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To my parents, ‘Lizzie and Sammy’.
Gorbals die-hards, who because of this book will never really die.
With love and thanks from all the family.


Prologue

Nothing drags your thinking into the past like a death in the family. It’s one of those things that will make you look for an understanding of who you are and where you are going in your own life. Yes, death definitely makes us look for answers. That’s exactly what I was doing when I heard a loud announcement directly above my head that made me jolt forward in my seat. ‘Cabin Crew seats for take-off.’

The next day was to be my mother’s funeral. I had been working at a spiritual congress in Switzerland when she passed. This had left me with a terrible sense of helplessness and separation from someone who had always been so present in my life.

In the past four days since my sister Joan called to tell me that Mother had gone I think I had re-lived many episodes in my memory that featured this very special yet sometimes very difficult woman. She was a big influence on not just me, but on all of her children. I had been at a seminar full of people who were talking about life after death and the survival of the human spirit. I was supposed to be there to provide them with all the answers, which I did to the best of my ability, but now I just wanted to think about my mother.

The drinks had just been served and the stranger next to me made no attempt to make conversation, staring deep into his gin and tonic, much like a crystal gazer, I thought, before returning to my memories. My mother’s personality was so potent it seemed that anyone who met her felt the urge to impersonate her. She was always so animated and infectious. Lizzy (as she was known to all her family) was always larger than life. She was easy to make laugh and just as easy to upset. I am sure all of us in the family would agree that you’d never refer to our mother as ordinary, in between or contented; she was either up or down, black or white. There was never much middle with Lizzy.

I must have gone through the full spectrum of human emotions on that short flight from Zurich to London. I laughed out loud when I recalled my mother walking into the salon I had worked in back in Glasgow some twenty odd years earlier. Her face was bursting with rage as she ripped off her headscarf to reveal a mass of bright green frizzy hair. Right in that moment it clashed with the high, angry red tone moving through her cheeks and the white scarf which had dropped onto her shoulders. She resembled a deranged version of the Italian flag.

My mother often mucked around with hair dye, so this wasn’t the first time I had had to deal with this type of situation. She had been brought up in poor times which left her always looking for a bargain. She loved to rummage through the cheap bins in stores, only this time she must have bought a tint that was well out of date. As bizarre as this scene was I knew not to laugh in my mother’s face. No, Lizzy had a vile temper and in such situations all of my family and friends knew not to provoke that volcanic side of mommy dearest.

‘Look at the state of my fucking hair. What do you think happened?’ she demanded. Her bright green eyes seemed somehow more prominent than ever. (Did I mention that Lizzy swears a lot?)

This is a comb mother, not a magic wand! was how I wanted to answer, waving my comb in front of her. But the natural tact of the hairdresser prevailed and I jumped into hairdresser shock-mask-mode as I told her instead how unfortunate she was to have got a bad tint but how easy it was to put right.

I wonder what she would have thought if she’d known what was running through my mind at the time – and, I’m sure, the minds of the rest of the staff; all the witty things that could have been said in that moment, including references to lawnmowers, or hedge cutters and Crusty the Clown from The Simpsons. I even saw the image of a goat standing behind her, munching away on her leafy-looking hair. My body became so racked with quiet laughter that I really had to fight hard to control myself.

I could sense that the man sitting next to me was looking my way. He was probably wondering what this crazy guy beside him was laughing about. Rather than try to explain, I did one of those things people do when caught laughing to themselves in a public place. I coughed and rubbed my nose whilst sniffing a lot, like I had hay fever. I think I waved my hand a few times in front of my face and gave a pathetic look in the man’s direction before drifting back into thoughts of my green-haired mother.

It was as if I was opening a drawer in a familiar old dressing table, looking for something I knew was in there, as I pulled my thoughts around in search of memories of the softer side of my mother. I couldn’t find any, but I remembered how sad I would feel for her as she told us stories about her upbringing in the Gorbals, a pretty poor place to grow up in during the 1920s, 30s and 40s. There were many stories she had told me and my brothers when we were just young boys about how at Christmas she would wait with her younger brothers and sisters for their mother to come home from her day selling secondhand clothes at the old flea-market on Christmas Eve to see if she had a Christmas present for them. If they were lucky they would find an orange or a banana inside a sock, bulked up with ashes. I’ll never forget how my heart used to drop with sympathy at hearing this, how I would choke back tears. Sammy and John, who were older than me, would start to laugh and tease her. Lizzy would laugh along with them and tell them that it was the normal thing for people of her time and from that poor place, but I always felt that there was a deep sadness in her as she told us this. I think it was the ashes. They made me think of empty wishes in some way.

Now her toughness in the face of the things she had to contend with made me want to cry for her, maybe because she had never been able to cry for herself. To be sad showed weakness in Lizzy’s eyes. She had learned to laugh at her hardships and make offhand, witty comments that gave her some sort of control over her past. The truth is that my brothers and sisters and I had very privileged lives because of what she gave us, and maybe that was what she was trying to get through to us when she told us her stories.

The man next to me was staring at me again. I didn’t really care now as I wiped away tears from my face. I thought about what Lizzy might say. It would probably begin with, ‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ I sought distraction in the in-flight magazine which, it turned out, was a better screen than source of reading material.

Seat-belt lights came on above our heads as the plane was beginning to descend into London. I remember feeling that I was getting nearer to home. The humming and whistling of the big engines brought us gently back down to earth. I still had to catch a connecting flight on to Glasgow before I would feel that I was truly close to my mother’s spirit. I don’t know why I felt this but I did. For most of my adult life I had been telling people that the spirits of those we love are close to us and that they are with us everywhere we go and, though I did and do believe that to be so, I hadn’t felt that my mother’s spirit had been close to me since her passing.

The connecting flight was bang on time. This would have pleased Lizzy. Before I knew it I was in my seat again, buckled up with my armrest down and seat-back up in preparation for the next take-off.

I noticed it was getting dark outside as we shot up into the misty, grey night sky over London. As the aeroplane moved forward my memories ran backwards and I knew why. I wanted to scour my mind for every last precious memory of my mother’s life. I wanted to find the funny ones and the sad ones and most of all, I wanted to find the ones that defined Lizzy and made her the woman that everyone knew.

I had been asked to speak about her life at the funeral service and I wanted it to be special, because for all her faults, she really meant the world to all of us. I wanted to re-create some of the events of her life and animate them in such an authentic way that we could all feel that we had her there with us for one more moment. In the end, I wanted to do her justice and remind everyone of the important strengths and qualities she had displayed and hopefully passed on to us during her eighty-six years in this world.

As I settled into the flight I began to think about how strong Lizzy was physically and mentally throughout her life. I knew this would be something I would concentrate on in my talk. Memories began to run through my mind like little streams and I knew that something was trying to reveal itself to me. All of a sudden I was seeing myself as a small boy. I was about three years old and I was holding my mother’s hand as she walked with me by her side and I remember I was looking up at her and talking. I knew for certain I was talking because my mother always said that from the moment I learned to talk, I never shut my mouth. Thanks Lizzy.

As my mother and I continued to walk, we came to a familiar sight, the house we lived in then and through much of my childhood, 97 Mansel Street in Balornock. We’d moved there when I was two, into a block of four apartments in a big, black house. It was on the north side of Glasgow, and we’d moved there because dad wanted a garden. It’s strange how long the path up to the front door seemed to be in my memory, yet I know that it was really only about five metres long.

Then, out of nowhere came a horrible memory, something I knew I had experienced but for some reason unknown to me must have been kept hidden away deep inside of me in some distant department of my mind. I was standing on this black, tar-covered garden path when I felt a surge run through my body. I now know it was the first time I had experienced this emotion. It was fear. And now I could see why I was so scared. My mother had suddenly let go of my hand. Looking back at myself as a small boy I realized that the child I was watching must have sensed that there was a fear in his mother, perhaps by the abrupt way she relinquished her grasp. I felt the child’s fear deeply.

Lizzy was now walking slowly into our empty house calling out loudly, ‘Who’s in here? I know somebody’s in here.’ As I looked back at the memory it was as if I could feel the adrenalin running through my mother’s body. She continued slowly along the narrow hall. A force field of nervous strength had erected around her that seemed to pulse and as a small boy I felt connected to the rhythm of that pulse. Then my mother disappeared into one of the three bedrooms that connected to the entrance hall. In that moment a new level of fear rose in the child as his mother disappeared from sight. The strange thing was I could somehow distinguish both the child’s fear and how it differed from his mother’s. Both were connected yet individual. The whole thing reminded me of a lioness sensing danger close and preparing to stand in front of her cub no matter what lay in wait.

My mother knew that there was someone in our flat that day. She knew because as we had walked down the path that morning returning from the local shops she had noticed that the front door was ajar. Who knows what was going through her mind as she walked into this unknown and potentially very dangerous situation? Many people would have run or called out for help, but my mother wasn’t like other people, especially when it came to her home or her children.

The intense silence that had built up was broken by a deafening roar. It was a roar that I would hear many times in my life after this, ‘Ahhrrrrrrrrrrrr!’ The hunt was over and the loud yell was my mother. She had caught a man hiding under one of the beds. I would later learn that he had broken into our house to steal clothes from my eldest brother Tommy’s wardrobe and had been disturbed by us coming back up the path. He hadn’t had time to think. He had been just about to leave by the front door when he’d heard my chatter and shot under the nearest bed, probably hoping to escape once we had settled into the living room.

From the child’s view, all I could see now was one body standing, bent over another which was crawling and clambering around the floor of our hall, being punched, kicked and battered like an old cod.

‘You bastard, I’ll fucking kill you, you dirty little thieving bastard.’

‘Please, Mrs Smith, please let me go, I’m sorry.’ The young man rolled out of our front door doubled over and staggered to his feet holding his stomach with one hand while with the other was still trying to protect his face as he tried to edge past where I was standing.

‘Sorry are yae? You’ll be even mer sorry when oor Tommy gets home ya fucking cowardly thief.’ It was one of our neighbours and he knew that what my mother did to him was nothing compared to what my brother would do to him later. It was a different time back then and a different generation that dealt with things in a different way.

‘Strength and courage,’ I whispered to no one as I remembered how quickly Lizzy picked up the bag of shopping from the path once she’d seen the burglar off. She had let it down beside me before going in to tackle him. Then she looked down at me like I was another bag of shopping she had set down. ‘Come on, move you and get in here I’ve no got all fucking day.’ I felt filled with energy both in the present and as a child in the memory; a real rousing feeling in my gut, there was something about knowing that you were being protected by this type of strong person. At three years old a person doesn’t know right or wrong but they do know when they are being protected. This was my mother demonstrating her love.

The plane was getting closer to the earth now and I was relieved that I had a theme to build my talk on. I could just see the lights of Glasgow below me coming into view, a great orange mass and knew I was close when we hit the first bump of turbulence in the air above my home city. I’m sure there is a hole in the sky above Glasgow because even on a clear night the plane always bumps above the Campsie Hills on the approach to the airport. The bump jolted my thinking and I became aware that for the first time in my life I was going to be in Glasgow when Lizzy wouldn’t be there physically. Bang, clatter, bump. More bumps on the way to landing. They felt just like my mother’s slaps, slaps to tell me not to think like that. She could be so tough at times yet reassuring when you needed her to be.

So many thoughts, memories and reflections were bubbling to the surface as we landed. I was four years old and with Lizzy in the centre of Glasgow on a busy Saturday afternoon. It was one of my earliest memories and emotionally charged. As usual, I was holding tight to my mother’s hand as she always instructed. I clearly recall looking around me at all the people in the busy street. It filled me with excitement and wonder. Then, for some reason, I let go of my mother’s hand. There was a second or two when I felt that everything was still in a street heaving with people passing by in all directions, too much for a four-year-old to take in. Then I realized that I had let go of my mother’s hand and that I was on my own. Again that same memory of fear filled me at the thought of losing my mother and for the second time in the four days since I’d been told that she had died I felt as helpless as that little four-year-old boy in my memory.

I remember how I’d screamed with pure alarm, ‘Mammy, mammy, mammy, mammy, mammy!’ I felt this moment of sheer panic like it was yesterday. In the middle of a hectic Argyll Street, passers-by stopped and reacted. ‘Has somebody lost a wee boy?’ somebody was shouting over the heads of the crowd and in no time Lizzy was there yelling and swearing. Then she crouched down in front of me, holding both my arms, probably just as relieved as I was and said to me, ‘It’s ok I’ve got you now, son.’ I was safe. It was the strangest thing because at that moment the plane touched down in Glasgow and I felt that same sense of relief to be back with my mother again. It didn’t matter that I was fifty years old or that I now have an understanding of life after death. As I heard the voice of the purser say, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Glasgow!’ I truly felt like that little four-year-old being safely gathered up by his mother.
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