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Full of harrowing incidents, and warmed by a touching, bleak humour, this is the powerful story of how a mother drank herself to death and how alcohol destroyed a family. And of how Nicola battled with her own alcoholism but, determined to throw off her mother’s legacy, came through – a survivor.
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A little onward lend thy guiding hand To these dark steps, a little further on.
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Preface

I was born drunk. I lay screaming on the delivery table, blowing out alcohol fumes as if my life depended on the stuff, the smell so strong a theatre sister asked who’d been drinking – so my mother told me, years later.

The sister, looking irate as she asked the question, peered into the masked faces surrounding her, accusing, angry. Nobody said a word. The nurses eyed each other, unsure how to respond, yet no one could dispute the existence of the smell.

My mother had tippled gin the night before, to calm her nerves. Being a doctor, she had the decency to cut down in time for my arrival but couldn’t bear to stop right through the pregnancy. It was hard enough for her to stop during the labour, although the gas and air must have helped take her mind off the awful fact of her temporary sobriety.

My father told me she’d been drunk on the way home from the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary a few days later. As a consultant anaesthetist, he agonised about how his wife had managed to drink on the ward and whether anyone had seen her – perhaps one of his colleagues.

I know how she managed. Whenever I went to hospital for operations on my legs, years later, my mother would tell me, yet again, how she had half filled a bottle of orange juice with vodka and kept it on her locker, sipping from it every so often, her mood cheerier by the hour. You’d think the staff would have noticed but, as she said herself, the medical profession never suspected one of their own.

What my father didn’t tell me was how, driving her back home from the maternity ward, he’d smelled her breath, stopped the car and dragged her out onto the road. She told me that bit, just one of many tales of his frequent rages. She said he never hit her, not physically anyway; but, she reckoned, if she ever did leave him, she’d have been able to divorce him on the grounds of mental cruelty.

‘You useless bloody woman,’ he’d bellowed that day, pulling her out of the car and shaking her shoulders. ‘Can’t stay sober long enough to have a bloody baby.’

‘I know what I’m doing,’ she shouted back. ‘I’m a doctor, too, you know.’

That was how they went on all the time, my parents. She was terrified of him and drank because of his shouting, and he shouted because of her drinking. No one could remember which had come first, but together they were a five-star disaster.

Looking back, I suppose Mummy was lucky her drinking didn’t cause me brain damage. She’d been relatively sober at the birth of my three brothers – so she said. She’d been a social drinker in those days, knew how to control it. It was years before I realised that people who talked about being able to control their drinking usually had a problem with it.

As it was, my parents argued about whether her drinking during pregnancy had caused the condition in my hips, bilateral slipped epiphysis, the effects of which haunted me for years. I never heard them ask one of the doctors, but my father was convinced it was caused by Foetal Alcohol Syndrome and used it as yet another stick with which to beat her.

Mothers and babes are supposed to bond early on. She and I did bond, after a fashion, in as much as you can bond with someone who’s permanently pissed. Alcohol was the glue that held us together, mother and I. Bloody Marys are thicker than water, after all. We loved each other a lot more than we realised while she was alive. The trouble was she needed so much looking after that neither of us knew which one was the parent and which the child.

Throughout my early childhood, it seemed she knew what she was doing with drink. I never noticed anything was particularly amiss until the day, at the age of ten, I ended up in a wheelchair, after slipping on ice outside the house, while making a slide for one of my brothers. Both my legs broke at the hip and I couldn’t walk.

Mummy did her best but, like so many doctors, she just wasn’t cut out for hands-on care. She always had a drink before helping me onto a commode, for example. Indeed, she couldn’t face any nursing tasks without ‘a wee cocktail’, her way of acknowledging she’d had a slug out of the bottle. At that stage, I wouldn’t have said she was an alcoholic. She saw nursing as beneath her. She wanted to be out having a good time and wasn’t. I was in the way. But she was far too kind to admit such a lack of maternal feeling.

My father’s barely developed paternal feelings shrank even further after my initial hospitalisation. ‘Bloody crippled idiot,’ he’d mutter under his breath, thinking I wouldn’t hear. He used to leave the house in the morning, slam the front door until the glass cracked the whole way down, and then walk along the path to his car, shouting and swearing to himself until he was out of earshot: ‘Bloody this’, ‘Bloody that’, ‘Bloody crippled fool’ and ‘Bloody drunken imbecile.’

Then, all of a sudden, when I was ten and ‘wheelchair-bound’, my mother was forever pouring herself a drink – every time she had to bring me a bedpan, give me a bed bath or speak to my surgeon. Maybe she had always helped herself to gin and tonic like this. Maybe I was only noticing because we were in such close proximity. Even when she switched to vodka and tonic, which she believed didn’t smell, I could tell, and smell, a mile away. ‘You should be a detective when you grow up, Nic,’ she’d say, hurt creeping into her voice, if I ever accused her of being drunk.

One of us always managed to be there for the other, nevertheless. When I was helpless on the floor, she’d stuff a fag into her mouth and try to haul me back up into the chair. When she was helpless on the floor, I would try to do the same for her. We were a team, like synchronised swimmers without the water. No matter how drunk she was, I could make her move. Just two words sufficed: ‘Daddy’s coming.’

By the time I was twelve, my mother was a chronic alcoholic. I soon learned from my three older brothers that I had to grow up quickly or not at all. To say her drinking ruined my life would be a cop-out – ruled my life is more like it. I watched her drink from the bottle until, one day, the tables turned and the bottle began to drink her; all of her. In a matter of months, she turned from being a strikingly beautiful woman into a pickled old prune, her youth sucked utterly dry. It was as if the familiar mother had died and a new one – older, more uncertain – had taken her place; one prone to staggeringly sudden changes of mood.

We children were left to get on with it. My three brothers were over-anxious, seriously depressed at times. Yet they were all survivors at the end of the day, apart, perhaps, from Richard. We developed our own coping mechanisms. I chewed my thumbnails and the surrounding skin until my hands bled. I chewed as I watched TV, when I read or while listening to my parents argue. The act of chewing my skin, hurting my own flesh, was the only way I could feel relaxed. I went on doing this through adulthood, until I met Alastair, my partner of ten years, without realising the clinical name for it was ‘deliberate self-harm’, a condition common in young people who, for example, cut themselves with razors as a way of releasing pent-up feelings of self-loathing.

I developed a habit of banging my head in the way children in Romanian orphanages sometimes do after years of neglect. I did it when I was sitting anywhere, especially in the car. I could bang my head the whole way from Edinburgh to London. If Mummy was drunk in the front of the car and Daddy was shouting, I’d bang and sing so loudly that it drowned out everything else.

I also rolled in bed at night in order to get to sleep, rolling from side to side, sometimes with real violence so that my bed would travel noisily across the linoleum like a small boat cutting through the swell of a rough sea. I thought it quite normal. Again, it was only as an adult that I realised that this was yet another sign of dysfunction, known as Rhythmic Movement Disorder. It persisted until, at eleven, I was sent away to school.

As for drinking, I started really young, heading exactly the same way as my mother; drinking simply because there were so many things I couldn’t face. Eating out was especially hard; in fact, mixing with other people required a big drink beforehand, at least a bottle of wine.

‘Drink affects you really quickly,’ they’d say, unaware that I had stocked up before leaving the house.

Soon, everything became an excuse for a drink. By seventeen, I couldn’t even dry my hair without a glass of something in my hand. I never acknowledged the mess it would make of me.

Yet, in a sense, I was privileged. For years I had the opportunity to watch as booze stripped my mother of her face, figure, friends and life. I knew perfectly well that drink is a horrible way to live and quickly learned that it’s an even more miserable way to die. Nevertheless, I let it set about destroying me as well.

Nobody really knew what went on in our house. We didn’t just hide the truth from other people but from each other, as well. That was our tragedy. We lived separately but together, sneaking around, children sniffing their mother’s breath for clues. There were bottles hidden everywhere in our house: full ones, empty ones, bottles long forgotten, never opened. We didn’t live but existed in a mausoleum of our own making. Yet, miserable as it was, I hated it when our desperate edifice fell apart. We all did. We’d kept it together so long, nurturing our very own oasis of insanity. Only when we ventured out into the world did we realise how mad we really were. For most children, it is strangers in the world outside who may bring danger. For us, the danger was right there in the house, under our feet, just waiting to trip us up.


Chapter 1

Falling from Grace

It always happened in the evenings, when I was alone with her. As usual, my brothers were away at school and my father would be out at the hospital – saving lives being more important than staying with us. If he could volunteer to be on duty, he would. Otherwise, mountain climbing provided him with a suitable means of escape.

I’d hear her calling my name.

‘Nicola … Nicola …’ Softly at first, then louder and louder. ‘N … i … c … o … l … a …’

My face flushes with anger and my hands start trembling. ‘Not tonight,’ I think. ‘Please God, not tonight.’

‘N … i … c … o … l … a …’

It comes out in a long, loud wail. People outside in the street must be able to hear her screeching.

I get to my feet and turn up the telly until it’s at full blast. The neighbours must wonder what the hell goes on in our house: night after night, this weird combination of sound effects. I try to concentrate on the film, a love story of sorts. All I can see are characters who mean nothing to me flickering across the screen. That was the trouble with our house. You couldn’t enjoy a film on telly or get caught up in a book because there was always this sideshow in the background, this ongoing saga, far more unpredictable than anything produced for the box.

Because the neighbours were well bred and polite, nobody ever said anything when Mummy staggered out in the mornings, her black leather shopping bag full of rattling empties. They thought plenty but said nothing. They knew, of course, she was going to dispose of them, as furtively as she could, to hide them from Daddy, from us and from the GP who occasionally called in the hope of catching her off guard. She was too careful for him. No, she had not been drinking. He could have her word. Anyway, if we were so sure and so clever, where was the evidence?

Nor did anyone ever say anything when they saw her coming back from the shops, about the way she hurried up the road, a look of fixed concentration on her face, a lonely, hunted woman making her way back to a prison of her own choosing, clutching the same shopping bag, this time with a full bottle or two. She would get to our front door and lurch inside, and nobody would see her again until the following morning. That was our life: her, our, life. As long as nobody knew what was going on, or at least pretended they didn’t, then she could do what she liked, drink herself to death if she wanted to. That is the penalty of respectability.

Daddy was right. Had we not been so bloody middle class, social workers would have intervened years ago.

‘N … i … c … o … l … a …’

Where is her voice coming from this time? Is she in the bathroom next to her bedroom on the first floor? Or in bed? Our house, in a terrace, consisted of three floors. Nobody slept on the top floor except when we had lodgers. I slept in a small room, badly in need of a coat of fresh paint, next to my mother’s, and my father had his own bedroom along the hallway. His room was dark, full of antique furniture covered in hideously patterned throws. He did everything in his room: slept, read, listened to music, only emerging to work and eat – which he sometimes deigned to do around the table in the downstairs dining room, with us.

‘N … i … c … o … l … a …’

Please don’t let her be in the bath. I close my eyes to listen for creaks. Her bedroom floor creaks like an old garden gate. There is no sound. I have a horrible feeling she’s in the bath and dread the thought of fishing her out. I am always fishing her out of the bath. Soaking in warm water seemed to make her feel normal, even though she would have had a good drink first. She’s always drunk when she takes a bath. Sometimes she leaves the taps running, returns to her room for a few slugs of spirit and forgets about the bath. As a result, the black and yellow linoleum on the bathroom floor is damp and rotting in places where the water has overrun and seeped through to the ceiling over the room below, one we never really use other than for the occasional Christmas dinner. There are dark, fungal patches in every corner of that ceiling; all so similar they could have been deliberately chosen as decoration, a touch of art nouveau. Mind you, there are patches on the paintwork throughout the house, chips in all the wood and worn carpets with mice running between the rooms, darting behind cupboards and wardrobes.

When I hear Mummy call again, I give in, wearily climb the stairs. Through the half-closed bathroom door, I can hear her retching, splashing about in the bath as if she’s enjoying herself, but I know she’s really struggling to stand up. I open the door and see her grubby dressing gown on the floor beside a blue nightdress covered in vomit. The window is open and I look out and see the neighbours having a barbecue in their garden, drinking wine out of neat, white plastic cups and eating something they’re cooking over a fire – I can’t make out what. I grab the nightdress, go out of the bathroom and chuck it over the banister to the floor below, to wash later.

When I go back, I look at Mummy lying in the now-lukewarm water streaked yellow with her vomit. I see a hippo wallowing in mud. This is my mother.

‘I’m sorry, darling,’ she drones. ‘I’ve had a drop too much tonight.’

As if she didn’t have a drop too much every night, every week, every month, year in, year out.

‘Please help me, Nic, please.’

I could feel the rage building up, slowly, this tsunami of anger, rising, subsiding, rising afresh. I should have stayed where I was, in front of the telly, fingers in my ears, pretending not to hear her. At least my anger was safe there, contained, in no danger of exploding. Most of the time, I had it under control, especially when things were going well at school. Then, I could be a proper little nurse, put my hand on Mummy’s hot forehead, make her soup, listen to stories about her former boyfriends (told differently every time) and be the sort of loving daughter she craved. Some evenings, though, I could only be a spiteful daughter, incapable of showing anything other than pent-up rage.

That evening, I reached out to help my mother and took her arm, only to find my fingers tighten around her flabby white skin. I gripped her so hard she winced in pain, and then pinched her suddenly, much harder, until she yelped. I took a deep breath and, as I tried to yank her roughly out of the bath, her arm, weak with misuse, cracked noisily as if it might snap straight off. How I wished it would, this hateful slob of a woman who dared call herself my mother.

I dug my fingers in harder and gave a mighty tug until she slipped and slid around the bath, blowsy body bashing against enamel, unable to struggle to her feet.

‘Come on, for God’s sake, get out of the bath.’

I bashed her arm against the enamel – once, twice – staring at her arm where my nails had left red marks. She was too drunk to notice. She didn’t even flinch.

She started throwing up, the combined effect of my aggression and a recent session with some vodka, and vomit spurted down her ample chest and across her pendulous, neglected bosoms. She was repulsive.

I went to wipe her mouth with a small towel from the rail but found myself almost smothering her instead, forcing my hand over her slack mouth with all the strength I could muster. I screamed out, a spine-chilling yell, which seemed to bounce off the bathroom walls and hang in the air like an echo; a scream of frustration mingled with guilt at what I could have done to her.

‘I can’t breathe!’ she shouted. ‘I’m going to choke, Nicola, stop, please stop.’

I was Red Anger, a creature of chaos, a hurricane of hot fury unleashing itself on my weak prey. I could wreak a terrible revenge, unimaginable havoc. I could end her whining once and for all, crush the life out of her, kill the bitch in cold blood – for one reason and one reason only: so she wouldn’t be there tomorrow night to call out my name.

‘N … i … c … o … l … a … N … i … c … o … l … a.’

My rage gradually gave way to self-righteousness and disgust. All I could see was Mummy’s flesh, bruised and sore from falling over, her damp, tangled hair and stringy bits of cheese and toast floating in the bath beside her, a favourite snack and just about the only non-alcoholic sustenance ever to pass her lips, other than drugs.

I tugged at her arm but she kept slipping away from me, half-sitting, half-lolling in the middle of the bath. I was running out of energy. I flung her arm back inside the bath where it fell into the bathwater beside her. I left the bathroom to go downstairs and make a cup of tea, to try and calm down. By the time I returned, five minutes later, she had managed to stand up, almost, but was swaying dangerously from side to side, bumping every so often against a narrow shelf which ran the length of the bath. Her eyes were closed, her mouth open. I noticed a brown mark, probably diarrhoea running down the back of her left leg. I helped her put her right leg over the side of the bath and edge it gingerly down onto the floor, then the other. She stood, motionless, dripping, upper lip trembling, whether with cold or terror, I couldn’t tell. I wrapped a towel around her shivering body, desperate to show some gesture of kindness.

By pushing and pulling her, I managed to guide her from the bathroom to her bedroom where she fell back onto the bed, naked, rolling over, sprawling, hideously out of control. I threw her dressing gown over her and made to leave but she wouldn’t let me. She was begging me to fetch the Bible.

‘Just get it, Nicola, please.’ Her words sounded thick, her mouth dry. ‘You know I don’t often ask you to do something like this.’ This made me madder still. She was always asking me to get the Bible – at least once a week.

‘For God’s sake, leave it out, will you? Get into bed, now, this minute.’

As she tried to sit up, sighing and sucking her teeth, I rummaged through the drawers inside the scarred pine chest by the door. At last I found the Bible, untouched apart from when the two of us performed this ridiculous ritual and she swore on oath. I took it over to the bed and she grabbed it dramatically, closing her eyes to swear, yet again, that no more alcohol would pass her lips after today, ever.

‘I swear on this Bible,’ she muttered, with enough false piety to make me cringe, ‘I will never touch another drop of alcohol.’

Only a strong voice could carry off such a ridiculous sentiment and Mummy’s was, at this moment, as weak as a kitten’s. She didn’t really believe what she was saying but was desperate that I should be taken in. She handed me the Bible and then sank back onto her grubby pillows.

‘Nic, could you make me some coffee, maybe some cheese on toast? I’m so hungry, please. I won’t ask you to do anything else, promise.’

I bit my lip and turned to leave the room. Why couldn’t I just be nice? Why couldn’t I sit down and chat with her? She was lonely, cooped up in her room all day. It was no life. Before I had time to close the door, she was rasping and gasping, snoring. I went back downstairs and settled into my armchair in front of the telly. I sat staring silently at the screen, tears splattering down my cheeks, yet grateful, in some small way, for the silence.

The following night, I was watching telly again when Mummy started calling.

‘Nicola, Nicola.’

I cringed and contemplated turning up the volume but she didn’t sound as drunk as usual. It was difficult to tell whether she was drunk or just plain agitated. In some ways, one was as bad as the other, because agitation – even though she might be relatively sober – usually meant she needed more drink.

I ran upstairs. She asked me to get the matches out of her top drawer, which I did. She liked to have me in her bedroom, helping her, but only when the activity struck her as relatively normal. She’d open her own bottles, hide the empties in some inaccessible places such as on top of her wardrobe, but doing something like lighting a candle was a nice, normal thing for which she could summon me.

I lit a few candles and knelt at her bedside. We did this sometimes, a strange family ritual with only the two of us present. She lay in bed and I knelt on the soft carpet and we sang hymns, really loudly and out of tune. Our favourite was ‘Faith of Our Fathers’, which we bellowed out from the very pits of our lungs and so it sounded dreadful. The more tuneless the hymn, the more we laughed. Mummy was a convert and, as such, besotted with the Catholic Church. She was one of the few people I have ever met who, sober, actually enjoyed their religion.

Even at eleven, I was well aware that singing Catholic hymns around the bedside was not top of the list of children’s entertainment in most homes. For me, however, it was a little slice of happy families, an hour or so of quality time snatched with my mother, usually when my father was away climbing. We never went out with her, to the cinema or to the theatre. We didn’t even get to go out for a walk. Her drinking had made her reluctant to leave the house. She would leave to buy drink but that was all; even that stopped eventually and she was forced to order it from the local grocer.

She used to take us out in the car, until we all refused to go anywhere with her. The way she drove was terrifying. She’d sit, staring straight ahead, barely able to see over the steering wheel, never checking the mirrors, oblivious to all other drivers on the road. She was always narrowly escaping accidents. Her excuse was that she had never taken a test. You didn’t need to when she learned to drive.

When my father was away, a quasi peace descended over the house and we made our own entertainment. Sometimes the boys and I put on a play for Mummy and spent hours rehearsing and dressing up. She would wait, confined to her room until we were ready to perform. At those times, she laughed and talked a lot, almost daring to emerge as a person, only to cower back down when the lure of sobriety proved too great a threat.

One time, as a teenager, when Daddy was away, I went out one evening and returned to find her standing, drunk, in her nightdress by the gas stove with one ring full on but unlit, and the lighter, also unlit, in her hand. I smelled gas as I came into the hall. God knows how long she had been standing there.

She wasn’t always this bad, my mother. My parents moved to a terrace of three-storey Georgian houses in Murrayfield in 1949. Back then, in a typically Scottish winter, the house and garden were often entombed for several days in heavy snow. At these times, ice frosted the windows, sealed the doors and hung like slender fingers from the surrounding trees. I loved the seasons, observing them all from my leather armchair in the front room. It was like being on guard.

In the sixties, my mother would be upstairs in her den, boozing, while I sat downstairs in my den, and Daddy was away, racing up and down his beloved mountains in Glencoe, ‘Munro-bagging’, intending to climb all the highest peaks, with his fitter friends. Well, acquaintances really. My father didn’t do friends.

My brothers were rarely at home. Long before they reached school age, they were farmed out to various overnight nannies so my parents could go out and have a good time, undisturbed. The minute they could decently be sent away to school, they were despatched to Ampleforth College in Yorkshire, a good school that produced prominent politicians and businessmen. When the boys came home, they either stayed in their rooms or went out. Michael, because he was eight years older than me, enjoyed life in the real world despite what was going on at home. In due course, he became involved in Edinburgh’s colourful theatrical scene and put most of his energy into writing and directing. He could always be found at the Traverse Theatre, in its heyday. He knew the Edinburgh scene in a way the rest of us never did.

Peter was more of a home-loving boy, a mother’s boy – despite his protests. When Mummy got fed up with me snooping in her drawers and smelling her breath, she’d turn to Peter for solace. Richard had less patience with her – when he was a child, anyway. He was engrossed with his white pet mice, which he kept in a cage; except when they escaped and hid by trying to blend in with the resident mice.

Only when Richard qualified as a doctor did he really take an interest in Mummy’s worsening alcoholism. He was appalled when she’d ask him to prescribe sleeping pills and tranquillisers for her. He found it hard to cope with her nagging him, day in, day out, hoping to break his resolve not to write a prescription; he said at times it drove him to drink. She could be so irritating when she’d had a few vodkas and wanted something badly. Rick would be in his small room on the ground floor, through the kitchen and up a flight of stairs, studying for medical exams. Mummy would stand in the kitchen, shouting up at him, her voice loud, edgy and desperate.

‘Rick, listen, just this once. I’ll never ask again. I promise,’ she’d shout.

I could hear her through in the sitting room, even with the TV turned up. She never did it when Daddy was at home.

Because they were away at school so often, the boys had little idea how ill she really was. I think they liked it that way. Peter was more caught up in her demands than the other two and, for that, my father learnt to punish him by singling him out for constant censure.

‘Peter’s the only one who didn’t go to university,’ Daddy would say. Or, ‘Peter will never make anything of himself.’

It hurt him so much. And it hurt the rest of us because we adored Peter.

When the boys were home, Richard and I often sat in the front room on two battered armchairs drawn up close to the black grate. We used to fight a lot, physically, wrestling on the floor for entertainment, a release of tension. Richard made me laugh so much. When he was home, life was much more bearable. We invented our own language, just so we could talk without the others understanding.

When Daddy was home, he stayed upstairs in his dull bedroom, except when he came down to the sitting room where we were watching rubbishy Westerns. I hated it when he watched telly with us. There was such an atmosphere of tension in the room. I’d keep going out to make cups of tea. At bedtime, I’d approach him as he sat, still watching TV and pucker up to give him a kiss. In a flash, he’d turn his face away, raising one pale cheek in my direction, looking for all the world like somebody out strolling in the countryside, who suddenly discovers he has just stood in a large and messy cowpat.

When the boys were away
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