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A note on Scottish schooling

Scottish schools start with primary school – primary one, or P1, begins the year you turn five, and goes up to P7. After this is senior, or secondary school, which starts with S1 the year you turn twelve, known as ‘first year’, and continues to S6, ‘sixth year’, when you turn eighteen. Collectively, pupils are ‘primary ones’ or ‘first years’, etc.





Chapter 1

 

‘It is what it is,’ was what Jean Mooney said as Gertie, still with her head in romantic Highlanders of many years ago, came through the low front door, went upstairs to change out of her work tabard, and came face to face with thirty-two new flecked mohair mixed colour packs.

‘Mum!’ Gertie had yelled down in outrage. ‘I’m going to have to sleep on a bed of wool!’ The cottage had a front room, with a large fireplace – the room itself was small, and the floor sloped, but the fireplace was lined with big logs purloined some time back from the shipyards. There had been a push a few years ago to get on the gas, but the urge had passed, and Gertie was glad. She liked to gaze into the dancing flames.

‘That sounds nice!’ returned Jean.

‘You’re hoarding.’

Jean sniffed. ‘I’m just being careful! Wool is getting expensive.’

She glanced out of the back window, where several fields of sheep were cheerfully grazing the springing emerald grass, full and rich after several weeks of heavy rainfall.

‘Although I swear I cannot tell why as it only goes from over there to over here.’

‘You’re hedging wool?’

‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You’re going to sell it on to the wool shop if the price keeps going up.’

Jean and the Woman in the Wool Shop had a fabled enmity, lost to the mists of time.

‘Again, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Gertie looked at it mutinously, closed the door to her bedroom and came back downstairs.

‘I’d almost think you were trying to get rid of me. Whilst also turning a tidy profit.’

‘You think I want my beloved only child to move out and see a bit of the world and spread her wings and build a life for herself beyond a very small town? That’s ridiculous,’ said Jean, as the kettle boiled.

‘Huh,’ said Gertie, frowning, even as the bell rang and the KCs hastened into the tiny hall, festooned with incremental school pictures of Gertie, her black soft curly hair wrestled into bunches or plaits; trussed up in wool.

‘Hey, Gertie,’ said Cara (or Tara, it was hard to tell when they had identically knitted bunnets on). Cara and Tara were twins who hated each other and yet had somehow dealt with this lifelong animosity by choosing to spend vast amounts of time together, including most of their evenings. They both worked in the local council office and were elders at the kirk, where they bitched each other up non-stop to the minister, who considered it a mark of his own penance and saintly patience that he would let this endure, so it worked out pretty well for everyone. They knitted a lot of bright yellow bonnets for ‘the babies in Africa’, nobody ever daring to tell them that perhaps woolly hats weren’t currently top of the priority list for the booming countries of that continent; and if they were sad they had never had their own babies to knit for, they never said.

‘What’s been going on in that big head of yours today?’

They were convinced Gertie’s tendency to drift off was a mark of her supreme intelligence rather than, as it had actually been, a terrible hindrance in her exams. Not that she minded the ScotNorth particularly; the work wasn’t hard and the people were nice and she had plenty of time to vanish into her own dreams.

‘Mostly how I’m going to build a nest in what used to be my room,’ said Gertie.

Next through the door was Marian. Marian was a terrible knitter, because she had very large hands, and she wasn’t particularly good at doing her make-up either, being newer to it and everything, having been on the fishing boats for a very long time before coming to a certain realisation about her true self, so nobody minded, and everyone had a mouthful for anyone in town who remarked, or seemed to indicate that they did mind, or had something to say about it, or even looked like they might. That worked out perfectly well for everyone apart from the occasional distracted passer-by who hadn’t realised they were staring until it was too late, and they had Jean in their face, which was extremely unnerving at the best of times.

‘Hey,’ Marian said. ‘I heard there’s that new man in town again.’

Everyone’s ears pricked up and they turned and stared at Gertie, except for Majabeen who had just turned up. Majabeen had a fondness for beautiful Kaffe Fassett work, meticulously done. Everyone would have admired it more if she ever stopped talking about how wonderful her children and grandchildren were and how well they were doing. Whilst a certain amount of bragging was respectable, indeed expected – Marian’s daughter getting a promotion; the twins’ cousin getting his early parole – Majabeen’s children were always winning scholarships and awards and whilst it was amazing it was also very slightly exhausting. Majabeen pretended it was all a terrible burden, talking about how awful it would be if one of her grandchildren only became an orthodontist rather than a cardiologist. Majabeen thought Jean indulging Gertie’s fantasy life was ridiculous.

‘Stop it, please,’ said Gertie, burying her face in her knitting.

Whilst Jean favoured mohair and extravagant tops with large knitted flowers stitched on ‘for interest’, Elspeth was Fair Isle all the way, in murky greens and blues; the twins stuck to yellow and Majabeen loved the vibrant jewel colours, all mixed together. Marian was more of a beginner, was also colour blind, and was valiantly opposed to girls in pink and boys in blue, so her choices tended towards the eccentric. The faces of the family who’d received as a moving-in gift an entirely black baby layette remained etched in everyone’s memories.

Gertie, on the other hand, loved subtle shades; palest blues and greys that matched the ever-changing sky; sometimes with a thin line of bright colour – a gold, or a pale pink – that mimicked dawn on the horizon; earthy, soft tones that reflected the water and the countryside that had surrounded her her whole life. In her deep fantasy world, she dreamed of her designs being feted; worn around the globe. In her actual world, it was mostly Jean complaining that she should ‘jazz things up a bit’.

Because knitting for Gertie was not just a way to produce things. It was so much more than that. It was how she self-soothed after a difficult day, when the boss was grumpy or the customers impatient. It was the way she indulged her creative side, which couldn’t happen when she was stacking shelves (although she was always the go-to for holiday displays); choosing the colours with infinite care; the weight of the wool, often light as thistledown; experiment with, e.g. a 1940s shoulder, or a pillbox hat.

It was the joy of feeling something growing from her hands, entirely of her own creation. And the comfort of the familiar motion, learned at her grandmother’s knee; in/round/through and off.

If worried or stressed, opening her knitting bag and setting the weight of her needles in her hands, and launching into the soothing click-clicking rhythm always slowed her racing thoughts or quelled her agitation, leaving her imagination free to soar, to go where it would. Even, she occasionally thought, a little ruefully, if the agitation was caused by the other KCs, particularly when they were in the middle of one of their ‘Let’s Sort out Gertie’s Love Life!’ phases.

‘What new man?’ asked Jean fussily. There were long discussions of every man who passed through their small town.

‘Calum Frost is back,’ said Marian, smug with knowledge. ‘He’s hanging round the airport again.’

‘OOH!’ said Jean to Gertie. ‘You should get down there. Brush your hair.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Mum,’ said Gertie. Calum Frost was a Norwegian aviation magnate who owned – amongst many other things – the tiny airline that ran out of Carso to the islands. He was funding MacIntyre Air after they’d lost a plane the previous summer, much to the displeasure of Morag MacIntyre, local pilot. Technically she – and Ranald, her grandfather – worked for Calum Frost, but she pretended she didn’t, and Calum was pretty good about it.

‘Anyway, when would I need to get on a plane?’

‘You could get on a plane!’ said Jean.

‘It literally goes up the archipelago,’ said Gertie. ‘To places where there is even less to do than there is here.’

‘You could go to Glasgow!’

‘I will, Mum,’ Gertie replied, knowing this was the fastest way to get her mother to drop it and, sure enough, Majabeen soon launched into a long story about scholarships, which was extremely difficult to follow, and Gertie could stare into the fire, accompanied only by the clack of needles, and lose herself . . .

It would be someone to make cosy socks for – nice and large, without presumptions; it’s nice to have a roomy sock. She dreamed of someone – someone whose face was fuzzy. They didn’t have to be terribly glamorous; she certainly wasn’t. But someone nice, just coming home at night, coming in out of the cold, into the cottage – no, nix that. SURELY she wouldn’t still be living in the cottage. Okay, well, maybe another cottage then, but all for them, with a nice layout and one of those nice glass extensions at the back she’d seen people get. And he’d come in from a freezing day, the wind flicking his nice hair sideways, into the cosy sitting room and there’d be some nice cock-a-leekie soup on the stove, and he’d just be so happy to see her and so happy to be home, and he’d put his arms around her waist whilst she was at the stove and say, ‘Honestly, I don’t know what I’d have done without that hat today,’ and she would feel the cold coming off him, and turn round to welcome him home . . .

It didn’t feel like so much to ask. It felt a million miles away.





Chapter 10

 

Morag turned up early at the flat viewing because Peigi was fussing around trying to make her go to church and she couldn’t bear it any more, plus she needed to catch the Inchborn ferry. Gertie turned up early because the timing of breaks was very strictly regulated after the whole staff night-surfing incident of 2022.

It was an old red sandstone building, common around these parts. The downstairs held a little antique shop, which was open at frankly impossible to predict times of the day and month. Gertie had rarely glanced upstairs, her gaze normally fixed to the ground as she wandered familiar streets in a dream. But the upper floor was solid Victorian architecture, and the rooms were surprisingly large and bright. There was a sitting room, with not much in it except for a working fireplace and a couple of old sofas; a small kitchen, two nice-sized bedrooms overlooking a communal garden with washing lines flapping in the wind, and a tiny box room.

It was the box room that Struan had used to store his guitars in. It was modest, but it was home and had been for a little while, and Struan found himself uncharacteristically reflective as he did what Saskia had told him and brewed coffee for the smell. Saskia’s new flat had double glazing and underfloor heating and all sorts of things like that, but it overlooked lots of other places that were all exactly the same. Whereas from here, you could sit and tinker with your guitar of an evening and look down the street and see everyone coming and going, and sometimes you’d see your mates going into the pub and in fact sometimes they’d look up to the window and wave if they saw you and you could just take yourself off for a pint. It was great.

And you could see the holidaymakers traipsing up and down and buying fudge, and if you fancied a bit of fishing, which sometimes Struan did, having the enviable job of being a teacher who never had any marking, you could follow the cunning fishermen who knew where the good spots were and when the fish were biting, even as they tried to skulk up the road in secret.

And whilst the sitting room faced north-east, the window in his bedroom faced south-west, which meant you could watch the sunsets if you wanted, from bed in the summer, when the sun didn’t set until after 11 p.m. He ran his fingers through his unruly hair. Yeah. He was going to miss this place.

The bell rang. He glanced at his watch, yawning. It was only quarter to ten. He’d been playing a wedding the previous night and hadn’t got home till late. Which was fine as he didn’t have neighbours to speak of so he could come in, heat up some food and put the TV on. He probably wouldn’t be able to do that at Saskia’s, he thought, slightly glumly. There were people all around and lots of passive-aggressive notes up in the hallways about removing shoes and not using washing machines after 8 p.m.

Oh well. Better get on with it.

*

Gertie had been, as usual, staring at her shoes as she approached the address, and Morag hadn’t noticed her until they were both more or less there.

‘Oh!’ said Morag, surprised. She’d been so annoyed with Peigi on the way down and now seeing someone else – who might get the flat before her – at the door so early too was extremely annoying. Then she realised it was Gertie. ‘Hey again!’ she said.

Gertie looked up at Morag, feeling intimidated as usual.

‘Oh hello,’ she said. ‘Uh.’

They both looked at the front door.

‘Did you want the flat?’ said Gertie. ‘It doesn’t matter. I just . . . I was just looking.’

‘Well, come and have a look,’ said Morag, encouragingly, wondering just why this girl was so timid. She had bolted after lunch the other day, whilst she and Nalitha were still trying to get their heads around whether someone who’d never been in a plane before could work for an airline.

‘Well, you were first,’ said Gertie. Morag looked at her hand, which had just about gone out to press the doorbell.

‘I . . . I don’t think that’s how it works,’ Morag replied and Gertie looked even more embarrassed, as she’d never been flat-hunting before and in fact had, as Jean told everyone all the time, been born in the sitting room of the house she now lived in – ‘the last time Gertie was in a hurry to do anything’. She didn’t mean it to be cruel; she thought it was funny.

‘Okay,’ said Gertie, face pink.

Morag rang and they stood back.

‘Did you . . . did you find anyone for the job?’ asked Gertie, timidly.

Morag turned to her. ‘Not yet.’

There was an uncomfortable silence. Then the door opened. And both the girls’ mouths dropped open.

*

‘Struan?!’ yelled Morag. ‘Oh my God!’

‘Mores! I heard you were back in town.’

They hugged.

‘Oh my God, you haven’t changed at all,’ said Morag, smiling. ‘You’re still dressing like a student.’

‘I thought you were a fancy-pants pilot now, far too important to remember your old mates?’

‘That’s not true. I see Nalitha all the time. And she phones you and you’re always playing a gig.’

‘I am,’ said Struan with a grimace. ‘Guilty as charged. Why do you need a flat?’

‘Long story,’ said Morag. Then she wrinkled her nose. ‘A scary witch moved in with Gramps. Oh, there you go, not that long.’

‘Coffee?’

‘Yes! Do you still take nine sugars?’

Gradually, Struan realised there was somebody else on the doorstep.

Gertie stood there, trembling. It had been so long since she’d seen him – which seemed strange in a tiny town with one supermarket, where she worked, but Struan was always on the road, shopping from the garage or eating school dinners; he simply never went there.

Struan caught her eye, and everything came rushing back to her: how obsessive she’d been over every single thing about him; how she had memorised his timetable and drawn his name over and over again in the back of her jotters, surrounded in hearts and outlines and stars; how she had dreamed of him night after night, watched him perform at school shows like she was watching a young Elvis.

‘Oh, hi,’ he said casually. ‘I’m Struan.’

‘Struan!’ Morag admonished him. ‘You remember Gertie! She was a first year when we were third years.’

Struan blinked a couple of times. ‘Uh, sure?’ he said.

‘It’s okay.’ Gertie’s voice sounded twisted and hysterical. ‘I was in a different year.’

‘Can you remember your kids’ names now?’ said Morag, following him inside and up the narrow stairwell.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘But I think I’m giving it up. Teaching, I mean.’

‘Nalitha told me you really liked it.’

‘I do! It’s just . . . my girlfriend thinks I should give the music another shot . . . I have a big audition for a touring show and I’ll probably get it so . . .’

Gertie’s heart dropped at the term ‘girlfriend’, although she didn’t know what she’d been expecting. She had tried for a very long time not to think about him at all; it felt very odd, like she was in a room with her thirteen-year-old self. She almost smiled when she thought how excited she would have been back then to be walking into Struan McGhie’s apartment.

‘Ooh,’ Morag murmured as they reached the top of the stairs. A cold sun came through the landing window and filled the apartment with light. ‘This is nice.’

‘I don’t know why you’re sounding so surprised.’ Struan laughed. Then he paused. ‘Hang on, I heard you got with that weirdo hermit Gregor who lives on Inchborn. God, no wonder this looks nice.’

‘He’s not a hermit! That’s just his job.’

‘So, just weird then.’

‘He’s not . . . so anyway what’s your rule on pets?’ said Morag.

Struan shrugged. ‘What kind of pets?’

‘Uh. Goats?’ said Morag in a very quiet voice. ‘And possibly the occasional chicken.’

‘Oh man, he totally is weird.’ Struan went over and pushed the plunger down on the cafetière. ‘So, are you girls looking for a place together?’

Morag was already busying herself through the place. ‘You’re renting out the whole flat?’

‘Yeah, it’s got two bedrooms . . . I was going to pick two people, I suppose . . . hadn’t really thought it through.’

Morag rolled her eyes indulgently. ‘The ad was really unclear. You have not changed at all.’

‘Neither have you. You’re still a bossy pot.’

‘I am not a bossy pot! Stop plunging that coffee, it’ll be a disaster . . .’

Struan looked at her.

‘Oh, come on. Yes, what you want in a pilot is people who don’t know their own mind . . . Where are you headed?’

‘I’m moving in with my girlfriend in Inverness.’

Morag winced. ‘That’s a heck of a commute.’

‘A pretty one, though.’

‘What if it doesn’t work out and you have to move back five minutes later?’

‘Thank you for your exceptional faith in me,’ he said, laughing. His mother had said exactly the same.

*

Meanwhile, Gertie was wandering around the two bedrooms. They were both big. She was so used to the cramped little cottage. Not that she didn’t love it, she did, but it was so teeny and so full of stuff: wool and old crockery and, well, the entire town’s knitting circle and the bags and needles and bottles of prosecco they generally travelled with.

The room at the back, where the afternoon sun would pour in, with its view over the greens behind the flats, was so quiet, and clean, and empty. Even as Morag and Struan caught up next door, she wanted to lie down on the bed, and just enjoy the headspace and peace. It was strange, suddenly she wished she’d brought her needles with her. Knitting helped her think about things, freeing up her brain to drift, or to focus. She looked at the bed. It could use a lovely patchwork bedspread – or perhaps something classy in her beloved stripes, cosy but soft, like a gigantic baby blanket . . .

Could she really just move here? She had money saved; Jean wouldn’t take board money. Gertie had just never really considered it. But . . . could she?

She went to the door of the sitting room. The sofas looked comfortable and there was a little table where Morag and Struan were sitting drinking coffee. She beamed.

‘It’s nice!’

Struan smiled back. ‘Thank you! Do you have any really disgusting habits?’

‘I knit a lot,’ said Gertie.

Struan blinked. ‘Do you knit . . . like, spiders and turds and things?’

Gertie laughed. ‘No.’

‘Well, then that should probably be okay. Why do you knit so much?’

‘Why do you have six guitars?’ retorted Gertie, gesturing around the room.

Struan shrugged. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I like to play something different . . . it depends on my mood. I find it . . .’

His voice grew more reflective.

‘Music takes me away from myself . . . does that sound super lame?’

Gertie shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘That’s it exactly.’

‘What do you do like that, Morag?’ asked Struan.

Morag frowned. ‘I never relax,’ she said. ‘You two are weird.’

‘Come on,’ said Struan.

Morag thought about it.

‘Flying over snow,’ she said finally. ‘And I like watching Gregor with his birds.’

Struan raised his eyebrows at Gertie and she stifled a giggle.

‘Well, each to their own,’ said Struan. ‘If I did let you this place though . . . I mean, Nalitha says that his goat is in love with him.’

‘She’s exaggerating.’

‘He doesn’t have a goat?’

‘No, he does, but she’s more . . . in lust?’

Struan pursed his lips. ‘Okay. Well. Could we have a no-goat rule?’

‘I wouldn’t mind,’ said Gertie.

‘You’ve obviously never lived with a goat,’ said Morag darkly.

There was a sudden loud buzzing to the door, repeatedly. They went to the front room to peer down and see who was there.

A huge line of people snaked all the way down the street, some with large dogs or children or, in a couple of places, with full suitcases.

‘Oh my God,’ said Morag. ‘The housing crisis is . . . bloody hell.’

‘Yeah,’ Struan said. He turned to them. ‘Look, can you guys just take it? I don’t think I can deal.’

Morag and Gertie looked at each other. Gertie suddenly felt a bolt of excitement. Her own place?

‘Sure,’ said Morag.





Chapter 11

 

Gertie’s excellent mood lasted five seconds after she told her mother, and saw her face.

‘Is it because I told people you were taking the airline job?’ Jean said, tears threatening to overspill her thick black eyelashes.

‘No,’ said Gertie. ‘No. Honestly. It’s time. You know it is. I thought you’d be happy.’

‘I know I said it was,’ Jean replied glumly. She looked down. She had meant to be more encouraging to Gertie, of course she had. It was just, with Gertie not getting her exams . . . then the job had been so nice, just being down the road from the salon . . . and everyone said, ah kids, they mature later these days, then the pandemic had come along, and . . .

‘Plus,’ said Gertie, ‘don’t you think it’s time for you to be getting out there again too? You don’t need your grown-up daughter cramping your style.’

‘All men are dickheads though. Have we all taught you nothing?’ Jean bit her trembly lip.

‘Oh, Mum,’ Gertie sighed. ‘Oh, you’re right. You know, I should stay. Absolutely loads of people wanted the room.’

She glanced into the cosy yellow sitting room where the fire was crackling. Elspeth looked up from where she was watching EastEnders with the subtitles on, and knitting a huge orange open-stitch scarf on giant needles, which meant she didn’t need a different pair of glasses for seeing her knitting and reading the TV.

‘What are you saying?’ Elspeth called out.

Jean and Gertie looked at each other.

‘I’ll tell her,’ said Gertie.

‘She’ll be fine about it.’ Jean nodded.

But suddenly Elspeth froze.

‘What . . . what?’

Her needles fell from her hands. The women darted forward.

‘Mum?’ said Jean, leaping over. ‘Mum, are you all right?’

‘I . . .’ Elspeth looked around as if she wasn’t exactly sure where she was. Her leg started to tremble and Gertie carefully walked her over to the sofa, laid her down and grabbed one of their home-knitted blankets to keep her warm.

‘Mum?’

‘Grandma?’

Gertie picked up her phone and dialled 999; her grandmother’s mouth had fallen weirdly to one side and her eyes still weren’t focused. Her hand was shaking so much she could barely dial the number.

*

The paramedics, although they took a while to come, were completely and utterly brilliant. They were jolly, if anything; certainly practical. A man and a woman, dressed in green, they bustled in as if this was quite normal, which of course to them it was.

Gertie had calmed herself down then googled what to do and had done it, to the letter. She had made her grandmother lie down on her side on the sofa, with a bowl to her right in case she vomited; had refused to let Elspeth have anything to drink even though Jean thought she should attempt some tea. Gertie sat next to her grandmother, checked her breathing, and kept her talking. She took her grandmother’s hand. Their hands were exactly the same shape: small palms, longer fingers. Gertie’s nails were neat and rounded and short; Elspeth’s were polished with hard burgundy nail polish chipping at the corners. The backs of Elspeth’s were a network of raised veins, soft pastry skin, brown spots. Gertie stared at her grandmother’s hand for a long time. Her own hand would look like that one day, she thought. Her hand would turn into that hand. Although without another hand to squeeze it further down the line.

She always thought she had so much time to do what she wanted to do. Now she was holding a hand that was trembling and terrified and must, once, have looked exactly like her own . . . It must have happened so fast. In the blink of an eye. Just as she had felt when she saw Morag and Nalitha; ten years from school had flashed past. Did it all flash past then? And one day your hands were coiled, and there was fear in your eyes and you were waiting for an ambulance.

‘Okay, let’s be having you,’ said the handsome male paramedic. ‘What do you prefer: Mrs Mooney or Elspeth?’

Elspeth blinked, but seemed to focus. ‘Elspeth.’

‘That’s great! Good girl!’

His companion rolled her eyes. ‘You won’t believe,’ she said, ‘how many female patients show remarkable powers of recuperation when he turns up. Some of them go and put their nighties on.’

‘Is he single?’ asked Jean in a voice not quite quiet enough, as the male paramedic took Elspeth’s pulse. Gertie had had to extricate her hand. She could feel her grandmother’s cool imprint still.

‘Muuuuum,’ whined Gertie. ‘How is this the time?’

‘Good job – paramedic,’ Jean cooed.

‘Excuse me,’ the male paramedic spoke without looking up from his stopwatch. ‘I’m gay as a window and married, thank you.’

‘You should just get a badge that says that,’ muttered the female paramedic. ‘Meanwhile I am single, actually. And every man I meet is a hundred and six or is dangerously bleeding out.’

‘I can see how that would be difficult,’ said Jean. The male paramedic stood up and the women all looked at him expectantly.

‘Strong as an ox, you are, Elspeth,’ he said. ‘I don’t think I want to take you in. Unless you want to go in?’

Elspeth shook her head firmly. She was sitting up now and didn’t look nearly as dreadful as she had a moment or two before. Gertie pulled the blanket closer round her.

‘Hospitals are cathedrals of death,’ she mumbled. ‘Everyone knows that.’

‘Well, they’re . . .’ The female paramedic screwed up her face.

‘Well, they’re not holiday camps.’ The man took out a syringe.

‘I’m going to give you this injection,’ he said. ‘Which should stop it happening again, or another event like that damaging you long-term. I’m not a doctor so I can’t say for sure, but this looks like a very mild ischaemic event. Like a small stroke, but don’t get scared by that word – they’re very common. You’ll need to go and get checked out and let the GP run some tests in the morning – but honestly if we took you in now, the hospital couldn’t do the tests till then anyway.’

‘And Love Island is coming on,’ said Elspeth.

‘Well, exactly,’ replied the paramedic. ‘And it’s Casa Amor.’

He rolled down her sleeve as Gertie took the female paramedic aside.

‘Is she going to be okay?’

‘I can’t say,’ replied the woman. ‘But if we were seriously worried we would take her in. I mean, I can take her in but she might be waiting for a bed for a really long time, and there’s still Covid about and, honestly, I think she’d be a lot better off here at home until the morning. If it was my grandmother, you know?’

Gertie nodded. ‘Okay, good.’

‘You did everything right,’ said the woman, approvingly. ‘We’ll write it up and phone your GP first thing in the morning. They’ll get her up for tests.’

Gertie bit her lip. ‘When this kind of thing starts happening though . . .’

The woman smiled, sadly, and Gertie could see in her eyes how tired she was. ‘She’s . . . she’s not young.’

‘No,’ said Gertie. ‘I suppose she isn’t.’

‘But,’ added the woman, ‘honestly – well done. You’d be amazed at how many people go to pieces when something like this happens. But you were completely calm.’

*

After the paramedics had gone, Jean made them tea and put a little bit of whisky in for shock. Gertie protested and remade Elspeth another one without any whisky in it at all, then Elspeth protested so she ended up with a tiny dash and, by this time, stone-cold tea.

The KCs arrived in force by 9 p.m. Gertie hadn’t even told anyone; possibly someone had spotted the sirens and word had got around, or possibly there were deeper, older signals to a powerful coven of women feeling the pull of one of their number being in trouble.

‘It’s like the bat signal,’ said Gertie as she opened the door. ‘Only with crochet hooks.’

Between them all, they put Elspeth to bed, making sure they checked on her every five minutes, until she told them, in a voice that started off querulous but now had an air of command to it, that they had to stop it or she wasn’t going to get a wink of sleep. Then they convened an emergency council, organising who was going to take her in the morning, and who was going to sit when and who was going to handle making all the shepherd’s pie Elspeth was going to need to convalesce.

Gertie removed herself from the room – the whisky was being shared around again – and went and sat with Elspeth, who although fed up of seeing everyone else was perfectly happy to see her darling granddaughter. In fact, she tried to sit up as Gertie entered with an extra cup of tea, just in case. Elspeth waved it away; she absolutely didn’t want to be getting up to go to the toilet in the pitch-black middle of the night more than was absolutely necessary. Her biggest relief was that she hadn’t wet herself when that nice ambulanceman had turned up. Old age was even less fun than everyone had warned her it was going to be.

‘Hey, mo grabh,’ she said. Gertie sat down, enjoying the silence. Next door the rabble were rather leaning into the fuss and drawing up a night rota.

‘It’s all gone a bit COBRA next door,’ Gertie said.

‘I know,’ replied Elspeth. ‘Well, good. I’m glad everyone is flying into action and having a lovely time.’

‘Was it scary?’

The old hand clasped at her.

‘So scary,’ her grandmother whispered, a tear dropping from her eye onto the pillow. Gertie grabbed a tissue from the box by the bed, and tenderly wiped Elspeth’s eyes with her other hand.

‘I felt . . . so small,’ said Elspeth. ‘As if . . . as if . . .’ She took a loud shuddering breath. ‘I don’t feel . . .’ she started again.

‘Don’t talk, Gran. Not if you’re tired.’

Elspeth shook her head. ‘No. I’m fine. This is important. You have to know . . . when it happened . . .’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I thought that might be it. I thought that was it. For me.’

‘Well, you’re in your own bed now, so the medical people obviously don’t think so.’

‘No,’ said Elspeth. ‘Not this time. But what I have to tell you is important.’

Gertie tilted her head. ‘What’s that?’

‘You have to know,’ Elspeth said carefully, her pale skin creased with the effort, ‘that I don’t feel eighty-four. I don’t feel it at all. I feel your age. Inside. You never get any older. You can’t believe it’s all gone, and all those years have gone past. You think it can’t possibly be me. Getting old happens to other people, but it won’t happen to me. But it does. Suddenly you turn around and all the summers and Christmases have smooshed all the gither, and some days I’ll see a woman holding her new babby, and I’ll feel strange because Jeanette isn’t still in my arms, and you aren’t either. Because two minutes ago, you were.’ She sighed. ‘And now it feels like . . . I’m being asked to leave the stage. Like my turn is over. Even if it’s not over quite yet, there’s nothing new coming. No new act, or bit where I get to start over, make different choices.

‘And it doesn’t feel fair. It isn’t the least bit fair, even if you don’t die young, and I’m old. But it still doesn’t feel anything like enough. For all the things you want to do and all the places you want to go and . . . I never went anywhere. And I never thought I wanted to. I have absolutely loved my life. I was happy here. I just want more of it, that’s all.

‘And what I would say to you is, don’t wait. Go places. I think . . . I don’t know. Jean never wanted to go anywhere. But I think you might like it. Who knows? But you should. Get away. Travel. Have fun. Because in a blink of an eye . . . you will be very very old, like me, and you won’t be quite sure how you got here.’

This was a very long speech from her grandmother. But it felt like exactly what she had thought the first time she’d picked up her grandmother’s hand. Gertie nodded fervently.

‘Now, go and let an old lady sleep,’ Elspeth said. ‘I promise not to die on you quite yet. And anyway it’ll be a day out, going up the big hospital. They’ve got a Greggs.’

Gertie kissed her on top of her head and went back to the still fairly lively group next door, thoughtfully. She had to check though.

‘Mum,’ she said. ‘Do you want me to stay for Grandma?’

Jean shook her head vehemently. ‘Exactly the opposite,’ she said. ‘You have to go. You really have to go. I’m being selfish.’

Gertie nodded. ‘Then I am going to go. And I am going to think seriously about the job.’

And Jean kissed her daughter full on the forehead.

‘Good. Plus, I have a new consignment of mohair showing up and I’m going to need the entirety of that room.’





Chapter 12

 

‘So did you tell him?’

Morag was lying on Gregor’s bed trying to pretend there wasn’t also a goat in the room, which wasn’t as easy as you might think.

‘Yes.’

‘But did you tell him why?’

Morag had not, in fact, told her grandfather the two reasons that she was moving out – one, his housekeeper was evil; and two she wanted to bring her boyfriend over and have sex with him quite a lot. She’d just said it was something she wanted to do and Ranald, being of an understanding turn of mind, had guessed the second reason, if not the first, and given her his immediate blessing. Peigi had practically stood on the doorstep grinning and watching her leave, as if she’d won, and Morag was trying to be sanguine about it. She’d dumped her stuff in the flat, said hi to Gertie, who it seemed spent a lot of time in her room. After years of living in a very overcrowded, stuffed little house she wanted absolutely nothing on view and was therefore spectacularly tidy – which suited neat-minded Morag down to the ground. Gertie was mostly on the phone to her mum or the GP, checking Elspeth was okay, but Morag didn’t know that.

On Inchborn, where the early cool light was hitting the fresh sprouting hills full of daffodils, it had been a truly lovely weekend. Gregor was the kind of person who lost himself. He had exceptional powers of concentration – which was useful, as he was an ornithologist and ethnobiologist, charged with preserving and monitoring the wildlife on Inchborn, a tiny isolated island in the middle of the sea, dominated by its ruined abbey. When Gregor was busy doing something, he took his time, got totally immersed in the flow of it and the hours would fly by. This made him rather astonishingly good in bed, which you would not necessarily guess by looking at him, and a sensational cook, which you probably would.

Morag got up, put the goat out, and moved to the dilapidated sofa in the sitting room in front of the fire. It was proving to be an unusually cold spring but she didn’t actually mind, as she was wearing four jumpers and the fire was making the room cosy enough to take one of them off. Plus the view beyond the window of the sitting room was of the small garden, fiercely guarded by Karen the chicken, who roamed it pecking furiously at things, and her best friend, Barbara the goat, who had always rather liked Morag until Morag had more or less started spending all her time there holding hands with Gregor, and worse. Barbara was now furiously jealous and would instantly boot Morag’s hand out of Gregor’s if she saw them together. Morag absolutely understood the instinct, as she would feel the same if she ever saw another female with her hand in Gregor’s, but she found it easy to forget and sometimes had to move incredibly fast if they rounded a corner and Barbara was there. Right now she had moved back, and had her head ominously close to the window, eyeing them both up.

‘Yeah . . . Erno’s picking me up. That goat wants to kill me,’ said Morag.

Gregor smiled ruefully.

‘Now you’re meant to say don’t be stupid, goats never kill anyone,’ she went on.

‘Yeah, well . . .’

‘She used to love me!’

‘She’s a very nice goat.’

‘Well, she’s not now,’ said Morag. ‘She’s following me around with her devil eyes.’

‘She’s just jealous,’ Gregor reminded her.

‘Animals can’t feel jealousy!’

‘You’re an animal. Of course they do. Have you ever petted one dog and not another?’

‘Yes but . . . I mean, bees don’t get jealous of other bees, do they? The ones that make, like, yellower honey and stuff.’

‘It’s entirely possible that they do,’ said Gregor. Morag knew everything there was to know about mechanical engines, how to fix cars, boats, planes, anything you wanted. She was brilliant with a wrench or a welding iron and had made numerous improvements to his tumbledown house. She was, however, absolutely ignorant of the natural world, particularly for someone born in the Highlands of Scotland. ‘Can I let Barbara back in? Let her get used to you.’

‘No! She smells and she just wants to cuddle up to you on the sofa, and then you smell.’

‘Well, only of goat. What’s wrong with that?’

Morag smiled at him benevolently. ‘I must,’ she said, ‘really love you quite a lot.’

He looked up from where he’d been sketching some apparently unusually large daisies he’d found off the northernmost cliff face.

‘Yeah?’ he said, looking straight at her in a way that Morag found it necessary to put the book down immediately. It was only some time afterwards that he remembered to ask about her new housemate.

Morag wrinkled her nose. ‘Uh,’ she said. ‘I hope she’s going to be okay. I don’t suppose I’m going to be there very much. She’s really quiet.’

Gregor frowned briefly, tracing a finger on her shoulder, still pink as they lay in front of the fire.

‘Maybe she’s scared of you.’

Morag snorted. ‘Don’t be daft.’

‘I’ve seen you strip a tractor,’ said Gregor.

‘How’s that scary?’

‘Actually I found it a truly tremendous turn-on,’ he admitted. ‘But you are quite intimidating.’

‘I am not!’ said Morag, then, seeing his face, sighed. ‘Am I?’

‘You’re competent,’ said Gregor. ‘That shouldn’t be seen as threatening in this world, in this day and age. But people are weird.’

‘But she knew me at school,’ chipped in Morag. ‘They used to call me Morag the Gro-bag!’

Gregor laughed. ‘That’s really stupid.’

‘It was. And horrible. I was shy.’

‘What did they call Gertie?’

‘Moony Mooney. It didn’t really stick, but that’s what she was like.’

‘Your school sounds awful.’

‘Huh,’ said Morag.

‘What did they call Nalitha?’

‘They didn’t. All the boys were in love with her and all the girls wanted her hair or were a bit scared of her.’

Gregor smiled.

‘Anyway, Gertie’s never even been in a plane.’

‘Really?’

‘Really! I know!’

‘Well, you should fix that then. Have you found anyone else for Nalitha’s maternity cover yet?’

‘No. And Gertie doesn’t want to do it.’

‘Maybe after a quick spin in Dolly she will?’

‘And maybe she really really won’t.’

‘Well, have you even had any more applicants?’

‘Yes,’ said Morag. ‘Two who didn’t turn up to the interview because they weren’t feeling it and one was Extinction Rebellion. Took ages to get the paint out.’

Gregor smiled. ‘You know,’ he said. ‘There are introverts in this world . . .’

Morag looked at his dear face. ‘You think I should be more encouraging?’

Gregor shrugged, as Barbara butted the window frame.

‘Oh, she really wants in. Can I have her in the kitchen whilst I’m cooking?’

‘Are you cooking goat?’

‘Mor!’

‘I’m kidding, I’m kidding. Okay, just wash your hands.’

A square of bright sunlight hit the sofa. Sunshine, the fire, a good book, a Saturday afternoon on an island that had no internet, no shops, no other people, no distractions and nothing to do except take long walks – which they had already done that morning – eat good food, watch the sun set or rise depending on which way you were facing, with coffee or wine – depending on which end of the day it was – make love, and try and read through the thousand-odd old books that lined the old house. It was very, very hard not to be happy there; the only downside – that she ever had to leave.





Chapter 13

 

Gertie was a bit worried she might not have the right flatmate etiquette, so she dealt with moving in the only way she knew how – she knitted Morag a beautiful pair of super-warm socks in the colours of the company uniform. It worked brilliantly. Morag’s feet were always cold in the cockpit, just a skein of metal between her boots and the freezing sky. She was genuinely delighted, and then felt terrible about not getting Gertie anything so nipped to the ScotNorth and got her some moving-in prosecco and of course Gertie politely opened it at once.

She asked Morag lots of questions about MacIntyre Air, which pleased Morag, who felt she was inching towards the job but was actually a way for Gertie gather more intel on Calum, particularly now she was following his Instagram. Just to see what kind of knitwear he favoured. It wasn’t creepy.

‘He seems nice,’ ventured Gertie.

Morag snorted. ‘We thought he’d be a lot worse. Gramps – that’s Ranald. He only works part-time now, so he mostly leaves it to me and I try and keep him in line.’

‘Well I did think he was nice,’ said Gertie.

‘He won’t seem so nice if you take one of his other flights and get stranded at three a.m. one hundred kilometres from your destination and his airline won’t pick up the phone or give a crap. Unless it’s us,’ added Morag.

She looked at Gertie’s













































































Afterword

My mother taught knitting and sewing, and I don’t really remember her ever not knitting something; my grandmother either. My grandmother was a fabulous knitter with terrible taste; she was always sending me purple cardigans with yellow sleeves and whatnot. My mum was very enthusiastic, but adored watching television or talking at the same time. I am the opposite of a hoarder, but even though she died a while ago, I cannot get rid of the cardigans she made for the children, with obvious dropped stitches or unmatched hems when, clearly, a good bit was on, or Robert Redford had just shown up. She could also never quite understand my love for neutrals for babies. I also have fond memories of her staying up to all hours to stitch together my little bits of knitting when I was a child; sewing the pieces together neatly was always my downfall.

I am afraid that I loved knitting for my babies, but then as they got bigger and bigger I got worse at it – but the new school of amazing knitting Instagrammers like @petiteknit and @laerkebagger have truly inspired me to get back into it, and the result is this book.

I first came across the work of Debbie Bliss when I was in New Zealand. She does the most beautiful, simple, gorgeous classic knits, particularly for children, and I am delighted she has allowed me to reproduce two of her loveliest, simplest patterns here; a baby hat and a baby jumper. I have made both numerous times, in gorgeous colours, and they always work.

 

Lots of love,

Jenny

JJ
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