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1

I’VE ALWAYS KNOWN where it is, and could show you the place, even in my sleep, for I know the shape of the ground and the feel of the grass under my bare feet and the way the primroses grow on the slope after the late February snows, and the smell of clover through the summer months, though maybe you’d have to know all that before you can tell the stories and say the charms and sing the songs.

Rum fum boodle boo,

Ripple dipple nitty dob,

Dumloo doodle coo,

Raffle taffle chittiboo.

Which you have to repeat three or seven or twelve times, otherwise the magic doesn’t work.

My best friend was Penny and because I was Peggy we were, of course, called the Two Peas. Not that we were alike. I was small and tubby and she was tall and skinny, but what did that matter, because we thought the same things and laughed at the same things and believed the same things and hoped for the same things. She used to say, ‘Whatever makes you happy, Peggy, makes me happy too.’

Her best toy was the striped yo-yo her auntie Rachel posted to her from Canada. A white stripe at the bottom, then a yellow one, then a red one, then a blue one and then a green one at the top. We said it was all the colours of the rainbow because when we twirled and whirled it the other colours – orange and indigo and turquoise – also appeared. We looked it up in the schoolbook and it showed us the same colours, only in a different order and with violet instead of turquoise. These were the seven colours. Except they weren’t, because in Gaelic we had different names for all these colours: buidhe and dearg and gorm and uaine and orains and guirmean and purpaidh. Maybe there was no end to the colours in all the languages of the world.

We chanted as we played.

‘Red white yellow blue

I’m quicker now than you!’

‘Red white yellow green

That’s the fastest we have been!’

You never just said words on their own. They had to be chummed by action or they didn’t work. We clapped to that one. For ‘see-saw Margery-Daw’, we’d rock up and down, so it was always so odd watching grown-ups sitting down and talking forever without doing anything except saying the words unless it was Archie Cooper who always made the sounds he spoke, so that when he said ‘sea’, for example, he’d make a boat shape with his hands, or cross himself if he ever spoke the names of Jesus, Mary or Joseph. Come to think of it, everyone was allowed to play like that at the church all the time. We’d make the sign of the cross when we went in as we dipped our fingers in the holy water and then genuflected before the altar and were forever bobbing up and down, kneeling to pray and standing to sing and sitting to read, so it was strange that grown-ups didn’t do that all the time too when they were doing ordinary things like sitting having a cup of tea in the kitchen or talking to each other out at the shops.

Every time a rainbow appeared the skylarks sang so that Blind Angus, who lived across the moor from us, could call out to everyone that the covenant promise was eternal. He said that all you needed for it to be true was for one person to believe without seeing.

Penny was so kind. She always let me have first go at the yo-yo when we went out into the playground. Over in the far corner. We always did the moves in sequence. If you didn’t, the magic wouldn’t work. I mean, after all, now that I’m older and make bread and knit jerseys and do my work I know you don’t just throw things together any old way, but do it sequentially so that the bread is fluffy and risen with the right texture and shape as well as the right taste and the jersey is soft and seamless and the photographs of the archaeological artefacts are the best definition.

Penny would take the yo-yo out of her right pocket and give it to me in my left hand, because that’s the way we did it the first time we ever played it. The string would snap and the yo-yo wouldn’t jump up and down and over and across properly if we didn’t do that way. I then transferred it into my right hand and Penny tied the string round my middle finger and I would slowly let the yo-yo descend towards the ground. Without touching the ground of course, because we wanted it to be a bird flying from earth to heaven, not stuck to the tarmac like a useless blob.

But that was just the first thing. The real fun was throwing it. Up and down and sideways and backwards and forwards in loops and jumps and circles and then, just before the bell rang, the special tricks. Penny could tie the string round all her fingers and make a star shape and when she released the yo-yo it was like one of the Olympic fireworks displays we watched on television with everything going pop bang crackle and oh, come on, run, or we’ll be late and get the strap, and all the stars in the universe and all the hours on the school playground were back in her right hand pocket for after school time. These were the rules, because if the game has no rules then it’s not a proper game. We could make things up but only as long as they were true. Some of our schoolmates would try to look up the official rules on their cell phones, but that was pointless. The signal was always rubbish and it was better to make the rules ourselves.

The Sìthean (The Fairy Knoll) was like that. Folk knew where it was, the way they knew where the shop and the church and the school were. We all said they were ‘over there’, but they weren’t really. Everything was over here, for the land was so flat that we could see it all from our bedroom windows, so that all the places were really with us all the time, wherever we were. They went with us everywhere. Like these three buildings, the Sìthean also had an inside and an outside. A place where things could happen. I suppose everything has an outside and an inside, like the seashells I sometimes gather and play with. The church was old and made of stone, and as soon as you saw it you knew it was a church, because it was a church shape: longish, with a pitched slate roof, the bell-tower on the west above the porch, and the cross on the east above the altar. Folk gathered outside the church before the service, the men smoking and the women talking, but once inside everything was sacred and holy, even their breathing and sighs quietened by the space.

The school was modern. A mixture of wood and glass and filled before and after classes with the sounds of children playing, but with a different kind of noise when you went inside. Like when you walk out on a windy day and know that you need to keep your coat closed nice and tight because it’s cold. What you really want to do is fling it off and run wild across the land, but adult voices in your head tell you should stay safe and warm and that you’ll learn things at school, so you keep your coat on and go to class.

The shop was the same: a retained old tin building with adverts for Cocoa and Andrews Livers Salts still stuck on the walls outside, though inside everything was refrigerated and frozen behind glass. Though nowadays everyone is their own shopkeeper, with ‘honesty boxes’ at every gate selling eggs and cakes and trinkets.

I suppose anyone would also know that the Fairy Knoll was a fairy hill, just from the shape and the look of the place. The secret was knowing where to stand. A small green hollow of the kind you see in children’s books, though there were no mushroom stools or anything of that sort where you could imagine elves and winged fairies sitting. It was simply a small green bower where anything could happen. The opposite of home and school.

Where you could just sing and dance and tell stories while the kettle boiled endlessly away on the stove and you had no dishes or washing or homework or chores to do, and when you wanted grace to abound and overflow you went outside and helped the local cobbler to sole a thousand shoes through the night or the tailor to make a thousand suits or gathered all the hay in the fields into tidy stooks in the yard ready for the poor widow when she woke all alone in the morning light. If you were mischievous or angry or bad, you could go out during the night and steal babies or kill a cow with an elfshot or cause people’s crops to wither. They must have had as many problems to deal with as we had, Mum said.

There were other small green places, but you knew these were just physical mounds and craters left by the shifting of the rocks and sands when the earth shook millions of years ago. It was just one way of looking at things, Old Mabel said. These rocks and hollows were really there because the great warrior Cuchullin had flung them behind him when he was making his way over to Ireland. Now they were lumps of land, abandoned by people and no longer worked, where there was no dancing or singing. They were just hollows where old cars and tractors and ploughs and rubbish were dumped. No one ever discarded anything in the fairy hollow, because they knew it was sacred, and that if they left as much as a cigarette paper there, karma would get them some other time. For you can’t undo what you do. Murdoch MacPherson threw a lit cigarette stub there once, and a year to the day after he’d thrown the cigarette away his house burnt down.

We’d all heard stories about the Sìthean, of course. If you were out herding cattle in the twilight in Granny’s time, you’d hear music coming from the hill. A music which was so beautiful that it drew you in despite yourself and next thing there you were, drinking and carousing and dancing all night long until break of day when all the little people around you vanished, and you woke to find yourself all old and wizened or – sometimes – as you were when you went in, but everyone else in your village dead and long gone because a hundred years and a day had passed during what you thought was a single night. I suppose time is elastic, like a yo-yo. It passes ever so quickly when you’re enjoying yourself, like when Penny and I play, and then takes forever when you’re in class on Friday and the clock hardly moves. The people who went into the Sìthean must have been so absorbed in things there that they forgot all of time, while those back home missed them ever so much and kept looking out for them and probably aged a hundred years in one night with worry and anxiety so that when the ones who had been in the Sìthean returned, they appeared as strangers to each other. But the fairies themselves never did you any harm if you didn’t harm them. All they wanted was respect. We learned to be friends with them, not to fear them.

Who wouldn’t want to go on that adventure, despite all its risks, far away from the daily drudge of working out sums in school or herding cows and running after sheep? You’d risk coming out to a world a thousand years younger or older than yourself for that alone. At least you’d be alive. You’d see and hear and do things you’d never forget. That arithmetic was more than just adding and subtracting, and that cows were sacred and holy. That there were some things that were just a complete mystery.

But people got smart and said it was all just a story. As if that made it any less real. For was not everything a story? All that stuff we learnt in school about Henry VIII and all his wives, with their heads rolling down the hill to the tune of Humpty Dumpty. Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, Humpty Dumpty had a great fall, and all the King’s horses and all the King’s men couldn’t put Humpty together again. Didn’t they have any glue in those days?

We learned stories about Robert the Bruce sitting in a cave and a spider telling him to try and try and try again, and how because of that he went on to conquer Scotland and became a big star in Braveheart. Christopher Columbus discovering America as if it wasn’t there before. Bonnie Prince Charlie singing like a bird on the wing while he rowed the boat over to Skye. That spaceman hopping about on the moon, which made our potatoes grow if you were careful to plant them while it was waxing. These days the fairy knolls are in our hands and pockets. Pictures and stories, faster than the ones we learned in school. As if there is in all the world a story any stranger or truer than the one my Mum likes best of all, the story of the fairy boy who helped Luran look after the cattle.

When I can’t sleep, I lie still in bed and listen to Mum forever telling me the story. There was once a man and his wife. He was a crofter. They lived in a remote glen by themselves. They had a good bit of land, and they kept a very good stock on it too. They wanted for nothing. They had milk and butter and cream in plenty and they lived very comfortably. They always made sure to leave out drops of milk and an ounce or two of butter for the fairies every night. To remind themselves that they were not alone in the world and that there were others depending on them. That there was an explanation for things.

About Halloween strange things always happen. Some of them natural enough, but sometimes supernatural ones. And this crofter, sometimes he would lose some of his stock. One of his stirks would disappear, or one of his calves or something, and he hadn’t the faintest idea where it went.

Autumn was drawing to a close and Halloween was approaching, and when Halloween came, he said to himself that he’d go and keep an eye on the stock that night. When night was falling, he went out to the field where his cattle were to keep an eye on the stock. He hadn’t been there long when he saw two little men dressed in green coming towards him, and he realised at once that these were fairies.

He watched them come into the field and seize the best cow he had and make off with it. He went after them at once, but, oh, the fairies went ever so fast that he couldn’t catch up with them at all – he couldn’t hold a candle to them.

In the end he got so exhausted with chasing them that he had to sit down on a little hillock for a breather. The fairies themselves must have been pretty exhausted too, and they sat down up the way from him. They began to talk among themselves, and they didn’t want him to understand if he heard anything of what they said, so when they spoke about him, they called him Luran.

One of the fairies said to the other,

‘Didn’t Luran run fast?’

‘Aye, the thing is, he didn’t run fast enough. If he ate porridge instead of bread, he’d outrun the deer.’

The man heard this and turned back. When he got home, his wife asked him how he had fared, and he told her everything that had happened word for word, and how the fairies had carried off his best cow.

‘Did you get her back?’

‘No. But I heard something that will help me.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Well, I’ll tell you,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to eat porridge and milk every day for the next year.’

All that year they ate milk and porridge, every morning or every evening. When Halloween came, he said to his wife, ‘I’m going out to watch the cattle now.’

He went out as before on Halloween night, and as before the two fairies came in among the animals and seized his best cow. Here Mum would say: ‘He was getting a bit fed up of having to replace his best cow every year with his second-best, though the second-best always seemed to know she was next in line. She would preen herself and behave especially well in the month before Halloween.’ So the fairies seized the new best cow with their magic rope, but the man ran after them porridge-fast, reclaimed the cow and brought it back home. She mooed all way home, and he never knew whether it was because she was happy coming back home or she was sad that she hadn’t gotten away to play with the fairies.

The fairies never bothered him or came after the cattle from then on. It’s the best advice for anyone who wants to be nimble on their feet – stick to porridge and milk, not bread and sweeties.

‘The fairies,’ Mum would say, ‘are here to help us live better.’
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WHEN PENNY AND I were in playgroup we used to skip around singing ‘In and out those dusty bluebells, in and out those dusty bluebells, in and out those dusty bluebells, you shall be my partner.’

Then one of us would sing, ‘Tippy tippy tap tap on your shoulder, tippy tippy tip tap on your shoulder, tippy tippy tap tap on your shoulder, you shall be my partner,’ and then we’d crawl into the plastic play house in the corner where we could become a train or a shark or a nurse or whatever we wanted. I was always the patient, and Penny would wrap my leg in a bandage and give me lots of medicine to make me go to sleep and then I’d wake up and frighten her and then we’d join the others in whatever they were doing.

The Fairy Knoll is like that. You need to know the way in to get in, the same way Penny and I would crawl in through the small round door. The quickest way in is by the wind. This is an open bare land, so I’ve been aware of the wind since I was a baby in the cradle. I remember lying in my cot listening to a sound – this whirring noise – coming from somewhere beyond my mother.

I could see and hear her moving about the house, humming and singing and making little noises which I tried to imitate, my favourite being mmm humm hmm because then I could hear her hmmmmming back the exact same thing I was hmmmmming. It went up and down and up and down like my wee chubby hands flapping about trying to catch the dust particles that floated above my cradle.

But the other noise, which I was told afterwards was the wind, was different. Sometimes it was soft and slow like Mum and sometimes it was loud and strong like Dad and sometimes it was noisy and rattling like my two brothers and sometimes it was like nothing I knew or could compare it with. Of course most of my memory and knowledge of the wind came once I was taken out of the cradle and moved to the small bed in the downstairs room by the fire and then, later on when I went to school, to the upstairs bedroom where I could hear the wind whistling through the rafters on dark winter nights or softly soughing over the fields during the long summer evenings.

I loved all the wind rhymes and songs we learned at school. Let the wind blow east let the wind blow west but the wind from the south is the wind that’s the best. The north wind shall blow and we shall have snow and what will poor robin do then, poor thing, he’ll sit in a barn and keep himself warm and hide his head under his wing, poor thing. Poor thing. We had a barn and Robin would come there every spring but find it full of swallows, so he’d perch in my windowsill and bob his head back and forwards as I fed him crumbs. I sometimes sang to him. He’d lean his head to one side learning the words, then sing them back to me.

We also had Gaelic wind songs which Mum sang when we went out walking in it, to get the messages at the shop or to visit Flora our elderly neighbour who always gave us scones with jam as soon as we went in. She had a Rayburn stove, so her house was always dry and warm and cosy. When she and Mum and I sat round the stove it was like being in bed together. Her house was about half a mile away from ours. Mum and I had to climb the brae to get there, and the wind always caught us when we reached the top of the hill and then either sweep against us holding us back, or sweep behind us, rushing us down towards Flora’s house. We sang together, Rudhadh shuas an àm laighe, dh’èireadh Fìonn ’s a’ mhoch mhadainn; rudhadh shuas ’s a’ mhoch mhadainn, dhèanadh Fionn an ath-chadal (Red sky at sleeping time, Fingal will rise early in the morning; red sky in the morning, Fingal will have his second sleep).

When it was blowing a proper gale we’d hold on to each other, not because we’d get swept away and hurt but because it brought us so close together and gave us the best reason in the world to hold on tight. Mum would know I loved her just as much as she loved me. We could fly or be blown away up into the sky or dashed against the rocks and it wouldn’t matter because we’d become atoms or angels in heaven bound together as one.

The stronger the wind blew, the louder we sang, and the louder we sang the stronger the wind blew, so that at last we were all one.

Depending on where the wind with his big puffy red cheeks was blowing from, we’d sing Gaoth a tuath, fuachd is gaillion, Gaoth an iar, iasg is bainne, Gaoth a deas, teas is toradh, Gaoth an ear, meas air crannadh (Wind from the north, cold and gale, Wind from the west, fish and milk, Wind from the south, heat and yield, Wind from the east, fruit is shrivelled), knowing that every wind carried its own sweep of children. Those cold ones from the north blowing the glittering frost from their hands as they came down from Lewis and the wild noisy ones from the west bellowing with all their strength and the good kind soft ones from the south blowing kisses at us and the sharp east wind children bringing the clean fresh air with them.

The best was the early Spring wind which dried and warmed the whole
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