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Prologue

Present, Polmont Prison








THEY KEPT ASKING ME why I was outside her house that day, and who was with me. I tried to say I would never harm Diane, I loved her. And I mean I loved her, not just the writing. Though I do love her writing too. The way she can squeeze the juice out of a metaphor, take you back to being eight years old with a sound, or a smell. Make you cringe. Or cry. It’s genius, and I know because I’m a writer too. Just because I drive a bus, it doesn’t mean I can’t write. I’m even in a writers’ group – though they don’t always appreciate how good my stories are. One of the things I tried to tell the police was I’m a writer like Diane, that’s what we’ve got in common, but they wouldn’t listen. They arrested me and told me anything I said would be admissible in court, even though I loved Diane. I can’t speak for Ginger, I can only tell you what I told them – I’d never hurt Diane. That didn’t stop them putting me in a police car and taking me to Motherwell Police Station, practically via the same route as the 240, which was not my favourite route to drive at the best of times. I don’t know where they took Ginger.

Next day, they took me to court. They woke me up at seven with a bowl of Cheerios and a cup of lukewarm tea.

‘Do you have someone who can bring you some clothes?’ It was the same policewoman from the night before. She looked more feminine than I’d imagined female officers looked, even with the uniform. Her hair was tied back in one of those low buns but you could tell she would be pretty when she took it down. I wondered if she had a female sidekick, like Scott and Bailey, or whether she was more the lone wolf sort of detective, like Vera or maybe a brilliant female Morse.

‘Wendy. Wendy!’

‘Sorry, what?’

‘You’ll need clothes for court this morning. Is there someone we can call to bring you in some stuff?’

The only person would have been Ginger so I shook my head.

‘Where are my own clothes? Someone took them off me yesterday but I don’t have a lot of jeans so I’d like them back.’

She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Those are evidence now, Wendy. You won’t be able to wear them. Look, don’t worry, we’ll find you something here.’

‘What about my phone?’ I called after her. ‘They took that off me yesterday too and I really need it.’ But I don’t think she heard me because she didn’t turn round.

I got changed in the toilet next to my cell while the policewoman stood outside. I wasn’t too pleased with the skirt and sweatshirt combo she’d brought me but I wasn’t in any position to argue, and at least they more or less fitted my long skinny frame. I washed my face in cold water, and risked a look at my morning-after self, surprised that it still looked like me. My forehead deep and broad, dominating over narrow eyes, still dull mahogany and revealing nothing. My pale skin remained so, though there was faint bruising on my right cheek, which must have happened the day before. My nose was long and straight, my dad’s nose, but my smile was terrible, like I’d spotted someone across the room that I had to pretend to be pleased to see.

‘If it pleases Your Honour this has all been a big misunderstanding,’ I said into the mirror. I leaned in closer and turned my head to the left and right. My lank black hair was unaffected by a night in the cells. It was still in more or less the same style I’ve always worn it – a bob to my shoulders – though I had let Ginger cut the fringe a bit shorter recently. I wasn’t sure about it but she said it would balance out my huge, shiny forehead and she was usually right about that sort of thing. I patted my hair down ten times on each side before smoothing it against the back of my neck. ‘You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear Wendy,’ I whispered to myself. They were my mum’s words. Just as well I’ve never been the kind of person to put much store in looks. I left the bathroom counting backwards from twenty under my breath to keep me steady.

They put me in a small, windowless van with three other women and took us to Hamilton Sheriff Court. The skinny girl curled into the front seat raised her chin at me as I got on so I sat next to her.

‘I’m Wendy,’ I said. ‘What are you going to court for?’ But she didn’t answer. I really wanted to tell her that these weren’t my own clothes, I wouldn’t have chosen a skirt for one thing, never mind pairing it with trainers. I could tell she didn’t want to talk though and, to be fair, she probably thought I was some sort of criminal, so I just sat and bit my lips and tried not to think too much about where Ginger and Diane were now.

When we got to the court, I was assigned a duty solicitor called Mr Cameron. He was a small, V-neck jumper kind of man and I could imagine him cutting his grass on his weekends off, or going on mini-breaks to do nothing in Dunkeld. He shook my hand sweatily and told me we’d ‘be up in five’. If you’ve watched as many courtroom dramas as I have, you might have the idea that a courtroom is an impressive place, dark wood lining the walls and men in wigs milling around with folders of important papers. The room they took me into was about the size of my living room, and the only people in there were me, Mr Cameron, another lawyer sitting across from us, and the judge. It was all over in a few minutes – they charged me, Mr Cameron said I made no plea and moved for bail, the other lawyer opposed it while they ‘made further inquiries’, and the judge said I’d be taken to Polmont Prison ‘forthwith’.

The judge left the room and I watched as Mr Cameron got up and shook hands with the other lawyer. He walked back to me and said, ‘We’ll renew our motion for bail in a week but don’t get your hopes up.’

‘What do you mean? I can’t go to prison – what about my house? My job? My passengers would miss me, they’d wonder where I was.’

‘Wendy,’ he said, frowning. ‘I’m not sure if you realize just how much trouble you’re in. These are extremely serious charges.’

‘But it’s a misunderstanding,’ I said. ‘Look, Diane and I are both writers, we’ve got a long history together. Ask her, she’ll tell you.’

He shook his head, and told me he’d see me in Polmont some time during the week.

And that was it.






One Year Earlier: After Mum Died
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IT’S HARD TO IMAGINE this now but there was a life before Ginger and Diane. After Mum died the most important person in my life was my support worker so I probably need to talk about her first because, in a way, she brought us all together.

Apart from work – and I didn’t really count the people on my bus as friends, except maybe the regulars – my support worker was sometimes the only person I spoke to all week. I really liked her. Her name was Saanvi, and she always wore a sari, a different colour every time she came. My favourite was the red and gold one, it sparkled when the sun caught it, and she’d hoist it over her arm as she walked so she wouldn’t get the hem dirty. Sometimes when she was speaking, I found myself staring at the blood-red spot in the centre of her forehead, mesmerized by it so that I wasn’t really listening to what she was telling me at all. When she coughed, or called my name a couple of times, I’d bring myself back to the present and go, ‘Yeah you’re right,’ or something like that so she wouldn’t know I’d stopped listening. She’d sigh and say, ‘There’s only so much I can do Wendy. You’re nineteen years old now, an adult, you have to try and help yourself too.’ Or ‘You know, social clubs and making new friends are open to everyone.’ It’s true, they are, but only in the same way that staying at the Savoy or jet skiing is available to everyone, and I won’t be doing those things any time soon either.

In fact I hadn’t been doing anything much at all since Mum died and Saanvi said that was one of my problems. Mum had died in August, and I’m not saying it was harder for me than anyone else who’d lost their mum but … I didn’t realize how much I relied on her till she wasn’t there. Maybe it was because I’d never had much luck making friends, and it had been just me and her for so long, living in our house in Birkenshaw. Before she got sick she was out working a lot of the time but, even when she wasn’t at home, she left me lots of little notes, on the table and sometimes stuck to mirrors. In the kitchen they’d say things like: Take the bin out Wendy. Remember to get milk on your way home. Put the stew on at three o’clock. There was always a note about something or other. Up in the bathroom or my bedroom they’d say: You’re your own best friend. God made you perfect as you are. And there was one that I kept stuck inside my wardrobe that just said: Love yourself. After she was gone, I missed those scribbled notes pasted all over the house. Suddenly there was no one to care if I got the milk or not, and I realized she hadn’t told me how to love myself.

I didn’t go to work or eat or even take a bath for weeks after she died. I was finding it really hard to know what I was doing all those things for when Mum and me weren’t going to Tunnock’s for our tea, or into town window shopping at the posh shops, or even just talking over dinner about what had happened on my bus that day. With Mum gone, I didn’t think anyone would notice or care if life caved in on me, and I just stopped being part of it all. But Mr Laverty came round to see why I wasn’t at work and called in social services as soon as he saw my house and the way I was living. I was angry about that at the time, he may have been my boss but he didn’t have the right to get strangers to come to my house and judge me. I refused to go to hospital but it turns out if you’re not coping as well as other people say you should be they can slap a section on you and make you go to hospital anyway. They seemed surprised I hadn’t spoken to a counsellor before but why would I need that when I always had my mum to help me through life? I didn’t agree with most of the stuff they said, like how I had to make peace with Mum dying and be grateful for the life I had; and that the way to happiness was to strike a balance between the terror that is life and the wonder that is living, but I nodded and pretended to agree with everything. They lifted the section after a week, but it was another four months before they said I was well enough to leave the hospital and come home.

Saanvi came to see me every Wednesday because it’s important to establish a routine. That’s one of the first things she told me. She said to start small, and I did find that small things became important, ways of eating up the hours till the day was over, then the week, and then a month had passed.

I went back to work in the February, and I loved my job on the buses so that helped a bit. My favourite was the 255 – that’s the hourly service from Birkenshaw bus bay, through Mossend and up to Bellshill. A lot of the other drivers don’t like doing the local services – you do have to go back and forth over the same route a lot of times in one shift – but I liked it, especially before I knew Ginger and Diane, when my regulars would keep me going. I’d start off in front of Naf’s in Birkenshaw, not far from my house in fact, then head up Old Edinburgh Road towards Viewpark. I’d fly along the top road past the Viewpark Community Centre, where the pre-school children all went to Rising 5s, and loads of kids from my own school had gone to basketball and karate and that sort of thing. I didn’t go to any clubs but my dad once took me to see a pro wrestling show in there and a block-jawed wrestler called the Dynamite Kid signed a gigantic foam finger for me. There was a stop outside JR’s Tyres, and The Ashley was just opposite. It didn’t matter what shift you were on, the drunks would be slumped outside, gulping down nicotine like oxygen, or standing about gabbing the way they say women do. No one ever called it The Ashley, it was always known as The Flying Tumbler, I don’t know why. I knew it well though as it was one of my dad’s favourites when he first got made redundant. A young guy that Ginger told me later was Wee Eddie would be running on the street somewhere, either on his way to Coral or heading back to The Olde Club, as we drove by. Beyond St Columbas and a couple more stops took you to the memorial garden with the bronze statue of Jimmy Johnstone, and then round the corner past The Laughing Buddha and The Rolling Barrel, the pub my dad went to after The Flying Tumbler wouldn’t have him any more. ‘I’ve changed my allegiance,’ was how he put it to me as Mum snorted from the kitchen beyond. By the time I pulled up in front of the Spar in Bellshill the bus would generally be full, no matter the weather. The laughter and chatter from Irish Mary, Terry, Myra and the rest of my regulars would float down the bus, so it was just as though I was part of the conversation myself.

I finished early on Thursdays, so I’d go home and change out of my uniform, have a hot shower and put on my jeans. If I stayed a while in the shower, that could use up almost an hour. It took about twenty minutes to walk from my house in Birkenshaw, down the Holm Brae and across the motorway bridge to Uddingston proper. The village, as Mum used to call it, though it’s hardly a village now with all the new houses they’ve built, there’s even a sushi restaurant. Sushi in Uddingston! Main Street’s always busy, in the early afternoons you’ve got the mums and the prams, usually walking three abreast so you can’t get by without one of them tutting and saying ‘excuse us’. You’ve got the rich old folk coming back from Bothwell Golf Club to have a drink at Angels or the new wine bar they’ve opened, Rosso’s or Rossi’s I think, I’ve never been in. My dad wouldn’t recognize Uddingston these days, I don’t think he would’ve liked it. He certainly wouldn’t have been seen dead drinking in a wine bar.

At first it felt strange going into Tunnock’s for my steak pie because me and Mum used to go there together every Thursday. We’d have a cup of tea and a scone in the café at the back and then pick up the large pie the ladies behind the counter would have all packaged and ready for us on the way out. Mum would ask the woman handing over the pie about her daughter who’d gone to university, and check with the woman at the till how her uncle who’d had a stroke was doing. And she’d been at school with the manageress so they used to joke about not getting any younger and how old age doesn’t come alone. She always knew the right thing to say, and made it easy for me to hang back and say nothing, which was what we were both used to.

The first time I went in after was a bit awkward. The ladies knew Mum had died and felt they had to say something but I couldn’t talk about it – another issue according to Saanvi. After one of them said, ‘So sorry to hear about your mum,’ I looked past her into the chilled cabinet and said, ‘A steak pie please. A small one.’ She must have thought I hadn’t heard because she said again what a shame Mum had died, and I said, ‘Will you wrap it up for me and I’ll get it after my tea?’ and left the three women behind the counter looking at each other in surprise as I headed to the back of the shop. I could tell I’d handled it all wrong because of the way they huddled and whispered together behind me, and I was glad Saanvi hadn’t been there to see it. I wasn’t trying to be rude. After Mum died, I realized it was just another thing I hadn’t learned – how to talk to people about little things, like family, or what cakes they liked, or whether it looked like rain. And even after my stay in hospital, I still didn’t know what people wanted from me when they said they were sorry she’d died, tears maybe, or some other emotion. I never knew the right response, better just to say nothing.

Friday was my day for the library. I’ve been going to Uddingston library since it was in the old sandstone building at the far end of Main Street. That’s a podiatrist’s clinic now and I think they also offer massages, so you could get your feet and neck done at the same time if you wanted. The new library is round the corner from the Tunnock’s factory, right next to the Baptist church. The librarian’s called Linda, she’s really nice, and sometimes even stops what she’s doing to talk to me for a while about books.

Once I saw a poster behind her desk advertising the local book club.

‘Can anyone go to the book club?’ I asked, following her as she carried a pile of books to the big red box in the children’s section.

She put down the books and said, ‘Yes, of course. Are you interested?’

I shrugged. I wasn’t sure if I was interested or not but I did know the evenings were long with no one to talk to and, though I’d never be as good at talking to people as Mum was, I thought maybe even I could join in if we were only talking about books. Also, I knew it would make Saanvi happy.

‘It’s on the last Wednesday of every month,’ Linda said. ‘We all take turns hosting the discussion evening, and—’

‘Wait, you have to have people to your house?’

She nodded.

I wouldn’t have wanted anyone seeing my house far less have to offer them tea in cups that matched so I just told Linda I would think about it, and watched as she tidied up the Mr Men books.

I usually tried to stay in the library for a full hour before walking back up the road. Sometimes when I passed the Baptist church, I was quite tempted by the signs outside that said things like We Welcome Everyone or God Loves All His Flock, but I knew Mum would turn in her grave if I actually went into a non-Catholic church so I never did.

Weekends were more problematic, especially if I couldn’t get any extra shifts. I tried to keep busy, maybe read, and I did a lot of walking. If you walk down Station Hill, and go across the roundabout by Anne’s Pantry, there’s a wee lane, half hidden by trees, which takes you to a path that leads straight to Bothwell Castle. It’s kind of boggy and overgrown but I love the quiet, and the trees overhanging the river make it dark and private. On your right-hand side as you walk towards the castle is the River Clyde. Lots of kids from my school used to go there in the summer, hang a tyre swing over the water and swing from the bank over the river and back again. I used to hear them talk about the buzz it gave you, it sounded great. I could easily pass a good hour or two walking there and it usually lifted my spirits. Sometimes I became a bit focused on the dog walkers, in pairs, or the couples with their arms twisted round each other, or the young families in their brightly coloured woollens and wellies, and I understood what it was like to have people in your life by my own lack of it.

Once I saw a woman, a bit older than me maybe, wearing a Ramones T-shirt and purple Doc Martens. She was pushing a white-haired woman in a wheelchair, and they were headed towards a group of three ducks paddling at the water’s edge.

‘Take some bread Mum, they like that.’ The woman handed her mum some chunks of bread from a small plastic bag then placed the bag on the ground beside them.

I hesitated, then remembered Saanvi telling me that if I wanted to make friends I had to be more confident and take the initiative sometimes, and the Ramones woman did look really nice and I hadn’t spoken to anyone the entire weekend except Naf at the corner shop. I shut my eyes tight and muttered, ‘Come on Wendy,’ opened them and shuffled over to where they were standing. ‘Hi. Hello,’ I said, in a loud voice in case the old lady was hard of hearing. Neither woman replied though the younger woman smiled at me.

Encouraged, I tried again. ‘Looks like rain.’

The younger woman looked up at the clear blue sky and said, ‘Maybe.’

I leaned closer to the woman in the chair and shouted, ‘You’ll be alright in there anyway’ and smiled. I picked up some bread from the bag on the ground and started to throw it into the water, thinking maybe Saanvi was right and making friends was easier than I’d imagined.

‘Do you come here often?’ I said, turning again to the younger woman but she was already taking the brakes off the chair and pushing it back to the path. I stood and watched them hurry off, shouting after them, ‘Wait, you’ve left your bread!’ but they must have been too far away to hear as they didn’t turn back. I fed the rest of the bread to the ducks, wondering if I’d said the wrong thing. The ducks left too as soon as the bread was finished, and I headed back up the hill to my house, to wait for the week to begin again.

The highlight of the week was Wednesday when I saw Saanvi. At first, I was annoyed social services thought I couldn’t look after myself – I definitely could – but after a while I started to look forward to Saanvi’s visits, practise what I was going to say beforehand, and try to impress her with how well I was doing. I thought if I did everything she told me I might learn how to make friends and be as good at life as she was.

She usually opened with the same question. ‘Tell me about your week Wendy, what’s been happening?’ I remember she was really impressed when I told her I’d made the effort to go to the cinema.

It had been a good day. I’d taken the 63 to Hamilton, it wasn’t a driver I knew so I just sat at the back, looking out the window. As we got closer to the town centre, I swivelled my head as we drove by the spot where my old school had been. It’s not there any more, it’s been replaced by a housing estate of tiny houses for new families, and I certainly hope they’ll be happier there than I was at school.

The cinema was practically empty so it was bad luck that one of the three other customers was sitting in my favourite aisle seat, row 12, seat D. I stood over him and coughed a couple of times but, when he didn’t move, I took the seat next to him. He tutted as I struggled out of my jacket, looked for the best spot to place my rucksack so it wouldn’t be under my feet, and then had to pick it up again when I remembered I’d forgotten to take out my snack. I could feel him tense next to me as I started peeling my orange and sucking the juice from it – you’d think he’d never seen anyone eat an orange in the cinema before. The way he was huffing and puffing and shuffling round in his seat, honestly I’d be amazed if he saw anything of the film at all. Not that he missed much – I should probably have checked what was on before I bought my ticket because to be honest, I didn’t enjoy the film that much. I watch a lot of movies and nobody likes a good twist more than me but I do think you need at least some basic structure to follow. The story was told looking backwards for one thing – never easy – and for another we were seeing everything from the point of view of the main character but he had problems with his memory so you couldn’t be sure if what he was telling you was right or not. I couldn’t tell who was responsible for killing his wife, or even if she was dead at all. Still, it got me out of the house for almost four hours so that was most of the day gone. And I could tell Saanvi was pleased with me.

‘That’s great Wendy,’ she said, checking her watch, then bending down to put her folder in her bag. ‘Little steps forwards, going to work, going to the cinema, you’re on the right track now.’

I wasn’t sure doing all the things Saanvi suggested was making me any happier but at least we had stuff to talk about every week. And maybe she was right – I was on the right track, and I could have stayed there too, if it hadn’t been for Ginger and Diane.
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I WAS ALREADY FRIENDS WITH Diane when I met Ginger. Twitter friends anyway, which still counts, maybe even more so because you have to squeeze so much into your 280 characters and then send them out into the world like Post-it notes in a hurricane, hoping they’d reach their target.

It was funny because, in just a couple of months, I’d gone from having no friends at all to meeting my two best friends and also being in the writers’ group. I think Saanvi was pleased. It was her that suggested the writers’ group in the first place. I’d been telling her about a book I’d been reading from the library and she asked if I’d ever thought about joining a writers’ group and trying to write some stuff myself. Secretly I thought maybe I could write something that would speak to people like me but, as for a writing group, I shook my head and told her I wasn’t the kind of person that joined clubs and I didn’t think I’d be any good at them because I never knew the right thing to say.

‘Wendy, everyone can find a club that suits them. You don’t need any special permission to join one, you know.’

I wasn’t convinced but when she explained that a writers’ group was just a place for people who loved reading and writing to meet up and talk, I thought it might be a club even I could go to and maybe make some friends. Plus I didn’t want her to think I wasn’t taking her advice on board when she was trying so hard to help so I joined the group. She was pleased with me for doing that and I was glad I’d impressed her.

The group met every Monday night at The Drury, a pub near Central Station. We’d always sit in the same place, commandeering the biggest table at the back of the bar, underneath the print of that cool woman with the bob from Pulp Fiction.

Henry was the chairperson, and he was born to be one. At the start of every meeting, he’d shout, ‘Order order,’ like he was in the House of Commons, and we all had to stop talking and listen to his spiel about trigger warnings and respecting the work of others and blah blah. Same every week. Sophie would gaze up at him hopefully, twirling her hair and taking her glasses off and on so he’d notice her. He was never going to of course, or at least not in the way she wanted him to, because Henry was too busy gazing the same way at Joseph. For someone who wanted to be a writer, Sophie wasn’t very observant.

Reginald was about ninety and wrote poems about nature and trees and that sort of thing. They were quite boring and, to be honest, sometimes I didn’t even read them before the meeting. When it was my turn to give feedback I’d just say stuff like, ‘Very evocative’ and ‘I found it calming,’ and that seemed to keep him happy. It’s a shame but his puffy red eyes and the way his teeth slipped out from under his top lip and just sort of hung there for a bit when he was concentrating could be off-putting to new members, I thought.

We’d get a lot of new members, people who’d come for a week and then never come back. I really liked the look of one girl who had a Liam Neeson fan club badge on her cardigan and one of those hats with drinking straws attached so you don’t even have to go to the bar for a drink. I didn’t know Ginger then but she would have loved that hat. Seems this girl thought we were a special needs group but she was mixing us up with the group that meets at the GOMA library on a Tuesday, so she must have gone to that one instead because we never saw her again. Henry suggested to me I might fancy it for a change but I said I was quite happy with our group. He gave me a very wide smile, it practically split his face in two, so I think he was relieved not to lose another member, even if it was only me.

Henry’s right-hand man was Joseph. He was my least favourite of everyone who came to the group, and not just because of his man bun and unlaced Converse. Henry might have been Mr Punch, dealing the blows front of house, but it was Joseph who was pulling his strings. I don’t think either of them liked me much although I did overhear Joseph say to Henry once that I was the thinking woman’s Jackie Collins. Or it may have been unthinking, I can’t recall now but I found out later that Jackie Collins was a Hollywood superstar so it was clear they secretly rated my writing more than they let on.

The other regular was Muriel, who I liked even though she was in her forties, at least. I think she liked me too, didn’t not like me as much as the others anyway. Maybe I reminded her of her dead daughter. I know she’s dead because I overheard her telling Joseph about her one night – how she’d committed suicide by gassing herself.

‘Was it in an oven?’ I asked, but she didn’t answer. I was going to tell her that’s how Sylvia Plath had done it, and she was a very famous writer. Joseph gave me one of his looks though so I sat back and just waited for my turn to read out my poem. Of course I knew they wouldn’t get it, much of my writing seemed to be over their heads. It could be infuriating to listen to their critiques, which were never very positive. I tried to bear in mind that a) they were used to agreeing with whatever Henry and Joseph said, and they were complete amateurs, and b) lots of people think they can write when they really can’t. There were certainly several people in this group that fell into that category, so it wasn’t surprising if they didn’t appreciate sensitive poetry when they saw it. I don’t know why I kept going, really, except they were the closest things to friends I had at the time. Before I knew Ginger and Diane that is.

I think it was my third week or so at the group when I first heard Sophie telling Henry about this brilliant novel she was reading. She was all breathless and excited, like she got when she was talking to Henry, but she did sound convincing so I leaned in a bit closer to catch the name. Out of Sight, Out of Mind by Diane Weston. I liked the sound of it, and was intrigued that it was written by a local woman, someone just like me. I decided to give it a go, thought maybe then I could join in the conversation.

I asked Linda at Uddingston library to order it for me.

‘No need to order it Wendy,’ she said, strolling over to the contemporary fiction section. I watched as she knelt down to the Ws, ran her finger along the bottom shelf, said, ‘There we go,’ and held up a thick hardback book, covered in the library’s clear plastic wrapping. ‘If we can’t keep our local celebrity’s books, it’d be a sad day wouldn’t it?’ she said, stamping it and handing it to me.

‘Thanks,’ I said, placing it carefully in my rucksack.

‘No problem, I think you’ll enjoy it, I loved it so let me know what you think.’

I started reading the book as soon as I came off shift that evening and I stayed up half the night finishing it. It was the first time I’d ever read a book about a girl like me, someone whose life I could recognize and whose problems I could understand. She was called Gillian and she lived in the East End of Glasgow in the eighties. She never met her dad but she lived with her mum and her wee brother, Sean, in a tenement flat on Duke Street. I couldn’t believe it when I read that – I’d been to Duke Street, and to the Parkhead Forge and the People’s Palace, which were all mentioned in the book. I didn’t know you could write about people like us, from here, not from London or abroad. ‘Gillian gripped Sean’s hand and half dragged him the length of Duke Street back home to face their mother’s wrath.’ Duke Street! ‘Gillian’s mum sat on the edge of her bed. Smoothing the hair away from the crying girl’s forehead, she said it didn’t matter what anyone else thought of her, she’d always be Mum’s special girl. Gillian smiled, not caring any more what the others thought.’ I took a sharp breath when I read that bit, and repeated it to myself over and over, until I knew it like a prayer.

I never really got the chance to tell everyone at writers’ group I’d read it in the end but it didn’t matter. That book made me see how crap their writing was, in comparison to mine and Diane’s, I mean. But it was more than just the brilliant writing, that book really spoke to me. Maybe because it was still only a couple of months after I’d got out of hospital. But the thing is, there are things in that book that no one could possibly know unless they’d been there too. So I knew before I even met Diane that we had loads in common. That book changed my life.

As soon as I’d finished work the next day I googled ‘Diane Weston’ on my phone to find out what I could about her. There wasn’t that much considering she was such a brilliant writer, I thought she deserved to have much more written about her. But then I saw she was on Twitter and my hand was shaking a bit as I tapped in her name and her page popped up on my screen.


Award-winning Scottish writer · Books include: OUT OF SIGHT, OUT OF MIND; ELIZABETH; THIS GIRL’S LIFE; EXPRESSIVE EXPRESSIONISM · ONE WORLD and PONDLIFE coming soon · #WomensWriting #WorkingClassWriters #WordsMatter



Then:


Location: Citizen of the world



Citizen of the world? I loved that! I realized she was more famous than I’d thought. She had thousands of followers – 9,392 when I first started checking and more every time I looked. Her Pinned Tweet had 992 likes, and it deserved to have even more in my opinion.


Words matter. Word after word, sentence after sentence, page after page, a book is born. Your story matters – only you can tell it.



My mouth fell open as I read that. It was as though she had written it directly to me. My mind was whirring with possibilities as I kicked my trainers off and pushed myself further up the bed, impatient to read everything Diane had to tell me.


Reread Kelman’s masterpiece, ‘How Late It Was How Late’ and am reminded of why we must fight to write our own stories. ‘My culture and my language have a right to exist and no one has the authority to dismiss that right.’ Never a truer word.



I opened a new tab and searched for ‘Kelman’ and was surprised to see he’s written quite a few books, almost as many as Diane in fact. I don’t think I’d heard anyone mention him at writers’ group, which only confirmed my suspicions that they didn’t know what they were talking about. Not like Diane.


Is any man capable of writing about women without telling us how firm her breasts are? Do better.



I looked up from my phone for a bit to think about that. Personally, I wouldn’t mind if anyone described my breasts as firm – though no one ever has – but maybe Diane had a point, it wasn’t the sort of thing men should be writing about. After all, who really cared about their opinion on breasts and surely there were other more interesting things about women they could focus on. I pressed the love heart button to like the tweet, along with 239 other followers.


If you wouldn’t ask a man who happens to be a father how he manages childcare while he writes, don’t ask a woman who happens to be a mother.



I hadn’t considered that before but, when you think about it, people do expect women to fit in everything round their children, whereas men can just go and do what they like. There’s men out drinking in The Flying Tumbler all hours of the day every day, and who’s looking after their children? If women were allowed to spend even half of the time writing that men spend in pubs, think how much great work they could produce. Diane’s right about that – there’d be a lot more books by women if they weren’t spending all their time changing nappies and doing pointless activities with their toddlers like sticking wee coloured squares of paper onto bigger pieces of paper. I put a heart beside that tweet as well.

Every so often she posted pictures too, and I zoomed in on them to make sure I didn’t miss any detail. One was titled, ‘Spring has sprung at Bothwell Castle’, and was a close-up shot of rough, red brick contrasted with feathery spikes of heather. I looked a bit closer and recognized the crumbling remnants of the Great Hall, facing the Clyde. The idea that Diane had walked the same path as me, thinking about storylines and characters maybe, looking at the same trees swaying over the same river, was awe-inspiring to me. I kept scrolling.

Every time she tweeted something, it would get at least one hundred likes, sometimes more. You could tell people really liked what she was saying, probably because she was passionate in her opinions and wasn’t just tweeting for the likes, or to raise her profile, or to sell more books, or any of the other reasons writers are generally on Twitter. She tweeted about women writing and why weren’t there more books published by working-class women, black women (women of colour she called them), old women in their forties or fifties even. She thought everyone deserved to be heard, even people like me, stuck at the back of the room, not fitting in, and clinging to the wall hoping no one would see them. Apart from Mum, she was the first person I’d come across who thought people like us should be pushed forwards and listened to, that our opinions mattered.

And I could see straight away that we had lots of similar opinions on things. She was saying things I didn’t even know I thought until she said them.


Good literature is not about heroes and deities. It’s about people like us with our own stories to tell. As Ishiguro tells it: It’s how we say, this is how it feels for me, is this how it feels for you?



I had to put my phone down for a bit and catch my breath after I read that one. When I looked up, I realized my bedroom was pitch black and I’d spent the whole evening in Diane’s company. Just one more, I thought, before I get some sleep. And that’s when I read the tweet that made me see there was nothing stopping me from being a writer like Diane.


We all have a story to tell. Women matter. Working-class voices matter. Your story matters.



I was a woman and I had loads of stories I wanted to tell. I’d never really thought about what class I was – Dad didn’t work for a long time but Mum always worked, sometimes three jobs at a time. And I loved my work, so that was probably enough to qualify me as working class. So yes, I was all of these things, and Diane said that meant my story mattered.

As soon as I got up the next morning, I found an old notepad in Mum’s odds and sods drawer in the kitchen, and started making notes for a new story to take to writers’ group. It was amazing how close to Diane I felt as I was writing. I could almost feel her presence at my shoulder, her breath on my cheek, willing me to write the best story I could, because my story mattered and I was the only one who could tell it. I wrote until my neck ached, and when I closed the pad and stretched out my arms, I thought how good it felt to be on the right track at last.
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I’D BEEN TO writers’ group the night before I met Ginger, and I was still a bit annoyed about it, maybe that’s why I didn’t notice her right away. That night, they’d been talking about films and that’s something I do know about since it was just me and Netflix most nights, and I watched lots of different things. I kept trying to edge my way into the conversation but they were sitting in a tight circle and speaking fast so it was hard for me to say anything. It reminded me of lunchtimes at school when the girls I wanted to talk to would stand shoulder to shoulder, flicking their hair and looking everywhere except at me, and that was before Nuala Brennan called me Weirdo and it stuck. At writers’ group, Henry and Joseph were the top dogs whose rules had to be followed by the rest or else. At one point, Henry was going on about how they’d ruined the Bond movies by giving 007 insecurities and I shouted over Muriel’s back that most people had things about themselves they didn’t like if that’s what he meant, but he kept on talking to Joseph as though I hadn’t spoken at all.

When we got down to business, I was excited to hear what they’d made about my piece inspired by Diane. I don’t write a lot about love because, unlike books and films, it’s not a subject I know much about. I mean, I sometimes look at couples on my bus in the mornings and wonder if they’ve tasted each other’s genitals the night before and, if so, how it is they can sit next to each other on my bus and talk about the rain, or what they’ve put in their sandwiches for lunch. I don’t understand how they’re not too mortified to look each other in the eye. How does that work? People say love’s different to sex but I would definitely have to love someone before I could let them see me in my pants or hear me peeing, never mind puncture me with their … anyway, that’s a whole other thing. This piece I wrote was definitely about love, about the kind of beauty I like – warm, honey skin and soft hair that floats in loose curls, sometimes coppery and other times gold. Diane’s a warm beauty. Not like me. You wouldn’t describe me as warm. Well, you wouldn’t describe me as a beauty either – I’m tall and skinny, like a beansprout. Even thinner since Mum died and there’s no reason to cook anything and no one to stop me having toast for dinner. You wouldn’t have dreams about me, or not good ones anyway.

I took a deep breath when it was my turn and began reading:

For Diane

Take me to your heart, and I’ll show you a sunset

I’ll paint you the skies in shades of emerald green

If you promise to be my friend till after forever.

If you stay with me till dawn

I’ll make the moon appear mid afternoon

And light up the river like a flaming human sacrifice.

I’ll stand naked by the cherry tree while the blossoms dress me

Telling you my secrets, and listening to yours

I’ll let you see my darker side.

I’ll confess my weaknesses and bathe you in my humility

I’ll swallow my pride and give you my all

If you let my secrets lie within you till it ceases to matter.

By Wendy

My piece was so different from the usual crap we heard in the group, they weren’t even sure how to critique it.

‘It’s a love poem about best friends,’ I said, into the silence.

‘Thanks for that Wendy,’ said Henry, clearing his throat and fixing his salmon pink tie although unlike him it was already straight. ‘Any … comments from the group?’

The others shuffled round the table, shifting their drinks and moving jackets out of the way. Finally Sophie raised her hand, blushed to her hair roots and said, ‘I mean, it’s very personal so …’

‘I’ve got another poem too,’ I said, rooting about in my rucksack.

‘Erm, we might keep that for another week Wendy. We’ve quite a few submissions to get through,’ said Henry, shuffling a pile of papers to emphasize the point.

Then he just moved on to the next piece, yet another extract from one of Joseph’s detective novels. They were all based on Islay, really a phenomenal number of murders took place there for an island of 3,000 people. Nobody dared to point that out to him though, because he had a tongue like a blade and a look that could flay you. I once told him that the body contains eight pints of blood so there’s really no way to drain a corpse in the back seat of a Ford Fiesta without making a helluva mess, which was what he’d suggested in his opening chapter. He just gave me one of his looks and said, ‘Wendy. We don’t all need to be as literal as you are, the writer is permitted a little artistic licence.’ I was quite chuffed as that was the most anyone had said to me directly at any of the meetings so I didn’t press the point – even though I knew I was right because Diane said it’s the job of the writer to convey exact truths to the reader, and if that isn’t saying writers should be literal then I don’t know what is.

I didn’t bother listening as the others gave their feedback on Joseph’s latest submission. The chatter weaved its way around me as I thought back to an article I’d come across that morning while I was searching on Diane’s name. I’d been thinking about it all day.


Perhaps the thing that strikes you most on meeting Ms Weston is the absolute conviction she holds that we all have a story to tell. Nothing is above her notice as a writer – from the most mundane (critics would say inconsequential) to the almost aggressively political (one can be in no doubt as to where her sympathies lie after even a few paragraphs of her Women’s Prize-winning novel, Out of Sight, Out of Mind). ‘We have to ask ourselves what the purpose of literature is,’ she says. ‘Do we want to feed the fantasies of the privileged white few, or do we want to interrogate the meaning of life in all its brutality and beauty?’ Therein lies the question.



And what a great question! So, between the group and the article and Diane’s latest tweets, my mind was full of all this writing stuff and I didn’t notice Ginger get on the bus. It was a May morning but no one had bothered to inform the Scottish weather because the rain was bouncing up from the pavements and pelting the windscreen so hard I could barely see the road ahead. I was running late because the seniors’ dance club was on at the old library in Bellshill and the bus was like the departure lounge for the September flight to Benidorm. But I did see her tiny figure curled up in the back seat somewhere between Lidl in Mossend and before we reached the Citizens Advice Centre in Tannochside. We were on the 255 to Bellshill so a lot of the route was through the schemes, which meant a lot of stopping and waiting for the old folk to get their shopping trolleys on and sometimes lowering the platform at the door so the young girls and grannies could get their buggies on without waking up their toddlers, whose little wellies poked out below their plastic pram covers. The windows were steamed up all along the bus and my windscreen wipers were screeching in their efforts to keep my own window clear. I could smell the damp from my passengers’ anoraks and umbrellas as they made their short trips to Rani’s in the arcade or the Mecca Bingo or the café at Tesco, just to get away from their own four walls for a bit and see the outside world, even if it was only Bellshill.

The damp and the rabble of voices and the constant juddering of the bus stopping and starting didn’t seem to bother Ginger, though. She spent the day riding on my bus and I watched as she sprawled herself out across the length of the back seat, or sat up and pressed her nose to the window, her finger tracing the swirls of condensation in front of her face. I don’t think people realize how much the driver can see through the rearview mirror. I’ve seen all sorts. Once I watched this couple all the way from Glasgow to Cambuslang and they must’ve fallen out before they got on because she sort of flounced into the seat in front of him rather than sitting next to him – childish – even though they were clearly together because he’d paid for two singles. They didn’t speak to each other the whole journey but I knew by the way he kept glancing at the back of her neck that he loved her. He couldn’t take his eyes off that vulnerable spot at the top of her spine where the knobbly white bone eases its way into the hairline. I wanted to tell him to get off at the next stop and run and run till the wind lashed his cheeks and made a mop of his hair. Till he forgot all about the girl on the bus. Run and never look back because she didn’t love him, not the same way anyway, and not the way you should love someone.

Ginger was thin like Audrey Hepburn, but she dressed differently. The day I met her she was wearing faded blue Lonsdale sweatpants. The cracked Adidas on her feet looked about two sizes too big for her judging by the space between her sports sock and the edge of the shoe. Her hair was the orange of Lucozade and, when the bus bounced over road bumps, it moved and fizzled about her head. It was a
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