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Ch a P t e r 1
Glasgow 1956

“Have you got the bread?”
“Aye, right here. Don’t panic.”
Jim scoots his shoes on and peers into the bucket.
“Does Mum know you’ve got all that?”
“Course she does!”
“Bet she doesn’t!” He declares with satisfaction, hopping and 

jumping around his older sister Beth.
Saturday afternoon on the corner of  Oswald and Argyle Street 

and taxis draw up close, cutting across the tramlines. Jim chats 
excitedly as Beth grabs his hand and they cross the busy main road 
together. He wrestles free the minute they touch the kerb. He is a big 
boy now, nearly five. They are barely two minutes from the railway 
station and its secluded dark archways are lit up, an Aladdin’s cave of  
golden shop fronts, enticing you in from a backdrop of  gloomy rain. 

Hugh, the eldest at ten, bears their father’s first name. He trails 
sedately behind. Kay, the baby of  the family, is at home with their 
mother.

St Peter’s Church was converted into Wilson’s Zoo in the 1930s. A 
beady eyed mynah bird greets their arrival. 

“Pretty boy, how’re ye?” He squawks affectionately, eyeing them 
with detached curiosity. 

Mice and tame baby rats inhabit the basement floors in rows of  
untidy cages. They would fit in your pocket and it’s awfully tempting 
to lift one. Snakes and reptiles move silently about their lairs, tongues 
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darting in and out. They wouldn’t survive the dead cold of  a 
Glaswegian winter outside. Down here, among the heat lamps, even 
they are stultified, desperately in need of  the blazing heat of  their 
native lands. Tiny golden finches flit fitfully between the bars of  their 
cages, flashes of  jewelled wings, rare as paradise, in the confines of  
the dusky surroundings. 

All three children are totally absorbed, alerting each other to an 
acrobatic feat or alluring plumage. They kneel reverentially at the 
porcupine enclosure, peering in expectantly, but the elusive creature 
cannot be seen at either end of  his tunnel. In all their visits to date 
they have yet to see him emerge. 

“Don’t reckon he’s even in there!” declares Hugh, superciliously. 
Jim shuts his eyes tight and wishes hard, certain he will be the first 

to see him. Beth screws her face up, cynically.
 “I reckon they’ve just put a sign up, saying he’s in there, but really 

it’s just an empty cage.”
“Me too!” Jim chips in, stoutly. Secretly, his hopes are dashed. 
A low growl thunders overhead, causing their insides to tremble. 

They charge upstairs in a trice. A lion lives here, in a cage barely 
eighteen feet by eight. Lifting his poor emaciated head, he peers 
through the bars and eyes the children warily. His mane is untamed 
and matted. Sensing prey, he lifts his head and sniffs the air, ferocious 
and battle weary. The children fidget outside his cage, egging one 
another on to put their faces as near to him as they dare. He sinks 
down again, heavily, onto his straw bed that stinks of  urine and 
faeces. In his prime, the lion’s teeth were removed after he attempted 
to bite his keeper. Now it costs sixpence to come and see him, unless 
you bring a bucket of  bread, in which case it’s free.

The ill-lit confined gloomy space of  an old converted church 
building is no place for the King of  the Jungle to rest his head. For 
all the ancient prayers that hang heavily in the air, the old lion is 
forced to dream of  the lost African plains of  his ancestors. Born into 
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captivity, sleep is his only escape from the reality that has killed him 
long before death will arrive.

Flitting like butterflies, they rush from one exhibited animal to the 
next, thrilled by the panther, chuckling at the squabbling monkeys, 
wary of  the vicious bites of  the ferrets. On their way out, they see the 
mynah bird still arguing with his reflection in a mirror. 

Long after the children’s laughter has reverberated around the 
walls, the old lion, ancient and regal, brought low by humankind, 
stares depressively through the bars of  his cage. A bluebottle fizzes 
distractedly at his bars, tormenting him with its show of  freedom. 

Jim jumps and runs along the road home, grabbing Beth’s hand 
one minute, diving free the next; wanting her and not wanting her, 
hell-bent on exploring the ruined building opposite their home. 
A huge wall on Robertson Street conceals a derelict wasteland of  
weeds; sometimes he slips through a gap in the wall to play there 
amid the rubble. 

Later, Jim’s head sinks down onto his pillow. He stares out into the 
darkness. His brother Hugh is in the room now. He can just make 
out his shadow on the wall opposite. Everywhere around them lie 
books and records, abandoned shoes and clothes. A game of  Ludo, 
contents scattered on the floor, half  finished. Each blames the other 
for the mess. He thinks of  his mother and father in the next room, 
enjoying a cup of  tea. His father smoking his pipe, his mother lost in 
crocheting a blanket. Satisfied that all is well with the world, he closes 
his eyes and goes to sleep. 

Round the corner, the lion shifts uncomfortably on the concrete 
floor of  his cage and causes the other animals to stir warily in the 
dark. Turning around and around, he sinks back into fitful sleep. 
Only in dreams does he escape the torment of  his existence. 

Jim’s father pauses, taking in the night air, before closing the door 
and locking up for the night. King of  the household, perhaps sensing, 
with a primal instinct, that his own days are drawing to a close. The 
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rational part of  him, that excludes such supernatural proclivities, 
shrugs it off, dismissing it as melancholy. He goes indoors to join his 
family, asleep in the sanctity of  home. 


