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This book is dedicated to a lot of people, who convinced me I could write a book whilst panicking about the pandemic of 2020.

Firstly to my agent Chris Davis, who stupidly thinks am good at stuff – I am glad he does. Rowena Webb at Hodder and Stoughton, who told me to do what I wanted and I did. My editor, Jo Dickinson, who made this an easy process, had great faith in me. Also to my amazing researcher Caitlin Mellon, whom I randomly met working in a bar one day. When I asked her what she wanted to do (because I’m nosy), she told me ‘work in publishing’, so, I offered her the job as she served me lunch because I believe in impulsive decisions. She said yes and has been my writing rock ever since. I will always be grateful to Caitlin for her amazing insight and help as in the final editing of the book, I was given a cancer diagnosis and my brain went into free fall.

I am genuinely grateful to my daughter, Ashley Storrie, and my husband, Mr Storrie, who helped me plot this book and made me physically sit down and write it. Mostly this whole story is a love letter to my mammy, Annie Currie, from Shettleston; she was killed by her boyfriend, left to float down the River Clyde and never got to see Ipanema, despite singing about that beach and endlessly dreaming of it. Her name will live on.

It’s also to all the strong women who have given me the ability to shout back when told to shut up. I hope you enjoy it! Thanks.

Janey


CONTENTS

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Epigraph

Prologue

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

EPILOGUE 


PROLOGUE

The cold night breeze bites at their faces as snow drifts through the shattered glass of the back door. The group stand in silence, in shock. Everything is quiet apart from a dog barking in the distance and the gasping, ragged breaths of the women. The big plastic clock on the wall ticks loudly against the garish yellow floral wallpaper.

One set of brown wedge shoes begins to pace the kitchen and the crackle of broken glass pierces the air. The woman looks round the small kitchen, the matching yellow appliances all so incongruous with the blood slowly seeping across the floor.

‘What the fuck do we do now?’ she whispers.

‘Let’s get the hell out of here and stay quiet in case anyone sees us; grab your bag,’ someone says with authority.

They go single file down the hallway, though one of them stops to straighten the wedding photo on the wall that got knocked sideways in the fight and finger the plastic palm fronds in the big ornamental vase at the door. The woman in the fake fur coat carries a small blood-spattered cast-iron skillet, her knuckles white with tension.

The front door opens, the street is silent, the thick snow muffles their footsteps. 

‘Don’t make a fucking sound,’ the one with brown wedges whispers. 

Nobody makes a sound. A neighbour, watching from the windows, closes her curtains quickly.

They creep beyond the high hedges and leave. Shoes squeaking quietly in the deep snow.

Nobody speaks. They never go back.


CHAPTER 1

2019 

Day one

Sharon

My mother, Senga, was the knot that kept the fragile rope of our scattered family together.

Sitting in that gloomy hospital room, watching the Glasgow skyline form shadows on the curtains as the hours passed from morning to afternoon, I waited as all the daughters have waited before me, for the doctor to tell me if we were approaching the end of her life. 

I stared at her. It had been a few months since I’d last seen her and so much had changed. I’d come back to Glasgow from 
Bristol this morning, as she’d deteriorated quickly from her initial diagnosis of cancer, but now she seemed stable. I had left a mess behind me and, to be truthful, I wasn’t in a hurry to go home. My husband had left me after a fucking typical mid-life crisis, my daughter had a new baby to focus on and Mum needed me. Of all her children, I was always the closest geographically and the first to come back and see her when a crisis hit. My brother John was in Spain; my younger sister Janet lived in London, but was incredibly focused on her theatre job in the West End. My PR work could be done remotely from anywhere. 

So, back I’d come, I didn’t know how long for. I didn’t know what the future held. But I knew Mum needed me. 

Mum and I were both very alike in a sense, though not physically – I was the tall one with the lanky athletic figure and blonde hair; she was small, dark, curvy, with brilliant dimples that made her face almost cartoonish when she smiled. She still had the most amazing crystal-clear blue eyes, but now she looked as though someone had created an inflatable version of her but not quite inflated it.

Mum and I had always had a good relationship growing up. It was different times back then; as the eldest, at thirteen years old I’d had a wee Saturday job in the local fruit shop, which was normal back in the seventies. We’d kind of grown up together, as she’d had me so young. But, as always, time and life take you apart. I’d moved to England, got married and, well, you know how it goes. But she was always my rock if I ever needed anything. Now, she needed me.

In a small, pale green side room in the big Victorian hospital in Glasgow, the doctor sat me down and confirmed my fears. She was dying; he didn’t know how long she had left but all they could do was keep her comfortable. He said that I should stay in Glasgow and contact my siblings as well and prepare for the hard news. Then he showed me out of the room and rushed off towards the lifts, his white coat flapping behind him.

I didn’t know what to say, and he rushed off so quickly that I was momentarily stunned, left adrift in the high-ceilinged hallway, staring at a faded painting of a pale orchid, clutching my handbag to my chest as porters pushed sickly old people past me in giant wheeled beds.

Back at her bedside, the beeping of machines broke the silence; and the smell of disinfectant and lingering aroma of boiled food hung in the air as I stared at her. Long gone was her thick hair, loud laugh and big smile. Here lay a selection of fragile bones covered in pale, yellowish skin, breathing quietly and intermittently. I watched and waited; I tried to match her breathing but it made me feel dizzy. 

Then she stirred and her eyes opened and she looked at me. We hadn’t spoken since I’d arrived in Glasgow – her neighbours had phoned to tell me she’d collapsed at home and they’d called an ambulance. 

‘Mum, it’s me, Sharon,’ I whispered. I just wanted to hear her voice. 

She was working her mouth but nothing was coming out; her lips were dry and she was struggling to swallow. I held up the beaker of water and let her sip through the straw. 

She took another breath and locked eyes with me.

Her first words weren’t what I expected. Not ‘Sharon, I love you’ or ‘It’s good to see you’ or ‘Thanks for coming’. She sat up, grabbed the side of the bed and rasped, ‘Sharon, I wrote it all down in the big red book, it’s in my house. You must stay there and read it.’ She lay back gently and I was sure she gave a weak smile. She patted my hand and added, ‘I’d like to see the old gang again before I die.’ Then her eyes closed. 

I stared at her, confused. Could she be gibbering from the morphine, and half believe that that bloke from This Is Your Life, the old TV show, was about to meet her at the gates of heaven with his Big Red Book and present her whole life in one episode?

I sat in the quiet room just watching her, waiting for more information, but it was clear she was asleep; her breathing was weak but steady. 

What the hell was that about? A book?

Then, somewhere in my memory, I saw a young Senga sitting in a tank top and shorts, writing in a red book as she chain-smoked at the big open tenement window. She was singing along to the radio – ‘You to me are everything’ – as the airless bedroom flooded with sunlight, and I suddenly knew what she was talking about. I remembered that book. She used to pop it on top of the old wooden wardrobe when she heard anyone come into the room.

That big red book. 

I left the hospital at seven o’clock, after a hunt for my car in the massive car park, and parked on the road outside her building. The streetlights illuminated a neat row of flats and mature trees lining the pavements, so different from the loud, imposing tenements where we’d grown up. I knew Senga was close to her new neighbours so nothing had changed there; I would pop in and thank Betty, who had called me and let her know the news. 

I unpacked my car, grabbed my small case, laptop and coat, and crunched through the autumn leaves, which were ankle-deep as I walked to her white-painted door. It had marbled glass panels at the top in the shape of a sunrise, and a big gold horseshoe door knocker.

There were three locks to negotiate. I got everything into the ground floor flat and switched on the lights. 

Her place was small, tidy and smelled of her favourite scent, Tweed. Everything was floral; every time I visited, she’d added more floral chintz. 

I closed the curtains and unpacked the food I’d bought in the city centre supermarket on the way back from the Royal Infirmary. I had a wander round the flat to check all was OK; there was some unopened mail on her hall mat, and a single slice of stale bread in the toaster. There was no sign of where she’d fallen, other than an undrunk cup of tea on a side table. My chest tightened with guilt: she must have been terrified lying in here, so weak, dependent on a neighbour coming by to help. Why hadn’t she told me she was so bloody ill? I’d spoken to her last week and she’d assured me she was fine and I didn’t need to ‘come up the road’ as she called it. 

I felt like a shitty daughter. 

I opened a few cupboards and drawers and checked all the obvious places, but no sign of the red book. But Mum was right: it was here, just as she said. Still on top of her big brown freestanding wardrobe, of course, along with her floral folder of important documents. Not such a secret hiding place, if you knew where to look.

Senga’s big red book.

She did write everything down. She must have wanted it to be read. Why else would she write it?

I clutched it. I could smell the old cracked leather on the cover and I tentatively opened it. A stained, brown official-looking envelope slid out the back, and I could see through the transparent window on the front that it had some photos in it. I couldn’t wait to look at them, but right now I just wanted to start reading, so I put them to one side.

Suddenly I could hear the clacking sound of Scholl’s wooden sandals on the concrete and the voices from the tenements, feel the catch in my throat from cheap cigarettes. These were the scents and sounds of my mother as I remembered her – the feisty, gobby woman who sat in her bra out in the back garden in the summer and let me count the freckles on her chest as she stared into the wide, open sky. Her voice shouted off the pages as I started to read. 

I settled down and got stuck in. 

1976

June, Monday

So, I have decided to write my diary again. The last one got burned in the great caravan fire of 1975 in Anstruther, when the gas bottle exploded and my auntie, wee Bridie McBride, who used to come on holiday with us, near had a heart attack. She lives up in Springburn now where she runs a shop. So, I am starting my diary again, because I like writing.

Well, I say it’s a diary – it’s just me putting everything down. It helps me think better when I can get all this out. Keeps my head clearer and gives me something just for me. I want to write about my pals, the strongest women I know. They’ve seen me through thick and thin.

Anyway, Sharon has given the whole street nits AGAIN. I can do without the neighbours shouting at me, like it’s my fault all the kids huddle together on a blanket out the back court.

Just heard a radio programme about Sid James. He died a couple of months ago. I liked his Carry On films; Davie Dunsmore, our coalman, is his spitting image when his face is washed. Davie lives near to me and looks out for me, as do my neighbours, especially Frank downstairs.

My husband Billy left me two years ago and is now living with a woman called Donna who lives up at the bus terminus, so he better not be bothering me again. He’s a bastard and I never should have married him. I was too young – we were all too young, getting married as teenagers. Who the fuck lets kids get married? Anyway, Dirty Donna can keep him, I don’t want him back. 
Apparently she makes good soup and is awfully energetic in bed, according to Frank downstairs. The stupid lassie is nineteen and loves the Bay City Rollers, so now at thirty years of age, Billy is head to foot in tartan, the daft eejit. Well, they can Shang-a-Lang together for all I care. Good riddance. He couldn’t wire a plug, change a baby or keep a job. I hope she can get the shit stains out of his underpants, because his mammy never showed him how to wipe his own arse.

Need to go, the provy man is here and I don’t have the money this week so I am going to let our dog Laddie chase him down the close.

Thursday

Am sweating. Apparently, it’s the hottest summer since the sun was invented.

Woke up, smoked three fags, made tea and pulled on my good American Tan tights and Scholl’s sandals with my new floral smock from Chelsea Girl. I look OK for a twenty-nine-year-old woman who’s had three kids, with one boob bigger than the other and soaked in sweat.

It’s the kids’ school trip today. Who knew they needed suntan cream for the bus run? I don’t know anyone who has any. So there’s me hanging out the back window screaming, ‘Does anyone have suntan cream for the weans?’ I startled Mrs Wilson, who was out beating her big rug over the washing line. Apparently it’s the carpet’s fault her son Derek still hasn’t got married. She never stops going on about it, even tried to pair me up with him, no chance!

Anyway, nobody had any sun cream, coz it’s Glasgow and when would we need it! So I just sent the kids on the school trip and hoped for the best, and no doubt they’ll come back like wee grilled tomatoes. Won’t do them any harm, some calamine lotion will sort them out. No lasting damage. I love my weans, they keep me going.

Sharon sorted the packed lunches for everyone. She’s thirteen and always helps me out – she’s a doer and doesn’t moan the face off me. She’ll be a great mother.

Her younger sister Janet is only ten but already scares me shitless – she can’t play skipping with her rope after she near-choked the Catholic twins up the next block. We’re sticking with ‘it was an accident’ but she scares us all with her Boris Karloff eyes and her weird dreams that she keeps writing down at school in her story jotter.

My John, my angel, my sunshine boy, is eight years old and he is going to play football for Rangers when he’s old enough, according to his da. John might actually love dancing more than football but he’s got fast feet and, unlike our Janet, he’s great at skipping. He’s the quietest of them all, a thinker.

Anyway, I got the kids out the door, told them not to eat all their lunch on the bus to the beach and let Laddie out at the same time, and then I poured myself some orange squash. Fuck, I was thirsty.

It’s exhausting getting them all out in the morning and they only have to walk half a mile to school. When I was a kid, we had to walk three miles rain, hail or shine, and that was after I had helped my mammy at her job cleaning the bingo hall at seven a.m.

Kids nowadays have it so easy.

Friday 

Woke up, smoked two fags and had an instant coffee with dry milk as we don’t have a fridge and every pint turns to cheese in this heat. 

Still really hot. Mrs Galbraith fainted in the steamie. She was folding her clothes one minute, lying on top of them the next. At least they were clean.

Me, Bunty, Isa, Sandra and Philomena Fitzgerald have started a menage. We’ve known each other since we were wee, and we’re always reminiscing about the stuff we’ve got up to over the years. There’s five of us in all and we all pay £3 a week, and every 
Friday one of us gets the £15 kitty. Menage is also a French word and someone asked me if it meant three people having sex, but that’s big Lorna over the way for you, the weirdo. They’ve been my pals for years; we all met as school lassies at the youth Co-op dance hall and some of us go as far back as the Brownies. We lived in each other’s houses growing up. Since Billy left, we’ve seen each other every other day, when we can. I wouldn’t have got through the past year without them.

It was my turn this week for the menage, so I bought the kids summer clothes and treated myself to a demi-wave with the money. I felt like Princess Margaret with a full purse.

Went down to the phone box to call my cousin Bella, who now lives in Leeds with her husband, Carl. She moved there after she got hitched because Carl’s from Jamaica and people round our way didn’t take well to mixed marriages. Personally I don’t care – he laughs loud and cooks good food and, unlike my daft bastard of a husband, he doesn’t punch his wife’s face into blue tattoos, so he’s all right by me. 

My other cousin Monica has moved to Canada – I’m the one who got stuck here.

Picked up the Daily Record and some fags and headed back home, then I put on the radio and listened in to Tony Blackburn and danced about to the music. Gary Glitter is brilliant and, yes, I would love to be in his gang!

We watched Top of the Pops last night. I like to imagine I could be one of those dancers like Pan’s People or whatever they’re called now. I have hot pants at the ready. Sharon tells me I am so embarrassing but I don’t mind, at least I can still squeeze into them, and am still young-ish.
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