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      To ma mammy and ma daddy. This would not have been possible with you here, but would never have been possible without you.
         I love you.
      

   
      
      1

      
      Mrs McClean and the Offal Dresser

      
      In the Glasgow of my childhood I woke to a symphony of glass, metal and steam, ‘Shhhhh-chk-chk! Shhhhhhh-chk-chk!’ It was
         the sound of milk bottles being dropped into crates and loaded on to lorries.
      

      
      The depot was less than 100 yards along Soho Street, and from the third-floor window of our tenement I could just see over
         the iron gates to where the lorries stood.
      

      
      My father, Eddie Lawrie, woke to the same sound at 5.30 a.m. He slipped away from my mother’s side, tiptoed across the room
         and made himself a cup of tea. As the kettle boiled, he pulled on clothes that were stiff with dried blood.
      

      
      In the wintertime he wore either two jumpers or three. First came a shirt, then two cardigans, and finally a thick sweater
         my mother had knitted him. Layers were the best way to fight the cold.
      

      
      He always wore good shoes, polished to a brilliant sheen (even the arches). When these became too stained by sawdust and blood
         he threw them away and wore his next newest ‘old’ pair. A man could be penniless and hungry, but ‘it costs him nothin’ to polish his shoes,’ my daddy would say. He judged a man on things
         like this and expected to be judged the same way.
      

      
      I drifted back to sleep and woke to the sound of a metal shovel scooping coal into a bucket. Crouching on the floor, still
         shivering, Dad arranged the bigger lumps in the centre of the grate and the smaller pieces around the outside.
      

      
      There is an art to lighting a coal fire. My father had a special way of creating his own firelighters. He rolled sheets of
         newspaper diagonally into long tubes and fashioned each one into a tight knot with one end left sticking out as a wick. These
         would burn slowly, generating enormous heat. Another of his tricks was to hold a sheet of newspaper over the fireplace, helping
         to draw the flames up the flue.
      

      
      None of this was for his benefit. He was off to work. But by the time we woke in an hour and a half the fire would be blazing
         and the rooms would be toasty and warm.
      

      
      Eddie walked to work every morning. The trams hadn’t left the terminus at that hour. He worked in the Glasgow Meat Market
         for the Glasgow Corporation, one of the biggest employers in the city. He spent nearly thirty years there – leaving only once
         or twice for a year to work on the shipyards when big orders needed filling.
      

      
      The Corporation always took him back. Officially, he was an offal dresser, although he liked to call himself an offal merchant
         because it sounded grander. He worked in a huge, echoing chamber the length of a soccer field, divided into cubicles with
         concrete floors and gutters. There were skylights above, with pulleys and chains suspended from the ceiling.
      

      
      A freshly killed beast would be hoisted with a hook and chain. My father would take a knife, reach up and disembowel the animal
         with a few flicks of his wrist. All the important organs would fall into drums at his feet – with an extra container to catch
         the portions he was stealing. A little into this bucket, a little into that bucket …
      

      
      Even now people talk of Eddie Lawrie as being like an artist with a knife in his hand. He could take a liver out of a beast
         in seconds and at the same time cut it into three perfect portions – one for him, one for the Corporation and one for his
         boss.
      

      
      He wore a huge rubber apron and wellington boots, to stop him drowning in blood, but it made little difference to his clothes.
         I hated the way they smelled, but I still proudly held his hand when he occasionally took me to work of a Sunday. He didn’t
         take me many places.
      

      
      There was no petting the animals and I avoided seeing them killed. Growing up in the east end of Glasgow I had no real connection
         with sheep or cows. Farm animals were something from books and nursery rhymes and the only places I saw trees were the public
         parks.
      

      
      Condemned beasts were immersed in foul-smelling disinfectant before being killed. Dad would bring the same liquid home and
         we used it to scrub the stairs to stop them smelling foosty (damp and musty).
      

      
      Most days he would also arrive home with a bloody package under his coat. I would open it and pick off the sodden bits of
         newspaper that clung to the meat. Sometimes he would have swapped a piece of offal or sweetbreads for prime Scottish fillet
         or lamb chops.
      

      
      ‘Yer’ll never go hungry in this hoose,’ he’d say, proudly.

      
      I preferred beans on toast but wasn’t game to tell him. Sometimes Mum would secretly give the meat to neighbours who couldn’t
         afford it. Dad would say later, ‘How was that steak?’
      

      
      ‘It was smashin’,’ I’d lie, licking my lips.

      
      *

      
      There are very few photographs of me as a baby. I was small and fair, with a round face and dimples. And I didn’t seem big
         enough to warrant such a long name – Marie McDonald McLaughlin Lawrie.
      

      
      My mother had suffered at least one miscarriage and had started to fear that she might not have children. I kept her in suspense
         for a long time and then arrived on 3 November 1948 at Lennox Castle in Lennoxtown on the outskirts of Glasgow. It wasn’t
         really a castle. Somebody told me it had once been an asylum for the insane, before becoming a hospital.
      

      
      My mother’s relief was enormous. At last something good had happened to her – something that couldn’t be taken away. I belonged
         to her and I was going to be with her for ever, she thought. She became completely obsessed.
      

      
      To understand these feelings, you need to know a little about her. Up until the age of fourteen she was Betty McDonald, the
         daughter of Nellie and Wullie McDonald, who lived on the corner of the Gallowgate, Fielding Street, in Glasgow’s east end.
         She had brothers Frankie and Robert and sisters Jeanie and Annie who loved her. Betty felt the same way about them.
      

      
      She was a cheeky and confident girl, with her own little gang of girlfriends who had secret catchphrases and passwords. They
         roamed the streets, looking for adventures and pretending to be tough.
      

      
      My mother has a keen eye for a bargain and as a child she used to go around the middens (dustbins) collecting anything that
         might be useful or of any value. These were called ‘luckies’. Once she found a carpet in almost mint condition. She took it
         home to the tenement and called up from the street, ‘Hey, Mammy, look what Ah found.’
      

      
      My grandmother leaned out the window and scolded her, ‘That’s terrible! You put that back where yi found it, Betty McDonald.’

      
      Later, when the neighbours weren’t watching, Betty was sent out to collect the same carpet. It graced the hallway of my grandmother’s
         ‘hoose’ for years afterwards.
      

      
      One day a girl came to the school gate during playtime and asked for Betty McDonald.
      

      
      ‘Who wants to know?’ said my mother, cocky as can be.

      
      ‘Do ye know who Ah am?’ said the girl.

      
      ‘Who are yi?’

      
      ‘Ah’m yer sister.’

      
      ‘No ye’r not. Ah’ve got two sisters already.’

      
      ‘Yeah, but Ah’m yer real sister.’
      

      
      Betty didn’t believe her at first. She went home and asked Nellie and Wullie if it was true. Despite their denials she saw
         the panic in their eyes and heard it in their voices. Slowly the truth came out – never cleanly, but in dribs and drabs.
      

      
      Betty discovered that her real name was Elizabeth Kennedy-Cairns and that her natural family lived in Glasgow.

      
      Deep down inside, my mother had always suspected that she was different … that she didn’t belong. Even so, it came as a terrible
         shock to learn the truth. It played on her mind. Why had they given her up for adoption? What was wrong with her?
      

      
      Slowly but surely all the fight went out of Betty. She lost her confidence and cockiness. She became quiet and withdrawn.

      
      I have never been able to discover exactly why she was given up for adoption. I have only theories. Almost inevitably it comes
         down to religion. The Cairns were Catholics and the Kennedys Protestant in a city divided by sectarianism, violence, gangs
         and two rival football teams.
      

      
      The Kennedys weren’t just members of the Orange lodge – they were leaders. And when their daughter, a great beauty, took up
         with a big, handsome Irish peasant, it was a scandal. Both families tried to break the couple up, but somehow they stayed
         together.
      

      
      Maybe it was true love, but it certainly didn’t run smooth. My grandmother, who seemed to be permanently pregnant, was forever
         leaving her husband and going back to her family. The Kennedy clan would embrace her and raise her children, until her husband turned up and she went back to him.
      

      
      They had five or six children. One of them – their blue-eyed boy – died during the war, but they managed to raise the rest
         … all except for my mother. As a baby, Betty was given to Nellie and Wullie McDonald, who were apparently paid an annual retainer
         to look after her.
      

      
      This wasn’t a case of a family giving up for adoption a child that it couldn’t afford to feed. Nor was it about keeping the
         boys and giving away the girl. And the McDonalds weren’t a childless couple desperate for a baby. They had their own children
         before and after they adopted Betty.
      

      
      I have one other theory. When he was drunk and fighting with my mother, I sometimes heard my father call my grandmother ‘a
         whore’ and ‘a slut’. I don’t know why he chose those insults. But what if there was some truth in them? What if my grandmother
         had been unfaithful to her big, handsome Irish husband? Maybe she fell pregnant and he couldn’t be sure that he was the father.
         He was willing to raise his own ‘flesh and blood’ but not another man’s child, so he decided to have nothing to do with the
         baby.
      

      
      This would explain why they found another home for Betty. The McDonalds raised her as their daughter and never stopped loving
         her. To this day they refuse to accept she isn’t a blood relative. All the same, I don’t think anybody realised the impact
         the truth had on my mother. Her sense of abandonment never left her and she would never entirely trust anybody again.
      

      
      She married my father when he came out of the navy in 1947. She was nineteen and he was three years older. Eddie Lawrie was
         small, with dark, curly hair, slicked down with Brylcreem. He was very handsome, although you might not get that from his
         photographs.
      

      
      Like a lot of men of his generation, Eddie was very fashion-conscious. He wore his money ‘on his back’ and would never be
         seen in the same shirt two weekends running, or something that went out of fashion last Thursday.
      

      
      When he walked down the street he wanted people to see a successful man. He wanted women to fancy him and men to envy him.
         Making money had never been difficult for him, although I don’t think he realised quite how much my mother could spend when
         she put her mind to it.
      

      
      She had her dresses tailor-made from photographs that she’d cut from magazines like Woman’s Realm and Woman’s Own. She bought fur coats and new shoes. And she had her hair done every week at a salon.
      

      
      At times she went too far and spent all the house-keeping money. Then she’d visit the pawnbroker with a pocket-watch or my
         father’s best suit or her engagement ring. Later, when he was asleep, she’d sneak more money from his wallet so she could
         redeem them.
      

      
      Dad would have been horrified if he’d known the truth. As a child he’d watched his mother pawn family heirlooms to put food
         on the table. It had affected him deeply. That’s why he was so proud of the fact that he was a good provider. He’d say to
         Betty, ‘You’ll no have to do what ma mother had to do, hen.’
      

      
      According to the stories, the Lawrie family had once been quite wealthy, but the fortune had been lost by my grandfather,
         a former boxer. Eddie Lawrie senior was a mean, hard bastard who tortured my father as a boy, making him run miles without
         shoes and cutting off all his hair. ‘Ah’ll make a man out of ’im,’ he’d said, when his wife tried to intervene.
      

      
      At some point he abandoned the family and drank himself into oblivion. There was a shambling drunk I used to pass sometimes
         on my way to school, lying in a doorway, clutching a bottle. I knew he was my grandad, but I was ashamed to say hello to him.
      

      
      His mind had gone. He was punchy and soft in the head. Dad used to give him money to go to the Salvation Army hostel in Duke Street. That’s where he slept every night. At one point, when I was very small, my mother took him in. She kept him off
         the bottle for weeks, but one day he took money from her purse and went back to his old ways. He wet the bed and she found
         him lying in sodden sheets. After that she wouldn’t have him under her roof.
      

      
      There were a lot of family secrets when I was growing up. Some of them were only mentioned in whispers or in the heat of an
         argument. The most scandalous was that my father had had a child with another woman before he married my mother. I don’t know
         how she found out, but it hurt her deeply. Here again was proof that she was second-hand. Nothing was truly hers – not even
         her husband.
      

      
      I often wondered if she ever really loved my father. He certainly worshipped her. When she was pregnant with Billy, three
         years after I was born, Dad would often run all the way back from work at 8.30 in the morning with hot rolls and cream buns
         from the bakery. He’d arrive home sweating, having taken the stairs two at a time.
      

      
      Mum would be in bed. The fire had warmed the rooms. He’d dash in, put on the kettle and butter the rolls, bringing them to
         her in bed.
      

      
      ‘Here yi go, Betty,’ he’d say, giving her a peck on the cheek. Then he’d run all the way back to work. He was the most handsome
         and romantic man I had ever seen.
      

      
      My abiding memories of my childhood are the tenement buildings and the greyness … grey buildings and grey skies. We lived
         on the third floor of 55 Soho Street. Each floor had three flats with a shared lavatory on the landing. Waterfalls of algae
         stained the outside walls where the downpipes leaked, sometimes forming great puddles that would block the close entrances.
      

      
      I didn’t regard my family as poor. We were like everybody else. And I had no idea that Glasgow’s slums were considered to be the worst north of Naples.
      

      
      The tenements had been built to solve a chronic housing shortage in the nineteenth century, when Glasgow was one of the great
         workshops of the world. Tens of thousands of highlanders and Irish immigrants flooded into the city, escaping famine and looking
         to share in the economic miracle. They needed somewhere to live, so speculative builders went to work and created street after
         street of flat-fronted tenements.
      

      
      A city that produced a third of the world’s merchant fleet by 1914 built its own slums to solve a housing crisis and created
         a completely new set of problems – deprivation, squalor and hopelessness. By the 1950s, Glasgow was still seven times more
         crowded than any city of corresponding size in England and Wales.
      

      
      A lot of these streets have been bulldozed in the past thirty years, but Soho Street is still there. They don’t have white
         strips painted down the sides of the steps any more. And you don’t see children scrubbing them with hard-bristled brushes
         and tin pails.
      

      
      Our ‘hoose’ consisted of two rooms. The main one had a sideboard, a big pull-out table and four dining chairs. There were
         two armchairs on either side of the coal fireplace and a pull-down bed in a recess where my parents slept. The second room
         had a wardrobe, a dressing table with lamp, and a three-piece leather suite, which included a fold-up bed. Each new baby had
         a cot in the recess.
      

      
      The main room had a sink, which was boxed in to make a sort of a scullery. This was where we cooked and washed the dishes
         and ourselves. There was no hot water and we shared a lavatory.
      

      
      There were nine families in our building and all of them had children. We’d play on the stairs and out in the street, or we’d
         go climbing the dykes (brick walls) that divided each close.
      

      
      I always wore beautiful sticky-out frocks – a different one every day – with matching ribbons in my hair, pristine white ankle socks and fancy knickers. I also had buckskin white Clarks’ sandals,
         which had to be washed every day and then coated with Meltonian whitening cream.
      

      
      I would look picture-perfect when I left the house at the start of every day. It wasn’t necessarily how I looked at the end.

      
      Summer evenings were spent playing on the street with the neighbourhood kids. We’d play ‘Kick the Can’ and ‘Red Rover Cross
         Over’, or circle games with wonderful songs like:
      

      
      
         Be baw babbity,

         
         Babbity, babbity,

         
         Be baw babbity,

         
         A lassie or a wee laddie?

         
         I widnae have a lassie o,

         
         a lassie o, a lassie o,

         
         I widnae have a lassie o.

         
         I’d rather have a wee laddie.

         
      

      
      Girls would choose boys, or boys would choose girls. As we grew older the chasing games became kissing games.

      
      I loved playing outside in the long twilights. I remember busting to go to the toilet, but not wanting to go upstairs because
         I knew Mum would keep me inside for supper or for bedtime. Once I wet my pants rather than miss out on any of the games.
      

      
      When Billy was born he was too pretty by half. He had gorgeous blond, curly hair. Mine was mousy and kept in bunches with
         big, colourful ribbons, tied in bows.
      

      
      I was jealous. I wanted Billy’s hair and the attention he received from everybody except my mother (she was still obsessed
         with me). ‘He looks daft,’ I told her. ‘He looks like a wee lassie. You should get his hair cut like a boy’s.’
      

      
      She did just that, taking him to the barber that afternoon. By the time his hair had been trimmed and plastered to his scalp with oil, he looked completely bald. My father came home and said,
         ‘Are yi off yer fucking heed woman? Yi must be mental.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Marie said he needed a haircut.’

      
      ‘And you’r listening to a four-year-old, for Christ’s sake! What’s wrang wi’ yi?’

      
      Despite my jealousy over his hair, I fell madly in love with Billy. I dressed him and changed his nappies. I fed him his bottle
         and sang him to sleep.
      

      
      Mum loved her children, but she wasn’t particularly domesticated – a fact which sometimes drove my father crazy. The navy
         had given him many rules to live by, including tidiness and a pride in his appearance. That’s why he preferred it when I ironed
         his shirts, because he knew the collars and cuffs would be perfect.
      

      
      When we moved from Soho Street, across the railway bridge to Garfield Street, it was only a couple of hundred yards, but mentally
         it was a lot further. We had edged slightly up in the world because we now lived closer to Duke Street and further away from
         the Gallowgate. There weren’t so many poorly dressed kids or runny noses.
      

      
      Twenty-nine Garfield Street was a three-room tenement with an inside toilet. My mother treated the main living room like some
         grand drawing room. It was only big enough for a three-piece suite, a table and the radiogram. Mum and Dad had a bedroom to
         themselves for the first time and Billy and I slept in the second bedroom.
      

      
      There was no bathroom so we washed ourselves in the sink, or in a tin bath in front of the fire. Filling the bath was a palaver
         so I preferred to use the tiny sink in the scullery, which had a hot water geyser. I had to raise each leg into the soapy
         water and use a flannel to wash my entire body. Dad used to call me ‘Mrs McClean’ because if I wasn’t washing myself, I was
         scrubbing my shirts and rinsing my socks.
      

      
      Every week we trooped down to the public baths, which were above the local swimming pool. There were two long corridors off
         the main entrance, with cubicles running down each side. The women were on the right and the men on the left. Once you turned
         on the taps, steaming water whooshed out, filling the bath within seconds. There were big back brushes and you could buy shampoos
         and all sorts of lotions to cleanse your body.
      

      
      Not every family could afford the public baths, so the Scottish education authorities made sure all schoolchildren had mandatory
         showers. Once a week a mobile shower unit would arrive and park in the playground. It had a pipe system surrounded by heavy
         tarpaulin that created ten cubicles. Every class would have half an hour – fifteen minutes for the boys and fifteen minutes
         for the girls. We stripped off and each child was handed a towel and a bar of soap.
      

      
      ‘Right, in yi get!’ yelled the teacher.

      
      We had five minutes to wash and another five minutes to mess about. Each bar of soap had to be handed back and carefully examined
         for signs of use.
      

      
      For the first few years I went to Campbellfield Street School. It was typical of most state schools, with a grey and red sandstone
         building, three storeys high, overlooking a large playground. The youngest kids were on the lower floor.
      

      
      When we moved to Garfield Street I changed to Thompson Street Primary School. It was much smaller, with separate playgrounds
         for girls and boys. These were marked out with the lines for netball courts and hockey fields – games we never played.
      

      
      For the boys it was always football, football and football. The girls played quieter games like ‘peever’ (a form of hopscotch)
         or ‘baws’. The latter involved bouncing a ball under one leg so it ricocheted off a wall, and then catching it again. Girls
         would sometimes tuck their skirts into their knickers to play (giving the boys a glimpse and a thrill).
      

      
      I used to get myself ready for school, setting out my uniform and tying ribbons in my hair. During the winter I wore a liberty
         bodice under all my layers of clothing. This was like a double-breasted vest with ribbons that were pulled through and secured
         with buttons. I loved these bodices when I was young; they were cosy and comfortable. Later I grew to hate them because they
         were so damn unattractive.
      

      
      I walked down three flights of stairs and into Garfield Street, ready for the blast of icy wind. Across the road was a local
         shop, which sold milk, butter and groceries. The guy that owned it was a rip-off merchant, according to Dad. ‘He thinks he’s
         better than the rest of us.’
      

      
      A few doors down the street, I cut through a close and emerged on to a large block of spare ground where tenements had been
         torn down. It was littered with rubble and weeds. This was where local boys played soccer.
      

      
      The school was on the next corner, less than five minutes away. Living so close I usually went home for lunch at midday and
         then went back to school until 3.30.
      

      
      I loved being independent, but I realise now that it exacerbated my mother’s neediness. She was always looking for praise
         and asking me if I loved her. This wasn’t just about reassurance. She wanted me to love her more than anyone else … particularly my father.
      

      
      As happens to most kids, people were always commenting on who I most resembled.

      
      ‘Ah think she looks like Eddie,’ they’d say.

      
      ‘Nah, Ah think she looks like her mammy. Who d’ye want to look like, Marie, yi mammy or yi daddy?’

      
      ‘Ma daddy,’ I’d say.

      
      This drove my mother crazy. I knew it would. That’s how I reacted to her neediness.

      
      Billy was more likely to say the right thing. He constantly sought her approval, silently saying, ‘Look at me. Look at me.’ But my mother’s eyes were focused on me. I was like the sun
         and she couldn’t see Billy for the glare.
      

      
      All the real dramas of my childhood seemed to happen in Garfield Street. Maybe that’s because I was older and so the memories
         are stronger.
      

      
      A lot them were fuelled by alcohol and resentment. My father began drinking before the bars opened – either swigging from
         a half bottle of whisky or slipping into his favourite bar. He was so adept at his job that he could slice his quota of animals
         in a fraction of the time it took other offal dressers. This gave him ample opportunity to drink and conduct business.
      

      
      Mac’s Bar on the Gallowgate was my father’s ‘office’. This was where he negotiated deals, tallied money and did his accounts.
         The landlord, James Parkes, was a great mate, who would pass on messages and let Dad leave envelopes of cash and bundles of
         meat behind the bar.
      

      
      Billy reckons ‘oor Daddy’ made five or ten times more money stealing from his employer than he did from his weekly wage. He
         was supplying contraband meat to two butchers – one in Melbourne Street and the other on the Gallowgate. My mother even accused
         him of having an affair with a woman in one of the shops because Dad spent so much time there. Maybe he was.
      

      
      To oil the wheels of free enterprise, various inspectors and foremen at the Corporation had to be ‘looked after’. When Billy
         was old enough he was sent on errands, doing a circuit of certain pubs to pick up and drop off envelopes. He visited Dad’s
         boss, Big Arthur, at 8.00 p.m. every Friday, handing him his ‘share’ and receiving five bob as a reward.
      

      
      Big Arthur was a wonderful bloke and Eddie loved him. So did my mother. I suspect she appreciated the fact that he allowed
         her to live in the lifestyle to which she had become accustomed.
      

      
      Despite having all this extra cash, my parents had to be careful about their spending habits. Dad couldn’t go buying a house
         or a fancy car – people would suspect. Instead he bought things which weren’t so openly extravagant, like a television, new
         clothes and records. On weekends he’d take my mother to the theatre, boxing bouts and dinner dances. Invariably she wore a
         new dress or shoes.
      

      
      In all the years he worked for the Corporation, my father was only caught the once. He was fired, but Big Arthur managed to
         get him his job back. They never managed to catch him again. He was too canny.
      

      
      At one point a security guard working on the main gate in Melbourne Street made it his mission to catch Eddie Lawrie in the
         act. He organised his rosters so they both worked the same shifts. He was there when Dad arrived every morning and he stayed
         until Dad left. And each time he saw him he said, ‘Hey, Lawrie, yah cunt. Ah know you’re at it. Ah’m gonna get yi!’
      

      
      Initially, Dad found ways of getting around the ‘blockade’. He even organised to hurl carcasses over the wall to people waiting
         on the other side. Wise to this, the security guard organised to patrol the fences.
      

      
      After a month of this, Dad’s clients began to grow agitated. They even threatened to look elsewhere for their supplies. These
         were not men to be trifled with.
      

      
      The Melbourne Street entrance had great iron gates through which trucks would rumble in and out. The guards were stationed
         in the gatehouse, which had large glass windows. They could see everyone coming and going.
      

      
      Unwilling to admit defeat, my daddy arranged for two of the blood boys (apprentices who emptied and washed the trolleys) to
         fill a couple of trolleys with boiling water. They pushed them, steaming, towards the front gate, while Dad followed behind
         pushing another cart loaded with meat.
      

      
      The guards watched the boys approaching, scratching their heads. They couldn’t see my father. As the boys reached the gatehouse
         they suddenly up-ended the trolleys, pouring boiling water against the wall. Steam billowed up and instantly the glass windows
         misted over completely. The trolleys were then propped against the gatehouse doors, stopping them from opening. Eddie went
         dancing past the gates, pushing his trolley, singing, ‘Ah, yi big dopey bastard, yer’ll not catch me.’
      

      
      The guard knew it was Eddie Lawrie, but he couldn’t prove it. By the time he got outside, the meat was long gone.

      
      ‘A man takes his own chances and makes his own choices,’ my father would say, when describing his business philosophy. He
         was definitely not a Socialist. He championed free enterprise and saw himself as a self-made man and entrepreneur … a true
         Conservative.
      

      
      It drove him mad when he saw people with large numbers of kids living off welfare. Once he started on the subject you couldn’t
         shut him up.
      

      
      For all his obvious skill and brazen cheek, I find it remarkable to think that my father lacked confidence. He was only really
         chatty when he was drunk. I don’t know why. Perhaps it had something to do with the way he was belittled and humiliated by
         his own father.
      

      
      With a few drinks under his belt, my dad became gregarious and charming – telling jokes and flirting. If he could have stopped
         at one or two drinks, alcohol would have served him well, but he couldn’t do that.
      

      
      One of his favourite jokes was about a bloke running to catch a bus. He had a half bottle of whisky in his back pocket, and
         as he lunged for the pole, he missed and tumbled backwards. Hearing the sound of breaking glass, he cried, ‘Oh, no!’ He reached
         back and felt the wetness of his trousers, praying, ‘Please, let it be blood. Please, let it be blood.’
      

      
      This story could easily have applied to my father, which is probably why it tickled him so much.
      

      
      The pubs were shut by the time he finished work at 2.00 p.m., but he often managed to get himself locked in. I remember getting
         home from school and being sent looking for him. I’d knock on the bolted door of the bar and tell him that Mum wanted him
         home.
      

      
      Although drunk, he never stumbled or fell. Instead, he walked with single-minded control, as though all his energy was focused
         on holding himself together. The only way you could tell was by looking at his eyes, which narrowed into slits.
      

      
      When he came home by himself, Mum would have me looking out the window, watching for him.

      
      ‘Is he coming? Is he coming?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘Quick. Run doon the sterrs and see if his eyes are chinky,’ she’d say.

      
      I’d dash down and meet him as he reached the close. ‘Hello, Daddy,’ I’d say, spinning on my heels. Then I’d sprint up again.
         ‘Aye, Mammy, they’re chinky,’ I’d tell her.
      

      
      He’d try his best to appear sober as I cooked the food he had brought home. Having eaten very slowly, he’d wander into the
         bedroom and fall asleep wearing his vest and blood-speckled trousers.
      

      
      Mum would look at him in disgust. She hated him like this, but happily took advantage of the situation. She would sneak into
         the room and steal money from his trousers. I doubt if he had any idea how much he was carrying.
      

      
      The real fights took place at the weekends, triggered by jealousy or money and fuelled by alcohol. Mum and Dad would often
         have been out together, but she would come home early. She knew Dad would be drunk when he arrived. She should have left him
         alone. But instead of waiting until he sobered up or slept it off she would launch into him. Insults rattled off the windows and abuse shook the photographs in their frames.
      

      
      There were probably deeper issues at work, which I was too young to appreciate, but I couldn’t understand why she goaded and
         provoked him. It was like watching someone pick at an open sore.
      

      
      Some nights, before Dad arrived home, she would run into our room and push a chest of drawers in front of the door as a barricade.
         When he arrived she would start goading him through the door. She damned his ‘bastard son’ and the ‘whore’ he’d made pregnant.
      

      
      ‘Ye’r a fuckin’ whoremaster,’ she screamed.

      
      ‘Shut yer mouth, yi witch,’ he slurred.

      
      ‘Don’t tell me to fuckin’ shut ma mouth! Who’s gonna make me? You and whose army?’

      
      ‘Just be quiet, woman. Let me sleep.’

      
      She always found the most cruel, shaming and hurtful way possible to attack. She accused him of having no self-control. He
         was like a dog on heat. He didn’t deserve to have a family.
      

      
      Billy and I begged her to stop. We clung to her arms, trying to pull her back as she yelled through the closed door. In tears
         Billy reached up and tried to cover her mouth with his hands. ‘Please, Mammy, don’t say any more. Just be quiet.’
      

      
      But she couldn’t help herself. All the bile and vitriol she had gathered over a lifetime of disappointment came pouring out.
         From the far side of the door my dad would roar in frustration, wanting to silence her. He just wanted to sleep.
      

      
      When he finally snapped he forced open the door, sending the chest of drawers crashing to the floor. Billy and I huddled in
         our beds.
      

      
      They hit each other, but my father was able to hit harder. He was drunk. He didn’t know his own strength.

      
      ‘Wait till my son grows up,’ Mum screamed. ‘He’ll murder you for doing what you’re doing to me.’

      
      ‘You fucking leave Billy out of this.’
      

      
      Even when cut and bleeding, my mother kept goading him. I don’t know what she wanted to prove. Maybe she was looking for attention.
         Or maybe she wanted to be punished. Some people would rather be beaten and abused than ignored, particularly when they are
         lonely and hurting.
      

      
      There were nights when the fights would wake me, but I was always ready to be woken. I slept with my muscles taut and my teeth
         clenched. My heart would fly into my mouth. Blinking into the darkness, I’d look across towards Billy. I didn’t want him to
         cry. We’d huddle together, flinching as the fists landed. Neither of us wanted to believe our parents could hate each other
         so much.
      

      
      Sometimes when it was over, Mum would fall asleep next to me. By the time she woke, Dad would have left for work and the house
         would be quiet. A fire burned in the grate. She’d examine her face in the mirror, gently touching the bruises and the black
         eyes.
      

      
      Mornings were a time of barefaced lies and outrageous excuses. ‘Silly me, Ah stepped on a brush,’ she’d tell the neighbours.

      
      This was totally unnecessary, of course. Tenement walls were thin and gossip travelled quicker than a contagious disease.
         I used to see the looks people gave us. My cheeks burned with shame, but I didn’t look away. I looked them straight in the
         eye. That’s what you do in Glasgow: you don’t show any weakness.
      

      
      My embarrassment was nothing compared to my father’s sense of guilt. Mum knew this and played the martyr, making him feel
         even worse.
      

      
      He tried to apologise and make amends, but she wouldn’t let him forget. My mother had a lot of venom in her, eating away from
         the inside.
      

      
      I don’t know if they loved each other. Once, perhaps. I think Dad was always crazy about her, but she drove him to despair.

      
      We weren’t the only family with these problems. A lot of men drank too much and fought with their wives. Poverty, unemployment
         and broken dreams needed a safety valve. By morning when the hangovers had gone, life returned to normal. For all their faults,
         these were good people.
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