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‘If I had been able to bear a bairn, I would have loved her to be a hero, like you.’

Isla McNair
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Tuesday 3rd October 2023:

She’d left me with a tummy ache, and I felt sick. It wasn’t my fear of the plane crashing to the ground after take-off, bursting into flames landing or dropping out of the sky that made me ail. She’d made me ill with her treatments, the realms of injections which left my flesh raw, sore, punctured, hole-ridden like a human pincushion. Since the treatments I’d suffered from acute claustrophobia. I hated being incarcerated or pressurized. So, suffocating in a confined airless space with unclean males, particularly bald mature men with grey ear fluff and sprouting nasal hair, was a particular ordeal for me. 

I flicked my tired head from side to side guessing their ages: early-sixties? And occupations: undertakers, mourners, chartered accountants, financial advisers, actuaries? They could have been mourners. The sweating, obese hulks squatting either side of me were dressed in matching charcoal suits, black ties and shining shoes which were all scrupulously polished at the backs. 

My dead mamaidh always used to tell me to polish the backs of my shoes in case I was being eyed up from behind. I shut my eyes and relived her last moments. 

Her burial service was held on Traigh na Cille, the island’s secret beach, which stretched from the loose rock sea wall behind our weather-battered cottage down to the raging sea. Our cottage had white roughcast rendered walls, small windows, an oak stable door, a low pitch slate-tiled roof and tall chimney stacks. It’s a holiday cottage these days. The garden was an eyesore, overgrown with weeds, marram grass and nettles where mamaidh never tended the land. In the corner was a coal shed, her bad girl shed as she called it, where she hid me when I misbehaved. A rusty wrought iron gate led to the sandy beach where I used to mould sandcastles as a child. The tide was out. The smooth sand, strewn with spiral wormcasts, broken shells, bladder wrack and plastics, stretched far into the distance. ​

For the ceremony, I wore my prettiest strappy white summer dress (the one with the buttoned front), soft bra and pants, and bared feet braving the driving rain. The flimsy dress clung to my skin like clingfilm, my dripping wet hair stuck to my scalp. A blustering wind blew occasional flurries of rain in my face, specking my eyes, making me blink. 

I loved rain. Exhilarated, relieved the bitch mamaidh was dead, I heard barefooted Blair, our solitary priest, cry, in the driving rain: ‘there’s a time for everything, a season for every activity under the heavens: a time to be born, a time to die, a time to plant, a time to uproot, a time to kill, a time to heal, a time to tear down, a time to build, a time to weep, a time to laugh, a time to mourn, a time to dance’ from Ecclesiastes, chapter 3. He’d left out some words for me, left out all the ands. 

He knew me, Blair knew me more than anyone else, and how I felt about mamaidh. I danced for joy while he read, digging with my toes, burying my feet in the warm, soft sand. He turned to face me, his gray hair matted with brine, frock glistening with raindrops, and asked if I’d a suitable tribute to recite in mamaidh’s memory. I told him she could rot in hell. The wind flayed my cheeks as if punishing me for my sinful words.

Understanding how much I’d suffered at mamaidh’s cruel hands, the father shook his head and spoke, ‘Forgive her in death, girl, for even tho’ she sinned against you, she was still your own flesh and blood, your dear mamaidh. This is the time to forgive those who sinned against you.’

Blessings, sentences, prayers, readings, commendations, formal farewells to mamaidh in the torrential downpour: none of them meant anything to me. I told Blair I could never forgive her for the way she’d treated me, in much the same way that I could never forgive him. He tried to say sorry. I looked away staring up into the cloudy heavens, searching for a reason to stay alive. Subsequently, I acquiesced to his grovelling apology, reassuring the father that I didn’t hold it against him. 

He gave me a smug, conceited, patronizing look, ‘Is that nae the same as forgiving me, Isla?’

‘I meant I don’t bear a grudge against you for what you did to mamaidh, father,’ I said.

Blair, the eight mourners and I recited the Lord’s prayer word-for-word. The father blessed my mother’s soul and invited her to swim forever in that great sea in heaven even though mamaidh couldn’t swim to save her life. Then the fishermen waded in, lifting her heavy casket out of the sea’s spume, committing her bloated body to its miry boggy grave in the cold black sand, to be consumed by the incoming tide. 

It was over. 

I slipped on my thongs and followed the mourners as they trudged thru the teeming rain, up the sucking sand beach, to our sea crofter’s cottage. It was traditionally built, all on one level, with the equivalent of an open plan kitchen living room overlooking the garden: beyond that the sea. 

Our simple kitchen had an electric cooker and sink unit, a solid farmhouse table and wooden seats. As soon as I got home from school, it was my job to prepare the vegetables, cook supper, wash up, wash our dirty laundry, hang it on the airer to dry, clean, polish, scour, brush and tidy the house, make our bed, bring the logs and coal from the shed, and light a fire. I ran the house, mamaidh worked late shifts at the hotel - which is all she did. 

There were nae books or magazines in the cottage: mamaidh wasn’t one to read, nae tv set or music other than the small transistor radio she kept on the kitchen windowsill. Once in a while, she would bring home an auld copy of Good Housekeeping from the hotel but I never recalled her reading it. On the few occasions when she wasn’t working, sleeping off, or moaning about work, mamaidh would take a man to her bed and ask me to cook them breakfast in the morning. Granted, we did play card games: trumps, tricks, auld maid, clock-face, sevens: simple games like that, and on Friday night, her day off, she bought me fish and chips soused in vinegar and oil and we’d play Scrabble or Millionaire after supper. The rest of the time was spent combing the lonely beach for seashells, crabs, flotsam and jetsam, splashing our feet in the surf’s froth as we struggled to converse.   

Once I’d completed the household chores, I would open my leather satchel, take out my school work and sit at the desk by the window, reading, writing, or idling my time looking for wildlife in the garden. Once I saw a red deer grazing on our fodder. I envied her, wishing I were free.

Freedom came prematurely for me with mamaidh’s unexpected death. I had nae family or close relatives to speak of, other than athair, and he’d abandoned us when I was a wee bairn. My life was my own, my future as murky and unclear as the indistinct horizon, obscured by teardrops.

Blair was waiting for me, drenched to the flesh by the relentless downpour, at the gate. He held my hands. His hands felt soft. He had blunt fingernails. I wanted him to go further, take me in his arms, hold me to his chest, and hug away all the bitterness and resentment I felt towards him, the intense loathing festering inside me like an unburst boil after so many years of neglect.

‘Will you be alright, Isla?’ he asked, smelling of damp and musty mildew, ‘Do you need help?’

I wanted to ask him what kind of help he thought he could possibly give me now, this late, after what he’d done to us? Instead, I told him I’d get by, manage, see if I could take on mamaidh’s auld job waitressing at the hotel as their trainee, apprentice or skivvy, anything to prevent myself from being taken into care. I was still at school. If I didn’t earn money quickly to pay the rent, water and electric, I’d lose the cottage, and with that any dignity I still had left. I stared into the dark abyss that was his face. There was nae sign of remorse for his sins, nae heartfelt sympathy for my current plight, nae love for me or sobby regrets at all.  

‘Will you nae be joining us for the wake buffet, athair?’ I asked, changing the subject to food.  

Blair shook off my hands as if I were a leper, declined my invitation to join us for refreshments, and excused himself saying he had other commitments around the isle. I knew the real reason: 

I was his bastard girl. 

I left him standing at the gateway to his hypocritical version of religious devotion, turned, and strode to the cottage. I since heard that Blair McNair died in a fatal collision with a pick-up, driving in blinding rain over the crest of the craggy ridge that curls its way from our village to Dervaig. I wept nae tears for the heartless beast who inseminated mamaidh, gave her his bairn, then walked out of our lives.

The mourners were queuing impatiently on the weed and gravel path leading to our stable door. I edged past them tolerating the irritating scratch of saturated coarse marram grass on my bare calves and pushed at the door. Inside, the cottage was welcoming, warm from the crackling log and coal fire that I assembled in the hearth earlier. I held the door open, inviting them all in to share my private sanctuary. With nae bidding from me, each man stamped his boots clean of mulchy, oily slush on the granite plinth outside the door. Each took off his boots, hooded oilskin jacket, and waterproof trews, and left them in neatly folded piles on the flagstone floor next to my wet thongs. 

They entered the cottage in their stockinged feet. I’d never enjoyed the company of eight young seamen on my own before. I felt vulnerable, innocent, thrilled and scared all at the same time. The pallbearers were hungry, wet, bearded men with straggly hair: blonde, brunette and ginger, dressed in damp chequered shirts and sodden tight-fitting jeans. Undeniably handsome twenty-something volunteers from the surrounding villages. They all looked at me in an unfamiliar yet vaguely familiar way. Some of them were shivering after the rain, so I closed the stable door. My mouth was as dry as coarse sandpaper. We were alone in the cottage: eight men and me. It was nae wonder that I struggled to deliver my unrehearsed speech:

‘Thank you all for coming out in such foul weather today to bear mamaidh’s coffin. I can nae tell you how much it means to me. You see, you’re her only mourners, you and the priest, and he has other commitments. Please, warm yourselves by the fire. Now, can I offer you some fine food, a wee something to drink, maybe? I expect you’re hungry after all that heavy lifting.’

It was the first speech I’d ever made. The men nodded approvingly at me. I took that to signify their appreciation. They stood by the hearth warming their bones. Not once did they take their beady eyes off me. I felt flushed and clammy. My dress adhered to my body. I wanted to take it off. Dismissing the rum notion, I waved my arm over the spread laid out on the kitchen table. 

Mamaidh’s hotel had kindly laid on an all-you-can-eat-buffet-at-home for the mourners of stale pork pies, dried sausage rolls, watery cheese and bacon quiche, curling sardine sandwiches, cheap wines and beers for the grown-ups, a bottle of ginger beer for me. There were nine-inch paper plates, single-ply black serviettes and unclouded, unrecyclable plastic disposable wine glasses assembled at one end. ​

Worried there might not be enough food to go round, I went to serve the queue of hungry men.

‘Can I offer you a sausage roll, a slice of quiche, pork pie, a sandwich perhaps? Glass of beer?’

‘I suggest you let everyone help themselves, Isla,’ one of the men said, a flame-haired redhead.

‘I’m scared I’ll run out if there’s a free-for-all.’

He nodded, assessing the situation, ‘Suppose you’re right.’ 

He lifted up a bottle of supermarket own label red and unscrewed the top.

‘Here, let me help. You dole out the food. I’ll serve the drinks. If you don’t mind my saying, you look as if you could do with a glass or three yourself.’

He poured me a large goblet of red. I thanked the pallbearer for his kindness and took it from him. I’d nae drunken alcohol before: mamaidh forbad drinking in the cottage, except when she took the men to her bed. On those occasions, she expected me to butler for her, and serve them copious dregs of plonk while they pleasured her on the bed. I took a cautious sip of the wine. It warmed my innards. I enjoyed its bite at the back of my throat, drank it all in one, and held out my glass for more.   

I served the men their lunch. He poured the drinks. I drank lots of red wine, liquor which never passed my lips before. I served the men the last of the food. He poured, I drank, more wine. I felt all light-headed, felt myself relax and unwind, lost my inhibitions, lost my cares and woes. 

Some of the men were unbuttoning their shirts in the heat. They’d hairy muscular chests. I’d never experienced young men like these before: real men, fit men, healthy, virile men, not the weaklings at school. I felt their eyes undress me. My dress clung to my body: they could clearly see my breasts. I wanted to take it off, they wanted me to take it off. The redhead took off his shirt, unbuckled his belt, unclasped the brass stud on his tight-fitting jeans then asked me what I intended to do now that my mamaidh was dead and buried? 

I just clasped my hands behind my back, mouthed an innocent: what do I intend? and blushed.

‘What would you like do right now, Isla?’ he said, ‘With me? Would you like to kiss me, girl?’

‘I’d like us to make love on mamaidh’s bed,’ I breathed, ‘Would you make love to me, please?’

He rubbed his bearded chin, picking morsels out of the hairs surrounding his mouth, surveying the other men’s expectant faces, seeking their permissions to continue. Their heads all bobbed in unison, and he said, ‘Was that a please, I heard you say?’

‘Aye.’ 

‘How old are you, girl ?’

‘Sixteen.’

‘Sixteen?’

‘Aye.’

‘Would you be telling me the truth, Isla?’

‘Aye,’ I bowed my head, shyly. My face was flushed, red. I’d had a lot to drink, ‘I am sixteen.’

I unbuttoned my strappy white summer dress, peeled it off and let it fall in a heap at my feet. A murmur of appreciation passed around the room. The man hauled down his jeans, sat cross-legged on the floor, and pulled off his woollen socks. I took off my bra and pants. I walked to the bedroom swaying my hips alluringly for him. The room had a white chest of drawers and creaking wooden floorboards, a shower cubicle, a wash hand basin and wc in one corner. The king-sized bed had the purest white bedhead: fluffy cream pillows garnished with pink roses. Pink: mamaidh’s favourite colour. A matching duvet. He waited at the door. I lay on the bed, my head in the clouds, arms hanging loosely at my sides, knees slightly bent, legs apart. I asked him to be gentle with me as it was my first time. The redhead with the chest of ginger hair and bushy seaman’s beard told me his name was Kael, meaning mighty warrior. I told him to make love to me, not war. I shuddered as he stole my virginity as all the other men stood and watched. 
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My mind returned to the unpleasant odour emanating from the chubby men: actuaries I decided, sniffing at their tell-tale stale musk as if I were some cat-sized rodent. Definitely actuaries. My stomach churned. I was sitting aft, in a middle seat one row from the rear, head bowed, smelling them, when they pressed their flabby thighs against my thighs, violating my private legroom, forcing me to squeeze my legs shut. Maybe a tartan miniskirt, anklets and gym shoes were not the best attire for short haul flying. On the other hand, as a young woman, surely I was entitled to dress as I pleased? Did male sideways pressure on my thighs constitute leg rape? I squirmed and wriggled in a grimly determined effort to make myself comfortable. In the end, I just gave up. One man was snoring stertorously, his lips oscillating like pink rubber vibrators. The other man was coughing and sneezing all over me. There were nae paper bags or inflight snack menus stuffed in the backs of the seats in front which made my unpleasant extended period of male-imposed restraint all the more unbearable. 

Was there nae consideration left for me in this world? Would I catch a new variant from them? Would they leave their viral deposits embedded in the lining of my lungs? I tried not to breathe. Instead, I shut my eyes and imagined we were sumo wrestlers, dressed in only thongs, engaged in hand-to-hand combat: a fight to the death, under nae illusion that I would win. I always won in the end. Buoyed by my own self-belief, I pressed my fingertips against my temples and slept.

It happened to me while I was asleep. At first, I thought I was dreaming or imagining things. I have an overactive imagination which makes me prone to misinterpret what’s happening to me or misconstrue a person’s words or actions. This was nae dream. This was actually taking place! There was nae doubt whatsoever as to the slob’s perverted intentions. His invasive behaviour began harmlessly enough when I felt the sideways pressure on my left leg ease. The man in the window seat moved his leg, creating legroom for me. It felt blissful. Breathing a sigh of relief, I opened my legs to let in some air and relaxed. His hand gripped the soft inner flesh of my thigh. Aware that some of the passengers were children, nae wishing to cause an unnecessary disturbance, I quietly mentioned to the fat, sweaty pig that his hand was on my leg: excuse me, I think your hand is on my thigh or words to that effect. To my horror, his hand continued to caress my thigh, shaping the soft flesh in a semi-circular motion, kneading me as if I were human dough. I sat bolt upright in my seat in an effort to shake him off. It made no difference. He carried on molesting me.

‘Excuse me,’ I said quietly as I could, ‘Would you mind taking your hand off my thigh, please?’

Either he didn’t, couldn’t or wouldn’t understand. Instead of letting go of me the animal pushed his soft pudgy hand further up my thigh.

I froze and screamed, ‘If you don’t take your hand off my thigh right now I’ll break your wrist.’

His hand slipped off me immediately. He shifted in his seat and stared out the window. The rear of the aircraft descended into uproar. Some of the family men, those with young children, asked me if I could be quiet, and was it really necessary for me to threaten violence in front of women and children? 

A member of the cabin crew, the only male, not one of the three females, rushed down the aisle and asked if I required assistance. I held the bastard’s hairy mitt up for all to see and said he’d put his hand inside my pants. By then, he was pouring with sweat, staring out the porthole and wishing, I guess, he could be sucked outside. I thanked the steward profusely for his concern. 

The FASTEN SEATBELT sign came on above my head. 

There was an announcement: ‘Cabin crew prepare for landing.’ 

And we fell thru the dense grey rainclouds into the land of my birth. 

I flew into Glasgow carrying just my ruddy leather travel bag. The three beautiful Scotch crew with wavy shoulder length hair: blonde, brunette and ginger, blue knee-length skirts, matching jackets, white blouses and gold cravats, wished me a pleasant onward journey as I left the plane. 

Outside, the weather matched my mood: murky to miserable. I zipped up my blue puffer jacket, pulled on my hood, and crossed the puddled tarmac to a staircase and walkway which led to an interminably long corridor. I joined the other disgruntled passengers riding travelators, gliding past repetitive commercials and endless welcome photographs of the highlands until I reached the danger zone.

I wasn’t a mule. I hadn’t been force-fed condoms filled with heroin or cocaine. I didn’t practice body-packing: there were nae packages of methamphetamine tightly wrapped around my torso concealed under my olive green cardy. I’d been poor after mamaidh’s premature death, known poverty, lived on the breadline, at least until I met the pallid, sickly woman in the hoodie but I had never once sunk to those desperate depths of despair.  

I was carrying a banned substance in my ruddy leather travel bag though. Acts of blatant deceit brought me out in a thick sweat. My hair was dripping wet by the time I’d entered the green channel. Then the reinforced doors slid shut in front of me, a brace of smartly dressed women in white short-sleeved shirts appeared from behind a two-way mirror, and I readied myself to be interrogated by the forces of HM UK Border Agency. A plain girl with shoulder-length teak hair wearing a pink satin tee-shirt and low-slung jeans fainted in front of me, the officers moved in. My security alert over, the doors slid open. I passed unchallenged thru Customs with nothing obvious to declare.

Relieved to be freed, I headed for the café. The queue for coffees, teas, morale-boosting sugar fixes stretched metres with nae sign of any social distancing. Everyone was bunched, squashed: some wore masks at half mast, noses poking out above linen parapets, like: oh, what nae virus? Breathing in each other’s virulent airborne germs. 

I asked the blonde businesswoman standing in front of me if it was always this bad? The blonde impressed me with her immaculate clothes: impeccably dressed in a navy-blue see-thru chiffon blouse smitten with polka dots flouting a low-cut front that exaggerated her small breasts. Her high-waisted leather skirt made her waist look narrow but her face intrigued me most. Her face was plastered with thick peachy powder, ostensibly to mattify and brighten her complexion? But what did she hide underneath: spots, moles, bites? The woman couldn’t stop scratching her jaw with her lurid primrose nails. She folded her arms protectively, giving me a feigned smirk, then backed off of me as if to say: who are you asking me? 

I shuffled forwards a metre, cursing her under my breath, sorry for even speaking. The woman ceased her scratching, held her hands as if she were under arrest, flashing me her wedding band, several missing citrus fingernails, and said: 

‘Wait! I suffer pruritus!’

‘You mean you’ve an excessive interest in the sexual activities of promiscuous girls like me?’

‘I said pruritus not prurient!’

I shrugged my shoulders, ‘I was only teasing.’

‘Teasing?! Have you any idea how it feels for a young woman like me to live with pruritus?’

I’d nae idea how she felt, nae interest really. I just happened to enjoy teasing; it eased my stress. 

‘I itch a lot,’ she continued, ‘Can’t stop scratching. Must be pregnant. It’s why I wear this loose blouse? To stop my breasts, tummy and underbelly itching?’

I felt an itch between my shoulder blades, out of reach, ‘Pruritus, really? That must feel awful.’ 

‘It does, feel awful,’ she spoke briskly in a lush florid voice, might have hailed from Edinburgh, Oxford or Cambridge, as she tried to control her itching by clenching and unclenching her fists. 

I put on the false rich girl accent I reserved for the middle class, ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I flew in from Stansted just now and can’t believe how crowded it is.’

‘They’re cancelling all the inbound flights to prevent the spread of the variant.’ 

Shuddering, she rubbed some compact off her face, revealing swathes of inflamed flaking skin: intimate rose petals that peeled off her epidermis and fluttered to the ground, ‘Sorry, must go, find toilets, do my face.’

Half an hour later, I arrived at the café to be served by a gangly teenage barista with acute acne. Incredibly, the boy persisted in rubbing his face. He punched my order and reached for the card reader. His blatant disregard for personal hygiene incensed me. I raised my hand admonishingly like the traffic police used to do at busy crossroads unable to refrain from passing a comment.

‘Are you nae going to wash your hands?’ I said extracting my credit card from a slit in my mini skirt, ‘I don’t need your filthy scat smeared all over my cup and glass, thank you very much.’

The cashier flushed, his cheeks flared with plooks, ‘I only take the orders here. All the staff are trained to sanitize their hands before they make your drink.’

‘Just as long as they do,’ I said.

‘Can I get you a cake to go with your coffee?’

A sugar addict, I eyed the tempting array of calorific cakes on display: chocolate muffins spiked with mallows, lemon drizzle, spiralled sticky pastries, iced buns, roasted almond croissants, his ungloved hands. I suspected Bonnie might have a treat in store for me when I reached her place. 

‘Nae, you can’t,’ I said.

A used bottle of sanitiser was sitting on the counter. I squirted healthy blobs in my palm rubbing my hands all over. He shunted the reader at me thru a semi-circular hole in his perspex screen. I touched my faded card to the biometric blue light, gave him a deprecatory smile, moved along the counter, and waited for my drinks admiring the baristas’ speed, organisation and dexterity as they created caffeine concoctions by the score amidst all the hustle, bustle, hiss and heat of steam, the sharp raps of knocked-out grouts. Speed, organisation and dexterity were attributes I’d need myself if I were to stay alive. 

Treating myself to a healthy grape and pomegranate juice, a mineral water and skinny latte, I stole a clutch of saccharin sachets from the condiment dispenser and found a clean table to sit at. The beech dryer wood of the seat felt smooth on my bare skin, sensuously rubbing the backs of my thighs. I unclipped the lid on my coffee cup, mildly amused to find the baristas had left me their hearts inscribed in the cocoa-sprinkled froth. I tore at the sachets, sprinkled saccharin over their hearts, took the coffee to my lips, and sipped its creamy foam. 

When I looked up, I was surprised to see two baristas standing next to me. The girl had dusky tanned skin and fine shoulder-length black hair. She was wearing an immaculate black t-shirt, an apron and a copper bracelet on her left wrist. He had a bushy brown moustache flecked with grey on his lean face, sported a baseball cap, and hadn’t shaved. His creased white shirt and greige apron were sadly spattered with coffee but I was captivated by the dark tattoo of a native American chief in full headdress etched into his forearm. The pair of them looked sensational. My tummy quivered the moment I heard the girl speak.

‘I am Nyati,’ she said, hints of sensuous lilt permeating her loving tone, ‘This is Mihalis. I gave you my heart just then. You’re a very pretty girl. Will you give me your heart tonight?’

She dropped a tattered buff business card on the table in front of my fist. The front face said:
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An Invitation
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Impressed with the print quality, I flipped the card, took a cautious sip of her latte and read:
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To Have Sex With Me
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Other than Nyati’s name, address and mobile number plus Mihalis name, there were nae details. I digested the address in the poorest area of Scotland picturing the shuttered windows, wire-meshed signs, barbed-wire spirals on shop rooftops, and protective steel bollards. How ironic that the most deprived part of the country, with its high incidence of substance deaths, was only twenty minutes away from the most affluent leafy Glasgie suburb. I imagined the damp, flea-ridden, mattress spread out on the bare floorboards of their squat. The girl’s lithe, tanned body intimately entwined with mine. The fragrant aroma of burning incense, mixed with our sweats. Me, the rich girl, and my pauper, making out by candlelight. Today wasn’t the first time I had been approached by a girl for sex in a café, airport, station, bus, tram, or train. I had to admit though, Nyati was original. I casually turned my head towards her swarthy, emasculated, mate.

‘Will he be joining us?’

‘He can if you’d like him to. I should tell you that Mihalis is mute. He can’t speak. But he does make great coffee!’ the girl smiled affectionately at her silent friend, ‘I speak for you, don’t I?’

He hung his head as if ashamed, reluctant to draw attention to himself. I felt immensely sorry for them both, and yet. 

‘Are you clean, Nyati?’ I asked.

‘Yes, I’m clean. I test myself every day before I go to work, and as soon as I get home. I’ll take precautions. I promise not to put you at any risk if you sleep with me and I am very good value.’ 

As if to prove herself, she dipped her hand in her apron pocket, drew out a satin mask and put it on. She sounded desperate, ‘I have to go back to work. Will you give me your heart tonight? Please tell me you will.’

‘What about him?’ I asked, jerking my head at the discomfited male barista, ‘Is he clean?’

Her face fell. I stuffed the invitation in my mini skirt slit and shook my head, ‘Can’t tonight, I’m afraid. I’ve a train to catch. Maybe I’ll give you my heart next time, Nyati.’

She wilted like a dying exotic marigold, ‘If there is a next time.’

Wearily, Mihalis bowed his head, strapped on his disposable mask and followed her to the café.

The other customers watched me anxiously from behind their fattening cappuccinos wondering why I was born so different from them, maybe? How could I look so well? An atmosphere of resignation wafted around the place: parents, partners, asking after loved ones, studying the growing number of cancelled flights which dominated the indicator board like killjoys. The deadly rho variant had taken the scientists by surprise coming so soon after omicron last November, pi in the Spring. Coming just as life had begun to return to normal. The majority of customers were petrified, donning grease-smeared masks between intermittent sips of fizzy red slushes, hearty bites of fatty junk food. 

Not my problem, I told myself, feeling smug and very well-protected: not my concern or risk. Content to let them suffer, I licked the tepid froth off my skinny latte with the tip of my tongue and dipped her in my granny juice. 
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Isla
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At midday, I caught a pink 500 bus from stance 1 to the city centre. Stance 1 was an open-sided metal shelter with a pane of glass at each end and a narrow alloy beam to sit on. One pane bore a painting of a toothless pumpkin with its eyes on fire, sitting cross-legged on the ground under that: a bag lady. She had bows in her straggly hair, rings on her fingers, burrs on her toes, warts on her nose, misery in her eyes, and a puppy which frothed at the mouth. I thought he might be rabid. Outbreaks of lethal rabies had increased steadily since we Scots were banned from re-joining the EU by the English dodderers at Westminster. I kept I my distance. The poor woman held up her carrier bag shewing me all her worldly possessions. The puppy yipped and yapped, drooling pink saliva from its mangy jaws, cuddling snugly inside his owner’s tartan skirted lap. 

She stared at me imploringly and said, ‘Big Issue?’

I had nae words, nae change.

The pink 500 bus arrived. I sat alone upstairs at the back of the bus, reading yesterday’s Herald. The weather was dreary, dull and depressing, with light showers. I flicked thru the headlines finding it hard to concentrate, still coming down from the euphoric high of my survival. It was all news I already knew. Nothing ever changed here, in my registered country of birth, despite the younger generation’s growing appetite for independence. 

Bonnie saw herself as an activist. She got quite agitated over our right to freedom as a nation, said we should hold an uprising, fight for the right to be free. She was constantly telling me how forward-thinking we Scots were compared to the heathens south of the border. 

‘Take the bill we passed last year,’ she said, ‘giving sixteen-year-olds the right to be legally recognized as transgender without requiring gender dysphoria medical diagnosis. Isla, we want to recognise, respect and promote children’s rights. These include the rights to be treated fairly, to be heard and to be as healthy as possible. My vision is a Scotland where children’s human rights are embedded in all aspects of society, a land where policy, law and decision-making take account of children’s rights and where all children have a voice and are empowered to be human rights defenders.’ 

By the time she’d finished preaching to me, I was shaking inside. I wasn’t nearly as sure, or as confident, as my girl, recalling the transgressions I committed with the virile young men when I was an innocent young girl in mourning after mamaidh’s funeral.  

Bored, I stuffed the rag under a seat and pressed my nose to the steamed-up window imagining the misty vapour was the gas they used to put me to sleep when I was treated. The swelling on the side of my neck felt sore. It really hurt. I rubbed my wound. Trying to take my mind off the ache, I wiped clear a peephole and peered at the gaunt unyielding landscape: dreary motorway aprons, derelict factories, featureless housing estates, lifeless playing fields, vacant suburbs, so glad I did nae have to live there. 

My tummy rumbled telling my mouth it was time to eat. Jumping off the bus in the heart of the city, I found a deli, bought two rounds of chicken sandwiches, fresh mango and lime, a can of fizzy blood orange, and sat on an unsoiled bench in George Square handfeeding the hordes of greedy pigeons. 

It wasn’t until I’d scattered my bread and shooed the birds that I caught sight of the tramp. He had crouched on the bench beside me staring vacantly at a statue of Robbie Burns. My nostrils squinted at his stench. If I’m truthful, I felt sorry for him: homeless, destitute, impoverished, nae-where to live, nae-one to love him. I had nae home of my own, nae place to live, either, at least, not until I met Bonnie. We’d that much in common, he and I: wild feral alley cats eking out an existence in a filthy world of smut. 

The sky grew gloomy overhead. Affected by its sombre mood, I stood in front of the auld man, and studied his face: all crusted with dirt, his wiry hair and beard: stiff with filth. He had nae washed for days. He stared thru me, expressionless. I read the melancholy in his rheumy eyes. How long had he existed with nae woman to love him? I stared at his feet: their dirty bent big toes, ingrown toenails sticking out of gaping holes in his ruined leather brogues. Between his feet lay a closed tobacco tin with a scratched photo of a young buck on its lid. I squatted on my haunches with my tartan mini skirt riding up my bared thighs and asked if I could take a look.

He looked at me and made a toothless grin. I opened the tin. Inside were six auld pennies. I felt inside the slit in my skirt, drew out my red leather purse, undid the gold clasp, and ruffled thru my fifty, twenty, ten and five-pound notes. Deep in my heart I wanted to give the man a moment in his dreary life he would never forget. 

His eyes lit up at the sight of the money! I smiled, took out a ten-pound note, folded it in four, popped it in his tin then shut the lid. He nodded his thanks, grinning at me wildly. He didn’t or couldn’t speak. In an odd way, the tramp reminded me of the mute barista, Mihalis, in the café: aulder but not much aulder. Their walnut brown hair and goatee beards were flecked with grey. 

It started to rain. I blinked if off and cast my eyes over the square’s statues, standing defiantly. Everyone ran for cover. We were alone. The rain rinsed my hair, washing my cheeks, freeing my spirits, as it had at mamaidh’s funeral. I loved rain. It made me feel alive, so much that my body tingled and glowed all over. I couldn’t help myself. I needed, wanted to take a risk. I lived for risks. Risks were my life. 

He looked pitifully sad. I asked him if he fancied a treat. The not-so-auld man scraped his jaw like the blonde with pruritis. He must have itched all over. His underpants must’ve been alive. My legs ached: the taut muscles in my thighs straining in protest at squatting on my haunches. 

I straightened, rubbing dry my damp thighs, and asked the tramp if he’d like to see my treats. He came alive, enthusing, craving the loving, beautiful, woman he had never met. Brazenly, I hoisted up the hem of my mini skirt, and gave the man a tantalising glimpse of my underbelly. 

‘Lovely,’ he mumbled incoherently, ‘God bless you, lassie.’

After I’d finished teasing him, I wandered indoors to the nearby galleria to dry off and shop for my essentials: face cream, scent, toothpaste, herbal shampoo, a giant-sized Toblerone, and the reward for surviving my ordeal: a red tartan lamb’s wool scarf to keep out the chill. The galleria was alight with festive decorations, full of men and women trying on dresses, applying make-up, buying perfume for Christmas: wives, husbands, standing by with overdrawn credit cards. I wondered what life must feel like married, living boring routines with screaming kids, whole life mortgages, recurrent rain-filled school runs, fading, ultimately, non-existent sex lives. My soul cheered when I came across a grotto underneath the escalator, the bright red warning sign:
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