which was, however, different. The block had been designed by an architect, my mother said, as though houses were ever designed by anyone else. It was nearer the registry office, Granny McBride and the Cabinette. It was nearer the shops and shore, and with no steep uphill journey home, would make life easier with a toddler at your heels. It was also nearer Massies. He liked it, she said. Brand new: we were first in. Not even a mark on the skirting. He loved that house.
         

         If you opened the windows on stormy days you could hear the sea. If you stood on a chair and looked over the roofs of the maisonettes opposite, you could even see it. In a seaside town, that signified. It was official now, indisputable. We belonged.
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         Saltcoats meant seaside. The air its residents breathed was thick and saline. The shop windows in Hamilton Street were crazed with sodium chloride crystals, like frost all year round. Spray might slap you in the eye as you wheeled by in a pram or stumbled along the prom wall, making a brackish taste on the tongue. Gulls settled on lamp-posts, telegraph poles, car roofs and chimneys, on ice-cream vans, fences, railings, bus-stop shelters, benches, the bandstand and the church. They stole bread put out for sparrows and thrushes and wrens and blackbirds. They fought pigeons and dive-bombed tourists to snatch their chips on the wing. Behind everything else was the reek of seaweed, rotting seaweed and completely rotted seaweed, a scent that was never less than bracing. On stormy days, enough brine and thick marine ozone filtered the atmosphere to pickle live herring. Nobody fished at the shore, but we had eels and cockles and dogfish that sucked your legs in the summer as you strode the waves. We had three cinemas, six chip restaurants, three amusement arcades, six Italian ice-creameries and a pub every two hundred yards. The shore-front ranged guest houses and hotels, the kinds of places you could take women to drink, places with snooker tables, not darts. Courting couples could sit in the promenade pagodas or wait for music at the bandstand and children gambled pennies away at the amusement arcade. Mostly people sat on the shore and headed for the open-air pool, a death trap ringed by broken stone and skin-shredding barnacles. My Granny McBride, near-blind and unable to swim, had been the pool attendant for three summers by the time I was two. They gave her a pole to hold out for anyone drowning, but there was no call. It was only for one fortnight of summer, after all, the fortnight of Glasgow Fair. Every July, she watched pallid Glaswegians arrive for the sand, the wind and the algae-scented air; every July she warned me to keep away from them.
         

         Theyre on their holidays, shed explain. Anything might happen.

         More often than not, the Glasgow visitors sat on the sand in the thick of genuine Saltcoats drizzle, crazed with freedom, eating dry bread straight from the packet while their kids sliced their fingers to slivers on dune rushes and broken glass. They mistook rafts of bladderwrack for sharks or submarines, and harmless jellyfish were pounded to pieces with rocks, sticks and penknives because they had no defences. Dead sea urchins were collected in buckets while baby crabs scrambled sideways from scream-green netting. Marine anemones waved rubbery red arms from rock pools, withdrawing at every shadow. There were queues round the block for the Regal irrespective of what was showing and the Melbourne Caf ran out of raspberry sauce for cones. For two weeks, we lived in a place meant for other people. We laid on special stuff, stalls selling buckets and nets, pink peppermint rock with our name right through in red, wavy lines. Saltcoats, Saltcoats, Saltcoats. The Cabinette sold ashtrays with Haste ye Back in wavy letters under a scrubby painting of a Scottie dog and whats more, people bought them. And when the fag packets were fished out of the water and the part-time landladies were just ladies again, we returned to ourselves. The watchers gone, we returned to real life. To the overwhelming sensation of waiting, of stasis. Of being on hold.
         

         
            [image: alt]
            

         

         There was mother, there was father. There was me.

         There was Granny McBrides freezing kitchen, Aunty Kittys electric fire and walks to Dockhead Street in pink leather reins, their tight hold over my chest if I tried to run. The reins had a cartoon of a horse on the bib, cantering. There was a drawer with talcum powder, scraps of towelling, yellow fish oil in a bottle and a veiny enamel cup. There was the dark and the streetlamps furred in fog. These things were the world, what counted.

         
         This is my earliest memory.

         I am on the floor with my arms stretched out, trestle-style, trying to stand. And out of nowhere, the blue, there is nothing but fingers. They are my fingers, buckling and searing like burning. When I turn towards the pain, I see half my hand. The rest disappears under my fathers shoe. My father is standing on my hand. There is a sensation of rushing in my head then my mothers voice, crying out; the rustle of cloth too loud and too near. And someone says shhhh like the sea. Shhhhh. Shhhhh. Awful screaming that must be me.
         

         I have other memories of my fingers under my fathers shoes, the bursting sensation that goes with them. But this is the earliest. I will add the surprise of random cigarette burns, sudden dips and falls, a pepper of shocks with no remembered cause. I have one very clear recollection of hurrying under a table and the flat wood overhead, the whole thing shaking like Samsons pillars as something heavy falls on top. And sunlight. Someone in a dress opening a curtain to let brightness come streaming, blinding, in.

         Shhhhh.
         

         I have a recollection of waking up next to Eddie Galloway, once. Hes warm, almost hot, and there are dark shapes on the ceiling with the curtains shut. Im behind him, my arm trying to reach round his waist and not managing and he looks round over my shoulder with his eyes big and calls me sexy. It was only a noise to me, the word, but I remember it. Sexy. Said with a smile in his voice, something reassuring and cosy and very rare indeed. Maybe men had less fraught relationships with daughters then. I could see his eyes creased at the side, knew he was smiling. I dont know where I usually slept, but next to him wouldnt have been it. Even so, the memory of being warm next to him, warm and impossibly welcome, does not shift.
         

         Almost all my memories of my mothers physical closeness from those first years are cheats by comparison. They involve the smell of spit on hankies and the feelings of choking (top buttons, the attaching of scarves or ties under pixie hoods or bonnets) and scrubbing (the removal of chocolate, soup-stains, ice-cream from the mouth, fingers or cardigan chest). Sometimes a singing voice, and sometimes staring at the ceiling with the mattress under my back listening to her whistle in her sleep. Everything else from that first time at Wellpark is blurry, none of it showing our home. Three other memories, of different places entirely, are very clear indeed.

         One is outdoors, my feet on an unsteady surface while sunlight stripes the front of a white dress. The white dress is on me and almost too bright to see at all. The sunshine in my eyes is like needles but I know someone is there. I cant move out of the dazzle.

         The second is a wide-open field with a pole cutting through it like a false horizon. There are big buttons down my chest and its cold. My soles push against a foot-plate and there are no people here, only grass, a field with edges so far away I might be lost in its depths. I am not on a boat, but theres a distinct sensation of floating. I am hoping, shivering, that someone will come.

         The third is being in a small room that goes suddenly dark. Im alone in the dark in a dress that feels crushy and scared to death in case something is sneaking up. I remember standing very still trying to work out if Im being watched, my eyes straining into blackness. Then someone coughs and there is a too-close flash, spots before the eyes, and people sighing. My lip is bleeding.
         

         I swear I can hear my own heartbeat in every one. Maybe thats what made them stick. So much for feeling. What they are in terms of fact, location, pack-drill, the stuff that would stand up in a court of law, is more questionable. What something is and what it feels like are two different things. I know because my mother told me. These were not recollections to her: they were events evidenced by photographs, and shed been there every time.

         Thats you at Granny McBrides, she said, hauling out the box of snaps to prove it. Look. Youre nearly two and its the gravel path at the side of the house in Guthrie Brae.

         She shows a six-inch-wide pebble track to the front steps, the sun coming through a one-foot section of fence and on to my frock. Uncle Tommy is taking the shot. Behind him is my Granny McBride, the mask of Agamemnon in a bun. She is wearing a pinny and so am I.

         That dress, my mother said. It was yellow. Its maybe the sunshine made you think it was white. But it was yellow.

         The truth about the endless field is its only my grannys front grass, a pocket-hanky of a lawn. The insistence on the hugeness of the green in my memory made my mother furious. She called me a bigger liar than Tom Pep, whoever he was. Finally, the darkroom mystery is only me having my picture taken at Aunty Roses wedding when I was three and a bit. Some photographer had wanted the light out to make the shot arty  a girl in white surrounded by black  and everyone in the room was in on the lights going out except me, which explains the sighing. I am scoring high on adorability by being clueless. My mother had no recollection of anything being wrong with my lip so maybe thats embroidery. The memory, however, includes a taste. Salt and brackish. Blood.
         

         Your Aunty Doreen sent that frock from America, my mother said, gazing at the flower girl with no flowers, her eyes searching surreptitiously for a door, a way to run. It was pink. You were up all night because Id put your hair in papers to make ringlets and they kept you awake. Thats underslept, that face. You took a huff then fell asleep at the top table and never ate your dinner. There used to be a picture of that as well, you sleeping and the cake beside you, only somebody stole it.

         Somebody stole it. As though our family snaps were bona fide treasure, not just slips of paper with no relevance to anyone at all but us. They were not slips of paper to her, however. They were not even a perspective. They were absolute reality. If I continued to know that the garden was a field and what a torn lip tasted like, I was on my own. Collusion or loneliness: without knowing the words, one is aware of the choice. I was, she said, a born storyteller, a drama queen and a bigger liar than Tom Pep. A childs memory bears no more relationship to reality than a cartoon, surely: a scramble of imperfect synaptic snaps put together any old how. An adult, on the other hand, is in possession of the whole picture. This understanding throws us all sooner or later. Unquestioned, it will throw you entirely away.
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         Every day was different, every day the same. Changes, shifts, dissolving sands. We went to Granny McBrides in Guthrie Brae, Aunty Kittys, the shops, the shore. We went to the Cabinette and back home again. Every so often she needed to leave me with someone and the choices were few.

         Guthrie Brae was painted in leftover paint colours the council must have acquired on the cheap. Granny McBrides pride and joy were her whitewashed front steps and her weeded gravel pathway. She liked a tidy house and had no toys. Even so, she got me to contend with. Only now and then, but still.

         See youre not longer than an hour, Beth, shed say when my mother left, always running. And bring back milk.

         I liked my Granny McBride. She fed me. She teased me with her glass eye, holding out the matchbox she kept it in to see me open it and find myself watched by a disembodied ocular prosthetic from its nest of cotton wool. She hid behind doors and shuffled out whispering boo and told me about the time she had tried to drown a cat in the boiler. More often than not shed let me sit, bending the legs of a teddy bear backwards and forwards while she listened to the radio and sang in a tremulous falsetto. But she was seventy-two when I was born and had thought her days of this kind of thing were done and my mother didnt blame her. Not at all. Leaving me with Granny McBride was a last-ditch measure and one my mother did not abuse. There was a Granny Galloway as well, but by the time I was walking, she was not much more than a wraith in a nightie, getting out of her bed only to allow her sheets to be changed. Her speech had gone by then and she was well-nigh demented, but there was a calm about her that Granny McBride did not possess. Granny Galloway, however, was in no shape to offer respite from a toddler. She had no real idea of who I was. Granddads were out on the grounds there were none. Killed down pits or by coal dust, drink and drowning at sea, I didnt know enough to miss them. What a grandfather might do or say or add to the general texture of life was beyond me. Granddads, like pets and baby sons, didnt last.
         

         Aunty Kitty should have been a source of help because she was an aunty, but it didnt work out. She scared me and I seemed to scare her back.

         Canny be easy at your age was her commonest greeting. Shed look right at me when she said it. Christ, shes the spitting image of Eddie. I know I shouldny say it, but she is.

         Dont ask for nothing, my mother always warned when we rolled up at the door, finger poised over the buzzer. I didnt. Kittys two kids were adults with children of their own. Her grandchildren, every last one, were older than me.

         It can play with our Alma, Kitty said. Outside. I suppose it can catch a ball?

         It was me. I could catch a ball but I wasnt good at it, and Alma felt imposed upon. We had the same Celtic skin: so pale we looked powdered, tearable as tissue. We had the same look in much the way my mother and Kitty had, but less in common. I did not belong with children, even older ones like Alma. I belonged with middle-aged couples in Bowling Clubs, discussing dahlias while my mother insisted she couldnt stop, shed just popped in to fetch Eddies kit. I belonged in the social rooms of bars with my uncles playing accordions while my mother sang. I belonged behind the skirts of her coat at the butchers, the telly rentals shop, the Co and the doctors where she seemed to need to go all the time. I belonged with her and felt keenly out of place anywhere else. She could not have bargained for this. The second-youngest of seven, all her siblings save Tommy, my lovely uncle Tommy that laughed so readily and had run away to London at least once. Everyone but her had, as the phrase ran, got their lives back. Their kids had left the looking-after stage, and they werent keen to babysit anybody elses. My mother needed time, not least for shifts in the Cabinette, but she had made her own bed and knew who was supposed to lie in it. Grasping straws, she tried Rosebuds.
         

         Rosebuds was a social club in the church hall for nursery tots of both sexes, like Brownies but with smaller people. Being there meant milling about trying to get used to the idea your mother had disappeared, some confusing games involving being quiet, and cod liver oil with a compulsory lie down afterward. Some gagged and cried all the way through the castor oil, including me. Some bit. The finale was lying on our backs riding imaginary bicycles then running in circles changing direction when someone waved a hanky. Before long, Top Rosebud complained I was short on comprehension. I did not sleep and refused castor oil, I often sat down in one place during the running-about session, and I had wet myself in Quiet Corner and not told anyone. I did not, she explained, fit in.
         

         It was all true. Id rather have been at Kittys. At least Kitty left me to my own devices when I was at her place. I clung next time I was taken to the church hall and pined when my mother left anyway. If she didnt do the afternoon shift in the shop, nobody would. But she never took me back. Rosebuds was gone. In its place came Gloria.

         Gloria lived round the ancient Springvale tenements. She had red frizz instead of hair and a chalk-white face, her skin so transparent you could see the veins in her neck working. I remember a wee fold-up mattress in a curtained-off recess. She had had a baby in that bed, she said, and the doctor refused to get in it to help. She cried very suddenly, stopped very suddenly and asked if I wanted a biscuit. Adults being inexplicable was just part of the drill, and I had no worries about Gloria. She had pictures on the windowsill of three children, smiling. Ive forgotten the names, but their faces were black. Black foster kids were easier come by, but they always moved on. Her eyes filled up again. How long I went to Glorias, how often, I have no idea. Given my mothers softness and sense of duty, it would not have been much. It do remember Glorias face, and that she held me as I left her house on at least one occasion. It was unfamiliar and lung-squeezing and too close for comfort, but I did not draw back. Gloria, her breasts like car bumpers and her face powder drizzling on my duffle-coat like dandelion seeds, embraced me without stint whether I liked it or not. How it ended is a mystery, though the words midnight flit enter my head when I think of her. Whatever happened, my mother was high and dry. Gloria disappeared suddenly and there was no one to take me on any regular basis, no way to work. Youve nobody but yourself to blame, Kitty said, sitting at our fireside with tea dregs in her cup like a gypsy. It was part of their cryptic, grown-up talk, but it stopped me fiddling with crayons long enough to look up, listen. Whatever it meant, it was to do with me.
         

         Shed given it her best shot, we both had. But all roads led back to where they started. We were thrown back on each other, the closed space of Wellpark Road, Eddie. If he went out increasingly, it was easy to see why. The house, he said it more than once, this two-bedroom catch of architect design, was always bloody full of women.
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         We spent nearly four years at Wellpark Road. During this time, my parents accumulated few photos. They had other things to do, were middle-aged, less camera-prone. They did, however, pay good money to a local studio for snaps of me, two sessions, one year apart. I have no memory of either being taken, no one left to tell me what they signify, but the snaps are there. They show things clearly.

         
         The first is an Alpine landscape with fir trees and distant mountain tops, snow on a rickety log fence. Two doves are perched on the handlebars of a little silver scooter in the foreground, sitting near the headlights as though theyre preparing to fly. Right behind the doves is the child, two and a half years old and not one of her duffle-coat toggles sitting flush. Her trews are too short and the scooter, perched up on a purpose-built stand, is too big for her feet to reach the rests. Her face is white, the hair wavy, the baby coxcomb turned into a curl. The mouth, like a rabbits, does not smile, probably because the surroundings are so queer. The sky is painted, the rocks are card and the doves are stuffed. This is a studio, a set-up, a deliberate fabrication, but the game is to pretend its not. This is giving her some difficulty. Her eyes arent focused on the feathers, the scooter with no engine, the sketched-in pines, but on something off-stage. Maybe its the door, a window showing the trees and cars in the street beyond. Maybe its mother, smiling, coaxing, egging her on.

         The second is in Harriss department store, a whole year on. This time, nearly four, shes sitting on a strangers knee in a cardboard sledge surrounded by cardboard presents and a plastic 2D snowman. Santa looks bored to the point of faint and his beards elastic tie is cutting his face. But there she is, on his lap, braving the situation no bother at all. She wears hand-knitted Fair Isle mittens and a wee pixie hood, her cheeks are Dutch doll circles from wool-induced heat. Despite the scuff on her shoes, she looks just the way people would like their toddlers to look in such photographs: healthy as a pug and smiling for Scotland. Her feet are on the ground, showing all the appearance of firmness, of being centred, of growing. Whatever she thinks, and it seems to be nothing, she knows how she is meant to look and, eyes dead on the lens, shes showing it fit to bust. Things are coming into focus, being watched for all theyre worth. And something, she knows, is watching back.
         

         Between these two pictures, the world turned.
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         Things never stay the same. They get worse, they get better or they get different. My mother was keen for at least the last. Stuck at home with me and Eddie, knowing the shop was running at a loss, she turned, reckless, to logic. Shed work and take me with her. It was their shop, for crying out loud: other peoples rules did not apply. The Cabinette, choking with fags and magazines, could be as good a nursery as any. It was the wider world, a fine solution, a chance to get free sweeties. The shop and everything in it suited me right down to the ground.
         

         Beth cleaned, served, sorted stock and beetled about in the store-room, complaining. You cant get the staff these days, shed say, meaning me. Joke. She assigned me to fags because it was easy, and I fancied I was good at it. If slippery packets of single boxes needed straightening into neatness, polished on a sleeve so they glittered under the shop bulb; if matches had to be raked into rows, rough side down, I was your girl. You could grate your knuckles on the strikers of Swan Vesta boxes, scrape your nose sucking up the cordite scent. Higher on the wall, out of reach, were the sweetie jars; penny trays with cheap pocket money chews lay open to dust and flies below the counter. Penny white mice and liquorice pipes, Drumsticks, Everlasting Strips. Blackjacks and Fruit Salad, Love Hearts, little dots of Parma Violets rolled in clear purple tubes to sniff, not even eat, to rub on the wrist for perfume. The penny trays were my favourites. When it got too busy, Id be put in the shop window with the open display boxes of sweeties and fireworks, the local rags, Ardrossan and Saltcoats Herald and Glasgow Evening Times, folded with the picture headlines on top. The breadth of the window space was no more than a larder shelf, the whole shop not much bigger than a bathroom. If I sat in the window with my legs full out, Id have fallen off the back and on to the tiny strip of floor space behind the counter. So I sat in a corner, legs folded under my frock, a living shop display for any who cared to look in. I had a cloth picture book with a printed kitten in it, paper, crayons. Now and then, somebody would knock the glass, as though I was a goldfish. It was public but not onerous. I ate a lot of halfpenny caramels, littering the window space with wrappers. Sooner or later Id be airlifted back, flying past the green-and gold-wrapped boxes of Gold Leaf and, if it was very quiet, shed set me on top of a cardboard box and let me serve. Shed find the stuff, hand it to me to deliver to the customer, then the money would travel the reverse route. Two hands on the till, pressing the buttons. We pretended the cash register was a piano and played duets. Mr Dixon, an elderly chap who came in every day, as though cigarettes were vegetables and best bought fresh, used to ask for me by name.
         

         
         

         I wouldnt buy my fags from anybody else, he said. I want Miss Fags or no one. It has to be my girlfriend or dont bother.

         He gave me a Christmas card with Miss Fags on the front and I knew it was me. His usual was Woodbines and Capstan Full Strength as singles, the number depending on whether hed won any bets that week, and he looked back over his shoulder and winked on the way out. I had friends, a place in the window, something to do; through the narrow display glass, a view of the outside world. People came and went at the station, the steam billowing up the street when the train had left them behind. Near closing time, men walked along the street holding bundles from Piacentinis chippy, searing their fingers on hot newsprint. I could see it all and it saw me. If I turned around, there was the inside of the shop, with its colours and shiny cellophane and people in ones and twos, waiting. It was orderly and it was cheery. People knew who I was. Then it was the time of night to pull down the shutters and begin fishing for keys. The fat set for the shop doors and the outside sheds splay of locks, the window shutter and the doors barely fitted inside her bag. But it was the other set, the tinny tinkle of the house keys emerging, that made my spine shiver. We were shutting up shop and going home. And home was another thing entirely.
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         You knew he was in because of the way the air sat in the house, the displacement of dust. It was something animal that gave him away, something animal that picked him up, sent the message for the chest to tighten, the ears to prick. In the right mood, I could feel him through walls. It was the sensation of being in an open field, losing the hand you thought you were holding, the ground beginning to sink underfoot.
         

         My father was clumsy. It was a family legend. He dropped things, crashed things and fell off pavements. Books fell off shelves and pens burst at his touch. He lost three fingers in a wartime cock-up with some heavy water that had his name on. By the time wed been at Wellpark Road a year, the neighbours must have known it too. Eddie Galloway was a whole series of accidents waiting to happen. Indoors, between ourselves, his accidents took on a different quality. As though we were haunted, our house was full of cracks and breakages, grazes, burns. These things seemed to happen despite us. They were often unobserved, at least by me, and their origins were seldom attributed or admitted. But they happened. The evidences were round us all the time. I began to work out that they happened most often when he came home with a stumble in his step, his voice awkward, his hands not able for his shoelaces. When he was in no fit state, and my mother told me to go to bed  off you pop  even if it wasnt time. Lying awake in the dark and waiting for her to come through, as she always did eventually, youd hear sounds like someone clearing a cupboard. Soft thuds, the odd, muffled exclamation of surprise, annoyance, growling in the throat. And sooner or later, if not that day, the next, something falling, smashing, tearing apart.
         


         In the mornings, there would be another scuff on the skirting or a dunt on the door, the chipboard panel with a peep-hole through to its brown insides. Now and then, Id find a piece of something, an unherded fragment that had shot beneath the settee. It broke, shed say, if she said anything at all. Watch you dont cut your fingers.

         It was the stuffs fault. It just broke. Butterfingers.
         

         Shhh, shed say, one finger up to her mouth. Dont go in the living room, hen. Youll wake him up. Shhh and well get some peace.
         

         That was the important thing to bear in mind. Shhh.
         

         Peace was achievable through silence. Something we did, something as incidental as waking him up, triggered things that every instinct said were best avoided. I learned to stay by doors and windows when he got up, shoeless, kept my eyes keen and my head down, watching sidelong for clues. But our chairs broke and our picture frames cracked all the same. Once, I watched him throw my trike against our outside wall. The whole thing bounced, ricocheting off the concrete bin store, buckling and splitting to a stop. And my mother sat down next to it, its twisted mudguard and fallen-off trailer, and stared, not at him, but at the pieces. He stared at her but she did not stare back. She stared at the pieces, her mouth open but speechless, as though the trike had exploded of its own accord. It broke, she said later. Knowing Id seen, she said it anyway. Anyway, youre too big for a trike now. Never mind. He said nothing. Of course not. It was things that did it. They exploded around him, a mean conspiracy of objects and fate. My father was simply accident-prone.
         


         He lost money. He had a nosebleed that ruined two hankies. He got vomit on his tie, his trousers, his socks.

         Sometimes, hed come home bright as a steel button. Oh yes, my mother said, in the right mood and with enough drink, dad was the life and soul. Hed find strangers and bring them in after closing time, ruthlessly jovial in his own kitchen; men you never saw again yet who sat down with their feet under the table as though they belonged here and asked me my name, my age, if I knew I was Eddies spit. Conversation exhausted, theyd tell me to fetch them a glass, a cigarette, matches. Theyd want to know if my mother was in and call my father Eddie as though they had a perfect right. And dad would set me on his knee and show me off, bounce me on his precarious lap and tell me to sing. I was, at least, entertaining. It didnt last. Beth would appear, fully dressed because there was a guest of sorts whether she knew who they were or not, ready to scoop me back to bed as though the thought just occurred and she happened to be passing. But everyone knew it hadnt. Hed got me out of bed on purpose. I knew and she knew and he knew. Even the men knew. Theyd look sheepish, briefly, but they didnt shift. Who shifted was her. And it was then, when hed won, she turned to go with me under one arm and no questions asked, that hed lose the bright mood, opt for the dark.
         

         We didny get you out your bed eh? Me and my friends here? She kept walking. Youll be keen to show some hospitality to the company then eh? Give us something to eat? Give us a song?

         The life and soul. Things, it was understood as we left the room, the laughter, the slink of glass, might get broken. Most times, though, hed come home alone and spend ages sitting on the hall carpet till my mother came to coax him to bed. Take your shoes off, Eddie, let me loosen the laces. Come on, lets get you right. Id fall asleep to his name, my mothers voice soft from the hallway. You sit down and Ill help you with these shoes. Eddie, Eddie, Eddie.
         

         That he tried now and then to be someone else, slipping his fingers behind my ears to find pennies, or stringing a little paper Charlie Chaplin doll between two chair backs to make it dance, only made me nervous. Dance, Charlie, dance, hed say in a voice more like one of his sisters, and the cane would turn, Charlies barely unfolded legs jerking. It was a paper puppet being tugged on a string he held behind his back. I could see how it worked, but hed look at me and wait for a smile. I was supposed to smile. I was meant to show him pleasure and delight, reassure him I saw nothing and that life was all right after five minutes of fun. But it wasnt trustworthy and it wasnt true. I hated these times because they did not last. I hated the cheat of it. But I did not hate him. I did not hate her. I did not hate anybody. I just wished it was different. Soon enough, it was.
         

         Things turned one Friday night. I was in pyjamas, and outside was dark enough to make the windows into mirrors. I held a spoon up to hide the reflection of my face in the glass, then went down the hallway, following the smell of cooking to the kitchen. It was late, but she was making stew.

         It takes a long time, she said. Ill shout you. Now on you go and play.


         But there was nobody to play with and anyway, I wanted to be with her, in with the steam and the magic, the mess of different bits turning into something good. When it was ready, she said, she would blow on it till it cooled and wed eat together, up late just the two of us in our night things, conniving. She had a floral housecoat on, no curlers.

         Youll not make it any quicker by looking at it, she said. Shoo. Away and play.

         I must have gone back to the living room eventually, because thats where I was when the front door opened. And in he came.

         Maybe it was foggy, maybe it was his breath coming in from the cold, but he seemed to appear in a cloud, stumbling so the door thudded on its hinges behind him, dark and the mist outside rushing in like water. I was aware of standing in my night things, holding a spoon, staring.

         What are you looking at? he said. He said it just the once, but the tone of his voice made me turn away. He swayed for a moment, leaving the door open behind him, and began down the hallway. There was something more alluring elsewhere. He could smell it. His shoulder hit against the hallstand tipping it sideways, but it did not fall. Sweating, slack-skinned, he made the four and a half yards to the kitchen without further incident, almost quietly. It dawned on me then, watching him advance, that she maybe didnt know he was coming. He started moaning, as though a word was stuck in his mouth and he couldnt manage to let it out. Even so, I chose not to shout. Making any kind of noise when things were this volatile was a risk, one I was not prepared to run. She must have turned and seen him then. I heard her O of surprise. There was the dry scuffle of hands, rubbing. And he started.
         

         Why was she cooking at this time of night? Who was it for? The questions were stuff Id heard before, not necessarily a sign things would worsen. They were just the kinds of questions he asked when he was in this mood, the kind that had no right answers. Who told her to cook stew anyway? he said, warming up now. She knew full well he didnt want stew. So if it wasnt for him, who was it for? He knew how much stewing steak cost and it was a bloody fortune. So who  he was going like a train now, his voice filling out, finding his chest  who was it supposed to be for?
         

         Most times, shed have let him run till he exhausted himself. Till hed spat up the whole lot and become bored, distracted or just lost his thread. Id heard her often enough through the bedroom wall. Not tonight. Tonight, she interrupted.

         Jesus Eddie, she said, dont start. Dont start.

         Even I knew this was a serious gamble. It would work or it wouldnt. Her voice hung alone for a moment before he made up his mind. She lost.

         It was me, not her, that altered what happened next. If her voice had not cracked, if he had not roared back, I might have done nothing at all. Beyond all sense, I ran towards the kitchen light and my father inside it, filling the space. Not knowing what to do, I did something anyway. I spoke.

         Mum. One word, clean, like a triangle. My voice. Not his name, hers. Mum.
         


         He looked over his shoulder, tilting off beam just enough for me to see her face, for her to see mine. Seizing the chance, she pointed at me.

         Look what youre doing, she said. She was shaking. Its for her. Who do you bloody think its for?

         Something shadowed his face, so brief it was almost not there at all. Then, light-switch sober and without staggering once, he crossed to the back door and clicked the latch. Night sucked into the warm room, a draught skirling through the house and banging the front door shut. Slowly, he crossed the kitchen and reached for the pot on the cooker, lifting it in one hand. It stayed there, balanced, as though he was trying to guess its weight. Then he walked to the door with it, reached back, swung and opened his hand. The pot lifted on the air like a seagull and kept going, out of sight over the washing lines. And we watched it, the time it had taken to make and the money it cost to buy, the good thing it should have been, as it disappeared into space. There was a soft clank as it landed out somewhere in the tangle of weeds beyond the garden wall and a whistling noise in my ears. I knew the whistling noise was the one that wasnt really there.

         That was for us, she said. Us. Her voice was stuck in her throat. Not just you.
         

         There was a long silence, dead slow, while things chose which way they would fall.

         Well, he said. Its not for fucking anybody now. Is it?

         He didnt smile but he looked OK. Calmer. Business concluded, he left the kitchen to the sound of his own feet on the lino and she tidied up. Nobody cried. I waited on at the open door, my toes freezing, looking out beyond next-doors garden. The stars were showing over the pigeon loft and our window made light-filled boxes on the grass. I was working something out as I stood there, for once nobody telling me shift or go and play, something important. He had done it on purpose. I thought about the pot, the food inside, the way it hurtled out of sight. He knew it was ours and hed thrown it away, not by accident, or mistake, or because he couldnt help it. Hed done it on purpose. The spoon was still in my hand. I couldnt let it go. Shivering in the draft, grasping something unbearable, I looked up and wondered where the moon had gone. Butterfingers. No fit state. He had known full well.
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         Set in motion, things slide fast. I did not like what I knew about my father now, but he wasnt finished. He had no idea how to try. The tiniest of realisations, after some crucial fact occurs, can tilt life over, carry the weight of a last straw. I was not quite four, but have a very clear memory indeed of ours.

         Its still chilly outside, but past the weather for stew. We have all, apparently, moved on. My mother is in front of the mirror, singing If I were the only girl in the world and you were the only boy, and fetching stuff from the hall cupboard one piece at a time: a cardigan, a rain-mate, a scarf. Going out takes time if its to be done right. And she does things right. Spare rain-mate, purse, black nylon gloves. Im put together already in a navy coat, small enough to make my arms stick out stiff while Im waiting, as though I have no elbows. The inside of my gloves is wavy knitting, a fingertip picture of the sea, and beyond the window is mist, the kind of weather that shows breath. A Garden of Eden just made for two. She snips up the lock and hums the rest. Only one more thing to fetch now and were off. Stay, she says. Just you wait right there and well away. She starts to tell me were taking something but I dont hear what it is. Shes out of earshot already, veering into the kitchen to fetch it. Nothing to change our joy. Out of earshot for speaking, anyway. Wherever she is in the house, you can hear her singing.
         

         Im in a line of shut doors. A dark hump moves in the bottom corner of the mirror and I know its me, that what I see is the top of my own head. So I reach up on the tips of my shoes to try and see a whole face, and I do. The thing is, its not mine. Right behind me, the energy of him suddenly everywhere, my father comes through the front door and Im tipping sideways through a rip of door seals. Before I know how it happened, Im not in the hall any more, Im in the living room and the key is turning, shutting me in.

         Eddie, she says. I can hear her in the hallway. The handle rattles and stops suddenly. Eddie, for goodness sake. Were just going to my mothers. Open this door.

         Then the whole thing goes too fast. Theres thudding, which means he is out there with her, and my mother raising her voice, saying no. The handle slips against the wool of my glove when I try it from my side, but it doesnt budge. Only two things are clear: I am not leaving and she is not getting in. Her voice rises but he is silent. He says nothing at all. The gloves are tied at the cuff and tight, so hard to shift I hardly try, and theres nothing to do but watch the shutness, listen to the noises behind it, things I cant see, changing. A few dull thumps and her saying no, and a single rumble of rage. His. The front door thunders shut and theres silence for a whole moment. Then he comes in, alone. Hes in a suit, the tie squint and crushed, his eyes not fixed on any one thing. He glances out of the window, shuts the living-room door behind him and locks us both inside. I watch the key turn, the string through its eye slipping inside the blackness of his pocket, and wait.
         

         Mummys away out, he says.

         Her footsteps, the points of her heels, like running or walking on the spot, click over outside.

         Youve to stay in with me. I watch the place where the key went. Youve to stay with me and play a game. He takes his jacket off, straightening the tie, pulling himself, piece by piece, together. Sit, he says. He says it the way you talk to a dog you didnt trust. Were playing a game while shes away.

         My coat is still buttoned to the neck. We were going out and now were not and these clothes are not right for inside. His face isnt right either. I only know my eyes have drifted to the door when he catches it, snaps his fingers.

         Theres nothing out there, he says. Now sit. Sit there when I tell you. He points at the settee. Just bloody sit.

         So I sit. I sit right on the edge and my feet leave the floor and nothing feels solid. Nothing feels safe. He waits staring right at me till hes sure, then walks slowly to the tallboy and rummages in the bottom drawer just as the noise starts. Like a wall falling down, the suddenness of it a shock right down to the bone. It takes a moment to realise its the window, shuddering fit to break. Over the top edge of the settee, her hands come into view, making marks on the glass. My mother is outside her own home, battering her fists against the window so hard the frame flakes paint. But he doesnt turn round. He doesnt even look up, just goes on fishing in the drawer. I look at her face, at his.
         

         Open the door. Shes just a wean, Eddie. Open the door.
         

         Its as much a howl as anything, her eyes melted into black creases and thats all I see because he snaps his fingers again, knowing Ill turn away from her, that Ill turn towards him. And there he is, my father, laying out a chequer-board on the side-table. He picks up a stack of counters in one hand, letting them fit snug. Then slowly, one after another, he sets them down in their rightful places. The set of his body and face says nothing unusual is happening in the room or the space around us at all. But shes still behind me, getting louder. It makes no sense he cant see. Whether he can or not, he doesnt. And for now, for this moment, I know something. There is what is real and what people can force you to pretend is real, and pretending is wrong. I dont know that in as many words, but I know it in my fingers. Theyre stiff, rusted up with refusal. Not for long, though, nothing that cant be undone. And he knows how. He looks up, puts one last red button dead centre on its square, and stares. The window rattles and she shouts his name, his name like nails down a blackboard. He doesnt even flicker, just keeps looking. And what hes looking at is me. We have the same eyes. Everybody says so. Just the same. They lock now, point to point and the look wants to break me clean down the middle.
         

         Me first, he says. He slides the playing piece back and forth, playing, while she shouts one last time. Then theres a slithering noise, something heavy slumping hard down on to the path. We both hear it but what he does is he makes his move. One square. And pushes the board towards me.

         Now you, he says, calm, clear. I do nothing. Were playing, he says, you and me. See? Now its you.

         He lifts the hand I know is mine, pulls the ties and slips off my glove in one easy move. Carefully, he places my fingertips firmly on the nearest piece, a dead ivory circle.

         Now, he says. Play.

         Outside, my mother moans like a seal. His eyes rivet on the board so he cant see mine filling up, making the whole room quiver. Even so, the piece starts to shift.

         Im warning you, he says. His jaw clicks.

         And I choose. Knowing this is the wrong thing, that this is all the wrong thing, I play.
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         I dont remember what happened after that. She must have given up and walked to her mothers with no bag, no key, not sure if shed get back in the same night, the next, ever. But she did. She would have needed to knock, but he would have let her in. Eventually. Three days later, all the stock in the outhouse behind the Cabinette burned down. The shop nearly went up with it. Hed gone in drunk and dropped a fag on the floor. Hed been stock-taking and the place was full of fireworks. Only little boxes, but still. My mother saw the display it made, pretty golden sparks over the roofs of other houses, not knowing what it was as she came back home off a bus from Kittys.
         

         Every bloody penny, she said, snapping her fingers, bang.
         

         Nothing was insured. He didnt believe in insurance. He said insurance was for mugs. Instead, he took what was left of the housekeeping from the tin in the pantry and consoled himself as he saw best fit. She had to go to Massies to get him, put him to bed and farm me out to Aunty Marie, who had two kids already and a drunk man of her own. At least it wasnt Kitty. Given time to herself, Beth made a decision. We all found out what it was soon enough.

         I have no memory of the move, its hanging in the air. It occurred to me years later that maybe he had sensed it coming, that fear was why he had shut us together. That he was clinging, trying to terrify one or other of us into stasis, obedience, godhelpus, affection. On the other hand, maybe not. Whatever the intention, if there was any at all, all he had done was make things pressing. She might have gone to her mothers, her sisters, to all sorts of places if it hadnt been for me. There was nowhere to take us, but we had to be together. There was nowhere to take us, but we had to go.


         She must have done the rounds asking. Maybe she went to the doctor to ask for pills for nerves as people did then, and her situation had emerged. Maybe she cried. More likely she didnt. She did not cry easily or for effect and couldnt turn it on as a device and still look fetching, the way women do in films. But however the conversation had progressed, Dr Hart, a man my mother had always despised as a snob, said the surgery had a boxroom. It was over the very building in which they sat and it would keep the rain off. It cost next to nothing, which was more than she had, but she could, he supposed, clean the surgery instead. Work, thank god. Work. Shed been a domestic and a cotton-carder, a clippie and a shop-keepers assistant. Shed had a washing machine of her own. Now she got a boxroom and tuppence to get by on and she took it with open arms. If she wept at all, it would have been then, but shed have waited till she was outside. Shed have held her back stiff and got out with her face intact as far as she could. The revelation of weakness, in her experience, could do terrible, terrible things.
         

         Over the heads of Doctor Hart, Doctor Caroll and Doctor Deans, then; over the heads of the sniffing, spitting, gurgling, limping, seeping hordes downstairs in the dungeon of the waiting room, we waited too. And when they were gone, when the big outside door was shut over, she came into her own. Fag ash, fallen hair and cast-off tissues, kidney bowls and carpets and big glass jars. Racks of jars. She had to promise to keep me quiet, of course, especially during surgery hours. But I was good at being quiet. It was something at which I excelled. We could get by.


         In some ways the move was easy: just clothes and toys enough for one case. Not so much as a kettle. Rose said Eddie wasnt well and needed looking after and she was a bad wife for letting him down, but she knew that already. It was a horrible choice, certainly, but not a hard one. Shed put in twenty-two years already. After all that time, it must have seemed unlikely that more would make anything any better. Rose was his sister, doing what a sister would. Or maybe she just resented being dumped with his care.

         Maybe she can do a better job, my mother said. Maybe she can just do the bloody looking after herself.

         Nobody got the address to begin with, just in case, and even I knew why. We left the architect-built house at Wellpark Road, a woman in her early forties with a wean, no man, no national assistance and no prospects because all these nothings were better than being with Eddie. We lost the trike, or what was left of it. Some time between Christmas and the New Year, we lost a lot of things. What we acquired was a boxroom above the doctors surgery, a two-ring hob and a sink behind a curtain, a divan settee, no toilet. My mother stood at the window of the attic and wept, then chose to look on the bright side.

         Oh well, she said. Things can always get worse. Were not dead yet.

         I remember her stretching her neck, her hand lifting to cross her chest as though testing for a heartbeat. Just to check.
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