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Slowly I’m swallowed by the shadows that grow in the cold evening. Without light bulbs, the only light in the house comes from our telly in the front room. I climb into my cot bed and curl into myself in order to hide from danger. I lick my teardrops as they roll down my face and miss my mummy.




‘The best book we have ever read.’ Gilbert & George

‘One of the most moving accounts of non-fiction ever written. Powerful and beautiful, this elegant and heartbreaking memoir immediately brings to mind Shuggie Bain.’ Guardian

‘What a brave and powerful story. If you like Shuggie Bain then Slum Boy is for you. When I read his story I thought “how can any child survive this?” But he did.’ Lemn Sissay

‘Juano Diaz writes with great beauty... A heart-breaking and inspiring read.’ Alan Cumming

‘A powerful and at times harrowing memoir. Slum Boy is a remarkable and moving tale of survival.’ Times Literary Supplement

‘This is a heart-breaking story. Beautifully told.’ Andrew O’Hagan

‘Fans of Douglas Stuart and Damian Barr will pounce on this startling debut. It’s compulsively readable and Dickensian in its rich cast of Glaswegian characters.’ Patrick Gale

‘An extraordinary survival story.’ Sophie Fiennes

‘The literary debut from Juano Diaz is a tour de force that paints a picture of trauma and triumph.’ Herald

‘I laughed and cried. It’s a masterpiece.’ Joey Arias

‘The writing is beautiful.’ Scooter LaForge

‘A heart-rending story that has you constantly holding back tears.’ Dr Pam Hogg

‘A reminder that beautiful things grow and flourish, even in the harshest of places.’ Christie Watson
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Author’s note

These recollections are as I remember them, though some names and distinguishing features have been changed to protect identities. The Romany Cant dialect uses spelling presumed from my father’s pronunciations.

Content warning: This book includes depictions of self harm and childhood sexual abuse.




‘Slum Boy: A Portrait’, the title of my memoir, is not meant to be derogatory. It’s a reflection of my roots, a testament to the boundless potential that resides in each of us, regardless of where we come from.

In the broader context of society, the term ‘slum’ is often weighed down with negative connotations. However, in Glasgow it represented much more than a place marked by economic hardship. It was a place of spirit, heart and togetherness. Although my early memories of living with my mother were marked by poverty and addiction, this is not a reflection of everyone who came from these areas. The poorer communities that were labelled as ‘slums’, in Glasgow, across the United Kingdom and worldwide, have given birth to some of the most interesting, humble and hardworking people I have met. The close-knit community was a source of profound strength. The word ‘slum’ was not synonymous with despair; it was a canvas upon which the intricate tapestry of life was woven.

As I share my journey from the Glasgow slums, I hope to convey that one’s beginnings do not define the entirety of a story. ‘Slum Boy’ is a title that encapsulates the essence of my early childhood, but it also speaks to the universal message that, regardless of the circumstances we are born into, we all have the power to shape our destinies.

It’s important to note that while South Nitshill faced economic difficulties and challenges in the 1980s, it was also a place where people came together, supported one another and created a sense of community. The spirit of resilience and solidarity often characterises neighbourhoods like South Nitshill during challenging times. Over the years, communities like this have evolved, and South Nitshill, in particular, has seen profound changes in its housing and economic landscape.





I’m strong enough (I’m strong enough)

I’m tough enough (I’m tough enough)

I’m full enough, I’m crying my mother’s tears

I’m warm enough (She’s shed enough)

I’ve played enough (She’s pled enough)

I’m loved enough, I’m crying my mother’s tears

—Grace Jones

‘I’m crying (Mother’s tears)’, from Hurricane






For Mum




[image: A young child’s drawing of a body of water, with a yellow sun and green hills in the background and some flowers in the foreground. There are three stick figures standing around the water, labelled ‘me’, ‘Mummy’ and ‘Ronnie’. The handwritten caption reads ‘This is me, and my mum and Ronnie out for the day at Barrhead Dams’.]
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‘What a brave and powerful story’ ‘Beautifully told’
LEMN SISSAY ANDREW O’HAGAN

‘For fans of Shuggie Bain.. ‘A powerful memoir...
Compulsively readable’ Remarkable’
PATRICK GALE . TLS

‘One of the most moving accounts of

non-fiction ever written’ GUARDIAN





