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Introduction

Hullo!
The book ye’re haudin in yer hauns the noo has been a 
lang time comin. Mair than five hunner years, if ye’re 
gawin richt back tae when the Scots language first 
stairtit. But if ye’re jist countin back tae when Scots 
Hoose Yaldi burst ontae the scene, it’s mair Scots Hoose 
Yaldi like ten years. Ish.

In that time, the Scots Hoose Yaldi wabsite has been 
fulled tae the brim wi stoatin stories and sangs, 
patterific plays and poems, and a hale jingbang o ither 
smashin weys for teachers and schuilbairns tae explore 
the Scots language. If ye dinnae believe us, gang check 
it oot the noo at scotshooseyaldi.com. But mind and 
come back wance ye’re feenisht. We’re no duin bletherin 
wi ye yet.

Had a wee deek? Braw. We’re awfie, awfie prood o aw 
the talented fowk we’ve had wirk wi us at Scots Hoose 
Yaldi ower the years – poets and scrievers, airtists and 
animators, sangsters and storytellers and aw sorts. No 
tae mention aw the amazin teachers and bairns we’ve 
been lucky tae hae jyne us alang the wey.

This book brings thegither, in wan place, pure 
hunners o the maist gallus poems and stories we’ve 
featured on oor wabsite ower the years. There’s somethin 
here for awbody – things that’ll mak ye laugh or greet, 
show ye sichts ye never saw afore, or gie ye the cauld, 
cauld creeps. But maist o aw, they’ll tak ye on a journey 
intae the hert o the Scots language, a language that 
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belangs tae you and tae me and tae aw o us.
Sae enjoy this book, wi yer cless or on yer ain. Dip 

intae it here and there, or read the hale thing cover tae 
cover. Share it wi yer pals, or keep it aw tae yersel. 
Because when it comes tae Scots, there’s nae richt or 
wrang wey tae dae it, jist as lang as ye’re daein it.

Aw best!

Thomas Clark

Poetry
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‘The Wheesht!’

Len Pennie

Wheesht! They telt me, wheesht the now, an dinnae 
mak a fuss

Ye dinnae spik the wiy we dae, ye’ll ne’er be wan ae us

Sort thon verbs oot fae the nouns, pit them where they  
aught tae be

So I upon ma tongue the silence hung an the wheesht 
hel ontae me

They telt me that tae chainge the world wis war ne’er 
tae be won

through ma ain choice a smoored ma voice an let the 
wheesht haud oan

Gin ye cannae thole the dark an the sky abuin ye’s 
black

Haud yer wheesht fur lang enough an The Wheesht 
will haud ye back

Ye hae a vyce ootwi yer gub if ye can jist believe it
There’s a poyum in yer heid the now that’s ayeways 

wantin scrievit

So scrieve till aw the ink gangs dry and yer haun 
burns lit thon sun

There’s time enough tae haud yer wheesht when aw 
the scrievin’s done

So dinnae fash aboot thon snash an aw the lies they tell
Jist haud oan tae where ye’re gaun an The Wheesht 

can haud itsel.

‘FREENS’ 
(LES AMIS)

Paul Malgrati

A miss the sonsie smiles,				  
Il me manque les sourires formidables 
the waarm lauchter o ma freens,			 
les rire loyaux de mes amis
their kennin hauns, ye ken: 
leurs mains confidentes, tu sais, 
the kinna freens that bide
le genre d’amis qui restent
an meet ye efter schuil 		
et t’attendent à la sortie de l’école
an hing oot at the pairk	
et te retrouvent au parc
an text ye glaikit thochts 			 
et t’envoient des textos stupides			 
at stupit oors in the nicht			 
aux heures idiotes de la nuit. 
A miss their sonsie smiles — their waarm lauchter. 
Il me manque leurs sourires formidables — leurs 
     mains loyales. 
Haud them ticht. 				  
Tenez-les fort
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‘Paraffin Flashback’

Hannah Nicholson

Ee time twartree year back
I wis headin doon Buchanan St in Glasgow,
No tinkin aboot ower muckle
Whan I guid by a young fellow
Staandin ootside Forbidden Planet.
He wis een o dis street performers
At you saa aroond an aboot yundir, 
But raedir as buskin or bein a statue
He wis jugglin wi some o yun laowin clubs. 
O coorse, wi yun, cam da smell o paraffin, 
Da fumes fillin up me nostrils wi memories. 
I wis brocht back den tae a winter nicht
Standin on da pavement watchin a procession
O fokk in costumes cairryin lit torches, 
Followin a big widden galley
An singin as dey guid alang. 
Whan da galley reached da burnin site
Dey wid baal da torches intil it, 
An whit a view. Fir a meenit,
Yun smell took me hame fir a run,
An I didna waant tae be ony wye idder.

‘Wan Man Silent Disco’

Cat Cochrane

I wis goin hame oan the subway
mindin my ain beeswax,
when outta the coarner ae ma eye
I sees this fella’s heid swayin
fae side tae side in tune wae the song
he’s goat pumpin ootta this wee set
ae earphones wae the orange muffs

He’s wan ae they agein hipster types
wae the silver man bun, tie dyed t-shirt
and Birkenstock saunles, and am hinkin
Aye, very good pal
when his widden jewellery starts knockin
the gither as his shooders start swayin

He’s sittin acroass fae me
but two doors doon ye might say
while the lassie next tae him
edges away a hint, as if scared
the big pendant roon his neck might swing up
and land her wan oan the bonce

Aw ae a sudden, he’s giein it some hip action,
gyratin as if he’s exercisin his pelvic flair
but somehow his bum’s still fixed tae the seat
—I swear tae God, he wis like a wan man silent disco

He’s goat the attention ae everywan
in the carriage noo, young and auld
aw sterrin intently, waitin fur his next move
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and in his ain wee world, eyebaws intae space,
he gies us zigzags wae his feet against the flair,
pointin taes tae the left, then tae the right

Then he starts wae whit I can only describe
as concerto hawns, up in the air like a maestro
but he’s goat these lang bony fingers,
bit like the wee alien oan E.T.
as he’s giein it like he’s orchestratin
the New York Symphony

I realise I’ve missed ma stoap at Cessnock
but somehow am no even botherert
as a wee wummin gets oan at Ibrox
and says summit aboot him
being the best conductor
she’s seen oan Glesga transport

I feel like the oxygen is runnin oot
oan this carriage and ma fight or flight
has truly kicked in as I stauns up
ready tae get aff, but I cannae leave
the scene withoot findin oot
whit this bam is listenin tae

Is it Bit and Pieces or summit fae LF System?
Whit is it that’s whipped this guy
intae such a frenzy and causin folk
tae sterr in pure amazement

I gets up and as am passin I decides
tae be a bit bold and while he’s positively
oan another planet, I reaches doon tae his lap
and pulls the heidphone jack oottae his phone

Am pure expectin him tae jump up
and knock me oot or start bawlin at least,
but this guy doesnae even flinch,
no even a flicker ae the eyes
as he just keeps oan gyratin aboot

I realise the hale carriage is noo in fits
ae laughter as every yin can hear whit
this rocket has been listenin tae...
and when they dae, there’s a right good
sing song tae, get this, Islands in The Stream
...that is WHIT. WE. URR!

‘Newhaven’
(Honouring Greta Thunberg)

Gerda Stevenson

Heel-kickin hame frae a lang day at school,
lowpin ow’r the cobbles, like a wee whirlpool,
I breenge, I breel, and the willie-gous squeal,
gandigowsters blaw like a carlin’s reel!

Herrin fur tea, then I lay doon ma heid,
tak oot a book, and hae a bit read
aboot Newhaven, the toon whaur I bide,
the mercat, lichthoose, harbour, and tide;

the white horses ride, ma een are closin,
nod-nid-noddin, doverin, doverin,
the blue saut watter croonin, dronin,
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I’m driftin, sweemin, showdin, floatin
in a dwam on braid waves o sleep,
boats drift by on the Firth sae deep.
I hear a lanely sang o whales like ghaists;
nets in the moonlicht wave like lace.

Newhaven, Newhaven, sing tae me,
ma hame, Newhaven, wi yer dancin sea!

Fishin floats glent and drift –
tirlin globes like planets i the lift;
an auld wumman bendin
ow’r the net-mendin:
ma great grand-mither –
her darg niver-endin;

bairns playin peevers, lauchin in the street,
but when they faa, skint knees mak them greet!
They’re stackin fish boxes tae mak play-huts,
Och – the clarty guff o deid fish guts!

Newhaven, Newhaven, sing tae me,
ma hame, Newhaven, wi yer dancin sea!

The tide rides in, and the tide rides oot,
sails they blaw and ships they hoot,
I’m nod-nid-noddin, doverin, doverin,
driftin, sweemin, showdin, floatin;

I see a braw ship – leamin, glisterin,
The Great Michael! – gowd decks skinklin,
a war ship built frae the forests o Fife,
its guns wud mak ye feart fur yer life!

Newhaven, Newhaven, sing tae me,
ma hame, Newhaven, wi yer dancin sea!

The Great Michael sails me intae the dawn,
ma tired een appen on a Newhaven morn;
news o faimilies drooned in the sea,
news o muckle men wha cannae agree;

news o wars, far, far awaa,
ile slicks spreidin on the oceans ow’r aa –
I dinnae want war, I want war tae cease,
a brave new warld that’s a haven o peace,

Newhaven, Newhaven, sing tae me,
ma hame, Newhaven, wi yer dancin sea!

Daurk the sky, and cauld the wund blaws
throu ma hert, like jaggit ice floes;
but I tak a bit paper, and I scrieve a note,
float it in a bottle, like a bonnie wee boat –

tae the warld a message: tak tent o the young,
mind on oor lives, and this sang we hae sung;
mak the warld a new haven – hear oor caa!
a braw new haven fur ane and aa.
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‘naebdy likes a clype’

Mae Diansangu

naebdy likes a clype.
aye, she’d heard at een afore.
tellin tales just isnae
conducive tae haein pals.
fan she wis a quiney,
the hale faimly wid settle doon
in front o the telly, hollerin
along wi catch phrase.

an fan roy walker said
‘say what ye see’, she kent
ye should be black affrontit
fan ye dinna haud yer wheesht.

the day ruaridh lumsden
wis coppit bonnie in the
cloakroom, pinchin a bit o
chuddie fae her jaiket—

she hid a richt feejee. incensed
that onybody wid ging deep
inside summin o hers an
tak fitiver they pleased.

she wint tae miss mathers
fur justice, but fit did
she get? a punny ecc,
fur haein contraband.

her crime, possession o
an illegal stick o juicy fruit,
wis worse than his. meanin,
she didnae deserve sympathy.

rhuaridh wid grow up tae be
PC lumsden. but she wid aywis
ken him as that thievin gype
fa telt her, naebdy likes a clype.

noo, she sits in the warmth
o a wifey fa radiates the
security o a hunner bosies. she’s
finally ready to say fit she seen.

it’s nae been easy, tae admit
onybody wid ging deep
inside summin o hers an
tak fitiver they pleased.

her crime, tae be female an
bleezin, wis worse than his.
meanin, she didnae
deserve sympathy.
she’s seen mony a quine,
suffocate in silence. protectin
loons fae the consequences
o their actions.

noo, she’s in a place far she’s
allooed tae breathe. An naebdy
believes in bein black affrontit,
fan ye dinna haud yer wheesht
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Prose
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Aince 

Harry Josephine Giles

Aince thir wis a wifie fae a peedie piece. Her haem wis 
right bonnie an her fock wis right fine, ach, but puir an 
wearit an fantan forby. The crops wisno coman at the 
wey they did afore, the loch wis giean aff a aafil uncan 
reek, an thir wisno a wheeshie o birds i’ the widd. That 
wey, the wifie mad ap her mind tae gang awa tae airt 
oot answers an aid. Sheu teuk tae the lang brakken 
rodd wi jeust the claes on her back, the geud heid on her 
shodders, an the peedie bit hopp in her hairt.

Eftir twa week o wakkan, sheu cam tae a muckle 
toun. The gates an wynds wis pangit wi aa manner o 
dunderan, an doun ivry street wis lang lines o crames 
aa hivvy wi breid an maet. The wifie leukit at hid aa, 
her face aa luntit wi joy, fir sheu wis shuir they wir fuid 
enof here tae lighten her fock’s fantation. Sheu raxt oot 
a haand tae tak a aiple, but the cramer goldert at her in 
a tong sheu ceudno understaand. Sheu pit doun the 
aiple an scoukit. Sheu’d hiv tae lairn.

Hid wis mony a week o beggan fir orras an speiran 
at the fock at cam by, but at lang an at lent sheu cam 
tae ken the leid o that toun, an fer aa the cramers wis 
laughan at the wey sheu spock yet, they teuk tent o her 
tael. Sheu telt thaim aboot her fantan fock, an they wir 
saddent an mad a promiese o help.

Wan geudwilly mairchant gied her a poke o speicial 
seeds, at he sayed wid growe i’ the coorsest o yird, an he 
telt her he’d tak a shipment o saalt maet an haiselt fruit 
tae her fock ivry ’ear, gin they wid jeust send twartree 

strang younkers tae wark in his fairms. The wifie 
greed, gied thanks tae the mairchant, an sayed sheu’d 
send wird tae her fock. But they wir a haep o problems 
yet, an that wey, aince mair, the wifie teuk tae the lang 
brakken rodd, her claes a peedie bit tivsy, her shodders 
a peedie bit puggelt, an her hairt nou fillan wi hopp.

Eftir tree month o wakkan, sheu cam tae a muckle 
castle. Hids turrents wis taal an faced wi mairble, hids 
windaes wis mony an barred wi bright airn, an hids 
waas wis thick an hingit wi claith o gowd. Sheu leukit 
at hid aa, her face aa luntit wi mazerment, fer sheu wis 
shuir they wir walth enof here tae lighten her fock’s 
puirtith. Sheu raxt oot a haand tae touch the claith, but 
a gaird goldert at her in a tong sheu ceudno understaand, 
waffan aboot a muckle swuird. Sheu snappert back an 
scoukit. Sheu’d hiv tae lairn.

Hid wis mony a month o screengan floors, scuddlan 
pots, washan uniforms, an speiran at her maisters i’ 
the kitcheens, but at lang an at lent sheu cam tae ken 
the leid o that castle, an fer aa the offiecials wis laughan 
at the wey sheu spock yet, they teuk tent o her tael. She 
teult thaim aboot her puir fock, an an they wir saddent 
an mad a promise o help.

Wan geudwilly treisurer gied her a peedie bag o 
clinkers at he sayed wis a soond investment, an telt her 
he’d tak gowd tae her fock ivry ’ear, gin they wid jeust 
pey a curn o interest. The wifie greed, gied thanks tae 
the treisurer, an sayed sheu’d send wird tae her fock. 
But they wir a haep o problems yet, an that wey, aince 
mair, the wifie teuk tae the lang brakken rodd, her 
claes notheen but pelters, her shodders crappent 
anunder her hivvy pack, an her hairt lipperan wi hopp.
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Eftir a ear o wakkan, sheu cam tae a tour. Hid wis 
taal as the cloods, as white as snaa, an the wan door at 
hids buddom wis closst wi a intricate lock an wrote aa 
ower wi uncan codds. The wifie leukit at hid aa, her 
face luntit wi possiebility, fer sheu wis shuir they wir 
wittans enof her tae lighten her fock’s weariness. Sheu 
chappit at the door, an a slot appent tae shaa twa 
peeliewallie een, an a aald vyce akst a quaistion sheu 
ceudno understaand. Sheu’d hiv tae lairn.

His wis mony a ear o fangsan fir fuid, dernan an 
listenan tae the dairk-robbed scholarts whan they 
harkit thir answers tae the door, but at lang an at lent 
sheu cam tae ken the leid o that tour, an fer aa the 
doorman wis laaghan at the wey sheu spock yet, sheu 
kent the answer tae his quaistion nou. Ben the tour, 
sheu fund liebraries an laboratories an skeulreums, an 
sheu reenged thaim aa fer answers tae her fock’s tribbles.

Wan geudwilly scholart haird o her sairch, an wis 
saddent an mad a promise o help. He gied her a beuk 
pangit wi designs fer injines tae mak the darg o growan 
crops less sair, an a beuk pangit wi plans fer organisan 
communities tae mak the darg o makkan walth mair 
purposelike, an a beuk o the grandest sangs o ivry 
country i’ the warld, tae aidify the saal. Her fock widno 
understaand thaim aa, he sayed, but gin they jeust cam 
tae the tour tae study, they wid lairn suin enof. The 
wifie greed, gied thanks tae the scholart, an sayed 
sheu’d tak wird tae her fock. Nou she teuk tae the lang 
rodd haem, an aalder wumman nou, in a fremmit robb 
fae a fremmit piece, wi a bowlt back an a hairt notheen 
but hopp.

Antran, aafil antran, but the ferd haem wis gey 

shorter as the ferd tae the toun, the castle, the tour. 
Mebbe hid wis jeust sheu didno notiece the weyght o  
her pack nou, or the stanes i’ the rodd aneath her feet. 
Whitivver wey, hid seemt hid wisno but twartree days 
afore sheu wis i’ the ootfields o her awn country.

Whit sheu saa wis ferfil queerie. The fields wis ploued 
in tidy ranks, an the grain wis growan taal, an ivry 
stylk wis the exack sam as ivry ither. They wirno mony 
fock on the laand, an grieves in toun-claes wis sittan in 
hie chairs abeun the fields owerseean the wirk. Sheu 
pluckit twartree grains an chowed, thinkan, bit the 
taste wis that warshy sheu spittit thaim oot. Sheu 
stappit tae speir at a fairmer, but he jeust leukit at her, 
bumbazed, skitteran awa afore a grieve spied him.

The wifie frouned, an stekkit on, the weyght o her 
hairt no aafil no the weyght o hopp, ava. Hid wisno but 
twartree oors afore sheu wis at the first hooses o her 
village.

Whit sheu saa wis ferfil, ferfil queerie. The gress wis 
feeskit on the ruifs, the windaes wis clarty, an they wir 
waas aa unmendit bruckalaetion. She saa fock, een 
doun, cartan hivvy bags tae the biggeen at wis aince 
the village haa, tha wan biggeen at wis keepit ap, hids 
aald stanes glentan i’ the sun. She saa a offiecial i’ the 
uniform o the castle, coontan muckle haeps o clinkers. 
Sheu stappit tae speir at a gruip o fock, but whan they 
spock, bouan laa tae the grund, sheu ceudno under
staand thir wirds. They imsed awa, giean thir bags tae 
the offiecial, at scrievit on a peedie bit paper an gied hid 
tae thaim.

The wifie frouned, an driltit, on, the weyght o her 
hairt no ava the weyght o hopp. Hid wisno but twartree 
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meenits afore sheu wis at the skeul, the piece sheu’d 
lairned the sangs an weys o her fock.

Whit sheu saa wis ferfil, ferfil, ferfil queerie. A chiel 
in a scholart’s robb like hers wis at the front o the reum, 
waffan aboot a staff, an chantan a poyem. Sheu kent 
the wirds fae the tour, but the bairns, sat at desks five 
by five, haed brous snorlt in confuision. Whan the 
cholart paused, thay chantit the line o the poyem back 
tae him in wan vyce. If een o thaim mad a mistak, the 
scholart laughed a ill laugh an dinged his staff on the 
fluir. That bairn reidied an ettled aince mair, the wirds 
thick on her tong.

The wifie turnt an left ithoot askan a quaistion, the 
weyght in her hairt horrid far fae the weyght o hopp. 
Sheu teuk twatree stappies furder an sat by the loch. 
Hids watter wis grim an suckie an hid haed the reek o 
daeth. The trees aside the loch wis bare an sielent. The 
wifie appent her pack an leukit in.

The seeds sheu wis been gien i’ the toun wis jeust 
coom in thir poke. Sheu tuimit hid, an the stoor driftit 
ootower the loch.

The clinkers sheu wis been gien i’ the castle wis 
roostit thegither intae wan baal o maitel. Sheu fired it 
awa as far as she ceud, an the loch gluppit hid doun.

The ink i’ the beuks she wis been gien i’ the tour wis 
slaurit ower the pages, thir wirds awa, makkan nae 
sense ava. Sheu rived oot the paper, gaithered ryss fae 
the wid, an chappit the wan stane on the tither til they 
wir a fire.

Thir sheu bided, aside the loch, leukan intil the fire, 
an raxan intil her memory. Sheu ettled tae mynd on a 
sang sheu’d kent whan sheu wis peedie, a sang fer 

pouan tatties fae the grund. Sheu’d tint the wirds, but 
piece an piece the melody cam, an sheu mad new wirds 
tae fit hid. Mibbe hid wisno ferly the sam melody fae 
whan sheu wis peedie, mibbe hid his aa fankelt wi 
sangs fae the tour, mibbe the wirds an the melody wirno 
closs freends, but somtheen i’ the sang eikit ap her hairt.

The sun an the meun trackit ilk ither atwart the lift, 
an the wifie sang, an her sang wis lood an fierdy gittan, 
an bytimes een o the fock o her piece cam tae listen, 
giean a peedie bit scran fir strenth or claith fir waarmth, 
an gin sheu’s no deid she’s singan yet.



22 23

The Kingdom Chippy

Laura Barbour

‘Smile, darlin, it might no happen!’ He does this wee 
laugh, proud o his wit. The jar o pickled eggs on the 
counter catches ma eye. ‘Two ninety please,’ ah say, 
picturin pluckin one o the wee slimy baws oot, rollin it 
in ma palm, fingers clenchin...’Keep the 10p hen – 
that’ll mibbe cheer ye up eh!’ He tuts, pleased wi himsel, 
tuckin his wrapped single fish under one arm. In ma 
mind, the pickled egg bursts in ma fist an vinegar 
dribbles through ma claws. He’s whistlin as he leaves.

‘Chirro the noo, Davey,’ Tam caws as he loads anither 
basket o fat chips intae the fryer, then says tae me, ‘It 
wouldnae kill ye tae be a bit friendlier ye ken.’ Ah wipe 
ma hands on ma pinnie an put the 10p in the Guide 
Dogs tin, goin back tae the fridge tae finish restockin 
the Irn Bru. It’s no even worth gettin intae it wi Tam. 
He’s awrite as far as bosses go – pays the minimum 
wage an hus decent enough chat fur his age. Gets a bit 
crabbit when ah’m oan ma thurd toilet break o a four 
oor shift but, as ah’ve telt him: when ye’ve goat tae go, 
ye’ve goat tae go.

Despite the ‘Kingdom Chippy’ sign that’s hammered 
in above the door, everyone jist kens the place as ‘Tam’s’ 
an, right enough, Tam kens pretty much everybody in 
Glenrothes. He’s mega proud o that faded ‘Fife Chip 
Shop of the Year 2009’ poster in the windae an the 
clientele seem tae be clingin tae it anaw. The chippy’s in 
what is apparently cawed a ‘precinct’, in the shadows o 
the toon’s worst cooncil flats. Ah’m no a snob or that, 

but these are, actual, howfin. Tam says it’s where they 
put the paedos, but his sources are usually a bit 
questionable. Tam’s also fae the school o ‘Och, he dusnae 
mean onyhin by it’ when it comes tae creeps like Davey. 
Dinnae git me wrong, he wouldnae see anyone gaun too 
far wi me, but the problem is that his idea o too far is, 
well, too far fae mine. Yer Daveys an Jims an Rabs o 
the world – aw men o a certain age wi auld forearm 
tattoos an bloated corned beef puses – wouldnae hink 
twice afore commentin on bein served their tea by a 
braw wee lassie but would be black affrontit if ye 
suggested they were misogynistic minks.

See before ah got the job at the chippy, ah was actual 
so soft when it came tae auld men. If ah’d seen an auld 
man wi a fish supper under his arm, ma brain wouldae 
constructed a hale story aboot him bein lonely, wifeless 
an dugless, away hame tae hiddle over his wee papery 
tea in a buckled armchair. An see if he happened tae be 
wearin a baseball cap...Nut. That’d be me - finished, 
deid, game over. Ah suppose the service industry 
hardens ye. Cause see now? Ah’m aboot wan battered 
sausage innuendo away fae a criminal record.

Sometimes ah wish ah wis mair like ma wee gran. 
Bold. Dusnae care whit anybody hinks. Husnae 
entertained the idea o a man since the Eighties. Her 
cairry-on’s a bit much sometimes like. Take, fur 
example, the weekend. Ah’d thoat, ken what wid be a 
nice, thoughtful, gran-an-granddaughter hing tae dae 
thigether? A coffee up the toon centre. Phoned her tae 
ask; she wis buzzin.

Braw. Noo, we’re both mair comfortable in Greggs 
than Starbucks (couldnae tell ye what an oat milk chai 
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latte is if ma life depended on it.) So we’re sharin a 
sausage roll an a crispy cake, she’s bletherin oan aboot 
the ‘braw’ new optician at Specsavers. He ‘hus an accent’ 
apparently, which probably meant he’s fae Perth or 
somethin, kennin ma gran. Anywey, aw wis well. Then, 
efter, we’d got as far doon the toon as Card Factory 
when ma gran hud, without warnin, squatted an 
plunged her hand up her skurt, howkin aboot at God 
knows what. ‘Aw, Gran!’ ah’d hissed, feelin ma soul 
leave ma body. ‘Needs must, hen; ma gusset’s hingin.’ 
An jist like that, tights adjusted, she’d continued on as 
normal. Some wee boys comin oot The Works looked an 
started tae say somethin but she eyebawed them an 
they gave up.

Ma wee gran’s voice pops intae ma heid as ah close 
the fridge door – Listen, hen; see this ‘keepin the heid’? 
Overratit. She kens me though – ah’m the silent an 
ragin type. That’s how everyone hinks ah’m jist quiet, 
they dinnae ken there’s mair there. At least, ah hink 
there is...

How dae ye git tae be like ma gran though? Does it 
jist come wi age? See the now, ah ken Davey an that 
hink ah’m jist a torn-faced teenager, a daft wee lassie. 
Ah ken what ah hink but ah dinnae ken how tae say 
hings. How dae ye even git tae be...powerful?

Ah’m just aboot tae head through tae the loo when 
– ‘Awrite Tam?’ As if ah’d conjured her, ma gran’s on the 
ither side o the counter, arms folded, fleece zipped right 
up even though it’s boilin. She likes tae pop in when 
ah’m workin – she gets off the bus a stop early on her 
wey hame fae the Club 3000 bingo fur a bag o chips tae 
take up the road wi her. Obviously, ma gran kens Tam 

an Tam kens ma gran – that’s the kindae folk they are, 
Glenrothes fixtures. ‘Jean, hen, how ye keepin?’ ‘Ah’m 
no yer hen, Tam Broon, an ah’m keepin jist braw thank 
you very much.’ She dusnae need tae ask – he starts 
shooglin her chips in the oil. Ye kin tell they like each 
other though.

Ah’m away tae ask aboot her winnins (ma gran’s 
freakishly lucky at the bingo) but am stopped by the 
arrival of Big Eck, a Tam’s regular an probably in ma 
top three maist-hated. Ken those men that jist gie ye 
the boak on first sight? Raith Rovers top jist aboot 
tucked intae his jeans. An the baffies. Ah’ve nivver seen 
the man in a proper shoe. The last hing he’s needin is 
another white puddin supper. ‘White puddin supper an 
a chip butty on the side, doll.’ Ah start punchin the 
prices intae the till. ‘No smilin the night eh?’ Eck says, 
half tae me, but maistly at Tam. Ma Gran’s standin off 
tae the side, checkin oot the ancient signed photo o some 
boxer that’s framed next tae the menu. Her heavy wee 
gold earrings rattle a bit.

Between ma full bladder and noo Eck’s incredible 
wit...ah jist cannae make ma face move, ah cannae dae 
it. ‘Five pound exactly please,’ ah say, eyes on the pickled 
eggs. He whacks five pound coins doon on the counter 
wi his meaty fist cause of course he couldnae hand them 
tae me. ‘Must be that time o the month eh Tam?!’ he 
caws over the counter an he’s daein this big grotesque 
laugh showin his missin back teeth an strings o slavers. 
Tam’s shakin his heid an smilin. Ma gran’s slowly 
turnin her attention away fae the wall. Ma fingers are 
grippin the plastic knife, butterin the roll. ‘Mind n geez 
plenty vinegar on that butty, hen. Ah’m wantin it moist.’ 
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The slaver strings again. Ma gran purses her lips and 
looks at me. She doesnae say anyhin like. Tam’s scoopin 
the chips ontae the roll while ah’m haudin it open in its 
wee styrofoam box.

The chip grease and margarine soaks intae the roll.
How dae ye even git tae be powerful?
‘Ah’m just needin tae get some more vinegar fae 

through the back,’ ah say, lookin at ma gran in her wee 
fleece, solid as anyhin.

They dinnae ken there’s mair there.
And when ye’ve goat tae go, ye’ve goat tae go.
By the time ah’m back wi the butty an a new bottle, 

Eck’s awready fired intae his supper - puddin in hand, 
chowin the heid aff it, mooth slimy wi oil. ‘Thought ye 
were makin the vinegar fae scratch ben there,’ he 
grunts, an a see the beige mush rollin aboot his tongue. 
He’s less chirpy now, obviously fed up wi ma miserable 
pus an heaven forbid he hud tae wait a few minutes on 
his food.

‘That you away up the road then Jean?’ Tam asks 
as he comes over tae salt then wrap ma gran’s parcel. 
Ah notice she’s added a wee pickled egg intae her order. 
She’ll huv taken one o her ‘wee notions’ nae doot. ‘Aye 
ah’ll see ye efter, Tam.’ She tries tae gie me the £1.80  
but ah wave her away. Tam kens tae take it oot ma pay.

‘There’s vinegar here, ye daftie!’ Tam locates the 
bottle fae the side o the till. ‘Aw yeah,’ ah reply quietly, 
already pourin generously from the bottle ah’d returned 
with.

‘Extra moist fur ye, Eck...’ ah say, raisin ma chin. 
Daft wee lassie, that’s me. Big Eck’s gruntin as he 
manoeuvres his wey oot the door tryin tae get in aboot 

his butty an no drop his supper. ‘Sake,’ he’s mutterin. 
There’s a wee buzz goin through me now. Ah take the 
warm vinegar bottle an bin it, careful tae wash ma 
hands thoroughly efter.

Ma gran watches Eck, wan pencilled-on eyebrow 
raised, cradlin her chips in the crook o her arm. As she 
goes tae leave, ah smile at her, ma wee gran.

Keepin the heid, ah hink tae masel. Overratit.
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How Till Houletgless Learnt Tae Fly

Thomas Clark

Tae tell ye the truth, Till Hooletgless had mair nor less 
had enough o his auld life by the time he left Arbroath 
for guid.

For mony years he’d been ridin aw aroond the toons 
and clachans o Scotland, playin pranks on the lairds 
and giein hauners tae the puir fowk. Sae when he 
troddled intae Cadzow on his wee dun mare that 
Monday morn, he’d awready made his mind up tae caw 
canny wi the cairry-on and settle doon – get himsel a 
job, mebbe, and a wee roof ower his heid.

‘Ach, I’ve had a guid run,’ Till said tae himsel, ‘But I 
cannae spend the rest o ma life gettin a chasin aff the 
Laird o This, or the High-Heid-Yin o That. Chitterin 
awa aw nicht in a stable, wi a paved stane for a pillae 
and ma ain breith for a bedsheet...Nah, that’s no the 
gemme for me.’

Till shook his heid and laughed tae himsel, thinkin 
o aw the fantoosh fowk he’d gied the rin-aroond ower 
the years, and his wee dun mare let oot a dulesome 
whinny.

‘Och, I ken, pal! I’ll miss it tae. Richtin wrangs is a 
fine profession, but there’s nae money in it. It’s time tae 
find oorsels a job wi a wee bit mair tae it, eh. Somethin 
we can really get oor teeth intae.’

Sae when Till cam intae Cadzow and fund oot he wis 
awready weel-kent tae the burghers there, he wis fair 
oorie aboot it. But it soon turnt oot he needna hae 
fashed. The fowk that bided in Cadzow were happy as 

onythin tae see the famous Till Hooletgless ride intae 
their wee toon. In fact, as he trotted on doon the high 
street, there wis that mony punters pointin at him and 
smilin that Till couldnae help feelin like he wis tapster 
o the entire heap.

‘Hoi! Is that wha I think it is?’
‘Thon’s Till Hooletgless! He’s the fella that stole the 

brig o Kirkcudbright!’
‘How’re ye daein, lads?’ Till winked at them as he 

passed, ‘Keepin busy?’
‘Would ye credit that?’ anither voice cried oot, ‘Till 

Hooletgless! Here in Cadzow! Hiv ye heard he’d hauf o 
Hamilton thinkin he’d turnt watter intae wine?’

Till smiled doon at the new speaker.
‘Weel, there’s a wee bit mair tae it than that, but...’
‘Thon’s the bampot that spent twa weeks tryin tae 

learn a cuddie how tae talk! He’s aff his heid!’
‘Eh,’ Till said, frownin, ‘I’m no shuir ye’ve heard that 

yin richt...See, whit happened wis...’
‘Haw Till!’ somebody else shoutit, ‘Hiv ye got ony o 

yer baw-heided stunts lined up for us in Cadzow?’
‘Weel, I widnae exactly caw thaim baw-heided,’ Till 

said, ‘But I’ve mebbe got a couple o wee ideas I’m minded 
tae...’

But naebody wis listenin. It was as if the hale toon 
had gaithert there, laughin and jokin aboot Till and aw 
his exploits. And for the next few days, it wis like that 
everywhaur Till went. Whether he wis seekin oot some 
lodgins, or tryin tae pick up a wee bit wirk, aw onybody 
wantit tae blether aboot wis the merry cantrips he’d 
been at in the past, and the wans they howped he wis 
plannin for the future.



30 31

‘Oor provost’s a richt scunner, eh?’ they’d say tae 
him, ‘Think ye micht sort him oot the wey ye did yon 
merchant in Musselburgh?’

‘Weel, I dinnae ken the man,’ Till would answer, ‘I 
mean, thon merchant wis naethin but a pauchler and a 
radge. Itherwise, I’d hae left him alane.’

‘Bigger fish tae fry, is that whit ye’re sayin? Ha ha! I 
bet! Heidbanger like yersel, there’s nae tellin whit ye’ll 
get up tae!’

And Till would scart his neb and stare faur intae the 
distance.

Efter twa or three days o that, Till stapped gawin 
oot in Cadzow awthegither, and disappeared frae sicht. 
The toonsfowk were frantic wi guessin at whaur he had 
went and whit he wis up tae. They were certain he wis 
schemin up some unco ploy, and when he rode back 
intae toon a fortnicht later, the mercat square was 
rammied wi fowk waitin tae hear his news.

‘Whaur’ve ye been, man?’ they yollert at him, 
‘Whit’ve ye been up tae?’

Till looked oot intae the crood. His face was awfy 
thochtfu.

‘Ach, I wisnae shuir if I wis gaun tae tell ye, tae be 
honest. But noo that ye’re aw here, I doot I micht as 
weel. Ye see,’ Till said, strokin his horse’s mane, ‘I’ve 
been awa teachin masel how tae fly.’

There were quiet giggles fae oot the crood, and the 
toonsfowk pinched each ither’s airms wi glee.

‘Ye...Ye whit?!’ they shoutit.
‘Aye, I think I’ve aboot got the hing o it noo,’ Till 

went on, rubbin the back o his heid wi a wince, ‘It’s wan 
o thae things ye’ve kind o got tae learn jist by daein it.’

By noo the crood wis a low rummle o smirtles and 
smothered laughin. The hale thing wis mair nor 
onybody in Cadzow could ever hiv howped for.

‘Weel, c’mon show us then!’ somebody shoutit.
Till looked intae the sky wi doot.
‘It’s...It’s no that I cannae. It’s jist that I’m no sae 

guid fae a staunin stairt. But I’ll tell ye whit, though,’ 
Till went on, as the toonsfowk mummelt and grummelt, 
‘If ye aw come doon tae the toon haw balcony the morra 
morn, I’ll be gled tae gie ye a wee demonstration then.’

And the hale clamjamfrie o them gied up a muckle 
cheer, and filled Till’s hauns wi drink fae then until the 
sun went doon.

The follaein mornin, when Till clambert oot on tae 
the toon haw balcony, aw the toonsfowk ablo could see 
he wis the warse for wear. He had his bunnet doonsclentit 
ower wan o his een, and he mounted the cantle wan leg 
at a time, as if it wis a camsteirious mare.

‘Watch oot! He’s for takkin a heider richt ower it!’ the 
toonsfowk shoutit, and they aw took a few steps awa.

But at lang and last Till got up ontae the ledge, and 
for a meenit he hunkered doon there wi his airms flung 
oot, sweein aboot in the wund. Tae the crood o thaim 
aw starin up, he wis the absolute spit o wan o thae 
glaikit-lookin gargoyles on the kirk across the road. 
Somebody startit shoutin.

‘Dae it, Till! Dae it!’
‘C’mon, mun! Show us ye can fly!’
‘Aye! Jump! Jump! Jump!’
And afore lang, the hale bunch o them were yollerin 

up at Hooletgless, darin him tae jump. He looked doon 
at them for a meenit wi a muckle grin on his face, then 
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he lifted up his haun for silence.
‘Are yese aw ready for me tae jump then, aye? See if 

auld Till the heidbanger’s really able tae fly?’
‘Aye, we’re aw ready! Stap yer haverin and jist dae it!’
Till listened tae aw the fowk tellin him tae jump. He 

nodded a few times, and took wan deep braith. Then he 
straichtened up, pit his bunnet back on, and stepped 
doon ontae the balcony.

For a meenit naebody said onythin. Then, there wis 
bedlam. Awbody stairtit screamin and shoutin up at 
Till, cawin him aw the names that are unner the sun, 
and some o the wans that arenae.

‘Fearty! Ye’re naethin but a big fearty!’
‘Aye! Imagine gawin aboot tellin awbody ye can fly 

when ye cannae! Whit a haufwit!’
Till leaned oot ower the balcony, and looked doon at 

them. He wisnae smilin ony mair.
‘Aw, I’m the haufwit, aye? Weel, if ye’re here because 

ye actually think I can fly, ye’re mair o a haufwit than 
I am,’ he said tae the thrang, ‘And if ye’re here tae watch 
cause ye think I cannae fly...Man! I dinnae ken whit 
that maks ye, except that heidbanger disnae even run it 
close.’

And wi that Till Hooletgless left the silent crood, and 
wis niver seen in Cadzow toon again.

An Alien Feeling

Anna Stewart

‘Are yi gonnae tell them aboot the aliens Lynne?’
They all laugh. It hurts, him saying that in front o 

his pals, when I told him in confidence, and I only told 
him because it wis true. It wis a few weeks ago now, 
and if it had been someone else I suppose I’d laugh the 
same, but it’s no something yi forget, and I find it hard 
tae see the funny side. It’s strange coz sometimes I’d 
ask tae be taken away, but I thought it wis God I wis 
asking, and I thought it wis something mair o the spirit 
that would come fir me those times I couldnae sleep. It 
happened right across fae the house, in the field by the 
cliffs. Do yi believe me? Could yi believe that something 
like that could happen here? I’d been walking oor dog 
Lugs – we called him Lugs coz o his big ears flapping 
aw ower his eyes and the broo o his nose, especially 
when he wis excited. I liked rubbing them between my 
fingers and pressing his fur against my cheek, the smell 
o the ootside on him: rain and auld earth and a 
sharpness that comes fae meat.

These fowk here tonight annoy the life oot o me: Fat 
Karen and Ray, Chris and his new bird I cannae mind 
the name o. They’re aw laughing and no even thinking 
aboot Lugs, no even thinking any o it might matter. Ali 
loves it – thinks it’s great havin them ower – aw the 
beer, and the making fun o me. He thinks I’ve gone 
doolally since it happened. And I cannae say I’ve no felt 
any different. I’ve no really been the same – it’s hard fir 
me tae concentrate, and I cannae mindo things. I forgot 
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my ain birthday the other day.
I wis restless the night I lost Lugs, and I suppose 

that’s how I lost him, coz I’d been tempted tae walk in 
the field. I wis lying in bed, looking oot the windae at it, 
how it moved wi the wind, the oilseed rape that gies me 
migraines in the summer, and I thought I saw a light. I 
decided tae walk oot there, right intae a sneezing fit so’s 
I could wrap my brain roond tight wi a wall o heidache, 
just so’s I could feel something. Suppose everybody gets 
a need fir something tae lay its hands on yi sometimes, 
even if it is just yirself – just yir ain body.

It wis aboot 2am, long efter closing, but when Ali 
had stayed in toon at Ray’s again, or so he’d said, it wis 
because we’d argued earlier in the day. That’s when he 
likes a drink. I pulled my coat on and took Lugs across 
the road. I followed the wee path that cuts through the 
middle o the field towards the cliffs and headed fir the 
light. And that wis us: me and Lugs on oor last walk 
thegither. He breathed a kindo quick breath while he 
wis pulling at the lead, heading for this glow above the 
rape. And when we got closer I couldnae see properly, it 
wis that bright. Lugs barked and I heard a piercing 
sound, beyond a high note fae the sea, like a dog whistle 
I could hear, and my ears popped. Then Lugs pulled 
hard on the lead and the leather burnt my skin so I  
lost hud o him.

Awthing moved then: the light, the shadow o the 
yella plants fae the field – it aw flipped and wrapped 
itself up tae make a space fir this long thing, like a coat 
wi a heid.

The long thing held oot its arms and they bent a 
shape whar it couldnae o had any bones. I put my hand 

oot and felt something. It’s hard tae describe what it felt 
like. Raw meat underwater maybe – soft but made hard 
coz o pressure. It stretched its fingers tae touch me 
back, but they wirnae really fingers – mair like tools I 
suppose. I could feel them boring intae me, leaving tiny 
marks; I can see them now when I close my eyes, wee 
red dots wi meaning I cannae imagine, a rash burning 
my brain fae the inside oot.

I wis able tae look through the light and see aw 
aroond the thing efter it marked me like that. That’s 
when I saw these bags full o creatures – rows and rows 
o them wi their eyes sewn shut: still, but floating. I 
reached tae touch them, and they began tae move. They 
minded me o new born bairns.

I dinnae ken whar Lugs went in that moment – I 
couldnae see him anymair. I could hear him though, in 
the distance: his bark on a loop. I wis scared o it, that 
long thing that looked like a coat. But I got a good 
feeling too, and I wanted tae stay wi it; I wanted it tae 
take me. And then it happened, I shot right up, I wis 
weightless fir a moment, and Lugs flashed in front o my 
face, his mooth a snarl, his teeth gnashing; he looked in 
pain, he looked at me fir help and I couldnae, I couldnae 
reach him coz I wis floating, I wis suspended. I wis still 
and floating, like in water. And the thing wisnae 
hurting me, it wis hurting Lugs instead. Then I dropped 
to the groond and he wis gone, and the wee moving 
things in bags seemed tae have maybe no existed. 
Maybe they never were there? Except, I could see this 
vapour – I could see this wee dust in dots floating above 
the field, falling doon in a tiny spray, a kindo ash 
landing in the dark on the yella o the oilseed rape. I 
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touched it efter I got up and felt they tiny bits o 
something that had been burned up. It smelled o 
nothing at all and evaporated fae my fingers quicker 
than water ever would. I wonder if that’s because this 
ash wis a dead thing, and water is a living thing? Do yi 
think that’s what that means?

But anyway Lugs wis gone, and that wis that – I wis 
alone. See, when I think aboot it now, I think it’s when 
yi cannae understand who yi are anymair – when yi 
dinnae even ken what yi are – that’s when yir right fir 
being abducted.

I ken what fowk think – I’m a daft wifey that’s 
mistook a coat fir an alien. I ken that’s what Ray and 
Fat Karen, and Chris and his new bird think o me. 
That’s how I’m no getting sucked intae conversation on 
it, no matter how much they’re goading uz. Dinnae get 
sucked in just coz yi want tae prove it happened; dinnae 
let them badger yi coz Ali thinks it’s funny. But he tells 
them aw anyway – he tells them so they’ll laugh at me. 
I drink my wine in silence. He made me pick a dear 
bottle earlier when we went tae the shops. It wis my 
wee treat he says, and he kens I like red wine. I suppose 
that wis nice o him, but mair than likely he wis just 
trying tae impress this lot wi a fancy bottle. I try tae 
focus on my wine tae droon oot their laughing, I like its 
fullness in my mooth; I like learning the taste o it. I 
swirl it and watch it move, how it leaves those legs efter 
I drink it doon. I take another sip and see it again,  
red tentacles on glass falling intae a shiny liquid, 
moving coz o my hand, building up tae spill ower the 
side, any minute. But I don’t let it. Instead, I say, ‘What 
aboot the dog?’

Ali says, ‘Aye what aboot my dog, Lynne? Whar is he!’
I can feel myself scream the words, but it sounds 

muffled in my ears. I ken what I’m saying though – I’ve 
awready telt yi what happened; I’ve awready telt yi. My 
throat feels raw efter it, so I ken it wis loud.

The room gets embarrassed and so do I. Chris’s new 
lassie makes an excuse and goes tae the loo. Ali tells me 
tae tone it doon. I say I’m awa tae bed, then Fat Karen 
pipes up, ‘What did they want?’

I turn tae look at her and she asks again, this time 
like she believes uz, ‘The aliens – what did they want?’

‘I dinnae ken what they wanted,’ I say, ‘but they kept 
Lugs.’

I go upstairs. I’ve made awbody feel bad. Ali’ll tell 
me tomorrow I’ve ruined everyone’s night wi my daft 
story aboot aliens, forgetting that it wis him that 
brought it up. He likes asking what happened tae Lugs 
because he wants tae remind me to feel the pain o it. It 
isnae true that I didnae ken what the alien wanted. I 
know it’s watching all the time now, watching through 
my eyes, collecting information aboot how I live. And 
there’s wee things I hae tae do – signals: I flash a torch 
in the sky at night, I count one...two...three, I blink 
during the day, three quick blinks looking up to the 
clouds so they know I’m watching back. It’s for when 
they come fir uz again, so they’ll know I’m ready. I 
cannae wait fir them tae come back; I cannae wait tae 
feel that way again, like yir suspended, like aw yir 
muscles are relaxed and there’s liquid flowing through 
yir body, a giant release like yiv needed a pee fir ages 
and finally yi get one, but it’s yir whole body – yir whole 
self. And tae see Lugs – I want tae see Lugs again.
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Ali comes tearing up the stairs and near takes the 
door aff its hinges. His mates have aw left, he says, and 
it’s because o me. I’m a total embarrassment, 
embarrassing him like that. He knocks uz ontae the 
bed wi his fist, I kindo bounce back up, and I laugh, so 
he hooks uz again in the same place on my jaw. It’s 
never that sair when he hits uz; it’s just I cannae get up 
and I’m trapped. That’s the worst feeling – being scared 
in case there’s something worse tae come; no haein the 
strength tae get oot fae under him.

We look at each other, me on the bed huddin ma jaw 
and him standing ower uz. But I know: all he wants tae 
do is crawl inside and see what I see. That’s why he does 
it – coz he cannae get inside o me like he wants to. I’ll 
never let him in, no in that way. Does that make me 
sound cold?

He goes oot the room. I hear him going doonstair, 
and I rest my head on the pillow. I feel my jaw oot o line. 
I keep pushing it, fiddling wi it. It’s no sair, just a wee 
bit like it might unlock itself fae my face. We’ve been 
married a lot o years. When yiv been married aw that 
time, it’s inevitable that these kindo arguments will 
happen. These kindo scuffles.

I lie there and think aboot oor bairn, the one he 
knocked oot o me aw those years ago. I ay think aboot 
her efter this kindo thing happens, coz he reminds me 
when he does this o how I lost her. I’ve a picture in my 
heid o what she’d be like now, as a young wumman. 
Every year I add a year. Yi cannae keep them as bairns 
forever – they’ve got tae grow up, even if it’s just in yir 
heid, even just in there, so they’re no wasted. I wonder 
what a bairn o mine and his would’ve liked, what kindo 

things she’d have like tae do, what kindo places, what 
claes, what food, what games, what type o walk, kindo 
hands, what shape o eyes, colour o skin, o hair, the 
smell o her – like blood and salt and a see-through blue, 
I remember. Maybe she’d have been chatty? If she was, 
she wouldo been different fae me; I find I cannae talk 
that much tae other fowk, just in my heid is when it aw 
comes oot. We mighto had a laugh; we mighto laughed 
at him thegither. She mighto made him better.

Why did he do that? Why did he do that and then 
greet aboot it now when he’s drunk, lying on the flair 
like he wants tae crawl into the groond, saying he’s 
sorry ower and ower again. And then he does it again, 
like now – he makes that bad day happen ower and 
ower again, like how I’m feeling now. Like how he 
reminds me. 

I hear him shifting aboot doonstair, and I get up and 
look oot the windae at the field. The wind makes it move 
like a living thing, and I think I see that light again. I 
better flash my torch, blink my eyes, and I see they’re 
watching because the light in the field blinks back. I 
listen and hear he’s gone intae the kitchen, so that’s my 
chance. I tiptoe doon the stairs and slip oot the front 
door. I dinnae even hae a jacket nearby tae grab hud o. 
I run across the road and crouch doon in the long 
grasses o the oilseed rape. I can feel my heid start tae 
tighten, my heart race.

I crawl slowly fir a long time so Ali doesnae see me, 
and I end up whar I wis that night I lost Lugs, heading 
oot towards the edge o the cliffs. The sea is louder, and 
fae the groond I can feel its rumble. I remember now: 
there wis these lights that I followed, then something 
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weird happened – I had this funny-like dream even 
though I wis awake. I’m sure that’s what happened the 
night I lost him. We’d had an argument, fought again 
that day, then what happened tae Lugs? I cannae mind. 
I ken he loves Lugs – loved that dog, treated that dog 
better than me because it wis soft and would let him in; 
would let him hold it and squeeze the life oot o it.

I flash my torch, looking and looking till I find the 
right place. Then I see a paw, stickin oot fae under the 
mud. It’s got patches o black and white, and a wee black 
mole on the padded underside, just like Lugs used tae 
hae. I tear at the mud wi my nails till I get to the fur, 
and I start tae smell the stench o him, sharp and wet. I 
move mounds o earth till there’s his nose, his eye, rotted 
awa, and the hair fae his lug, still furry and soft tae touch 
between the pads o my fingers. It’s a lovely feeling. I bury 
my face in his fur, and when I finally lift my heid the 
light fae the moon’s gone. How come I kent whar he wis?

That’s when the long thing comes again, the coat wi 
a heid. And I think now it musto been guiding me. It 
has a light o its ain, and I recognise it fae the last time 
– how its arms bend in a way that means it cannae hae 
bones, how it feels soft but hard at the same time. And 
now it lifts uz and I’m suspended, I’m released, able 
again, no broken up. That’s what this alien does tae me. 
And I’m glad it’s come into my life, this special thing, 
this extraterrestrial asking me what it feels tae be 
human. What is life? What is death? Because he tells 
me they dinnae exist, and I believe in him.

Across the road my front door opens and through a 
glow fae the bulb in the lobby I see Ali’s shadow, looking 
oot, looking fir me: me standing in the field, mud on my 

nightie, up my arms, my hands, under my nails. My 
breeks feel wet, and Lugs is hard tae carry coz he’s 
heavy fae the weight o being so still. I see him looking 
fir me, this man I’ve spent my life wi, and I walk 
towards him, holding oor dog in my arms.
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Hoast

Shane Strachan

Wednesday, 1st April 2020
Oh, ye canna shove yer granny aff a bus. Unless it’s 

yer daddy’s mammy. Then push push.
I’ve been stuck wi ma Grunny for a wik noo and she’s 

aaready gien ma a curn o reasons tae shove her aff a 
double decker at high speed.

It’s ma Da’s fault really. Een minute I wis aul enough 
tae bide at hame and look aifter masel while he wis 
swannin aboot Asia on a cruise wi his blonde, but add 
in a global pandemic, a grunny up tae high doh ower 
being stuck in her hoose alone and a wee incident in ma 
kitchen involvin the microwave explodin aifter I tried 
tae cook a tattie in tinfoil, I wis suddenly ower young 
and ower glaikit tae be left masel for as lang as Da wis 
stuck aff the coast o Phuket on a ship full o feverish 
octogenarians.

So there wis me, aboard the number 69 bus fae the 
Broch tae St Combs tae bide wi Grunny in her wee 
sheltered hoose nearhand the village school. Grunny’s 
hoose is a shed o a place, really. Ye come in the front 
door straight intae her cupboard o a kitchen, then ben 
in the lobby there’s doors tae her wee box bedroom, her 
eternally caul lavvie, the lobby press (a biyler, a pile o 
toowels and some face cloots), and finally a livin room 
that ye could jist aboot park a postie’s van in.

While Grunny disna hae a spare room, she has a 
spare single mattress laid oot on the livin room fleer for 
ma. There’s a story...  A couple o year ago, she won twa 

thoosan pound at the bingo. The next day a mannie wis 
chappin on her door tellin her aa aboot this dream 
mattress she jist hid tae buy. Well, nae sooner wis the 
Mecca money in her accoont, it wis fleein back oot the 
bank tae the mattress mannie. Ma Da wis sure that 
crook had picked it oot o some skip somewye. It disna 
exactly smell like it’s been used afore, but it sure as hell 
feels like it has – the coils dig intae ma back at funny 
angles every time I pit ma heid doon tae sleep.

Grunny is 84 and she’s aathing ye’d expect o a 
stereotypical grunny at that age. Blue rinse. Glaisses 
that tik up half her face. Falsers that sometimes faa oot 
fan she sups at her daily broth. That’s right. Daily. For 
the majority o the near 31,000 days she’s been on this 
planet, she’s biylt an egg for brakfist, had broth for 
denner and had fish in some shape or form every supper. 
By day three at her hoose, I’d wis aaready sickent wi it, 
especially the fish, which is usually smoked haddock 
poached in milk. Boke.

‘Bit fish is foo yer folk made a livin up until yer 
faither took tae the rigs. Ye’ll ay be a Quitie, mind.’

‘Fit’s a Quitie?’
‘Weel, it’s summin tae dee wi birds fit wye we got the 

nickname. Coots I think...  Or wis it summin tae dee wi 
kilts...?’

‘Kilts?’
‘Aye. The folk here lang ago were fairmer fishermen, 

and they’d weer kilts file they sowed their seeds on their 
land and cast nets oot in their boaties.’

Grunny made stuff up. I wis sure o it. She definitely 
made up words. I’d never heard onybody say half o fit 
she came oot wi. I think she wis pullin ma leg maist o 
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the time she opent her moo.
‘Oh ye’r the marris o yer Da,’ she’d say at least three 

times a day.
Translation: I really resembled ma Da. I wish I 

didna. I’d raither have looked like ma Mam, even if she 
wis a wifie, god rest her soul. At least she wis bonnie 
fae the photas I hae o her afore the accident took her 
awa.

‘Ye’v on marless sheen,’ Grunny said een day aifter 
I’d nipped oot tae tak the wheelie bin in fae the kirb.

Marless means mismatched apparently.
Marris, the same. Marless, the opposite. There 

seemed tae be some kinda logic tae it. But I think that 
wis aa part o Grunny’s bluff. I asked her if she made up 
words.

‘That’s fit I thoucht ma grunny did and-aa. She used 
tae say knife like ‘k-nife’. Nae word o a lee. Oh look...’ 
Grunny could see her neighbour oot the winda. ‘Moira’s 
fair pittin on the weicht in this lockdoon. Ee me! She 
must be thinkin I’ve a bidie-in, ye’r aas grown up since 
ye last cam oot tae see ma.’

Bidie-in...I wis so affrontit that she wis insinuatin 
she wis some kinda cougar and me her toyboy, that I got 
oot ma Nintendo Switch, plugged in ma earphones and 
pretendit nae tae hear her the rest o the day.

‘Ye’r een’ll turn square!’ She shouts every time I 
switch ma games on. This is rich comin fae the wifie 
that sits twa metres awa fae her TV eight hours a day 
and only taks her een aff it tae keek doon at her knittin 
every noo and then.

Worst of aa, her TV is in black and white. Grunny 
disna want tae pey mair for a colour TV licence. Grunny 

is ticht-fisted, a description I learnt fae her this wik fan 
she wis slaggin aff ma Da’s blonde. Apparently 
Christmas presents fae ma Da have really gone doonhill 
since Yvonne came on the go.

‘Aa his money gings on them cruises they’re ay on. 
Weel look at them noo. The Guid Man Upstairs has 
sent a plague tae teach them a lesson.’

‘Grunny, if there’s a god, I seriously doot they’ve put 
the world in lockdoon because ma Da’s treated Yvonne 
tae a cruise.’

‘Dinna question the Guid Man’s wyes.’
Every time I dee onything remotely oot o line, I’m 

reminded aboot the Guid Man Upstairs.
Ye dinna even hae a laft Grunny, never mind an 

upstairs.
Grunny rates a Bible. If she’s nae awa tae the Bingo, 

she’s in a kirk at the meeting. A couple o days ago I wis 
chiky and joked that it wis AA meetings she wis 
probably missin oot on noo that she wis stuck inside. 
That did NOT go doon weel.

‘Heh min! ma faither smoked like a lum and drunk 
like a fish, and by Jove, neether a fag nor a drap o 
alcohol has ever past ma lips. I did ma best tae nae end 
up a sotter like him. Ye hear ma?’

‘Aye, Grunny. Sorry.’
‘Och...Ye’r a guid loon really, aren’t ye?’
She started tellin ma aa aboot her dad, but fell asleep 

aboot five minutes in. So I set aff oot on ma daily walk 
up alang High Street ontae Seaview and then doon tae 
the shorie. There’s nithin else tae dee in St Combs right 
noo. I only ever liked visitin here for ice cream fan I wis 
wee, and of course, the ice cream shoppie’s shut like 
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aathing else. So everyday I heid tae the shorie tae 
waatch the waves foam and fizz tae pass the time. 
Grunny’s got nae Wi-Fi, so I’ve set a daily limit on ma 
phone data so I dinna use it aa up in one go. Problem is, 
I use up the daily limit by dennertime every day. Jist in 
time for broth. Gads! So I only hae ma Nintendo, the 
sea, and noo this diary tae keep ma occupied.

It wisna so bad fan I wis thinkin I’d be gettin back 
tae ma hoose the day. That was the original plan given 
Da got hame fae Thailand on an emergency flight this 
mornin. But no. Summin happent yesterday – Grunny 
woke up wi a fever and a hoast.

‘No Jamie, ye’ll hae tae self-isolate wi Grunny for the 
next fortnicht noo. Yvonne and I didna manage tae 
dodge that virus on the Princess of the Seas for twa 
wiks jist tae come hame and catch it aff o you.’

Yvonne and I...Fa does ma Da think he is?
So that wis me. Scuppert and scunnert for the next 

fortnight, aa thanks tae some kinda lung jandies aff a 
bat, and a tattie wrapped in tinfoil.

Saturday, 4th April 2020
Although her fever seems tae weer aff noo and then, 

Grunny’s hoast has got worse – through the night she 
soonds like a seal barkin. I can hear her through the 
paper thin waas and so the cough keeps baith o us up 
half the night.

Hooever, she still managed tae raise her vyce enough 
tae gie ma a row for pittin ma trainers doon on her 
kitchen table this mornin while I wis hooverin the fleer.

‘That’s bad luck...Have wi nae enough adee wi me 
haein Corvid eichteen...We’r nae needin mair trouble!’

Grunny is SERIOUSLY superstitious.
Every mornin, she gets oot o bed on the right-hand 

side withoot fail.
She pits a silver penny in newborn babies’ prams. 

50p if she likes the mam. 20p if she disna.
On the first o May, she rubs dew aff the grass on her 

face. I widna if I wis her, given half the dogs let loose by 
her neighbours on her gairden.

On Thursday, I came intae the livin room weerin a 
green t-shirt and she telt ma the sight o ma made her 
feel orra and tae go get changed intae a different colour.

On Friday, I spilt some saat on the table during 
broth-time and she made ma chuck some grains ower 
ma left shooder intae the face o the deil.

She claims her hoover cuts oot every time she gings 
near the photo o ma Dydie in the livin room. It did fan 
I hoovered near it as well, but then I realised that I 
stretched the cord so much, the plug had come lowse fae 
the lobby socket and lost power. Grunny has probably 
been deein the same aa these years...

Sunday, 5th April 2020
‘Govie dicks! Fit a fleg tae gie ma! I...’  Granny says 

afore catchin her raspy breath...‘I thoucht a robber hid 
brukken intae ma hoose! Fit on earth have ye deen tae 
yer heid?’

Last Christmas, ma Da gave ma a stubble trimmer 
tae deal wi the patchy bum fluff across ma jaa. This 
morning, I decided tae dee summin aboot the jungle o 
hair on tap o ma heid. I thoucht I could gie masel a fade 
and then a cool line like fit Ronaldo sometimes his. 
Turns oot aa I could achieve wis summin akin tae fit a 
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cat looks like aifter it’s hid multiple operations at the 
vet. The hale lot had tae go – I didna choose the Thug 
Life, the Thug Life chose me.

Tae mak up for scaring ma Grunny, I let her borrow 
ma phone and use up some o ma data so she could waatch 
the live stream o the kirk service. It wis a pretty dour 
affair wi the meenister up in his wooden poupit, yakkin 
on aboot the Plagues o Egypt: Bleed. Puddocks. Lice. Flees. 
Summin that soondit a bit like Mad Coo Disease. Plooks. 
Thunnerstorms. Locusts. Darkness. Firstborn loons drappin 
doon deid... And we thoucht we hid it bad wi the Corona
virus. This kirk service wis dreich tae say the least, but 
Grunny wis fair pleased tae hum awa tae the hymns.

I stupidly made the mistake o tellin ma pals that I 
widna be able tae get back tae them for a wee while 
since Grunny needed tae waatch something on ma 
phone, and afore the kirk service wis up, the WhatsApp 
notifications were appearin at the tap o ma screen.

WhatsApp
Steven
Jamie’s granny is tidy
Press for more

WhatsApp
Davie
Ha! Steven’s yer new granda
Press for more

WhatsApp
Steven
Nah, she’s moved on to Ollie noo.
Press for more

Reader, they got far worse.
I panicked. I wisna sure if Grunny’s een were good 

enough tae read the message previews, but I heided ben 
intae the lavvie and pulled the reid cord in the toilet. 
Immediately there wis a beepin noise and then Grunny’s 
hoose phone started ringing.

‘Jamie, fit did I tell ye aboot them cords. The fite een 
is the licht. The reid een’s the alarm!’

‘Sorry Grunny,’ I said. I ran back through and picked 
ma mobile up aff her armrest and switched aff ma 
WhatsApp notifications as she yapped awa tae the 
sheltered hoosin warden on the hoose phone. She said 
she wis still jist aboot alive, but her grandson would be 
gettin murdert aifter she hung up the phone.

Monday, 6th April 2020
Day twelve in Grunny Buchan’s hoose.
Grunny’s hoast has gotten worse. She can barely 

stan up withoot runnin oot o breath so I took a seat 
through tae her bedroom and sat wi her as she flicked 
through her phota albums. Maist o it wis photas o her 
and ma Dydie (RIP) on their holidays tae Majorca, the 
Algarve, Amsterdam and Jerusalem. It’s weird hoo 
Grunny looks so young, but still so aul-fashioned in the 
pictures. I dinna say that tae her though. She’s ay sayin 
her pals are aul-farrant and frumpy. Nae her though. 
She’s a supermodel in her eyes, the wye she spiks.

Grunny’s been a lot mair places than I realised. 
She’s had a good life, but I dinna think it’s her time yet. 
Please God, nae yet. I dinna ken fit exactly I’m supposed 
tae dee if she pops her clogs, and it’s nae like I’m gan 
tae ask her, is it?
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Wednesday 8th April 2020
Grunny’s hoast is still nae shiftin and her fever 

seems tae be gettin worse. Her face is bright reid like 
she’s got a massive beamer. I finally got her tae bide on 
the phone tae NHS 111 – she said she couldna be 
bathered wytin in the queue yesterday aifter only being 
on hold for a mintie. The GP she got through tae the day 
telt her that since she wis managin tae spik, she would 
mair than likely be fine and recover. Bit afore they hung 
up, she telt Grunny tae mak sure that I rang for an 
ambulance if she ended up wi real difficulty breathin.

‘Fit’s real and fit’s nae nooadays? I’m aa raivelled wi 
this Sharonavirus,’ she rasps.

Ma phone data has completely run oot. I’m so fed up 
being stuck inside aa day. Honestly, fit did folk dee wi 
themsels in the Victorian times afore the internet wis 
invented?

Friday, 10th April 2020
Grunny’s been horizontal for aboot a day solid. She 

can barely lift her heid up aff her pilla. She’s still 
managin tae breathe okay, and naething on god’s earth 
will ever stop the woman spikkin, but I’m really worried 
noo. I’ve tried phonin ma Da tae ask him fit I should 
dee, but aa he ever says is, ‘She’ll be fine. She jist has 
tae wyte it oot.’

Easy for him tae say fan he’s nae here lookin aifter 
her day in day oot. I took a picture o her tae send tae him, 
but ma phone wisna on silent and Grunny heard the 
click.

‘You dare send a picter o ma like...like this tae 
onybody...  and it’ll be your funeral afore mine.’

We baith couldna get tae sleep fan we went tae oor 
beds – Grunny couldna stop hoastin and I wis full o 
unused energy fae being stuck inside for days on end.

Fan midnight came, I finally went intae a new month 
o ma phone’s data allowance. I went ben tae Grunny’s 
bedroom and asked her if she’d like tae listen tae some 
o her hymns on YouTube.

She nodded her heid a little, so I picked a playlist at 
random and held the phone oot in front o us. The first 
song started playing.

‘Why should I feel discouraged?
Why should the shadows come?
Why should my heart feel lonely,
and long for heaven and home?
When Jesus is my portion,
a constant friend is He.
His eye is on the sparrow,
and I know He watches over me.
His eye is on the sparrow
and I know He watches me.’

Wi her falsers in a glaiss o water by her bedside, 
Grunny gave a wee gummy smile as she waatched the 
retro-font lyrics slide up the screen. Noo and then she’d 
try tae hum alang, but she wis unable tae hit the high 
notes. Anither sang came on. This een featured video 
footage o somebody travellin aboot raither than the 
lyrics. There wis lots o landscapes and hills, and then 
this ancient buildin that looked a bit like a kirk and that 
wis aa bonnie and sandy-coloured. Grunny made ma 
pass her falsers ower so she could pit them in tae spik.



52 53

‘Ee me, that’s Jerusalem. That’s...That’s aa the places 
I gid wi yer Dydie fan we went...’

She bid quiet the rest o the video, but fan the next 
een came on, she burst intae tears. I looked closely at 
the video, but I didna ken fit had upset her. It wis jist a 
wifie singin ‘Amazing Grace’ while she stood in front o 
some bible passage up on the waa ahin her. I read 
through the passage while Grunny kept greetin.

Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry 
heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.

Finally Grunny managed tae catch her breath 
enough tae spik.

‘That’s fit ma faither ay used tae say fan I wis a 
bairn...  This is a sign...  ma time’s up...’

‘Dinna say that Grunny. Ye’r jist readin ower muckle 
intae things,’ I replied, but a shiver ran doon ma back.’

‘I’ve never telt ye...aboot fan you wis wee...Fit 
happent the day o the crash...’

It taks her a while tae get the words oot, swite poorin 
doon her face, but Grunny manages tae tell her story.

‘Een day yer mam had come in past wi yer Nana...
tae drap something aff tae ma afore they went intae 
toon tae the shops...  They’d come roon intae ma backie 
for a yap so I could see ye...Ye were aa bonnie dressed in 
a gansey I’d knitted file ye slept awa in yer babyseat oot 
the car...Jist as they were leavin, ye woke up and 
started girnin...And oot o naewye...doon flew a wee 
sparra that landed on the tap o the hood o yer babyseat...
It bid ere, even though ye were ballin at the tap o yer 
wee lungs. And I wis feart at the sicht o thon birdie...

I wis sure as onything it wis a sign...I says tae yer 
mither, He’s bidin wi me this aifterneen...’

Ma mam didna get fit wye ma Grunny wis being so 
thraan aboot it, but in the end she said it wis nae 
problem if that’s fit ma Grunny wanted, then aff ma 
mam and Nana went tae the shops. The accident 
happent later that day and we never saa them again.

Anither shiver ran doon ma spine.
I dinna think I’ll sleep a wink the night.

Sunday, 12th April 2020
Grunny is risen.
Afore I even ken masel, she’s up and in the kitchen 

bylin the last two eggs in the hoose for oor brakfist.
‘Grunny...  ye’r...’
‘Still gan, aye. I’m still gan yet,’ she says afore flashin 

a big false-toothed smile.

Monday, 13th April
Oor fourteen days o self-isolation are up aifter the day. 

Ma Da’s comin tae pick ma up the morn’s mornin and then 
I’ll be back hame tae ma double bed, fibre Wi-Fi and 
three meals a day that disna consist o eggs, broth or fish.

Grunny’s breathing is still a little raspy, but her 
fever has completely gone and her appetite’s fully back. 
She’s back tae sittin in front o the TV aa day, her een 
flittin atween the black and white screen and her 
knittin, wi a wee nap every noo and then.

The night, we had The Last Fish Supper. This time 
she treated us by makin a batter and fryin the fish and 
the chips. It wis way better than onything I’ve ever had 
oot the chipper. Grunny wis a bittie peeved that I clarted 
the fish in tamata saas, but that’s the wye I like it.

‘Och, I’ll miss ye ma loon. It’s been fine tae hae the 
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company. I dinna like tae say tae yer faither, but days 
can pass by far I hivna seen a soul and weel...  it’s hard 
tae thole sometimes.’

‘I’ll miss you as weel Grunny.’

Tuesday, 14th April 2020
This morning, somebody chapped hard on the front 

door. Grunny came ben intae the livin room afore I had 
a chance tae even sit up on ma mattress.

‘That’s yer Da here for ye. Ye better get a move on or 
he’ll be at ye for being latchie.’ She looked sad-kind as 
she said it, her een cast doon at the floral carpet.

I put ma hand up tae ma moo and coughed hard.
‘Ee me. Ye’v a hoast!’
I coughed hard again.
‘Och...Fit are we tae dee?’
Cough.
Grunny ran back ben the hoose. I heard the letterbox 

flap open fae the inside.
‘Jamie’s a hoast. Fit will we dee?’
Ma Da’s words were too muffled for ma tae hear.
‘Okay then. Ching Ching.’
Ma Grunny came back through. ‘Weel, I’m affa sorry 

ma loon, but ye’r stuck wi me anither wik. Yer Da winna 
hae ye back at his.’

‘Okay, I say. I lie back doon and pull ma sheets up 
tae ma chin.’

‘Are ye for brakfist? Fit ye aifter?’
‘A biylt egg, please.’
‘Aarite ma loon. One biylt egg comin up,’ Grunny 

says afore she heids back oot the room wi a spring in 
her step.

A Real Legend

Victoria McNulty

God only knows how he goat here. 1920s. Irish. Cid be 
anywan’s guess. A heard he wis wae the rebels. A heard 
he wis runnin fae them. He’d racked up some kind  
ae debt. Serious dangur! Ma Daddy awways said he 
travelled here oan fit. Walked rollin green hills, slept by 
campfires in the durt. He said everywan in Ireland wis 
starvin, bent double and oot ae work after the Famine. 
When he wis a youngstur aw his pals were startin anew 
lifes in America, New York City! The Big Apple! And he 
went tae England. England!? Anyway, he said he goat 
the boat oan the River Foyle. A heard he wanted tae 
train as a priest. Went tae Liverpool, fell in love wae a 
pregnant Welsh wumman, ma Mammy. He wis shunned 
fae the church. They ran away tae Glaesga. He wis a 
real legend ma Daddy. Awways tellin tales. We nivur 
knew the truth, only wit nosey neighbours thought, and 
wit the auld chancer wanted tae tell us.

Legends ur only hauf true. Ma Daddy wis so hand
some. Smilin blue eyes, blond hair and a razor jaw. He 
worked hard. Labourin stuff. Liftin and cartin mainly. 
He awways hud durt undur his nails and muck oan his 
neck. Aw the wummen in oor close loved him. He drove 
a motor bike wae a side car and thought he wis a ticket. 
Ma Daddy wis a bully. He chased me roon the kitchen 
table, a fell and knocked oot ma two front teeth. Wance 
he shiriked ma wee brar so much he’d wet the bed wae 
aw ae us in it. He carried somehin horrible, ma Daddy. 
Bit oan his gid nights we’d sit roon the table playin 
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cairds. He’d cheat, obviously. And tell us aboot the 
watur lappin oan white sand where he wis fae. The 
horses, the dugs. Aw, ma Daddy loved dugs! Ye see, 
legends dinnae need tae be perfect, we jist remember 
the gid bits.

We wur durt poor tae, but oor hoose wis ayeways 
spotless. We aw hid tae work tae chip in. A worked 
weekends in a shoe shoap on tap ae ma school, ma 
aulder sistur married young. Ma younger sistur Moira 
helped ma Mammy. Brushin the flair, pressin the claes. 
My wee brar John wis an apprentice weldur. He wis the 
apple ae ma Mammy’s eye. Ma Daddy awways said he’d 
grow up saft. But ma Mammy jist loved him so. She’d 
lost a couple ae weans. It wisnae uncommon in they 
days. She missed her country and her heart wis sore 
and ma brar gave her somethin tae doat aboot.

The hing aboot immigrants is they say wit they want 
tae say. They in reinvent themsel in every city. Bit 
aebidy aboot us wis Irish apart fae ma Mammy. Aw the 
adults fae Mayo and Donegal, so we wurnae any 
different. Still, in they days bein Irish wisnae safe. 
There wis a deadly sense ae shame. Shoap windaes hid 
signs ‘NO IRISH NEED APPLY’. We cid only work in 
certain trades. So, ma Daddy kept hissel tae hissel and 
told the myths he wanted tae tell, while leavin oot the 
true bits. Ma Daddy wis in the Air Force, left cause he 
didnae like it. Ma Daddy wis the caretaker in the 
Chapel in the Garngad, goat in a fight wae the priest, 
told him were tae shove his joab. Ma Daddy never boat 
that collie dug aff a guy in his work, it jist follaed him 
hame. Ma Daddy won the Grand National twice, cidnae 
find the bettin slips. At work he wis Mick, at hame 

Michèal, and fur aw he talked, we didnae know him at 
all. Until ma Granny came tae stay.

A came hame fae school wan day and she wis at the 
scullery table, wrapped in a crochet shawl. Her wee 
sparra hauns toastin away at the fire, jitterin ae cup a 
tea tae her mooth whenevur she felt able. Ma brar said 
she must hiv came oan the boat. She sat there in her 
woolly jumper and big thick skirt, her mooth a tight 
slit, and her wee heid tremorin so slightly that it awmost 
felt as if it wisnae movin at aw. She looked merr like 
she’d travelt by time machine than boat! There wis 
somehin ancient aboot Granny. No jist her age! Somehin 
we’d forgotten aboot. She hid wild blue eyes, wae wee 
crow feet. And a swear, if ye looked closer ye could see 
the sea swirlin and smashin in her iris. She didnae 
speak like us either, she talked in tongues tae ma 
Daddy. She’d croak in this warrior tongue, and he wid 
awways answer in oor language the way he ayeways 
did. Curt, firm and cauld.

For the first few days she did nuthin at aw. She slept 
in her chair, a hink, cause she wis awake at bedtime, 
awake in the morn. A candle by night, kettle boilin fur 
her tea at sunrise. She didnae read, didnae move, just 
stared oot the windae, as if it wis the wee porthole ae 
the ship she’d came here in.

One day, a wis horsin aboot, poachin fur some food, 
daein a wee nosey fur a sweetie or a penny that somebdy 
hid misplaced someplace. A heard a croak fae the table. 
‘Bring ye here, now,’ it said. A looked up and ma wee 
Granny was smilin at me, wrappin her wee thick 
fingernails aff the wood beside her. ‘Bring yourself a 
chair, now. And we can talk while them uns are out,’ a 
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wee laugh-cough snuck oot, ‘and bring me my bag too, I 
might have something for you.’ As a settled doon beside 
her, she rummaged pennies and papers, her knobbled 
fingurs pulled oot a giant toffee wrapped in a waxy 
papur. Jist wit a wis lookin fur! And that’s how we sat 
on oor secret days. Warmed by the fire, a sweet tea fur 
her and a toffee fur me.

Some Wednesday night, a wis tellin her aboot oor 
John and she sipped her tea and looked at me, started 
fumblin fur her bag. ‘Go raibh maith agat,’ she cracked 
as I lifted it ontae her lap. ‘Now,’ she said, very official. 
‘I’m not going to be here forever, so. It’s time we talked 
about home.’ She pulled oot a picture ae hersel as a 
young woman, blonde hair like ma Daddy. She was skin 
and bone, staunin beside an iron fence oan a patch ae 
trampled grass. Tae her side wis a wee hoose wae a 
thatched roof, a waw ae thick black stone. Beyond her 
ye could see hills and merr hills and then the ocean. 
She told me she wis born twinty years aftur the Famine 
and her home wis still a ghost toon. They cawd it ‘The 
Bad Life.’ Her family buried so many friends. Everywan 
was skint and landlords were clearin oot hooses, so 
young uns rushed the boats tae America and Canada. 
Some would leave fur Dublin or Belfast tae work in the 
factories, loads wound up in Glaesga. Or worse, the 
workhoose. She hid five weans, only ma Daddy and his 
sister survived. ‘That’s terrible he left ye on yer ain,’ a 
says, wellin up fur her heartache. ‘No, no,’ she said. It 
wasn’t like that at all.’ She told me how ma Daddy’s 
sistur wis a belle ae the ball. She worked hard, ayeways 
helpin others oan toap ae that. She wis so smart. Cid uv 
been a teacher. Then wan night, her nose started tae 

bleed. A red waterfall. It widnae stoap. Aw the wummen 
in the village pitched in tae help. Bloody rags mountin 
on the scullery flerr, as folk began tae panic, she goat 
weakur by the hour. The nearest doctur wis a town 
away. Ma Daddy took his savins, travelled by night tae 
git him, and when he arrived in the mornin, his sistur 
wis gone. Aftur she died, he packed his bags and left fur 
Liverpool. Never went hame. There were nae rebels, 
nae excommunications, nae debts. Nae tall tales. Just 
grief, and ma Daddy couldnae take any merr.

Soon grief came tae oor door tae. Ma wee Granny 
wasted away in the box bed in the scullery. Her chest 
gettin wheezy and skin goan greyer by the day. At her 
funeral, ma Daddy didnae cry. We held a wake in the 
backroom ae the pub. He jist smoked and sighed. The 
last shadow ae that cloud that follaed him for years hid 
liftit. My brar and I stood at either side ae his airmchair. 
Drunk neighbours sang their tunes. My wee fingurs 
gently combin the back ae his hair. ‘Bring ye here now,’ 
he said, lookin fae wan ae us tae the other. His cigarette 
rested between fingurs as he patted the lap ae his gid 
troosers. A rare invitation so we scuttled roon. He 
squeezed us tight thegether, slid his face against oors. 
‘You’ve been so good today,’ he whispered, ‘I’m glad that 
we are all here together now.’
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Moor Baby

Des Dillon

Ivry Friday ma Carline drove down tae Err tae see her 
new boyfriend, Bobby.

Hings were gonnae be diffrint when he hid a job in 
Glasga bit for now they were stuck wi her drivin down 
therr ivry week in this oul Mini she got fir wallies. Tae 
git therr she drove down tae Bothwell an over the bridge 
up tae East Kilbride. Then she hid tae go through 
Eaglesham an across the Fennick Moor. That wis a 
right dreich place at the best ae times. High winswept 
moor land. Full ae grouse an pheasants an telly masts. 
Nut a tree fir ten mile. Nut a house or a farm. On a grey 
day this place wis as close tae nuhin as ye’d iver git this 
side ae purgatory. Carline nivir noticed it much because 
she wis cocooned in her car wi the radio on. Ronnie 
Laine’s ‘How Come’ wis playin. If she’d thought about 
the wurds she wid huv laughed – they were aw about 
witchcraft. Bit she nivir thought ae they hings at that 
age. She wis young an she wis in love. Therr wis only 
her an the dark glass an the lights ae the odd passin 
car. The pleasure ae the radio nursin her aw the way 
tae her lover in the south. Beside the sea. Wherr his 
faimlie used tae fish tae they took it aw away.

Wan night in late October Carline wis drivin the oul 
Mini over the Fennick Moor. The rain wis skelpin down 
lik broken steel rods. The rods splinterin as their ends 
touched the tarmac. The cats-eyes were peerin through 
the bars lik prisoners on a conveyor belt tryin tae 
escape; bit therr’s always more bars. The rain wis 

relentless. Bit therr wis a waarm glow in Carline 
because in the backseat wis a box. An in the box wis a 
pair o size nine black patent leather shoes she’d bought 
for Bobby. It wisnae his birthday or nuhin bit because 
she wis workin an he wisnae she bought him sumhin 
now an then tae cheer him up.

She’d been on the Moor five minutes. Up an up the 
windin road she went. It could be anywherr when ye 
luckt at it. The Hielands. South America even. Ten 
minutes an she hadnae seen another car. None behind 
her an none passin fae up ahead. The weather wis that 
bad people hid decidit tae stey in. Watch the telly. Bit 
Carline wis in love. A wee spit ae rain wisnae gonnae 
stop her.

Visibility drapped tae she could see jist twinty feet 
ahead. She pressed her face close tae the winscreen. 
Drove on. An on. She slowed down tae thurty mile an 
hour. The rain wis lik bullets on the roof now. She drove 
slower an slower. Then, up ahead, she saw sumhin on 
the road. She strained tae see whit it wis. The wipers 
were furiously skitin fae side tae side an she could see 
the hing for half a secont then it wis gone intae the 
waash ae the watter on the winscreen. Slow, slow, slow. 
She got ten feet away fae it when she realised whit it 
wis.

It wis a wean. A wee wean lyin in the middle ae the 
road. In the middle ae the night. In the middle ae the 
worst rainstorm fir years. In the middle ae the Moor. 
She skiddit tae a stop. When she git out the car, it wis 
lik a scene fae a film. The car wis stannin aw squinty 
on the road wi the door flung open an movin back an 
furrit in the win. Threatenin tae bang an then swing 
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open again. Carline paused atween the car an the wean. 
She wis half drawn tae the safety ae the car; half pulled 
tae the rescue ae the wean. She bent furrit an pushed 
through the gale that wis howlin aw about her. The 
rain wis bitin intae her eyes. Bit she hid tae git tae the 
wean. She hid tae git tae the wean.

Bit it wisnae a wean. When she got therr. It wis a 
doll done up tae luck lik a wean. Nut lik a wee lassie dis 
a doll up – bit lik an adult wid dae a doll up. Lik an 
adult wid dae a doll up tae luck jist lik a wean. Sactly 
lik a wean.

Carline grabbed it bi the plastic leg an took it back 
tae the car. She nivir knew why she did that. It wis only 
a daud ae plastic an she could hae left it therr or flung 
it in the ditch at the side. Bit it wis the shape that 
persuadit her. Got intae her subconscious. Some ae her 
waantit tae spin it intae the trees bit her female instincts 
hid been tricked an were still recoverin so she took it 
intae the car.

The watter wis runnin aff both ae them. She flung 
the doll on the flair at the passenger side as her bahookie 
hut the seat, slammed the door an drove aff. She wis 
bealin awright, cursin whitivir eejit hid done such a 
stupit hing. On a night lik this an aw. Bit her anger 
soon subsidit. She’d done a guid turn really. It might 
huv caused a crash. Two or three cars close thegither. 
Front wan clocks the wean. Slams on the brakes. A 
car’s hurlin the other way. Bang. Could’ve been a right 
mess so it could’ve. Aye, she might hae avertit an 
accident right enough. So she wis feelin awright. The 
rain hid died or at least it wisnae horizontal any mair 
because she wis on the brae down comin aff the Moor.

That wis when thae headlights startit flashin in her 
side an rear view mirrors. She turnt the rear view 
mirror away bit the lights behind were joined bi the 
orange click ae hazards. She wound her windae down 
an pullt the wing mirror back so the blindin wid stop. 
Then the car behind’s horn startit goin beep, beep, beep. 
Carline pit her fit on the accelerator. She git faster. The 
other car git faster. Therr wis nut another car on the 
road. Next hing the car tried tae overtake her. They 
were both goin lik the hammers ae hell.

Carline instinctively pullt out an bumped the other 
motor so it wis forced tae pull back.

Then, Carline seen salvation.
Up ahead were the lights an lines ae cats-eyes that 

marked the A77. She acceleratit mair. Birled ontae the 
dual cairriageway an pit the accelerator tae the flair. 
She’d been in fourth gear aw the time. She made some 
distance atween her an the chasin car. Bit the other car 
must’ve been mair powerful. It wis gainin on her. 
Catchin up. Therr wis no way she wis gonnae risk 
stoppin an tryin tae flag down another driver. Nut on 
these roads. Nut in this weather. Nut in this darkness.

The car caught up an they were side bi side tearin 
down the A77. The car wis tryin tae push her intae the 
side ae the road. Nut bi duntin her bit bi gettin its 
bunnit in front an swervin inwards so that she wis 
forced closer tae the kerb. Carline braked hard. So did 
the car. She git a guid luck at the driver. He lucked lik 
he wis no right in the head. He wis screamin an pointin 
fir her tae git on the verge. He hid his windae rollt down 
an his herr wis wet wi the storm, aw stuck tae his 
cheeks an forehead. His eyes were bulgin lik they were 
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tryin tae talk.
The road suddenly narraad tae wan lane an he hid 

tae pull in behind her. That gave Carline the chance tae 
git away some distance. She slammed the brakes on so 
that the guy hud tae slam on his. He duntit her a bit 
then braked, pullin back. As he moved up again she 
repeatit the move. This time he braked afore he shuntit 
her. She’s no daft, ma Carline. She done the same hing 
another three times. Then she slowed down tae forty. 
He slowed down. She pressed the accelerator right tae 
the flair bit at the same time tapped the brake pedal so 
that the lights came on. As he braked, her car wis 
speedin away. She pit at least five hunner yards atween 
them. An she wis jist sighin some relief when therr he 
wis, right up behind her again. Carline startit tae brek 
intae tears.

‘Help me, help me!’
She wis shoutin an screamin tae the other caurs, 

zoomin past in the opposite direction lik wee bubbles ae 
hope floatin up fae a deep dark burn. Wan man, she 
minds, wis chantin a song as his car whizzed past. Nae 
way wis she gonnae let this maniac git a haud ae her. 
Nae way wis she lettin him grind her down. She took 
the white line in the middle ae the road an made sure 
he couldnae pass. He jouked this way; she jouked that. 
He jinked this road; she jinked the ither.

Aw the way the chase rummled on. Right tae the 
Prestwick roundabout. Carline bumped the edge ae the 
roundabout as she screeched roun the curve an on tae 
the Err stretch o the A77. Cause she wis full ae fear she 
hid the accelerator tae the flair an got guid traction 
goin roun the bend. Her pursuer didnae. He went 

straight intae the roundabout an out the other side, 
spinnin on the road an endin up facin the wrong way. 
Carline laughed a lang shriek. An out intae the night 
she went. Jist in case she turnt her lights aff an flicked 
the full beam on so that she could see wherr she wis 
goin bit anybody comin up behind widnae see her. She 
clocked the sign – Err, five mile – an felt better.

Bang!
Therr wis a dunt. A jolt. He wis still therr. Right 

behind her. The shuntin made the doll roll about the 
passenger flair, its eyes glintin an its face grinnin as 
the sodium lights slid their ghostly yella over its face. It 
luckt lik it wis laughin. It sounded lik it wis laughin. 
The streetlights passed above lik seconts on a terrible 
clock measuring out the last ae Carline’s life.

She strained intae the curve ae the Err roundabout. 
She screamed the engine down intae the town. She 
crashed right over the roundabout an intae the polis 
station waw. She git out the car scrammlin on her hands 
an feet afore straightenin up an runnin as fast as she 
could. The chasin car came tae a stop on the roundabout 
an the guy git out an chased her. She ran an he wis 
right behind her. She wis nearly at the front door ae the 
station when he grabbed her bi both airms.

‘Leave me alone, leave me alone!’ she screamed.
He twistit her roun an his eyes glowered right intae 

hers.
‘Don’t kill me, mister,’ she wis shoutin. ‘Don’t kill me.’
Bit he pit his fingir on his lips an shooshed her tae 

she wis quiet an only her hard breathin could be heard. 
Pressin intae her shooders, he pinned her back tae  
the waw.
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‘I’m nut gonnae kill ye. I’m nut gonnae hurt ye.’ He 
spoke clear an slow. ‘I’m nut gonnae harm ye in any 
way. In fact, I’m tryin tae help ye, hen.’

‘H...help?’
‘Aye, help.’
‘How?’
‘I wis only tryin tae tell ye that whin ye stopped tae 

pick up that doll way back therr on the Moor, a man git 
in the back seat ae yir car.’

‘Whit?’
‘Whin ye stopped tae pick up the wee doll, a man git 

in the back seat ae yir car.’
Carline screamed an screamed. The polis eventually 

git up an came tae see why therr wis a car smashed 
agin their waw; a secont yin squinty on the roundabout 
haudin up traffic an a greetin lassie crumpled beside a 
man. Wance they arrestit as many folk as they could, 
the story startit tae unfankle. When they searched 
Carline’s car there wis no doll. Bit the back seats hid 
been slashed an slashed tae they were jist red leather 
ribbons wi the stuffin puffin out. They said a knife 
similar tae the wans used in slaughterhooses fir guttin 
pigs wis used. The black patent leather shoes Carline 
hid bought fir Bobby were gone an aw.

Carline got an awfie fright. She takes the train now 
tae see Bobby in Err an when he gits his job up near 
Glasga she’ll no need tae go down that way again. Oh 
an by the way, in case ye were wunnerin, they caught 
him. The man that hid been cooried down in Carline’s 
back seat aw the lang car chase down fae the Moor. 
They caught him three month later. Up at Fennick 
Moor. Stannin on the tap ae a car wi a wummin’s head 

in wan han an the wee doll in the other. He wis howlin 
at the moon an the blood wis drippin ontae his nice size 
nine patent leather shoes.
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Mind the Links: Golf Memories (2022) 

Perthshire 101: A Poetic Gazetteer of the Big County (2022) 

The Banes o the Turas: An Owersettin in Scots o the 
Poems bi Pino Mereu scrievit in Tribute tae Hamish 
Henderson (2022) 

Walking the Antonine Wall: A Journey from East to West 
Scotland (2022) 

The Japan Lights: On the Trail of the Scot Who Lit Up 
Japan’s Coast (2022) 

Fat Girl Best Friend: ‘Claiming Our Space’ – Plus Size 
Women in Film & Television (2023) 

Wild Quest Britain: A Nature Journey of Discovery 
through England, Scotland & Wales – from Lizard Point  
to Dunnet Head (2023) 

Guid Mornin! Guid Nicht! (2023) 

Madainn Mhath! Oidhche Mhath! (2023) 

Who’s Aldo? (2023) 

A History of Irish Republicanism in Dundee (c1840 to 1985) 
(Rùt Nic Foirbeis, 2024) 

The Stone of Destiny & The Scots (John Hulbert, 2024)

The Mysterious Case of the Stone of Destiny: A Scottish 
Historical Detective Whodunnit! (David Maule, 2024) 

Salvage (Mark Baillie, 2024)

A Most Unsuitable Game: Celebrating Scottish Women’s 
Football Fifty Years After the Ban  
(Karen Fraser, Julie McNeill & Fiona Skillen (editors), 2024)

The Scottish Murder Book:  
Sensational Scottish Murder Trials.  
Book 1: Perth, Angus and Fife (Mark Bridgeman, 2024)

William Soutar: Collected Works, Volume 1 Published 
Poetry (1923–1946) (Paul S Philippou (Editor-in-Chief) & 
Kirsteen McCue and Philippa Osmond-Williams (editors), 
2024) 

William Soutar: Collected Works, Volume 2 Published 
Poetry (1948–2000) (Paul S Philippou (Editor-in-Chief) & 
Kirsteen McCue and Philippa Osmond-Williams (editors), 
2024) 

The Road to Mons Graupius (2025)

The Wheesht–The Best o Scots Hoose Yaldi (Thomas Clark 
(ed), 2025)

FORTHCOMING 

The Whole Damn Town (Hannah Ballantyne, 2025)

Sectarianism in Scotland (Chris Bambery, 2025)

Disasters, Accidents & Enquirers in Scotland  
(Gillian Mawdsley, 2025) 

A History of Perth Academy (Gillian Dunbar and  
Alan MacDonald, 2025) 

The Death Café (David W Millar, 2025) 

Many Lives! A Dundee GP’s Memoir of the NHS at its 
Height (John Hulbert, 2025) 

An Odious Campaign: How the 1936 Ross & Cromarty  
By-election Shaped British Politics (Ross McInroy, 2025)

Perth: The Steamie Years: The Story of the Fair City’s 
Public Washhouses, 1846–1976 (Denis Munro, 2025)

William Sandeman (1722–1790): Perthshire Entrepreneur 
and Cotton Pioneer (Anthony Cooke, 2025)

Balkan Rhapsody (Maria Kassimova-Moisset, translated from 
the Bulgarian by Iliyana Nedkova, edited by Cara Blacklock 
and Paul S Philippou, 2025) 

Beautiful
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The Black Watch From the Crimean War to the Second 
Boer War (Derek Patrick and Fraser Brown (editors), 2025) 

The Lass and the Quine (Ashley Douglas (author),  
Kate Osmond (illustrator), 2025) 

A Wildlife Guide to Edinburgh (Keith Broomfield, 2025)

The Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo: ‘The Show Must 
Go On’ – Travels of the Tattoo Producer  
(Brigadier Sir Melville Jameson, 2025)  

William Soutar: Collected Works, Volume 3 
(Miscellaneous & Unpublished Poetry)  
(Paul S Philippou (Editor-in-Chief) & Kirsteen McCue and 
Philippa Osmond-Williams (editors), 2026+) 

William Soutar: Collected Works, Volumes 4–6  
(Prose Selections) (Paul S Philippou (Editor-in-Chief) & 
Kirsteen McCue and Philippa Osmond-Williams (editors), 
2027+)

All Tippermuir Books titles are available from  
bookshops and online booksellers. They can also be  

purchased directly (with free postage & packing  
(UK only) – minimum charges for overseas delivery)  

from www.tippermuirbooks.co.uk

Tippermuir Books Ltd can be contacted at  
mail@tippermuirbooks.co.uk
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