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			Praise for James Yorkston

			‘Powerful… There are echoes of Douglas Stewart’s Shuggie Bain… This slim, punchy book is extraordinarily powerful’ – Times 

			‘Yorkston’s new novel is a dark and desperate odyssey’ – Scotsman 

			‘Funny and touching… beautifully told’ – Herald 

			‘I absolutely love this book. A brilliant evocation of a child’s view of the world. The story flows effortlessly… An unsentimental and unflinching miracle of remembrance’ – Jarvis Cocker 

			‘Funny, affectionate… The acclaimed folk singer’s jewel of a novel follows a penniless poet dragging his young sons across Ireland’ – Telegraph

			‘There’s no denying that this is a novel in a minor key, and yet its rhythms and cadences are constantly evolving, drawing the reader closer. Listen out for it and you’ll even hear a note that might be described as poetic’ – Observer

			‘His prose has tremendous rhythm and a rambunctious energy… delightful to read’ – National

			‘Assured, funny and tragic all at once. Brilliantly captures the quirks and paradoxes of small town Scottish life’ – Doug Johnstone

			‘A rural take on Trainspotting themes, this book is funny and tragic all at once’ – Scots Magazine

			‘A beautiful book about being on the road: brilliantly funny, unsentimentally poignant and shot through with the clear-eyed honesty that James Yorkston brings to his music-making… Unmissable’ – John Burnside
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			For Hamish

		

	
		
			

			When I was a child, my father used to drive me around rural Scotland, stopping off at these grand Victorian hotels that would occasionally rise out of the landscape. The thought of what happened in these places, in and out of season, always fascinated me. Here is one such imagining.

			Pitsneddon, Perthshire, Two-thousand and something.
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			I bend down to reach the strawberry jam supplies, grab a wee bairn’s portion-sized pot and stand back up, banging my head the instant I do and crying out – FUCK – that super-sharp skelp of pain rushing right through me, scurrying my hangover this way and that, my poor scalp having shards of ice pushed within, eyes closed, the blood red and the stars… I lose my balance and topple over backwards, landing on that old sweeping brush and pan, cracking the handle of it, sitting straight down in the dust and stour of last night, last week, last month, last year – but no further noises, nothing falls on my head, nothing else collapses around me. 

			There’s maybe three seconds of peace, peace I value, before I hear – Tommy! Tommy! Are you ok in there, Tommy? Listen, don’t you worry about the jam. If that’s going to cause you any problems, the missus and I will be perfectly happy with just some butter. Or perhaps some olive oil. Have you any olive oil, Tommy? It’s perfectly wonderful drizzled on toast, Tommy. Perhaps with some banana? Have you any of those, Tommy? Any bananas? To go with the olive oil, I mean. On the toast. Oh – and about the toast, Tommy. Your toaster machine has popped up. I heard it. Would you like me to fetch the toast for you? It’d be no bother…

			I make to stand, but every ounce of me is calling, pleading for me to remain where I am and sleep. A fine bed, right here, this back cellar. Friendly mustards, vinegars, kitchen rolls, cereals, bottled water, cat food, tins of tomatoes… All this silent, wonderful company would not disturb my sleep. But no – I need to get up and out before that beloved customer, that beloved, bothersome customer, makes his way into the kitchen and sees just what a sty his breakfast is being prepared in. I inhale. I sneeze, a minor sneeze, and then I arise, being aye super careful not to dunt my head once more. All the way up, all the way up to my six foot two inches of height, blood pouring back down to ma toes or wherever it goes when it leaves the head, but concentration on full, steadying myself and then – No, it’ll be fine, Mr Grayson. You sit yourself back down and I’ll get you your breakfast. You’re my guest, Mr Grayson, and I like to make my guests comfortable.

			

			Mr Grayson is waiting for me as I emerge – Um – Tommy, are you ok? There’s a bit of… blood… 

			I raise my hand to my head and yes, indeed, there is a bit of blood. Fuck. Oh – aye, I, um – I banged my head. Just… Just give me a moment. Here – here’s your jam – I hand over a tiny pot of raspberry jam – Made in the Highlands of Scotland by McShoogle and Sons – and make my way back into the kitchen.

			This place. This fucking place. Stour everywhere. Mouse droppings, even. Awkward to hoover up, mouse droppings. If you go in when they’re still fresh you can scoosh them around the floor, but if you leave them – well, then you’ve got mouse shite everywhere. I got a cat for it, you know, for the problem – I am aware of the problem – but the cat turned out to be more a problem than the mouse. When the Health and Safety people arrived, they weren’t happy to see a cat in the kitchen, and I guess I could have – should have, even – told them – But aye, it’s for getting the mice? But in a way, I’m glad I didn’t. No point pointing out the gaps in the cleanliness, if I can avoid it. I got enough bother off them anyhow – the bins, the cludgie, the fire escape, the back exit, the food preparation area… they said I was Lucky To Keep My Licence and gave me a severe warning, a week’s notice… 

			Well, in that week I gave the place the best cleaning I could muster, a sweep AND a hoover, wiped the surfaces, bleached the bogs… And there you go, we passed, with a Two out of Five – Major Improvements Needed – and the lucky punters o’ The Inn of Pitsneddon can still get their toast and jam or whatever other luxury they choose from our extensive menu of frozen foods.

			

			I walk to the sink, the mirror, check my reflection and lo, there certainly is blood, though it’s curdling now, or whatever it is blood does, congealing maybe, a wee solid crimson splatch right where my hair’s possibly receding, slowly making its way off my head, abandoning ship.

			Tommy – Tommy – do you need any help?

			What a demanding guest this auld boy is. I tell you, he can drink and talk for Scotland. If I had any memory I’d know all his business, but I cannot recall a scooby of what was said past – oh, I don’t know – 1:00 am? Up until then he’d been talking to me about property prices in Edinburgh. You can’t blame me for switching off.

			He’s a university guy, I mind that. Hillwalker, tourist. We get a few of them this time of year. 

			Aye, Mr Grayson, I’ll be right back out, almost done here.

			I’m splashing frozen-cold water out of the tap onto my red-raw hands, easing the blood off of me with a rough blue cleaning rag, rinsing it down the plughole until there’s no more red to be seen, hanging the rag back to dry, giving my hands one more frozen scoosh – then tap off and oot.

			So, Mr Grayson – what was it you’re after again?
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			It’s all i’ve known, this place. We rarely took holidays, even. I grew up here, heck, was almost born here – in emergency, the way Auld Jock talks about the drama of it, Jock being almost as old as the village itself, it seems, and our most regular and easy guest… My father, well, he loved the place. Mother didn’t, as far as I can remember… but she took the big flit good and early – I can’t blame her, after my brother John died so wee. There were too many reasons for her to jump ship and too few not to. And I guess my father and I weren’t enough of an anchor to keep her onboard. 

			That bites a fair bit.

			So, my father struggled through. He enjoyed it, though. He loved village life still, saw his profession as a service to the community. The community who’d rallied around him when he needed them. And he built up a pretty good reputation, I think, here amongst the hills and the fir trees, the deer, the winter snows, the spring frosts… He provided a warm welcome. Basic, but warm. Heck, he’d not recognise any of these daft beers that the brewery thrusts upon us now. Real Ales. Same old shite, just tastes soor and awfy. I mean, I’m not an ale drinker anyhow, but I cannot keep them tasting good. I pour away as much as I sell, barely get them in now, even. Also, I’ve found that if all I have on tap is Tennent’s and McEwan’s, that’s what folk will drink. Folk are too lazy to do anything else. And it’s not as though I have any competition, nearest bar being, what… well, probably way over in Aberfeldy, anyhow, so a good half-hour’s drive… And house wine. Fucking house wine! Co-op wine. It’s their wine. I’m just the guardian. £5.99 a bottle to buy, £15.99 to sell. Easy business, this business. If only everyone drank wine.

			

			I was never a natural with the hotel, not the way my father was, and now, now I can see how much work he put into it and how much of that work was just being friendly and polite and not telling folk to fuck off too hard, even if they DID need to fuck off, due to the drink or whatever. Now, after all this time alone here, I love it even less. Just a long, slow drag, heaving this auld building behind me to my death. Can’t sell it. I’ve looked into it. After costs, I’d be lucky to get just enough for a two-bed semi in Dundee, which I do not fancy one bit. Plus, what else would I do? At least here I have the trees, the hills and the quiet, the snow, when it comes, the owls, the wildlife. And the connection, you know, to my childhood.

			Pretty much all my school pals left the area as soon as they could. Off to Glasgow, bar work, call-centre work, into a mortgage on a tiny two-bed cheuk-coop place… The young farm boys are still around, mind, but they work hard. I’ll seldom see them in here, more likely hoiking about in their double-cab things, wrapped up in those tartan fleece jackets. They’ll be in for a funeral or such and we can shoot the breeze then, however awkward the funerals can be. Knowing most of the folk around here, I don’t feel right charging what I should, what I could… Some old guy will put a £50 note behind the bar, thinking that’ll last all night, but – well, you’ll know yourself, £50 can go on a round or two these days. So, I’ll let it go for a while, before being the bastard asking for money, being seen as making money from a wake, despite the fact I’m losing out. Them lot complaining about the sandwiches I provide, a low murmur of disapproval, but fuck it, if they only give me £30 for a hundred sandwiches, aye, they’re going to be tiny fuckers filled with nothing but corned beef. And jam. Jam for the weans, keep them from whining, screeching, greeting away.

			My father’s was the worst of those funerals, of course – me somehow deciding to open and hold the bar, serve the regulars, his old pals… Maybe three-dozen people were in then. All insisting on paying, shoving tens, twenties at me – Keep the change, keep the change… Back when tens and twenties had a reasonable value. I was glad of the bar between us, the normality of it, but also the distance it kept me from well-meaning hugs. In the end, the numbers got swelled even further by a hillwalking crew, and them figuring it was a wake they’d just entered – everyone dressed in their black and white – and asking ME whose funeral it was… Well, that was enough for me, but Auld Jock, well, he saw it and came round to my side and tended bar, all evening, let me squirrel myself away in the bar snug, do the public grieving in semi-private, at least… I’ll always remember Jock for doing that, always grateful. 

			

			There were a load of regulars then – we had the older farmers, certainly every weekend, if only until 10:00 pm or so, early starts calling them away… That Gillian lassie from the shop and Lang Johnny Moore, the teacher… Freddie Jackson, the butcher – before he got done for selling poached venison, of course – and that elderly gay couple who pretended they were brothers.

			One by one, though, they dropped off. Not all died, I mean, though some have, but – well, I guess my hangdog, grieving, miserable pus wasn’t as inviting as my jolly-cheeked father’s.

			Ach, I miss my dad. What a poor run he had.

			We can do ok still, though – I say we, but I mean me – if one of those tour buses pulls up unannounced. I’ll spy it straight off and turn the coffee on. Warm up the auld stuff, no matter how auld, get the aroma out, then straight back to the kitchen and flick the oven switches. 

			Can you do food for twenty?

			Aye, I certainly can, just sit yourselves down and I’ll take your order.

			And I certainly cannot, but once they’ve placed their food order and got their drinks, they’re a captive audience, prisoners, almost… One thing I do reasonably well is keep the freezer stocked, so chips, chips, chips, and beans and sausage and all that crap that a’body loves.

			Do you not have someone helping you? You could really do with some staff.

			Aye, I’ve got two staff members, but one’s in hospital about to give birth and the other’s off sick, but I couldn’t just give their jobs away – I wouldn’t do that, I’m loyal to MY staff – so I’m just doing my best here myself, I’m sure you understand.

			

			It’s a’ shite, of course. But this way I get excused for lazy management and the mess, and I get tips, tips for my effort.

			And what clan are you? I’m McDonald. My family emigrated from here in 1802.

			Ah, good folk, the McDonalds. I’ve known many a McDonald in my time. No – my clan’s Bruce, I’m a direct descendant of Sir Robert himself. We got gifted this land, in fact, for loyalty. There’s been a staging post here for the coaches and horses since way back then… 

			Mair shite, mair shite.

			And if I’m lucky, a few of them might stay at the bar and spraff, getting picked up when their coach arrives back from whichever tartan wonderland it’s been visiting. We’ll be doing fine left to ourselves. Doing fine unless themselves offer me a drink, in which case it becomes fifty-fifty, but more like seventy-thirty or worse as soon I’ll be drinking myself and, well, they’ll see me a little scooshed and do their best to take advantage, of both my good nature and my bad arithmetic. Heck, what’s 20p between pals, eh? 

		

	
		
			

			3

			And here’s another day, another morning. 

			If I should cough, my skull will shoogle my brain to such a point that it shakes me out of my bed and into the cauld, the damp, the whatever time of year. 

			Another hangover, another unwelcome surprise that comes as no surprise at all.

			A pint of warm tap water to start things off and then I tell myself – Give it ten minutes and if you STILL need painkillers, then so be it – and ten minutes later I do need them, so I’m at the cabinet, picking through the half-empty plastic and foil packets of whatever pills remain.

			Down the stairs and clearing up, looking for last night’s guests in the check-in book and seeing just the two, a couple from Hastings, down in England. Normally ok, the English, not prone to complaining, just after a cheap room. I scout the bar, picking up debris, thanking God for the glowing ashes of the open fire that I can chuck the burnables in. Thanking God too for the dishwasher I bought myself with that money I found in that wallet a Geordie guy left three or four years ago. Stacking it all in, plates and glasses and knives and beer towels and whatever the fuck needs cleaned that’ll fit inside. Wiping the tables, the bar, as quick as I can, finding that doing it this way means it gets done – leaving it until after my breakfast means nothing at all gets done and a whole morning is spent grinding my teeth, trying to rattle myself into sweeping the kitchen or paying a bill or checking the bookings or washing the sheets…

			And just as I’m finished, the footfall thumps on the stairs and last night’s guests are here –

			

			Oh, good morning to you. Will you be having breakfast?

			Oh, good MORNING to YOU, Tommy. Two fine full English breakfasts, please.

			And a nudge in the ribs from his lady friend – 

			Oh – forgive me – full SCOTCH breakfasts, please. Now then – wherever shall we sit?

			I wave my hands in a biblical fashion, offering them the scope of the entire room. Just not the bar, please. That means full-on conversation. Who’d have a bar meal breakfast? Well, some folk do, believe it or not.

			But not these twa, these twa are right up against the window, and I can imagine the shiver coming off it so I make a big song and dance about stoking the fire. I should have cleaned that out, lit it, first thing. Just too many things to do. I need a wee mannie to do all this. Folk say there are no jobs, but I’d pay someone a tenner a day to come in and scurry the ash away, build a new fire, clean the bar, clean the sheets and get folk breakfasts, for sure I would.

			Pile the firelighters on, keen to not look amateur, to look like the king of the fire makers – Shouldn’t you clean that out? – the man asks, but fuck it, it’ll light if there’s enough of these wee beauties scattered around. I give the whole thing a rattle and a poke and a load of ash falls, a cloud of it lightly snowing the bar floor. I can sweep the rest of the ash away easy now. To give any new fire a wee bit of breathing space, pile the sticks on top of the firelighters, the coal on top of the sticks and then a muckle big log on top of the whole gang, light it and stand back. No real heat will come off it until the breakfasters are gone, but I’ve shown willing, and the flicker of the flame might convince them they’re warmer than they are, or at least waft an element of romance into their day.

			Now then. Full Scottish, was it?

			It was – and two coffees, if you please.

			I can grin at that with ease as the two coffees will come first and making three is just as easy as two, so I’ll have a strong black coffee myself, to hold in my hand whilst I fry whatever I can find and serve it up as a full Scottish, or a Perthshire full Scottish if they should complain and ask why there’s courgette in there instead of mushroom or whatever. Ach, all most folk want is the sausage, egg, bacon and bread, and as I said, I’m awfy good at keeping the freezer full.

			

			I just chuck it all in, heat the oil up and fry it to fuck. Make it black and crumbly. Zap the toast, big scoop of mustard. Aye, looks good enough to eat. 

			Deliverance to the troops and retreat, retreat before they can question, demand, query…

			The guests have left. There’s a scraping on the door and it’ll be the cat. I pour some dry food into a flowery tea mug and offer it over. The podgy young thing will nibble on those before taking its place by the fire, bringing with it charm and warmth and an old-school welcome that I cannot master no matter how hard I smile. If the day is quiet and I’ve cleared up the unfinished breakfasts and made my Tesco delivery order, I’ll pull up a chair beside the cat, beside the now taken and aflame fire, and the cat will jump to me, muster upon my knee. I’ll have a Dick Gaughan CD on the machine, perhaps, and I’ll snooze. And you know, that’s the happiest part of my day…

			…Until the door opens with a clatter as the brass bell my father installed hollers through to where I am. If my snooze is deep, I’ve learned to slither down from my perch to the fireplace and poke at the fire until I’ve awoken, to put off any questions, any requests until I’m at least semi-conscious. Work out: How many beds are made? Can I be ersed to make lunch, or is the chef off today? 

			I jump down to stoke the fire. The cat makes off with a startled sprint.

			Hang on a sec, I’ll be right wi’ you…

			Christ, I’m dizzy. 

			There are no voices, just a light shuffle – could’ve just been the postie, but more likely someone caught-short, desperate for the cludgie – 

			

			Aye, the toilets are just beyond the bar, way over – 

			I gesture behind me, not so accurate, but granting permission to whoever it is to go for their business and get out of my life. Fuck. I forgot I’ve got to clean those toilets… 

			Oh, hi, Tommy, I was just wondering…

			I turn around and spy a lassie, jeans and trainers, blue puffer-coat bomber-jacket thing, smiling, tight brown hair… She’s bonny, familiar, a bit, not sure who, but someone I remember, vaguely, maybe a semi-regular or a guest from long ago, her clothing suggesting she hasn’t come far…

			I make to stand, knowing fine to grab hold of the hearth, steady myself, prepare for the pain as the blood rushes from my head to my feet. 

			Upright now, and although the room is still spinning, I can see her face is flushed, as though she’s been out running herself or is deeply embarrassed. I still cannot place her…

			Can I get a gin and tonic, Tommy?

			I rub my face, three days of beard sprouting through, causing a satisfying pull, encouraging, teasing the blood to circulate, wake me up.

			Umm, aye – sure thing.

			I make my way round to the bar, stumbling slightly as my legs come to life. The Gaughan CD has long since finished. How long was I out for? I glance at the clock – 3:00 pm. A good couple of hours. 

			Is it… Is it… Gordon’s?

			I’m sorry?

			Is it Gordon’s gin you’re after? And tonic? Schweppes? Slimline?

			She’s looking at me as though she clearly doesn’t give a fuck. I say no more and scoosh her the cheapo mixer on top of a measure of the house gin. The Co-op gin.

			Now, I’m no’ one of those barmen that expects to be entertained. I won’t hand over a pint and wait, wait for the explanation, the story of your day. Nope. I’ll hand over the drink and back off. Heck, I’ve less interest in your day than almost any other thing.

			

			But before I’ve even cashed the fee, she’s asking for another – 

			Same again, Tommy.

			We see these – I see them. It’s common for someone or other to find themselves with a question to which the only answer is alcohol. And that person, more than often, will come into a bar to get things going. If they’re lucky, they’ll find the answer in those first few drams and not have to take home a six pack or a bottle of supermarket spirit.

			I prepare another gin and tonic. This one, I garnish with ice and lemon. Ane o’ her five a day.

			This one, she sips.

			I make my way to the other side of the bar and begin the process of unloading the dishwashing machine. I hear a laugh and look up. She’s peering over the bar – 

			You put your dishcloths in the dishwasher?

			How does one answer that? I continue to empty.

			Aye, lass, I do. It’s just soapy water. Disnae bother it, what it’s washing. Dishcloth’s never complained yet, either.

			There’s no follow up, she backs off and continues with her sipping. I’m not keen to speak more, not showy with my work. There’s no pride to be shared in finding places to hang sodden bar cloths.

			I press play and the Gaughan CD jumps back into life. Some company for her. Something to concentrate on that isn’t me.

			She takes the hint, vacates the bar stool and makes her way to the fire. I watch her walk – what is she – mid-twenties? She’s bonny, for sure.

			But none of my business who she is, just how much she drinks. If I have to hang around for her, I can tidy things up and pretend to be professional.

			I see outside that a light snow is falling. That can grow easily enough round here. I wonder if this lass is driving. Ach, not my job to question folk’s sobriety.

			Once this lassie goes, if no one else comes in, I’ll close up for a couple of hours. Maybe go out for a walk up the hills. Wrap up well, try and find life’s answers somewhere, try and work out what the questions are, at least. My father’s stout boots are still good, his jacket still warm. Experienced walkers grin when they see me, wearing old, battered but good-quality clothing, obviously a man of much experience, not some weekend walker, but it’s all a sham, a sham. I’m just a big man in hand-me-downs… I love the view from up there, watching the village from up high, avoiding the dog walkers, taking the smaller paths, keeping an eye out for roe deer. Sometimes I can feel rich, if even just for a moment; I can hypnotise myself into some kind of comfort, some kind of forever. What is it I feel up in the hills? What are they giving me? A memory? The peace and the quiet? Or is it just the calm smell of the pines?

			

			And there are times I just want to keep on walking. Up, further up, into the cold and the lost and the no escape, with nothing but a flask in my pocket to lose any remaining sense.

			But enough about that.
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			A good few hours pass, me in the kitchen, wasting time, dicking about, cleaning, returning to see my sole customer still here, after an occasional refill, always the same, gin and tonic. She makes no complaint whether there’s lemon or no’, ice or whatever. Picks the drink up, her long woollen jumper helping grasp the glass, then over to the fire. On a few occasions, I note her placing a new log down, keeping the flames fine. That’s fine, I say, but she pays no heed. What was I going to do, after all? Take the wood back off the fire?

			Thirsty now myself, 6:00 pm almost. I go off out back, can’t be seen drinking alone. The curse of the bar owner, all this majestic drink, free to the touch, every which way I look. I cannot stand McEwan’s so take a carryout tin of that, hoping the sour pinch will put me off, slow me down. I’ve a wee storm porch and stand there, my father’s old coat wrapped on, forever stashed nearby for this exact job. Staring out into the low orange glow of the back yard, taking in the snow settling, the cold, the light going low. In theory, this time of evening is when the bar should begin getting busy, but any shan weather of note always puts people off. 

			I sup the drap at the foot of the tin, pitch it into the recycling bin and wonder who sorts a’ that shite out.

			Back inside and towards the bar, I can hear voices. American, I think. So much for my plans. I keep the coat on, an excuse for my absence – I can make out I was changing the oil or chasing off a deer or securing the back gates from the weather. Anything vaguely outdoorsy usually does the trick. Just don’t tell them I was drinking the blues away, flirting with the idea of walking north until I could walk no more.

			

			I squeeze through the entrance door and see the lassie is behind the bar, pulling a pint of Tennent’s. She notices me – Oh, hi, Tommy, these guys were after a pint, and I couldnae see you. Hope this is ok?

			She shows me the pint: a small, lightly frothed head, well poured. 

			Sure, I nod.

			Oh – and they’re after a room. Is there a room free?

			Fuck, last thing I need. Hmm. Well, there’s fourteen rooms. At least one should be ready. Or clean, at least.

			I put on my happy hotelier face – Let me just take a look. Is it a double you’re after or a twin?
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			These stairs. How many times have I heaved this body of mine up these stairs? A good bit of wood on the banister, you wouldn’t get a carved bit of wood like this now, would cost far too much. The carpet is worn but not yet through, the good and the bad of the number of guests I get – any more and it’d be threadbare, but I might also have the money to replace it… Ach. I like the swirls in the carpet, I like the barely discoloured far edges, the hidden corners, untouched by sunlight or footfall. I played with my toy cars on this carpet, the edging providing a racecourse, a slalom for the brave Matchbox heroes. I don’t want to lose that, either, that connection…

			The floorboards creak. If ever I am reminded of my need to get fit, reminded of my slow age into life, reminded of my parents, it is when pulling myself up these fucking stairs. 

			I am greeted, as ever, by a statuette of a stag, perched proudly on a mahogany table, lord of all it surveys. I put that there in an effort to appease the tourists, sell the faded grandeur. There’s a three-light chandelier above it, with one shade missing and one shade held together by Sellotape. I had it down and in soapy water, cracking twa of the shades together, one totally lost, the other repairable, just. You can see the light bulbs protruding and each one is different – one of those curly-wurly eco things, a 240W bulb that has somehow survived since the 1980s and a lesser, quieter light, perhaps a bulb for a kids’ nightlight or whatever. It sums this hotel up, though, that one chandelier – it’s old and fucked and bric-a-bracked, but I could also probably fix it if I could only make the effort. There’s always tomorrow.

			First three doors are open. They’ll have been used. I don’t even look in. The sight of an unmade bed depresses me. Plus, if there’s anything really unpleasant within – a condom, a coffee-stained carpet, food on the floor, keich stains in the bog – well, who needs it?

			

			Fourth room is closed and locked. I struggle with the key, shunt the door with my shoulder, and in. It looks clean, clean enough, anyhow. It smells a wee bit, but that can’t be helped. To be honest, it was better when folk smoked, it hid the other aromas. There’s a chill, so I bend down and switch on the white convection heater, which clicks to life straightaway, burning any dust that has settled. I walk around the bed – a double, a good size – and inspect the bathroom – no shower, just a bath. A cause of concern for some folk, but I had the showers removed after one dowp too many flooded the floor below, granting me a light rainfall in the bar…

			Anyway, the soap’s out, a new one. I open the lid of the cludgie and it seems clean – not a deep inspection, but enough. A glance. Who’d be a plumber, eh? Give it a flush, anyhow.

			Ach, this room will do. Maybe I’ll try and get those folk to down another pint afore giving them their key. If I can get them over the drink-driving limit, they’ll have to stay, after all. Or walk.

			Back downstairs and the young lassie is at the fire, chatting away to the guests. I nod as I walk in, take my place at the position of power behind the bar. Aye, that’s the fire on in your room. Warm it up a bit.

			Oh – is it an open fire? How quaint!

			Shite.

			Um… no. It’s a heater. On the wall. A wall heater. Still warm, though.

			I see the blood leaping to her face, blushing now, and within a second I’m doing the same. I turn away and make to polish a glass. Wipe a surface. Adjust an optic. Ach, right enough, who’d want one of those awfy wee heaters in their bedroom? It’s a disaster of a thing, all the romance of bedding down in the corridor of a call centre.

			They’re getting on fine, the lassie and the American couple. Odd-looking together, the guy a good six-foot-four-inches tall and michty wide, the lady a plump wee mouse beside him, the shape of one of those woollen bobble snowba’ things we’d make as kids. Funny how the Americans who come through here always have shiny faces. The women, anyhow. I guess it’s the moisturiser, slathered on. They always seem to be of that age – fifty-five to sixty-five. Maybe their last hurrah, last exploration, a journey they always wanted to undertake. Perhaps, maybe, I am making things easier for them, showing Scotland for what it is, patchwork and bodged, rather than the romantic dream they’ve been harbouring since hearing of their Scottish roots. We’ll hear, soon enough, from these twa. What they’ve got under their bonnet, a percentage of German, a slither of Scandinavian…

			

			No, no, I’m from these parts, I went to the school just up the way…

			It’s the lassie speaking. That’ll be why I recognise her, then.

			Aye, my brother Robert was at school with Tommy here. That’s how I know him. Isn’t that right, Tommy?

			Eh? Oh, aye, lass, sure enough. Robert. Rab. Good fellow, Rab. How is he?

			Well… he died. Do you no’ remember?

			No, I don’t. Of course I fucking don’t. I wouldn’t have asked. She’s looking over at me, accusatory. 

			Ah – no – I remember fine, o’ course. Sorry, I was in a dwam. Very sad.

			Aye. A good while ago now, but.

			Aye. I half nod. I know not what I am nodding for. I wonder who Rab was?

			She stops looking at me and continues her talk – And these hills here, aye, they’re fu’ of history. Plenty of wildlife…

			Are there any golden eagles?

			It’s the guy now. Deep voiced, authoritative. It’s always the golden eagles they ask for, but there’s none here I’m aware of.

			A few, but really – the lassie continues – really you’d have to go further north…

			FURTHER north? 

			Aye, there’s a bit tae go yet!

			

			Looking outside, with the snow now piling down, I can see how they’d feel they were already somewhere quite remote. And I guess they are.

			We have American bald eagles. Do you know them? He looks to me.

			I nod. Aye. Big auld birds, them fuckers. 

			I regret swearing immediately. The company seem shocked, but maybe, hopefully, disbelieving, questioning their ears. Quickly, I follow things up – Um, will you be having some food?

			It’s not a hard sell, just a distraction.

			The chef isn’t in, but I can get you something basic, right enough.

			Always works. No chef, so it’s my effort, just for stodge. Be grateful and thankful for the stodge, the burger, the beans, the chips. Praise me. Heck, I might even chop a tomato, if I can find one. 

			Ah, ok, well, we can certainly see what you have. We were thinking of maybe taking a drive along to Auchterglen and trying the fish restaurant there – unless you have fish?

			Kind of. I raise my eyebrows and make my best offer – Fingers?

			I’m lucky. They see it as a joke and laugh. I laugh along and soon enough the wee lassie is joining in. 

			Ma name’s Fi. You dinnae mind me, do you? Or ma brother?

			She’s telling me now, the guests having driven off to their fish place. She’s a wee bitty drunk, but on the whole has held the alcohol reasonably well. 

			Oh aye… Fi, eh? Fiona was my mother’s name.

			Silence. For a second, her eyes flicker to mine, but I cut them off. Instead, I examine a crisp packet.

			Robert was ma brother. He was in your year, I think.

			I still cannot place a Robert. And I mean, well, my class was small enough – 

			Robert? You mean – Jim?

			No. I mean Robert. Shuggy. 

			Ah. Fucking… Shuggy? What a dick that boy was. Two years above me, in fact. Maybe three. So long ago now, though.

			

			Shuggy Mclean?

			Aye, that was him. Do you mind him now?

			I do, aye. I sup on my pint. How can I say something positive? The boy was a thug. I mind he had that thatch o’ ginger hair. Like a bird was in it.

			She laughs.

			Aye. You probably knew him better than me. He died just over ten years ago. I was only fourteen. Never kent him as an adult, just a big brother. She stares into the fire. He was SO kind.

			Kind of a prick, she must mean. A bully, a shit-thick dullard.

			Did you – did you play wi’ him?

			He played with me, until I got so big and lang he’d leave me alone.

			No. I didn’t really. You know – aye – we werenae the best o’ pals. He could be…

			She looks at me, expectant.

			He could be a bit – rough.

			She squirms, aware, then makes to defend – Ach, that wisnae really him. That was that arsehole o’ a friend he had, that Jim Blair. Now HE was a fucking eejit if ever I knew one, everything we heard… She trails off.

			You know, my father caught them once, Jim Blair and some other dowp, creeping in the back door o’ the hotel, trying tae steal alcohol – he reckons they’d done it a few times; he’d noticed the odd mistake in the stocktaking – but this one time, he bumbled intae them and chased them out.

			Fuck.

			Aye – it got worse, tho’ – they turned on him, began throwing stones – at him, at the windows. He was pretty shaken up. I can mind that well, them boys just a few years above me at school… 

			She’s quiet, then, accusatory, almost – And – do you think – do you reckon that was Robert? Wi’ him, I mean? Is that what you’re saying?

			Ach, I’d never thought… It probably was. I mean, I didn’t see it. Dad didn’t say… Eh? No… I doubt he’d do that. Even if it was him, Dad said the Blair boy was the ringleader. I mean – he went on tae big-league crap, did he no’? He was aye a’ways trouble.

			

			She tuts, she squirms, she mumbles – Aye, that whole family is trouble.

			And then she’s up, off the seat, stomping over to the lassies’ cludgie. I seldom venture in there, finding lassies a cleaner sort o’ beast than the menfolk, tidying after themselves, saving me a job. Two minutes later, she’s not out, and I suspect she’ll be taking a keich so I’m off behind the bar once more, finding something to wipe down, checking the mixers, changing the music, putting on some Altan. Irish, I know, but I like it enough, and all the diddly stuff is the same to the tourists. As if there would be anyone in on a night like this… 

			The brass bell clangs again and I look over – just to see those American tourists returning, snow-dunked and frosted. 

			The bridge was closed! Can you believe it? We drove all that way and the bridge was closed. Why couldn’t they have told us? 

			I wonder which bridge she means, for there’s no bridge between here and Auchterglen. Which, um, which way did you go? I set up two glasses. What was it? Tennent’s and vodka orange? 

			No more of that lager. If we’re staying here, I can take a whisky. I’ll have a – what have you got? He peers in at my meagre selection of malts – I’ll have a Glencuddich. He pronounces it Glen-coody-itch. 

			Good choice, I lie. It’s surely the most sugary of all the malts. Heck, I only ever use it in coffee, and even then, just the instant coffee. Ice? 

			Ice! No. Who do you think I am? I’m as Scottish as you, son. No ice in my whisky, thank you very much.

			I smile. Well. Since I’m up there anyway, I might as well tak’ a dram for myself. Not Glencuddich for me, though, oh no, I go for Talisker. A far classier scoop. I don’t wish to offend, so when he’s not looking, I quietly give myself twa cubes of ice.

			A few hours later and we’re all sat hugging the fire, sausages and chips all round. I did my best to cook them reasonably, aware from the moment those folk trooped downstairs from the room that I wasn’t exactly popular.

			

			Is that… your best room?

			They’re all… much the same.

			Huh. No wonder there’s no one here.

			It’s true. I cannot argue, indeed. I raise my eyebrows and grin, nod in agreement.

			So how on earth do you keep this place running? 

			Shrug – Well, I do my best. When the bypass was built, we lost a lot of business. It’s hard to justify any further investment…

			This is the line I tell anyone who wants something to believe in. It usually derails folk, puts them back on the polite track. No one wants to talk about the awkward stuff, surely?

			It does the trick. They quieten. They quieten and munch.

			Good sausage, though, it has to be said. Are these local?

			They are, aye.

			From the local Co-op, anyhow. Who knows what nationality of beast the meat came from. 

			And the snow fell and the bar kept quiet, the awfulness of the room keeping the tourists downstairs, the awfulness of my job keeping me with them, and, well, what kept the Fi lassie here, I do not know… But the drink kept flowing, the anecdotes kept coming: Oor Yank, Graeme Kilbride, it seems, had led a hard life up until now, a soldier in Korea, but brushed past that, no more than a mention, the rest of his life spent selling cars, trucks, diggers, tyres – putting the work in, long hours of self-employment, never making it big in rural Minnesota but getting by, putting their kid through college, with one eye on retirement the moment he hit sixty. His wife, Bridie – Irish family, but as American-voiced as Graeme – keeping it all going alongside him, her stories full of sewing bees and rural thieves and bears in the back yard, of migratory drifters freezing to death in the thick snow and being discovered in the thaw…

			And finally, here they both are, still alive, still together. It made me feel guilty, hearing of the adventure of their lives and having nothing to add myself, no luxury to reward them, doing my best to come out of Host mode and become Tommy, myself – though I’ve long forgotten who he is, not really using him much, not many conversations had in recent years about anything other than the hotel business and the weather…

			

			And Fi still here, joining in, explaining they’d gone the old way to Auchterglen – No one uses that bridge anymore except the coos – us both laughing, but gently, I hope. Fi seeming as sheets to the wind as I am myself, but not turning lairy or shouty, handling herself with grace, just happy for the warmth inside her, the shield from the world that alcohol brings, the ability to hide from whatever she came in to escape, the company she does not know, the chat, the banter…

			…And Auld Jock arriving, on time for his usual half, a settler for his bed, perhaps, the American couple delighted with the auld buzzard. He soon relieves me of any responsibility I might have felt for keeping the conversation flowing, and now I can relax, sit back, only speak when I’ve actually something to say…

			…And the whisky is brought down from behind the bar, and I even remember trekking upstairs to my own supply, bringing down a seventeen-year-old Lagavulin and trying to convince Graeme of the beauty of the peatier, earthier whiskies whilst also attempting to rein in my dislike of the sweet and Irish whiskey, but failing, no doubt. Over-talking about music, using Bridie’s Irish blood as an excuse to play Planxty, aware I’m losing my guests now, who seemingly don’t give a fig about music but nod politely since I lost my off-switch around three drams back…

			And at some point, that’s it – muddled senseless – we’re gone.
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			The pain wakes me, as ever. The pain of the hangover, an angry goose pecking inside my head, but nowhere near as amusing as that sounds. I lie dead still to see how bad the pain is. I try to remember what I drank, to gauge what I should expect. I wonder if I had any guests who I have to rise and serve? As the answers settle in, none of them are pleasant. I cannot remember going to bed, yet I can remember half-falling down the stairs whilst collecting my whisky. I remember I have guests. Americans. I remember I ate something, which isn’t always the case and should help…

			I can only take the shortest of breaths, for any deeper and I seem to be alerting my stomach to the possibility of the luxury of expelling whatever is left within, swiftly, via my gullet. And Christ, I hate being sick. I fight it away. I attempt to focus. My head is hanging out of the bed, and I open my eyes and attempt to focus on something, to stop the spinning. There’s a sock on the floor, that’ll do, but then – there’s another sock – and whose sock is that sock? And, more importantly, whose shoes?

			Ah, shite.

			It’s not common. It happens, you know. But it’s not common.

			I listen intently, hoping to hear the sound of sleep. Of one person sleeping. I do not want to have awoken beside an elderly American couple.

			That is even less common. I’d go as far as to say it never happens.

			There’s a light, snuffling snore – clearly still asleep, whoever it is. I mean, it has to be that lassie – Fi, right? Unless someone else turned up… I’m curious, but the shrieking in my skull is demanding I stay stock-still, and my seasick stomach is agreeing, anchoring me tight to the bed.

			

			I look for the clock but cannot see. My field of vision is hampered somewhat by the duvet that is clawing over my forehead. I have to move, and after one… two… three… I collapse my head back onto the bed, pointing my eyes at my ever-faithful, always-there bedside clock, which is declaring impatiently: 

			08:04

			Which is an almighty terror of a time for one to wake up when one is in charge of preparing a hotel for the day.

			I lop my head up, my neck doing all the work, glance down and see it is indeed Fi lying beside me. Well I never.

			She sounds deep, fast asleep.

			I’m thinking, I am. I cannot remember a thing.

			I hoik my legs out, quietly, for I know that nothing gets better from me staying in bed. Once I’m awake, I need to be out, and, well, I’m supposed to be serving breakfast from 7:30 am. 

			I stand, I sway, I lean against the wall. I look at Fi, her hair loose now, draped over her cheek… She’s snuggled right in, and I cannot blame her, for the room is as cauld as a penguin’s wingtip. 

			I am pleased she is there, for I shared warmth with a fellow human being and maybe later on I may feel more human myself, despite having no recollection of any event.

			I bluster, stagger into the bathroom, the mottled window covered by snow, little light making it into the room, but I have no desire to turn on the bare bulb that harasses me every morning. The tiny cabinet light will do – I pull the switch and delve inside, reaching the paracetamol and taking two down as quickly as I can, no water required with these slip-shelled beauties, but filling my trusted bathroom pint glass nonetheless and drinking down as much of a pint as I can manage.

			And I need a shower, oh, yes.

			Once inside the claustrophobic shell of cheap frosted plastic, I nearly fall asleep a good half-dozen times. The dark, the warmth, the feel of the water patting my back, snaking down my legs. My head riddling me, demanding an early bedtime, a closing at lunchtime, a snooze behind the bar, a what-the-fuck went on… I stretch my shoulders down, I raise my neck, attempt some recovery. Eventually, the heat and the steam become too much and I emerge, skin shrivelled. I have been hiding, hiding from this Fi lass, knowing the shower would wake her and wondering now how to greet her, though very aware I have to go straight downstairs once dressed and rescue any illusion of being a hotelier.

			

			But as I make my way through to the bedroom, the collapsed duvet quickly informs me that she has gone, and my heart – though it has invested nothing in our friendship that I’m aware of – well, my heart sinks like a stone.
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			My skin is searching for ease. I can feel it moving, like junk on a thick, slow river, attempting to find a peaceful haven just around the next corner. I cannot hear a thing beyond my own movement, the snow enveloping and snatching any sound from outside. The corridor to the hotel proper is frozen cold, ice on the inside of the windows. I consider gloves, but surge straight through to the bar, aware that stopping my march for romantic views of the notions of winter will only let my temperature descend further. 

			Upon entering the bar, I can see out of the corner of my eye that the table closest to the fire is packed high with all sorts of debris, but I dare not focus on it and begin to – need to – examine the fire. The poker has been left inside, sticking out like the one arm of a puggy, there are no sparks, barely any warmth… To shovel, to clean out the ashes now would be the daftest of moves as deep inside, somewhere, there could easily be a nugget of glowing ember, ember that could leap and burn my arm, the carpet, whatever…

			There’s a soft nudge on my arm and there’s the cat. Did I put it out? Is this it just in? I know better than to confuse his nudge with affection. No, he’s just placing his breakfast order, same as any of the other guests would be if they were down.

			I carefully shoogle the grate, releasing the majority of the ash, scaring the cat. Then, using the thick black horsehair brush, I harry the ash onto the side, hide it behind the log basket. There’s still a fair bit of fire debris left over, and this is where any of the good stuff will be. I delve into the logs and pick up any smaller, thinner lengths, twigs if there are any, and begin to pile them up, one by one. And a bodging firelighter, as ever. Squeeze it, poke it underneath, then light with a Bluebell and retreat. Ach, it’ll take or it won’t.
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