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Introduction

His beginnings were from a darkness beyond clear 

memory, snatches of understanding coming to him 

only gradually, over the years - in periodic dreams, 

or more usually in nightmares.

What he did recall very vividly however, were the 

childhood assaults and traumas, and the beatings 

that were to make him the man he would turn out to 

be - a wandering man;  on the face of it, a plausible 

smiling man, but in reality, an unpredictable and  

highly dangerous man.

And the road he was now travelling, they called 

Retribution.

Women, invariably the lonely, he would seek out, in 

order to seduce and toy with their hearts. And men 
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who stood in his way, he was prepared to kill if he 

had to.

And then he would meet the woman who would be 

more than a match for him - a woman who would 

turn the tables and change both of their lives - 

forever.

I travelled around a great deal. The cities swept 

about me like dead leaves,

leaves that were brightly coloured but torn away 

from the branches.

I would have stopped, but I was pursued by 

something.

(Tennessee Williams)
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Chapter 1

TIME:

The long hot summer of 1935

PLACE:

A remote headland on the Atlantic seaboard of 

Ireland

MAIN PARTICIPANTS:   

A wandering man (a dangerous free spirit) 

A beautiful woman (a lonely, captive spirit)

I wasn’t to know it at the time, but she was 

watching me from her cottage window. 

I had sensed it though, in the way that wandering 

men sense such things, when I saw a faint 
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movement of lace curtain and I knew then for 

certain I was being watched.

She would later tell me that she had wondered who 

I was and what I was doing on the old dirt road so 

early, deciding then that I was a tinker - one of the 

dark ones. That was understandable, I suppose, 

since my hair was coal black, and years at sea or on 

the open road had tanned my skin like old leather, 

until I looked as dark as the Earl of Hell’s 

waistcoat.

Perhaps there was a bit of the tinker in me at that - 

who was to know? Indeed, who was to care? I 

myself certainly didn’t. I had neither inkling nor 

inclination to know of my pedigree. Such things just 

didn’t interest me.

All I knew, with any degree of certainty, was that I 

had been brought up by cruel people, ironically 

known as the Holy Brothers, in a cold orphanage 
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near some sprawling Scottish city - a grey industrial 

city of violent repute - and had run away, aged 

thirteen, and had been at sea or on the open road 

ever since.

But that was close now on thirty odd years. In all 

that time my feet had never stopped itching. I had 

tramped the length and breadth of the British Isles, 

picking up what casual work I could on the way, 

and during my spell on the ships I had been as far as 

Greenland and the South China Sea - so you could 

say that I had been around.

It was that self-same itch had taken me now to 

Ireland. Something inside me had urged me west, 

something deep and restless that I couldn’t control 

or understand, and liking extremes I had headed as 

west as one could practically get on the Irish 

mainland before America.
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Her cottage lay below me now, lonely and glinting 

white in the slant of the rising morning sun - a 

loneliness and a white accentuated by the dark and 

brooding surrounding moorlands. The smallholding 

the cottage sat on was a spit of land reaching out 

into the Atlantic Ocean;  as I said, about the most 

westerly point on mainland Ireland.

I was standing on the highest point of the dirt road, 

where it wound around the hill that hid her land 

from the rest of the land, isolating it as if time had 

passed it by. And it was then it came to me, that 

someone in my travels, I couldn’t remember who, 

had told me about this place and had told me the 

Gaelic name for it. I couldn’t remember the name 

either, but I did recall that it rolled easily over the 

tongue and had a soft mysterious ring to it. The 

same fellow had told me that, translated, it meant 

‘Beyond the Headlands’.
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Perhaps I should explain that deep within the true 

wandering man lies a locked inner place, where 

things he hears or learns along the way are noted 

and stored for later. It is always, ‘for later’, with 

wandering men, because we don’t like to be rushed 

into things, or to be making set plans. Anyway, at 

this moment in time, for me and for this place 

beyond the headlands, ‘for later’ had arrived.

Standing motionless on the crest of the hill, my 

battered green velour hat pushed to the back of my 

head, I relished the promise of this clear summer 

dawn. Already, there was a grand heat in the sun, 

putting twinkles on the backdrop that was the 

Atlantic Ocean, and sending a shimmering heat 

haze dancing up from the bordering moorlands like 

a liquid fire.

The whinnying of a horse made me glance north 

and in a distant field I saw a man in braces and 



Iain Ferguson

12

white shirt already harnessing a Connemara pony to 

a wooden cart.

I moved on, down the incline of the dirt road.

Somewhere, in the cloudless blue of the sky, a lark 

was singing her heart out. Somewhere else, unseen 

in the overhanging canopy of bog reeds and bell 

heather, a stream was washing over ancient stones. I 

breathed deeply, savouring the crisp clear air that 

was bearing a faint aroma of burning peat - or of 

turf, as they called it here in Ireland. And I felt the 

sudden rise of a breeze on my face, coming towards 

me unbroken from the ocean - a caressing sigh – 

soft, indolent and slow - without hurry.  And then it 

died away as quickly as it had risen. Every-day 

folks wouldn’t understand, but that had been the 

wind ‘talking’ to me, as it so often did - a 

primordial thing, emanating from my unknown 

roots, and bearing something vaguely disturbing 

that I was afraid to dwell on or examine too closely. 
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But that aside, it felt so good to be alive at that 

moment and it was at times like these that I knew 

my chosen way of life to be the one - the one and 

only.

And then there were the women of course.

Ah yes - there were the women. Indeed, the women 

were seldom out of my thoughts. And thinking 

about them, I always came to the same conclusions: 

that perhaps it was the hunt of a woman, or of 

womankind,  was the predominant motivating force 

in the wandering man. I supposed that the same 

must apply to ‘every-day’ men also, but with the 

wanderer - the true wanderer - I knew it to be 

different, in that it wasn’t one permanent woman, 

with the ties and restraints that went with her, but 

different women - to conquer, to lay, to mark up and 

move onto the next, like the notches on a 

gunfighter’s gun.
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I smiled to myself as I thought about it.

It was remarkable the distances the sex drive would 

make a man travel. I had travelled, literally, 

thousands of miles myself. And I had no conscience 

about other men’s women either - no conscience at 

all. But then again, I had little conscience about any 

damned thing on God’s earth. 

Enjoying the train of my thoughts, I wondered 

about the success I had with women. When I really 

put my mind to it, the most reluctant would usually 

succumb. 

In the times of which I speak – the 1930s – life 

could be hard for people, especially for those living 

in remote rural places, in that work was difficult to 

find - or mostly non-existent. What work was 

available was invariably physically grinding and 

poorly paid. Putting food on the table was a 
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constant worry, the result being that the menfolk 

were required to seek work further afield, often in 

other countries or at sea. This meant long periods of 

time, sometimes years, away from home.

The resultant shortage of men also meant that 

women couldn’t find partners. Romance, filtering 

down to even frivolous sexual encounters, was a 

huge ‘miss’ in women’s lives. So there was a need 

in these communities, a hunger, waiting to be 

satisfied. 

If, like myself, you were sensitive to such things, 

you could detect the hunger in a country woman’s 

eyes a mile off. Seizing my opportunity and picking 

my moment, this is when I would close in.

As I speak, I can visualise the expressions on folks’ 

faces, angered and outraged by my chauvanistic 

attitude and sexist arrogance. But as I said, I didn’t 

give a damn. As I saw it, I was being public 
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spirited, providing a service, doing poor deprived 

women a favour!

That said, there were times, I have to admit, when I 

had to laugh out loud at my own wickedness!

I don’t want to labour the subject, but I had often 

been told by these self-same women that there was 

‘something’ about me. It was hard  to imagine what 

the ‘something’ was, because I certainly was no oil 

painting. My face was big boned and high cheeked.  

My nose was badly broken and the scar from an old 

knife fight had disfigured my cheek. Perhaps it was 

the dimple on my chin, or the way I showed all my 

teeth when I grinned – or perhaps it was something  

deeper.  Who knows? Who knows what a woman 

sees in a man? Whatever it was, I wasn’t 

complaining any.

As I thought these thoughts, a memory stirred in 

that locked place within me. The more I thought 
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about it, the clearer the memory became. Yes, the 

fellow who had told me about this place had told me 

also about the woman who lived here; a woman so 

beautiful she would steal your heart away. And I 

remembered him telling me that she drove the men 

for miles around crazy with the desiring of her, and 

that although many had tried, it was said that she 

had never been won over: a stuck-up bitch, the 

fellow had said, above them all, waiting for a man 

who would reach up to her high and ‘impossible’  

standards.

And it was then I reckoned I knew what had really 

taken me to this wild and beautiful place - this 

place: ‘Beyond the Headlands.’

I had reached her gate.

By the gable of the cottage, water was boiling and 

steaming in a copper cauldron, set on rocks circling 

a blazing peat fire, while crisp white bed sheets 
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hung on a nearby clothesline. She had begun her 

washing early.

The distant horse whinnied again and I glanced 

north again. The Connemara had been harnessed 

and the man’s ‘Hup! Hup!’ drifted across the warm 

summer morning.

I pushed through the gate, the crunch of my boots 

on the gravel drive, setting a dog to angry barking 

from the depths of a nearby barn. The door of the 

cottage was a cracked and faded moss green. It had 

neither name nor number to it. I knocked. There 

was silence within, a prolonged dusty silence, 

accentuating the fury of the dog and the ecstatic 

singing of the invisible lark.

Eventually, there was a scuffing behind the door – 

and then there she was, standing before me - at five 

feet nine inches, eye level with me. And oh my 

God, that fellow now hadn’t been lying or 
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exaggerating; she sure was the most beautiful 

woman you ever did see. In her mid to late twenties, 

I reckoned. There was a tired melancholy in her 

face, which was pale and creamy skinned, framed 

by the black of midnight in her long cascading hair. 

I was thrown off balance by her, and stood lost for 

words - uncharacteristically lost for words. For a 

moment, her face seemed strangely familiar, an 

inexplicable flash of memory suggesting that I had 

met her somewhere before, but I knew for certain 

that that couldn’t be true.

It was the eyes that mostly fixed my attention - pale 

blue, like remote uncharted seas;  tropical coral seas 

in which sharks of suspicion were lazily cruising. 

But there was something else also - a smoky 

drifting hunger. It was a hunger I recognised

and it put me back on familiar territory. I 

respectfully removed the green velour hat.
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‘Good mornin’ to ye miss. I’m passin’ through and 

wondered if ye could be doin’ with some help 

around the place for a few days. I can turn me hand 

to anything - anything at all. All I ask is a bite o’ 

food, and perhaps a copper or two for a jug o’ 

porter.’

There was a clatter of dishes from the kitchen table 

behind her, where two young men were sat to 

breakfast and noisily shovelling food at their faces. 

She glanced over her shoulder towards them. They 

didn’t acknowledge and she quickly returned her 

eyes to mine.

‘Sure now, it’s enough hands we is havin’ around 

the place as we is needin.’

I put my grin on and showed her my teeth. ‘Aw, 

please miss, a couple o’ days’ work will see me 

through. Times is hard - hard on a travellin’ man.’
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She gazed at something in my face and the sharks 

drifted off briefly. She turned again to the men 

behind her. They were big hard-bitten looking 

fellows, totally engrossed in the food before them. 

One deigned a brief upward glance, long enough to 

shrug his shoulders and declare, through the fried 

egg hanging from his mouth; ‘Better be seein’ the 

oul’ man.’ The egg vanished then, into slurping 

loose lips, and the fellow returned his attentions to 

his laden plate.

The smell of fried bacon snatched at my nostrils, 

reminding me of the dull ache drawing at my own 

empty stomach. I was surprised, I don’t mind telling 

you, because the hospitality that these fellows were 

showing fell a long ways short of what I knew to be 

so typical of rural Ireland.

‘Ye better be seein’ me father,’ said the woman. 

‘Sure, he is down in the field there with the horse.’  
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She leant around the door jamb to point to the man I 

had seen earlier. As she came close I could smell 

the fragrance of her skin - the fragrance of sweet 

soap and cool mountain water. Realising that I 

hadn’t followed the direction of her pointing arm 

but was instead gazing into her face, she drew back, 

her eyes boring into mine. The sharks had returned, 

dark shadows circling in the flecks of amber that 

now flashed in those remote, pale blue depths.

‘Sure, it’s wastein’ yer time ye’ll be doin’, but be 

seein’ him for yerself.’ Her eyes blinked then and 

drifted to something on the horizon behind me.

The conversation was over. I had been dismissed!

And I knew it at that moment, that this woman was 

well worth the winning - and win her over I would. 

Oh yes, win her over I would! There and then, I 

made myself that promise. I showed her my grin 

again.
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‘May the good Lord be rewardin’ ye miss. I’ll be 

seein’ yer father then.’ So saying, I turned on my 

heels and stuffed the green velour hat at a rakish 

angle on the back of my head.

As I crunched down the gravel path I didn’t hear the 

door close, so I knew she was watching me. 

Instinctively, my walk became more arrogant. 

Arrogance fascinated them, these uppity women - 

rogue males and arrogance. Mustn’t be too cocky 

though; I was a long ways short of being home and 

dry just yet. Turning to pull the gate behind me, at 

the corner of my eye, I saw the cottage door slowly 

close.

I moved on, down towards the man with the 

Connemara.
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By mid-morning the intensity of the heat had 

increased to the almost too hot. It could even be that 

this summer of 1935 would go down as the hottest 

on record. The barrowing of the hay being hard 

work, I had stripped to the waist. The wheel of the 

barrow was rusted and stiff and prone to catching in 

the hardened mud ruts of the yard, and it was a fair 

old push, in that heat, transporting a load of sheaves 

to the stacking loft in the barn.

The stacking itself was hard work too, ideally a 

two-man job, one to heave the sheaf while the other 

stacked. My body was glistening with sweat and as 

I crossed the yard for another load I grabbed at the 

zinc bucket of drinking water with which I had been 

provided. As I drank, I had my back to the cottage, 

and if things were going according to plan, she 

would be watching me as she worked behind the 

lace curtains. My body was lean, whipcord hard and 

brown, and the sun would be playing on the sweat-
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soaked muscles of my shoulders and back. 

Instinctively, I flexed them - the age-old sex display 

of the male animal.

By mid-day I was tired and my body ached. I had 

been working non-stop since eight that morning. I 

was lying resting in the hay loft, half dozing, when 

she came into the barn. She was carrying a tray with 

bread and barley soup on it. As she adjusted her 

eyes to the semi darkness I could see them darting 

about, trying to see where I was.

I remained silent, gazing down at her. Suddenly 

sensing my stare, she started and glanced up.  I was 

softly grinning, amusement dancing in the corners 

of my mouth. For several seconds she said not a 

word, staring silently back up at me as though 

transfixed. Her eyes were wide with the sudden 

shock of seeing me above her, and so close to her. 

And those shadowy sharks in her eyes thrashed in 

confusion, in a pale blue sea of alarm. So much 
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alarm surprised me. And yet it wasn’t so much 

alarm as a fear, which surprised me even more. 

Gathering herself together, she placed the tray on an 

old wooden barrel. Composed once more, she 

wheeled around upon me.

‘And what do ye think ye be playin’ at now, Mr 

High and Mighty - lazin’ up in that oul’ loft there, 

idlein’ like Lord Muck? Maybe ye think it’s a hotel 

ye be at, and it be meself that be yer personal maid, 

to be runnin’ at yer beck and call now.’

‘And some maid at that,’ I replied. ‘Dear God in 

Heaven, it’s yerself has the beauty o’ the rose in ye 

miss, and no word of a lie. Come on with ye now, 

let’s be havin’ yer name. And what name, I’m 

wonderin’, could do justice to such devine beauty?’

It was an old trick I had, this changing of my accent 

and manner of speaking, to what I considered to be 

that of the place I was at. Perhaps I was fooling 

Beyond the Headlands 

27

nobody by it, but I had a theory that the effort of it 

at least might be appreciated, or might amuse, might 

help in putting an isolated country woman more at 

her ease.

‘Just ye finish stackin’ that oul’ hay there and be on 

yer way me bold lad. And finished sure, ye should 

be by tomorrow morn.’ That said, she stomped out, 

no doubt knowing that her demand was an 

impossibility.

The repartee, short and sharp as it had been, was a 

start and I was by no means discouraged by it. I had 

infinite patience, and the hunt intrigued me as much 

as the ‘kill’.  Indeed, maybe more, if the truth be 

told. But that fleeting fear I had seen in her eyes 

confused me a mite. Even in the most reserved and 

timid of them I had never seen such fear before. 

And there was that impossible something else that I 

had imagined earlier - something vaguely familiar 

in her face.
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Anyway, the day progressed and I made a fair old 

hole in that pile of hay - although, I must admit, not 

as much as I could have, had I been really pushing 

myself.

And more time passed and eventually night swept 

in, proving to be even more beautiful than the day 

had been: a vast canopy of endless velvet black, 

studded by a million flashing stars, and a huge full 

moon that glared balefully down, silvering the earth 

with an unreal light until it didn’t look like night at 

all.

There was something about night that stirred me, 

made me restless; always had, as far back as I could 

remember;  nothing to do with the usual shadows 

and sounds  of night - a dog fox barking, an owl 

hooting, the slump and heave of distant surf on a 

shingle beach. No - for me - and it always struck me 
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as being personal to me - there seemed to be some 

unseen presence, some watching waiting softly 

breathing thing. Whether it was the long agitated 

nights of winter, or the short semi nights of 

summer, I was always aware of this watching 

waiting thing, and I often fancied that I could hear 

breathless whisperings, as if something was calling 

me from the edge of the darkness, making my skin 

crawl and giving me those strange dreams - terrible 

dreams with apocalyptic landscapes and pursuing 

demons.

And as I stood there in the night outside her barn 

thinking about these things, I became aware of 

human voices drifting towards me from a tinker’s 

camp along the shore a bit. The camp was located 

where a river met the ocean, and where I could see 

children running about, dark ragged shapes against 

the orange glow of an open log fire, while around it 

were the red faces of the grown-ups, sitting in a 

circle, jawing and pulling on clay pipes. Ah yes - 



Iain Ferguson

30

tinkers - the last of the genuine wanderers, I mused, 

and I felt a great affinity with them at that moment, 

and had an urge to wander down and jaw along with 

them.

Yes, perhaps there was a bit of the tinker in me at 

that.

I was to be allowed to sleep in the barn, and leaning 

against its stone wall, I filled my own pipe now. 

Striking a match, I glanced across the flame towards 

her cottage. I had already decided which room was 

her bedroom and where I now saw the glow of an 

oil lamp behind the yellow curtains. She hadn’t 

been near the barn since she had brought the soup. 

It had been the father had brought my supper, a big 

course brutish fellow with small cunning eyes, an 

older version of the two young men at breakfast. 

Obviously, she took after the mother, but where the 

latter was God only knew. I hadn’t seen another 

woman all day.
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I stubbed the match and threw it to the ground and 

glanced again towards her window. There was a 

warm stirring in me as I tried to picture her in there, 

perhaps naked, a beautiful woman, ripe and in her 

prime, climbing into a man-less bed. What thoughts 

went through her head or what hungers gnawed at 

her soul I could only guess at. What I did know 

were the hungers gnawing at myself and, by heaven, 

I was determined to satisfy both of our hungers - as 

sure as God had made little green apples!

Her light eventually went out, leaving me alone 

with the night and its creatures, with the laughter of 

the tinkers and those dark disturbing whispers. As 

for herself, no doubt she would be rising with the 

call of the rooster, as country women do.

Remaining against the barn wall I drew on my pipe 

until there was nothing left to draw. It was time I hit 

the hay, literally, myself and I stuck my finger 
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under the old velour hat to scratch my head. It was 

then that the idea hit me. Oh, the cunning of it, I 

thought as I moved to the yard gate and jammed the 

hat on the post top. She would see it first thing in 

the morning when she opened her yellow curtains, 

pushing me into her thoughts before she was rightly 

awake. It is said that certain garments echo their 

owners, and I hoped that that rakish battered green 

velour hat would echo myself.

Next morning it was the old rooster that wakened 

myself also, and as I rolled over in the hay I could 

see, through the small glassless window, that it was 

to be yet another scorching day. A zinc pail rattled 

in the yard and I wondered if it was herself. And 

then I remembered the velour hat and I grinned as I 

scratched myself awake.
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I had barely finished dressing when I heard 

something being laid outside the barn door, 

followed by a sharp rap. Opening the door I saw the 

breakfast tray at my feet and herself walking back 

to the cottage.

‘Top o’ the mornin’ to ye, colleen,’ I called. She 

didn’t reply. ‘My, but it’s anti-social we are this 

fine day’.

‘Don’t be gettin’ fresh, me bold lad,’ she replied 

without stopping or turning her head. ‘Just ye be 

conservin’ yer energies for the work we is feedin’ 

ye for. And plenty there be o’ it at that.’

She had almost reached the cottage door and I 

shouted, ‘Be containin’ yerself a minute colleen, 

and be tellin’ a man where he can be findin’ him a 

spot o’ water to be washin’ himself down. It’s 

smellin’ like an oul’ boar I am.’
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‘Sure, there be plenty o’ water in the horse trough,’ 

she said, closing the cottage door behind her.

I tugged the straw from my hair, stretched and 

looked at the rising sun. His face was all smiles and 

already there was a grand heat to him, putting a 

pleasurable feeling all over me.

There was bacon and egg on the tray, with buttered 

oatcake and a jar of strong tarry tea. I sat myself 

down on a rock, my back to the barn wall and being 

half starved I made short work of the meal. As I ate, 

my attention was drawn to the antics of the old 

rooster, strutting around the yard with his hens. He 

had a pompous self-important expression on his 

crimson face. Every so often, he would demonstrate 

that importance by stretching his neck to its full 

height and crowing, or by scratching at the ground 

and clucking to attract his ladies, who would rush 

forward en-masse and gratefully help themselves to 
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the grubs he had so obligingly dug up and so nobly 

left for them.

Poor old bugger, I thought, no wonder his face was 

so flushed. How could a man avoid high blood 

pressure, or hang onto his dignity, while having to 

walk in all that farmyard shit? I smiled to myself as 

I watched the slow disgusted way he lifted his feet, 

and his obvious reluctance to be putting them back 

down again.

Following the meal, I was halfway through my first 

pipe of the day when I heard the clamour of raised 

voices coming from the cottage, a clamour which 

went on for some considerable time until the old 

man and the younger of his sons emerged and 

headed for the fields. The angry voices continued 

inside until eventually the huge older son appeared 

in the door, where he gave a final bellow into the 

darkened interior.
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‘And just ye be bloody sure there be scones ready 

for our mid-morning tay! Or there’ll be trouble, I’m 

tellin’ ye!’ He banged the door closed behind him 

and hitched at the leather belt holding up his 

breeches. He noticed me smoking against the barn 

wall. ‘Hey, you! Tinker! Off yer lazy arse and be 

getting’ at that pile o’ hay, or to be sure I’ll be 

kickin’ some activity into ye!’

I displayed a broad grin in reply, showing all of my 

teeth, like you will have seen some dogs do and you 

don’t rightly know if it means: ‘Oh please, I’m a 

good dog and I don’t want any trouble’, or if it 

means: ‘I’m a bad dog, so keep your distance or I’ll 

bite.’

The older son glared at the grin a second, unable to 

decide if I was the good dog or the bad dog, and 

then stomped off after his father and brother.
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‘So, be kickin’ me now, would ye?’ I thought. 

‘Well, to be sure, ye be doin’ just that. Yes, ye be 

doin’ just that.’

As the three men disappeared beyond a distant 

hummock I rose and made for the velour hat on the 

gatepost, jammed it on my head and tried to drum 

up a modicum of enthusiasm for the day’s task 

ahead. Noticing the horse trough, and being 

conscious of the smell of my own stale sweat, I 

decided that firstly it was time for a good wash 

down.

Remembering discarded canvas sacking I had seen 

earlier, I headed back to the barn. When I re-

emerged I was naked, apart from the velour hat and 

the sacking modestly held against my crotch. 

Heading for the horse trough, my backside facing 

the cottage, I eased myself in, and as I vigorously 

scrubbed myself down I wondered if she was 

watching and if it was arousing her at all.
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The ablutions completed, and maintaining a rear-

view elevation towards the cottage, I stepped from 

the trough and unhurriedly dried myself off. I 

returned then to the barn, the velour hat still on my 

head and the sacking, as before, modestly covering 

my crotch. She wasn’t about to be seeing the 

business parts of me just yet!

Sometime later, as I was pushing a fresh barrow 

load of sheaves across the yard, I saw her coming 

towards me and I laid the barrow down.

‘Och well, it’s yerself colleen,’ I greeted her, 

searching her eyes for fresh signs. They were non-

committal and still defensive.

‘I’m out o’ bakin’ flour,’ she said, ‘and sure I’ll be 

needin’ some for my scones. I’m wantin’ ye to be 

goin’ to Sean Kelly’s Stores for a sack. Here’s some 

coppers. Ye can be takin’ me bicycle. There should 
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be change, so I will allow ye a jug o’ porter. But 

don’t be hangin’ about.’

‘To be sure colleen, I’ll gladly be doin’ just that. 

How can a man be resistin’ such beauty now?’

Ignoring the shmarm, she continued. ‘Kelly’s is in 

the village. Follow the oul’ dirt road, over the rise 

o’ the hill there, and at the crossroads turn east. The 

village is two miles beyond that.’

I raised my hat and flashed my teeth. ‘To be sure, 

colleen. To be serving such beauty as is yours will 

be a pleasure - a sublime pleasure indeed.’

Our eyes were level and momentarily locked, and I 

saw drifting smoke and amber fires in those pale 

blue distant seas, the cruising sharks lazy and 

benign today. And beyond the silence of our gaze, 

the birds were loudly singing and the heather was 
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crackling with the intensity of the shimmering heat 

that was rising off the boglands.

‘And what will be keepin’ ye then?’ she said and 

turned away.
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Chapter 2

Sean Kelly’s Stores was one of these magical 

country shops that sold anything and everything, 

from a needle to an anchor, and was pervaded by 

intriguing and nostalgic old-time smells: hams, 

tobacco, meal, coffee, spice, tarry rope, paraffin.

The sack of flour left me a couple of coppers 

change. At the rear of the store, sectioned off by 

barrels, was a small separate counter with casks of 

porter set on top, and bottles of Irish whiskey. A 

lone bodach, wise eyed but toothless and purple 

faced, was sat against the counter. I moved through 

to join him.

‘Good day to ye sir.’ I said.

‘Tap o’ the marnin’ stranger.  And a grand day she 

be for sure.’ he replied.
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As I sat down beside him, Sean Kelly himself, not 

wishing to miss out on any news a stranger to these 

parts may have, just about broke a leg rushing 

through after me. Sean had a round cheerful 

alcoholic-red face.

‘And what now will ye be after havin’ me lad?’ he 

enquired, rubbing his hands on his apron.

‘A jug o’ porter, she would go down real well I’m 

thinking. And one for the good gentleman here 

beside me. With my apologies, I’m afraid I can’t be 

affordin’ one for yerself  though.’

‘Aw bejaysus now, don’t go troublin’ yerself about 

that me lad. In any event, sure the first one is on the 

house.’ Sean poured three large jugs. The porter 

was like velvet caressing my throat and I downed a 

large draught of it in one swallow and smacked my 

lips. Sean leaned forward confidentially.
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‘Ye will be the tinker now,  is workin’ at the 

Shaunessey place?’

I smiled to myself. News sure travels fast in country 

places. ‘The Shaunessey place?’

‘Aye,’ said Sean, ‘Sure, is that no Siobhan’s bicycle 

ye came on now?’

‘Siobhan’s bicycle?’ I studied him a moment and 

nodded my head. ‘Aye, ye are right there. It’ll be 

the Shaunessey place I’m workin’ at sure enough.’

Siobhan! Siobhan Shaunessey!

So that was her name? It had to be like that, I 

thought, it could be nothing else. Siobhan 

Shaunessey. Soft and whispering. It had to be like 

that.
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And there were several more jugs of porter ‘on the 

house’ before the morning was through, and before 

Sean Kelly learned all that I was ever likely to let 

him learn about me. Sean had a bit of a fly eye but 

despite that I took a liking to him and, in the 

circumstances, his old-wife curiosity didn’t trouble 

me too badly. It was a country man’s duty surely, to 

learn what he could about strangers and what was 

going on in his own patch.

And it was then I noticed the fiddle hanging on the 

back wall. Sean caught me looking at it.

‘Can ye play her, tinker?’

‘I can play her’ I replied, ‘And the bagpipes too.’

‘Ah - but can ye plays them well, tinker?’

‘About the best there is, I’m told.’
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Sean grinned with anticipation, unhooked the fiddle 

and its bow from the wall and handed them to me. 

‘Here, tinker, let’s be havin’ ye then.’

The tune I played was a lament, an air lasting many 

minutes, the fiddle notes rising and falling, wailing 

and swooning, filling the room with croons, ethereal 

sounds and mystical cadences - evoking events 

from the mists of a distant Celtic  past. As I played, 

I thought it strange that the tune I was playing I had 

never heard or played before. When I had finished 

playing, there was a long silence. The bodach was 

staring into his porter jug, copious tears filling his 

eyes. Sean Kelly was resting his hands on the 

countertop, his head slumped on his chest. When he 

eventually raised his head, I saw the tears running 

down his cheeks.

‘God damn ye, Tinker,’ he sobbed, ‘for making 

growed-up men cry! That was the music of the 
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gods!  The forbidden music of the gods -  music 

with a dangerous power. He was no mortal man, the 

one who taught ye to play the fiddle like yon.’  He 

and the old Bodach raised their porter jugs to their 

lips and drank deep, their wet eyes fixed upon me.

‘There was no man ever taught me,’ I said. 

‘Strangely, I just had it in me - came to me natural 

like. And strangely also, the tune I played there, I 

have never played or heard of before’

A  haunted expression came into Sean’s face.

‘Well tinker, I know that tune ye played. It’s an old 

Irish air. An air of disputed origins and time. There 

is superstition attached to that air. Some of the old 

Irish folks claim it’s a haunted or even cursed air. 

Many of them fear that air, claim it belongs to a 

time gone past and should remain there, that it 

should never be played or sung in the presence of 

mortal men again. They say that it foresees death 
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and the reunion of select and chosen folks in the 

after- life.’

Sean dried his eyes on his apron, reached for the 

fiddle and my empty porter jug.

‘I’ll be pouring yerself and old Francis here another 

one, on the house tinker, and that will be yer lot.’

And so it was well oiled I was as I very belatedly 

pushed the bicycle erratically back to the 

Shaunessey place, supporting the sack of flour on 

the saddle. Con Shaunessey, the huge older son, 

was watching for me coming. I had learned all their 

names by now, Joseph being the younger son and 

Brendan being the father.

Con came out to meet me, not in friendly greeting, I 

could see that. Fire blazed in his mean little eyes.
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‘Ye good fur nothin’ tinker bastard!’ he snarled as 

he kicked me in the ribs. The kick, along with the 

effects of the alcohol, knocked me off balance and I 

fell backwards into the dust of the yard, the bicycle 

and the flour sack falling down around me. Moving 

forward, Con kicked again.

‘Ye upstart tinker bastard!’

And yet more kicks were administered, but with the 

porter swimming around in my head the pain was 

blunted, being more of a dull strangely pleasurable 

and almost euphoric sensation. Indeed, at that 

moment, my intoxicated condition being what it 

was,  life, the entire universe, was a euphoria, a vast 

pink euphoria - caressing the senses and soothing 

the very soul. And still, Con Shaunessey kept 

kicking and blaspheming, and I kept vaguely 

thinking how lucky he was that I was feeling that 

way.
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And then there was another voice, a soft lilting 

female voice, burdened with anxiety.

‘Oh Jaysus! Oh dear Lord in Heaven! Stop it Con! 

Ye will kill him, so ye will! Stop it! Stop it Con!’

I glanced up, trying to focus through one eye, and I 

saw Siobhan thumping her fists against his chest. 

And I saw also the angry bruising around her eye 

and cheek and the trickle of blood in the corner of 

her mouth - her wondrous beauty tarnished. 

Distantly outraged, I had started to rise from the 

farmyard dust when two other men appeared from 

the cottage  and pulled Con Shaunessey away. And 

so I flopped back then, closed my eyes and fell 

asleep where I lay.
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The lights had been extinguished by 9.20pm as 

usual and the cold stone walls of the orphanage 

have drifted away to remoteness, while a full moon 

is casting silver replicas of a row of narrow 

windows onto the bare linoleum floor. It is close 

now to midnight and the silence of the dormitory 

would be total were it not for the intermittent sobs 

and wails of boys too frightened to sleep. Impotent 

terror patrols the double rows of iron bedsteads. 

The thirteen-year-old boy with the coal black hair, 

known to the Holy Brothers simply as ‘Dark’, lies 

awake like the other boys, listening, his eyes open. 

He is breathing softly as once more in his mind’s 

eye he rehearses his plan. In the next bed, the 

meagre bulk of Wee George, a frail nine-year-old 

runt of a boy, is faintly visible beneath the sheets. 

Dark has become fond of Wee George, and on 

account of the latter’s physical vulnerability, has 

appointed himself as the boy’s protector. He has, 

therefore, included Wee George in the plan, and to 
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this end has stashed two separate bundles of food 

and clothing in readiness by the perimeter fence.

They usually take it turns, the Holy Brothers, 

coming in pairs, unannounced, at any time 

throughout the night. Dark’s plan has been hatched 

with ‘Pig’ and ‘Weasel’ specifically in mind, they 

being the Brother pairing he loathes and resents the 

most.

And sure enough, as usual, Pig and Weasel, 

carrying candles, are the first to appear through the 

dormitory door. Weasel is a lanky, gaunt individual 

with close-set eyes and a large nose overhanging a 

wet idiotic fixed grin. In anticipation of resistance, 

Weasel is carrying a leather belt. Unlike Weasel, 

Pig is hard faced, a large burly man glowing with 

rude overfed health and permanently smelling of 

alcohol and stale sweat. Pig needs no leather belt.
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Dark is not a particularly big boy, but he is strong 

for his age, long hours of hard work in the 

orphanage laundry and vegetable gardens having 

honed his muscles whipcord lean and efficient. Most 

of the Brothers have become wary of him and his 

recently increasing violent rages, Pig being about 

the only Brother now willing to impose a sexual 

assault upon him, being particularly aroused by the 

young boy’s frantic resistance. And while it is the 

pain and discomfort of the assaults that the other 

boys largely fear, it is more the indignity and 

humiliation that outrages Dark.

Lying face down on the bed and feigning sleep, 

Dark’s breathing becomes sharper as he hears Pig 

placing his candle on the bedside locker while 

pushing a hand the size of an elephant’s foot into 

the small of his back.

‘Just you lay where ye are, ye little shit, you ain’t 

asleep’, growls the gruff voice,
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‘And don’t make no sound neither. Got that, ye little 

shit!’

Dark feels the sheets being pulled aside and his 

nightshirt being raised above his waist. As Pig 

straightens then to lift his cassock, Dark pulls the 

knife waiting in his hand from under the pillow and 

slides out of the bed in one quick movement. The 

speed of events takes Pig by surprise and his eyes 

widen, his raised cassock folded across one arm 

and revealing his huge arousal - arrogant and 

predatory, devoid of conscience. He still hasn’t 

moved as the silver arc of the moving knife flashes 

in the semi-darkness. Dark had intended to cut the 

disgusting aroused ‘thing’ off, but he has only 

managed to inflict a deep slash, leaving the ‘thing’ 

hanging by a flap of skin - like a felled log still 

attached to the root stump by a shard of bark.

Gazing down in horror, fearful realisation fills 

Pig’s staring eyes. The arrogant arousal has 

vanished, replaced now by a pathetic vision of 
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helpless fleshy collapse. A gushing fountain of 

blood is spurting onto the floor. Falling to his 

knees, Pig  yells across to Weasel who is preparing 

for his own assault on Wee George.

‘Francis! Francis! Call the brothers! I’ve been 

knifed! Holy Mary, I’ve been knifed! I’m bleeding, 

I’m bleeding to death!’

Fascinated for a moment by the sight of what he has 

done, Dark  makes to dash past Pig, who grabs him 

around the ankle. ‘You little shit, you ain’t goin’ 

nowheres!.  .  . Francis!  .  . I’m bleeding to death! 

Call the brothers! Francis!’

Across at the next bed, meantime, Wee George has 

jumped onto Weasel’s back and is frantically 

hanging onto his neck. Weasel begins to spin and 

weave until eventually Wee George falls to the 

floor. Weasel raises the leather belt and rains a 

merciless hail of hard blows with the metal buckle 



Iain Ferguson

56

across the small boy’s face and head. Wee George 

screams in agony. Dark tries to break free but Pig 

tightens his grip on the ankle. ‘You ain’t goin’ 

nowheres, ye little shit! Just you wait until…’ Pig’s 

voice trails off as the knife enters his chest, and the 

hand gripping Dark falls away.

Wee George, squealing with fear and pain, 

manages to pull free from the now panting Weasel 

and dashes down the double row of dormitory beds, 

but Weasel is after him, closely followed by Dark. 

Sensing Weasel closing in, the frantic Wee George 

dives between two beds and through an open 

window. Transfixed and unable to prevent the 

unfolding horror, Dark catches a last glimpse of his 

little friend’s moonlit billowing nightshirt and 

pathetic little legs as they vanish into the night and 

plunge silently towards the paved courtyard two 

floors below.
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Wheeling around, Weasel sees a snarling Dark 

racing towards him. He raises the leather belt 

above his head. Dark is too quick for him and grabs 

hold of it, at the same time thrusting the knife into 

the Brother’s stomach and leaving it there.

Strangely calm suddenly, Dark moves slowly down 

between the dormitory beds towards the exit door, 

watched by a host of fearful young eyes. Slumped on 

the floor and propped against the wall and holding 

his stomach, Weasel is shrieking at him.

‘The demons of Hell will pursue you, Dark, for this 

night’s work! Yes, they will pursue you until the end 

of time! The demons will get you one day, Dark, and 

you will pay!’ . . .

. . . half an hour later, in the night behind Dark, the 

distant orphanage is lit up with all lights blazing. 

Sirens are wailing and the pack of pursuing hounds 

are baying. The moor, stretching ahead of him to 
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God knows where, is rutted and rough, but he is 

fleeing across it at great speed, his feet 

miraculously barely touching the ground. Storm 

clouds are racing across a full moon. He fleetingly 

wonders if he is merely in a nightmare, or if he 

himself even exists at all, as the echoes of Weasel’s 

words come to him across the night. ‘The demons of 

Hell will pursue you to the ends of the earth, Dark, 

they will get you for this night’s work and you will 

pay a terrible price!’

The rising wind rips the angry reply from Dark’s 

mouth: ‘No! I will get YOU! It is YOU who will 

pay! I will get you! It was you, ALL OF YOU, who 

drove me to it . . . made me who I am - the way I 

am. It is I who will get you’. And by ‘you’ Dark  is 

meaning all of mankind. And he is including 

womankind also, for had the nuns, the Sisters, not 

been equally as cruel and uncaring. They had 

known what was going on but did nothing. And 

what about his mother - his very own mother? 
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Where had she been, in the first place? And hadn’t 

they told him that she hadn’t given a damn about 

him, had never loved him? – had abandoned him in 

the in the orphanage, in the ‘care’ of evil people? 

Well, damn them all, he would survive, would stand 

alone. Yes, it was them, ALL OF THEM, including 

womenfolk, who would pay . . . !!!
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Chapter 3

A week after the flour incident, the hay had all been 

stacked and my task now was to re-thatch the roof 

of the barn. The Shaunessey menfolk were a lazy 

bunch and, seeing my capabilities for work, had 

decided to keep me on a while. Besides, they had 

decided I came cheap.

Since the flour incident I didn’t have a chance to 

speak to Siobhan, catching only glimpses of her as 

she worked around the cottage. I had the distinct 

impression that she was intentionally keeping out of 

my way. But she watched me often, from behind the 

curtains, I knew that. And she watched me at my 

daily baths, I knew that too.

I was on the barn roof the day she came across the 

yard carrying a pail and moved into the door below 

me, without looking up or speaking. I climbed down 
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the ladder and followed her in. She was bent over a 

grain sack, filling the pail. I knew she sensed me 

there but she still didn’t acknowledge my presence. 

She was wearing a floral summer frock and with 

their ripe weight her breasts hung fat and loose, 

visibly swinging against the thin material. And I 

could see the full firm outline of her impressive 

entire form, and a slow-burning flame rose within 

me.

‘The time is coming, Siobhan Shaunessey,’ I 

thought, ‘I will take ye. I will take ye soon.’

‘Well hello there, Siobhan,’ I said. ‘It’s yerself 

then? I haven’t been seein’ ye in a long time. And 

sure it’s the missing o’ that I’ve been,’

She continued to scoop the grain into the pail.

‘Siobhan?’ she said eventually. ‘So ye know me 

name then? Well, good on ye tinker.’
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‘And a grand name it be at that,’ I said. ‘Siobhan. 

Siobhan Shaunessey! Soft and filled with esses: like   

the wind whispering in the long grass down in the 

boglands, so it is.’

‘Oh, so it’s lyrical we is getting’, all o’ a sudden? 

Showin’ off our education is it?’ 

The pail was full and she lifted it and brushed past 

me.

‘What the hell is eatin’ at ye Siobhan? I’m only 

trying to be friendly, is all. Sure now, there be no 

harm in that?’ I followed her to the door. ‘I’m 

hearin’ they is plannin’ a ceilidh dance in the 

village hall. Perhaps ye would like that I be takin’ 

ye to it?’

She wheeled around upon me, fury in her 

expression. ‘I most certainly would not! Them 
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dances is no good! I know what goes on at them 

affairs. It’s the devil gets into men and wimmen at 

them dances.’

‘Dear Jaysus! Are you folks around here so priest 

ridden that . . . ?’

She cut me off short, a raised sharpness in her 

voice, the sharks wildly thrashing in the pale blue 

eyes.

‘I don’t know what it is ye is plannin’ tinker. All I 

know is that there be no good in ye, and ye can be 

forgettin’ it sure, whatever it be, right here and 

now! I’m not stupid, tinker. I recognise ye for what 

ye really are. Ye are a hunter, a predator among 

men, and it’s time ye was hittin’ the oul’ dirt road 

out there. And the sooner the better for all of us.’

She walked away from me then and I began to 

experience a very unfamiliar feeling - the 
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beginnings of desperation! Of all the women who 

had crossed my path, she was promising to be the 

hardest yet to win over. And for that very reason I 

more desperately had to have her. And yet again, 

for a flashing moment, I had that ludicrous thought, 

that I had seen her someplace before.

Sean Kelly now, as I said earlier, was a fine man in 

his own way, but an old wife and a gossip, and like 

all country gossips he knew everybody’s business 

and everything that was going on for miles around. 

Indeed, it was said that Sean could hear the very 

grass grow. A few days after the barn incident, 

Siobhan sent me to Sean’s for a side of ham. And 

while Sean thought he was learning things from me, 

it was me in fact who was learning from him, with 

the liberal flow of porter helping to loosen his 

tongue . . .
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. . . they was a bad lot, the Shaunesseys. Lazy good 

for nothin’s sure. Incomers they was - of course! 

From County Cork - where else! Old Brendan 

Shaunessey, a penniless widower with two no good 

sons and a hairy bare arse hangin’ out o’ his 

breeches, had come into the district and, to 

everybody’s perplexity, managed to win the hand o’ 

Mary O’Mara, a fine lookin’ local lass. Rumour 

had it that she was already in the shame o’ 

illegitimate pregnancy, carryin’ Siobhan and 

clutchin’ at straws, when the oul’ bastard came into 

her life. Aye, Mary O’Mara - a niece o’ Flann 

O’Mara, ye know? Flann O’Mara who went to 

America, to oil-rich Texas, and became a 

millionare. Came back to the ‘Old Country’ every 

so often, staggerin’ under the weight o’ a big white, 

twenty-gallon stepson hat and hangin’ for dear life 

from the end o’ a huge cigar. One time he even 

brought his huge pink-coloured American car back 

to the Old County with him.  The biggest car you 

ever did see - big enough to live in, to raise a family 
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in - called a Callidak, so it was!  Sure now, who do 

ye think paid for the white stone house the 

Shaunesseys live in? And the stone steadings? Who 

do ye think bought Siobhan the rarity in them parts 

o’ a bicycle, and had her taught how to read and 

write and recitite poetry? And who do you think 

paid for the chapel extension and the luxury o’ a 

village hall? While this village has a hall to sing 

and dance in, all other villages throughout the land, 

has to makes do with the boreen - the open road. 

Bejaysus now, who do ye think paid for all o’ them 

things? Flann O’Mara -  that’s  who!! A tragic end 

awaited the poor man though. Back home in Texas  

does he no get into his big pink Callidak and drives 

it, drunk as a skunk, over the cliffs at the end of 

America,  at a place called the Texas Pothandle - 

straight into the Suez Canal - neither himself nor 

the pink Callidak ever to be seen alive again. All 

they ever found o’ the poor soul was the white 

twenty-gallon stepson hat . . . and a pair o’ pink 

Long Johns . . . (having noticed my raised quizzical 
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glance, Sean had added) . . .  yes, that’s what I said 

tinker - pink Long Johns! A terrible man for the 

pink, was old Flann O’Mara . . .

....having been to America myself, while serving on 

the ships, and having been to the Texas Panhandle 

and the Suez Canal, I had to smile at Sean’s 

geographical inaccuracies. But, happy to be learning 

things, I let him ramble on, uninterrupted.  .  .

. . . aye, it was a grand gravy wagon indeed that yon 

oul’ scoundrel, Brendan Shaunessey, jumped on the 

day he married Mary O’Mara . . . but kill her, he 

did, comin’ home blind drunk o’ an evenin’ and 

batein’ her about the head. Would bate her with a 

broom handle, so he would - the oul’ bastard! And 

as for them sons o’ his! . . . (Sean Kelly spat on the 

floor in disgust) . . . Hooligans they is, nothin’ but 

hooligans(!); drinkin’ and brawlin’ and causin’ 

trouble. Takes after oul’ Brendan, so they does. 

That Siobhan though, she is different. Takes after 
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her mother of course.  A slave though, just like her 

mother, just like oul’ Mary O’Mara. Puts the fear o’ 

death in that Siobhan so they does. Threatens her 

with eternal purgatory and the damnation o’ the 

church. No man can be givin’ her a second glance 

without yon Con batein’ the livin’ hell out o’ him. 

The big laugh is though, they depend on her, can’t 

afford to lose her. Ye see tinker, all o’ uncle Flann’s 

fortune, along with the property, is in Siobhan’s  

name! And she is no stupid or simple. Much as they 

might try, they can’t get her to sign any o’ it over . . 

.  At this point, Sean Kelly had chuckled with 

mischievous delight.

. . . So that was how the land lay? I had much to 

ponder after that as I again cycled drunkenly back 

to the cottage.

It would be two days later still when the next 

incident happened. I was roping down the thatch on 

the barn roof when she came staggering across the 

field and stopped in the yard below me, fighting for 
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breath and a fearful wide-eyed expression on her 

face.

‘Oh Jaysus,’ she gasped, ‘it’s the cow! She’s gone 

down in the bog!  Con will kill me for sure.’ She 

was shifting nervously from foot to foot and 

wringing her hands. I climbed down the ladder and 

grabbed her arm.

‘Calm down Siobhan, calm down will ye. We’ll get 

her out together. Come on with ye now and let’s be 

finding some rope.’

Reaching the bog, I could see that the cow was 

indeed well down, with only her head, shoulders 

and front legs visible. She was panicking and 

frantically paddling her free legs on the slimy 

surface and only making matters worse. I tore 

wildly at the nearby heather and threw the clumps 

on the bog surface, forming a floating raft towards 

the animal’s head. Cutting the rope and tying the 
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shorter piece around my middle, I handed Siobhan 

the free end. ‘Hang onto this Siobhan. I will tie the 

long piece around her horns. If I get into difficulties 

haul me out.’

I gingerly crawled along the heather raft, feeling the 

cold slime oozing through my shirt and clawing at 

my stomach until I reached to within a few feet of 

the cow’ head. Her eyes were bulging with an 

uncomprehending fear and I could smell the warm 

gaseous smell of her breath. I tied the longer rope 

around her horns.  Back on solid ground again, 

Siobhan and I were sweating and heaving on the 

rope but I could see that it was a losing battle and 

was about to give up when the three menfolk 

appeared, racing across the moor towards us.

It took the five of us, pulling for all we were worth, 

two and a half hours to drag that old cow free, and 

we all lay in the heather now, sweating and gasping 
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for breath. Con was the first to recover and he rose 

and moved towards Siobhan.

‘Ye daft feckless bitch! How many times now, has I 

told ye to be keepin’ yon oul’ cow free o’ the bog?’ 

His balled fist rose in the air and crashed against the 

side of her head. She screamed and rolled over 

backwards, head over heels across the heather. 

Enraged, I sprang to my feet. Con was distracted by 

this and swung around to face me, hissing 

dangerously.

‘Yes, tinker?!’

My fists were clenched and my body tensed like a 

coiled spring as I prepared to go for his throat, when 

I realised that he had by now lost all interest in 

Siobhan. So I bared my teeth, putting on my dog 

grin again. Con glared intently at the grin, confused 

by what he saw there, for he still couldn’t decide if I 
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was the good dog or if I was the bad dog. Shrugging 

my shoulders, I didn’t help him decide either way.

‘To be sure, it’s none o’ my business now.’ I told 

him.

He glared at the grin a moment longer, then turned 

to his father and brother. ‘Is there no work to be 

done around here!?’ Growling, he and the others 

stomped away.

The wide eyed infant, swathed in rags, can hear the 

lashing night rain hammering on his frail canvas 

shelter and hissing in the flames of the open fire a 

few yards away.

Beyond the fire, red faced men with troubled faces 

are muttering in an ancient tongue while beside 

them a coven of their shawl wrapped women are 
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keening and wailing and rocking around the soaked 

canvas-wrapped body on the ground. None of the 

group is of the infant’s tribe and in instinctive 

anxiousness he turns towards his mother on the 

damp heather bed beside him. Seeking the 

reassurance of her warm silky breast, he recoils  in 

uncomprehending horror as his little fist clutches, 

instead, at matted wiry fur. His confused fearful 

eyes focus on the warm form lying beside him - a 

mangy, rank smelling cur! In the semi darkness he 

sees the smouldering eyes and  hears the low 

warning growl, emanating from the loose slavering 

lips. He turns to look at the group again, his 

desperate  eyes drawn to the canvas wrapped body 

on the ground. Too young to comprehend, the 

already fatherless infant has now also lost his 

mother -  and he belongs not to this tribe. Fate has 

just decreed that he will be alone in the world.

The furtive mutterings and wailings drone on. Two 

black-clad characters have now joined the group, 
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representatives of the Holy Brothers from the 

nearby orphanage. They are offering money to the 

group. All of them are so engrossed in their 

transactions that they fail to spot the circling 

creature on the edge of the darkness, a shadowy 

indefinable creature. As it circles, the creature’s 

burning yellow eyes are fixed on the frail canvas 

shelter, on the infant, eyes intent upon possession. 

In the distance, thunder claps and lightning flashes, 

silhouetting the jagged outline of high distant 

mountains against an appearing and disappearing 

racing full moon. And the horror of the infant’s 

situation is intensified by disembodied whisperings - 

omnipresent whisperings from the rim of the night - 

demonic whisperings reciting an apocalyptic poem 

. . . 

At the edge of night lies a banshee moor

where blows a screeching wind;

a sea of blood claws slime green cliffs

and fire sears the  mind.
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The twisted roots of blasted trees

grope at human bones;

the baying howls of phantom packs

drown unborn babies’ moans.

The feuding birds that flap above

such birds there never were;

with hooks and claws and leather wings

and screams that rip the air . . . 

. . . the terrible recital had suddenly stopped, 

interrupted by distant female screaming and I 

emerged, breathless and beaded in cold sweat, from 

that awful recurring nightmare and eagerly opened 

my eyes. The distant screaming had been beating a 

persistent demand for attention at the edges of my 

slumbering mind and I knew it was that had 

wakened me, releasing me from that terrible place - 

an evil place from long ago.
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I gazed into the darkness of the barn roof above me 

and listened more intently. The screams weren’t 

really that distant at all but coming from her 

cottage, and I felt myself tense. The screaming 

stopped briefly, then started up again. That made 

me snap and I dived in a blind rage from my straw 

bed.

Kicking the cottage door open, I saw Con hovering 

over Siobhan, who was cowering in a chair sobbing, 

her face swollen and discolouring, with blood once 

more at the corner of her mouth. Con lowered his 

fist and turned towards me.  When I saw his eyes I 

could see that he had been drinking. They were 

bloodshot and meaner than ever.

‘Well, well, who has we here now?’ he mocked. ‘If 

it isn’t our little oul’ tinker, would ye believe.’
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I closed the door behind me. ‘Yer dead right, Con 

Shaunessey, it’s yer little oul’ tinker, sure enough.’

I displayed my dog grin again and he squinted at it 

and I could see that he knew, suddenly, that I wasn’t 

the good dog after all. And that rising uncertainty I 

had seen crossing so many men’s faces before, 

clouded his expression. His brother Joseph rose and 

made to circle behind me and I turned my gaze 

upon him, and then he too saw that something in my 

face and he backed away.

‘This is none o’ yer affair, tinker! This is a family 

affair,’ Con slurred.

‘When a man strikes a defenceless woman, or 

abuses anything defenceless, it is every man’s affair 

in my book.’

Old Brendan piped up then, supporting his sons. 

‘Yer work on my place is finished tinker. I wants ye 
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off me property by the time the oul’ rooster crows 

tomorrow morn!’

‘When I start a job mister, I finish it! There is still 

work to be done on that thatching, and I will finish 

it!’ I opened the door then and silently they watched 

me, a velvet star-studded canopy of night sky at my 

back.

‘And if ye ever strike that beautiful woman again, 

any one o’ye, I will kill ye!’ And they gazed into 

my eyes and knew I meant it, meant every word. 

‘And even after I am gone I will be checkin’ on ye, 

and someday I will pass this way again, and if I 

learn then that ye have ever struck her, I still will 

kill ye.’

They gazed at me across a heavy silence, and as I 

closed the door I could see Siobhan’s eyes fixed 

upon me, with a wide mysterious expression in 

them. And there were no sharks in them, no sharks 
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at all, only a million flashing amber lights, a million 

flashing amber lights in a warm pale blue sea.
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Chapter 4

Around mid-morning of the following day I lay 

back, spread-eagled on the thatch of the barn roof to 

ease my aching muscles. Yet again, the sun shone 

fiercely and I wondered if this long hot summer 

would ever end. Feeling good I was, and it wasn’t 

merely due to the beauty of the day but also to the 

fact that she had appeared to be softening - was 

perhaps about ready.

I sat up and filled my pipe and gazed contentedly at 

the strutting rooster in the yard below.

‘Poor old fellow,’ I thought, ‘I’ve been tormentin’ 

ye quite a bit o’ late.’ But the thought didn’t deter 

me. As he stretched his neck to crow, I beat him to 

it, imitating his crow - cock-a-doodle-doo! He 

retracted his head in silent confusion at that and 

flicked a furious bloodshot eye upwards, towards 
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the source of this unbelievable threat - this 

unthinkable challenge to his authority. Glancing 

possessively at the harem of hens around him, he 

proceeded to scratch at the ground, anxiously 

clucking to have them come and see what delights 

he had found for them. Deciding his ladies had been 

suitably distracted, he glanced jerkily around again 

and stretched his neck to crow again and re-

establish his authority. Again, I beat him to it.

‘Cock-a-doodle-doooo!!’

‘You bastard!’ I thought, lighting my pipe. ‘Time to 

stop all this tormenting, or the old fellow really will 

throw a fit.’

Through the tobacco smoke, I could see the 

Shaunessey men hoeing in a distant field. My gaze 

swung then towards the cottage and I wondered if 

Siobhan was watching me, and if she was, just how 

much difference the previous evening’s events had 

made.
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Still wondering along these lines, I decided it was 

bath time, and time now to drive home my 

advantage. To this end I emerged from the barn as 

usual and headed for the horse trough, but now I 

was minus the modestly positioned canvas sacking 

and, apart from the green velour hat, as naked as the 

day I was born.

It was close on mid-day when I saw her cross the 

yard with her pail. As she entered the barn she 

threw me a quick upward glance. Had there been a 

weakening in that glance?  Climbing down the 

ladder, I felt the warm stirrings of arousal - the 

arousal of the hunter closing in for the kill. She was 

scooping at the grain sack by the time I followed 

her in.

‘Hello Siobhan’

‘Hello yerself.’
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I moved close and saw her tense, and I could smell 

that soft fragrance of her skin - sweet soap and cool 

mountain water - and the fires of desire rose within 

me.  She scooped at another handful of grain and I 

grabbed her arm. She glanced at me in wide-eyed 

alarm as I spoke.

‘Would ye stop that goddamned scoopin’ a minute, 

Siobhan! Stop puttin’ on this great pretence o’ yours 

and listen! Stop this bloody hidin’ from the world, 

for there is a real-world out there - believe me! 

Some of it be bad, admittedly, but much of it be 

beautiful and good.’

My God, I was laying it on thickly now, but this 

woman was inspiring me as never before. And then 

I saw that strange fear rise in those beautiful eyes 

again.

‘Don’t think that I don’t understand Siobhan, for I 

do. You fear men because all you have ever known 
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are brutish selfish men. Men with no tenderness in 

their souls. Men who don’t know how to treat a 

woman. But there is more to men than brutality and 

lack of feelings. The right ones can carry a woman 

to the stars, sailing on the wind - wild and free, and 

believin’ she will live forever. But it is only men 

with tenderness and lovin’ in their hearts can rightly 

do that. I don’t believe ye have ever met such men 

Siobhan, but they exist, just you believe me now. 

These men ye live with aren’t kin, I know; they are 

pigs, livin’ in a sty, the only sty they know, a sty 

called self. They are using ye Siobhan! They care 

not a whit about ye, or yer dreams, or who ye really 

are. They will destroy you like they did yer mother. 

Oh yes Siobhan, I know the whole sorry story. Be 

yerself! Stand up, full height, and shout - shout it to 

the world - loud and clear and proud and unafraid: I 

am ME - SIOBHAN SHAUNESSEY!  And I wants 

to be FREE! Free to spread me wings, to shed me 

shackles, to feed the hungers that gnaw at me soul’
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I loosened my grip upon her arm then and drew 

back, for her eyes were suddenly moist and there 

was a desperate vulnerability in them like the eyes 

of a motherless fawn. And as I gazed into them that 

vulnerability touched me in a way I had never 

experienced before. And for all my practised sweet-

talking ways, I was confused by what I had said just 

then. I had said things I never knew were in me. 

Unable to think of anything else to say or do, I fell 

silent.

She glanced into my eyes and moved to the door

. 

‘Ye know tinker, it’s a funny oul’ thing now, but I 

never did learn yer name.’

‘It’s Toby,’ I said.

‘Toby!’ she said, and she was smiling now. I had 

never seen her smile before, and if that was at all 

possible, it increased her beauty a hundred-fold.
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‘I don’t know if I’m believin’ ye,’ she said, ‘but 

that’s a daft name now, for a man to be havin’. 

Toby! And no doubt yer other name will be Jug? 

Yes, that will be it sure - Toby Jug!’

She was still smiling, her hand poised on the latch 

of the barn door. ‘Sure, it’s fond of the baths ye are, 

Toby Jug. One every day, would ye believe? 

There’s not many men in these parts will be seein’ 

that number o’ baths in a year.’

‘So ye have been watchin’ now, have ye?’

‘And fine ye know it, Toby Jug. Sure, a woman has 

her curiosity now.’

‘And what about her hungers, Siobhan?’

The pale blue eyes flickered and flamed. ‘It’s 

Saturday again, if ye aren’t already knowin’ it, the 
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night o’ the ceilidh dance. Perhaps ye might likes to 

be takin’ me now?’

And she closed the door behind her.

As I said before, news sure travels fast in country 

places, and as myself and Siobhan Shaunessey 

walked down the old dirt road they already knew in 

the village that we were coming. And it wasn’t 

happy about it they were either - not happy at all. 

And the reasons were age-old, deep rooted ones, 

tribal, having to do with human resentments and 

envy, with social positions and pecking orders. And 

now, goddammit,  had Siobhan Shaunessey not 

suddenly upset the order of things, upset the set-in-

concrete community code?

As many of us know, all human communities and 

their relationships are shackled and imprisoned by 

unspoken codes, unspoken restrictions, whether 
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they be physical, moral, spiritual or whatever. And 

while Siobhan Shaunessey had been subjected to ill-

treatment in that remote cottage beyond the 

headlands, she had fallen within the bounds of the 

community code, had fallen within the rigid order 

of thing -, and all was just fine. There was nothing 

you could do about it. She was but merely a fellow 

sufferer and, as such, could be permitted furtive 

whispers of sympathy - at the very most - her 

community sisters in particular would see to it that 

she would be permitted no more. An unfair share of 

beauty was against her there.

But now, bejaysus, Siobhan Shaunessey had done 

what each and every one of them had dreamed, 

lifelong, of doing but had never found the courage 

or the key: Siobhan Shaunessey had broken the 

code, had shed her shackles and risen above ‘her 

place’, and in the process she had become the target 

of frail human envy and a growing animosity. Yes, 

suddenly, Siobhan Shaunessey was all that was bad. 
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In my travels, I had seen parallel situations so many 

times before, in communities around the world.

‘For sure, Siobhan Shaunessey is comin’ to the 

dance! And with a tinker, would ye believe!?’ was 

the screeching chant. ‘That stuck up bitch, Siobhan 

Shaunessey, is comin’ to the dance!’

They couldn’t believe it, simply couldn’t believe it. 

A growling mob of them was gathered around the 

door of Sean Kelly’s Stores as we hit the edge of 

the village, watching and murmuring side-long 

murmurs, seeing an unfamiliar Siobhan Shaunessey; 

seeing it in the new way she walked - straight and 

proud and with no longer fear or hint of guilt in it. 

And the resentment simmered.

As was the prevailing country custom of the times, 

prior to the commencement of a ceilidh dance, the 

women would usually gather separately from the 

men, to catch up with the gossip, while the men 
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themselves would head for the nearest source of 

liquor, jugging up in order to boost their 

confidences, their passions and their aggressions.

Arriving at the edge of the mob, Siobhan stopped 

and grabbed my arm. ‘Toby Jug,’ she declared, ‘ye 

be takin’ ye in there to Sean Kelly’s and be havin’ 

ye some porter sure, and I’ll be seein’ ye in the 

hall.’ So declaring she strode off, defiantly tossing 

her wild black hair in the evening breeze and 

apparently oblivious to the murmuring of the crowd, 

increasing its hostility.

‘Oh! The brazen hussy!’

‘No shame to her! No shame at all!’

I was aware of the hostility myself, especially 

among the younger men, as I pushed to the 

makeshift bar at the rear of Kelly’s Store. There was 

an expectant gleam in Sean’s eye. It was obvious 
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that he was enjoying it all tremendously, was 

anticipating something scandalous  to talk about for 

years to come.

‘Ah well, sure,’ he beamed, ‘if it isn’t me bold 

tinker lad! What is it ye will be after havin’ now?’

I was halfway through my drink and hearing the 

hostile growling around me, when I became aware 

of the crowd to my right melting away and the place 

falling silent - an expectant electric silence. 

Turning, I saw Con Shaunessey,  large and brutal, 

with murder in his mean little eyes. He was well 

drunk and swaying on his feet.

‘Tinker!’ he snarled, ‘It’s meself is goin’ to be 

tearin’ yer black heart out.’

‘Is that so now?’ I replied and continued to drink.
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‘TINKER!!’ he bellowed with rage. ‘Just ye be 

lookin’ at me when I’m talkin’ to ye! I’m goin’ to 

kill ye, but first I’m goin’to be tearin’ off them hot 

balls o’ yours!’

I casually laid my glass on the bar top and turned 

towards him. ‘Sure now, ye be doin’ just that.’ 

My grin, being the very widest in my repertoire, 

showed Con Shaunessey my gums as well as my 

teeth, and told him, once and for all, that I wasn’t a 

good dog at all but, most decidedly, a bad dog - a 

very bad dog indeed.

His dulled responses ignored the warning signals 

and he bellowed again, swinging a ham of a fist at 

my head. I dodged it easily and rifled my own fist 

hard into his face. He staggered backwards, blood 

showing at the side of his mouth, his own 

momentum carrying his huge bulk crashing against 

the flimsy rear wall. Fighting to remain on his feet, 
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his flailing arm knocked a faded old photograph 

from its fixing. His legs buckling then, he gazed at 

me vacantly, from an undignified sitting position on 

the floor, and through the dust cloud that was by 

now rising around him.

I moved towards him. ‘If there’s any killin’ to be 

done around here, then ye will be the one who will 

be doin’ the dying. I have fought many a man in me 

day. None have I feared, and you, Con Shaunessey, 

is no exception. I should be askin’ ye out to the 

open road to finish this off, but I don’t fight drunk 

men, unless I am forced into it. And to be honest 

with ye, ye aren’t worth the trouble. You are a 

bully, Shaunessey, I have met yer kind before. And 

like all bullies, when it comes to the bit, ye aren’t 

worth that!’ I snapped my fingers to show what was 

meant by ‘that’, displayed my teeth some more and 

returned to the bar. The silence around me was 

thick, tangible. Human breathing, it would appear, 

had ceased to exist.
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I grabbed my empty glass and asked Sean Kelly to, 

‘fill her up.’

The music for the dancing was catered for by an 

accordionist, a fiddler and a tin whistler, and of a 

very high order they were too - I had to give them 

that. The dances themselves were mainly jigs and 

reels, not at all like the new-fangled quicksteps and 

foxtrots I had found them dancing in the big cities. 

And this was a great pity, I thought, since few of the 

Irish dances allowed you real close to your woman, 

enough as would allow you to pull her tight against 

you, but in any event, at every excuse, I did just that 

and Siobhan would readily respond, warm and ripe 

and yielding. And I could see the joy of a newfound 

freedom, of a newly released spirit, reflected in her 

eyes - sparkles of amber and blue.
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And I could see also that she was totally oblivious 

to the catty glances of the women around her, and to 

the bitchy remarks. Dear oh dear, I thought, 

Siobhan Shaunessey’s daily hardships and past 

persecution had been suddenly and completely 

forgotten, and her sad hermit existence smugly 

attributed now to pride and conceited aloofness.

‘So the stuck-up bitch has condescended to come to 

the dance!’

‘The brazen hussy! Would ye look at her now, 

pressin’ herself against the tinker!’

‘Bloody hypocrite! A regular chapel goer too!’

‘Always said she was no good!’

‘And the high-falutin’ airs and graces we was 

havin’ to be puttin’ up with!’
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‘Huh! The best she could get though, is an oul’, no-

good tinker!’

‘Good enough for the likes o’ her - the effin’ bitch!’

A wild reel brought us together. The togetherness, 

by the strict dictates of the dance, was meant to be 

brief but I clung on and held her close and we spun 

as one, in the middle of the floor, the epicentre of a 

blurred and spinning vortex of pink perspiring 

hostile faces. Everything was a spinning blur - the 

faces, the music, the white-painted timber walls, our 

emotions, our thoughts, our very souls, careering 

out of control it seemed, towards a blurred and 

spinning destiny.

‘Ye troubled me when first I saw ye Siobhan, for I 

hate to see waste,’ I found myself saying.
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‘And how was I troublin’ ye Toby Jug, I’m 

wonderin’? What is it ye be meanin’ by waste 

now?’

‘The waste o’ beauty, Siobhan. Such beauty as 

yours goin’ to waste: Many’s a flower is born to 

blush unseen and waste its beauty on the desert air - 

that be the kind o’ waste I mean.

‘Oh, poetry now is it? I’m impressed!’

‘Not me own words, Siobhan. Just repeatin’ what I 

once heard. It’s from the words o’ a famous fellow 

called Willie Shakespoke.’

Siobhan threw her head back and laughed 

ecstatically. ‘Shakespeare! William Shakespeare ye 

eejit! Have ye no education at all?’

Her expression turned serious.
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‘Other men’s words,’ she said softly, falling 

momentarily silent. ‘Other men’s words are second-

hand words, unfelt, unmeant words. Perhaps that’s 

what ye be all about Toby Jug - other men’s words. 

That’s what troubles me about you. Oh, to be sure, 

there be bits in ye that I likes, and ye be the best 

thing that’s happened in me recent life, I’ll give ye 

that, and I’ll always be grateful to ye for it. But at 

the end o’ the day, it’s all just a game with ye. Oh, 

I’m not stupid Toby Jug, I knows the way it is with 

ye. Ye feeds yer desires on any poor woman who 

crosses yer path or takes yer fancy. And havin’ 

claimed and devoured her ye sniffs at the wind and 

moves on. Along with the good, there be much in ye 

that is evil sure. Oh yes, I can see beyond the 

laughter in yer eyes Toby Jug. Yes, any words to 

suit the occasion - other men’s words.’

A sad shadow clouded her expression and I pulled 

her more tightly against me.
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‘I have words o’ me own too Siobhan, words that I 

truthfully mean for special people. Only, I haven’t 

the way o’ putting’ them together is all.’

The drink and the wild dancing, and many other 

things, were confusing my mind. Most of all 

though, it was the glorious closeness of this 

beautiful woman, the warm sensuous vibrations 

emanating from her, that were inexorably knocking 

me off  balance. Me, who had so always been in 

control, who had always known exactly what I was 

doing and exactly where I was at.

‘Perhaps ye are right Siobhan,’ I said, ‘I won’t deny 

the evil that be in me, or that I have used women, or 

men too for that matter, for me own evil ends. But 

with you it is different. A thousand times I could 

see ye, and a thousand times ye would steal me 

heart away.’
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The sad shadows remained in her eyes. ‘Oh, ye are 

all sweet talk, Toby Jug. Sweet words that mean 

nothin’ - mean nothin’ at all.’

‘They mean nothin’ Siobhan, only if nothin’ is 

meant by them.’

Her pale blue eyes gazed into mine, anxious and 

uncertain, and then they melted, and she slumped 

into my arms, pressing against the raging fires that 

were flaming within me.

Several dances later,  and the dancers drifting back 

to the walls of the hall, I offered her my arm. ‘I’m 

takin’ ye home, Siobhan.’ I said, and we began to 

move towards the entrance door. Almost 

immediately, a red faced and wild-eyed elderly man 

moved in front of us, blocking our way. He was 

clutching a set of bagpipes under his arm.

‘Yer  blocking our way, mister,’ I smiled.
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‘They tells me ye are the tinker works at the 

Shaunessey place.’

I continued smiling but didn’t respond.

‘Sean Kelly tells me ye can play the fiddle. The 

best, by far, that he has ever heard.’

Perspiration was beginning to well on the stranger’s 

temples. ‘And Sean tells me that ye claims to also 

play the pipes’ The stranger now wiped at the sweat 

running down his face, ‘And that ye can play the 

pipes as well as ye can play the fiddle . . .  and by 

that reckoning, ye must surely be  claiming to be the 

best at the pipes as well’.

I continued to smile patiently, and the piper moved 

a step closer.
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‘I am Miley O’Braggan, tinker, and they say I am 

the best piper in all o’ Ireland.  And I am mighty 

proud o’ that. It is important to me. So I have to 

know tinker. I has to hear ye play! I’m sure ye will 

understand.’

Normally, I would have walked away from a 

situation like this, but I could see no intended 

rudeness or aggression in the old piper’s face - only 

desperation. I took the pipes he was now handing  

me and moved to the centre of the dance floor.

Having filled the bag and started the pipes, I raised 

my hand to the drones, twisting them as I fine-

tuned.

Shocked,  the piper told me the pipes had already 

been tuned - by himself personally - and, as such, 

required no further tuning, to which I replied that I 

had my own way of tuning; ‘A way that is lost to 

folks nowadays, being the way of the early pipers - 

the pipers to the ancient Celtic kings of Erin.’
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Beginning to play, I could see the expressions on 

the faces of the dancers arrayed along the walls of 

the hall, faces determined to continue conveying 

hostility. The first tune was a waltz, the notes being 

slow and mellow, becoming progressively ethereal 

and lilting.

The expressions on the faces changed then, 

becoming increasingly enchanted. En- masse, as if 

mesmerised by the pull of what was proving to be 

unusual pipe music, the faces’ owners began to rise 

to their feet,  pairing off and moving onto the dance 

floor. Trance-like, they began to dance, ecstatically 

gliding and whirling around the hall. The dance 

eventually and imperceptibly changed from a waltz 

to an Irish jig, the tempo of the music intensifying. 

The expressions on the dancers’ faces became more 

animated - more ecstatic. There was now wild 

laughter, the dancers beginning to perspire  with 

their physical exertions. Again the dance began to 
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imperceptibly change, the jig becoming a reel, the 

movements of the dancers increasing even further, 

their faces becoming a blur. After a while, 

exhaustion began to set in, but finding themselves 

unable to stop,  the dancers’ expressions were 

changing from ecstatic joy to  concern. As the 

tempo of the dance increased further still, more 

couples began to stumble and fall - fall hard. Those 

couples still on their feet, began to shout in rising 

fear, screaming at me now to stop. But I too found 

myself in a trance, awed by the strange music I was 

creating and enjoying the plight of the dancers. 

Deep down, I realised I was fuelling an old anger, 

an anger not directed at individuals but at mankind 

in general. Enjoying the power I was experiencing, I 

was gearing up to increase the tempo of the dancing 

even further, when I became aware of  Siobhan’s 

horrified voice beside me.

‘For God’s sake, Toby Jug! Stop it! Stop it! For 

pity’s sake, man, stop it!’
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Grabbing the pipes, Siobhan returned them to the 

old piper, hooked her arm into mine and lead me to 

the exit door, passing the exhausted and perspiring 

wild-eyed dancers sprawled on the floor and 

clinging to the walls. As we departed, I heard the  

voice  behind me, and I glanced round.

‘Tinker! Tinker!’ The old piper’s voice was a croak. 

He raised his hand then to his temple and flicked it 

forward towards me in silent salute.

A cold sharpness had crept into the wind by the 

time events in the dance hall had ended, pushing 

Siobhan close in against me as we walked along the 

village road. Racing black clouds were 

intermittently smothering the face of the full moon 

and apart from the occasional squares of yellow 
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light projected by the cottage windows, the village 

was in darkness.

Siobhan spoke; ‘That was some mighty pipe 

playing back there, Toby Jug. Never has I heard its 

like. These poor folks were under some strange 

spell, mesmerised by it. It was as if some 

unspeakable power in the music was pullin’ at 

them. I don’t know if ye realised it, but if I hadn’t 

stopped ye, some o’ them could have died with the 

exhaustion. If ye did realise it, it was very evil o’ 

ye. But I am prepared to give ye the benefit o’ the 

doubt, Toby Jug.’

‘I noticed though, that yerself was under no spell, 

Siobhan.’

‘Yes, I noticed that meself. Only meself and  the old 

piper seemed free o’ the spell, seeming to remain in 

control o’ ourselves. I thought that rather strange.’
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There was a silence before Siobhan spoke again. ‘I 

think there’s someone followin’ us Toby Jug.’

‘Yes, three o’ them,’ I replied. ‘Don’t look around.’

‘I don’t like it. I have a bad feelin’ about it.’

‘When we reach the lane at the end o’ the village 

Siobhan, I will be leavin’ ye. Don’t be askin’ me 

any questions. I just want ye to keep goin’, and keep 

on goin’ until ye get home.’

‘There’s goin’ to be trouble Toby Jug. I can feel it 

in me bones.’ There was deep anxiety in her voice. 

‘And I’m no leavin’ ye. I want to be with ye - to 

help.’

‘Ye will be helpin’ sure, only if ye do as I ask. I 

can’t be havin’ the distraction o’ worryin’ about 

ye.’
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‘It’s Con, Toby Jug, I just knows it’s Con.’

‘No doubt it is, Siobhan. I suppose it just had to be.’

‘Oh Jaysus, he will kill ye sure! I’m stayin’ with ye. 

I will reason with him, so I will.’

‘There’s no reasonin’ with the likes o’ Con, 

Siobhan. Ye know that. It had to come to this and 

there’s no escapin’ it.’

We had reached the lane and Siobhan made to 

speak, but I stopped her short.

‘Do as I say Siobhan! The more time I stand here 

arguein’ with ye, the more danger ye put me in. 

Don’t ye go worryin’ about me none. Sure, I’m no 

stranger to trouble. I’ve been around a whiles and 

have learned to take care of meself. And aren’t they 

always tellin’ us that the Devil looks after his own?’
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A sudden gust of wind put a rustle in unseen trees at 

that moment and Siobhan shivered, a wide 

expression appearing in her eyes.

‘Dear Jaysus, don’t say that Toby Jug! Don’t say 

that!’

I smiled at her in the darkness. ‘Be goin’ woman, 

for God’s sakes!’

She glanced at me anxiously for a second and 

kissed my lips. The kiss was moist and warm and I 

smelled again that sweet fragrance of her skin that I 

liked so much, the fragrance of scented soap and 

cool mountain water, and I felt a surge of renewed 

strength.

‘I’ll be waitin’ for ye, Toby Jug,’ she whispered, 

and was gone, into the darkness of the moor and the 

old dirt road.
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The lane turned off at right angles, towards the rear 

of Sean Kelly’s Stores, ending in the dead end that I 

knew perfectly well that it did. I was sitting on a 

barrel waiting for them, under the lantern swinging 

over Sean Kelly’s back door, as they emerged 

around the corner. There was Con, his brother 

Joseph and a huge brute of a fellow. They were 

carrying wooden clubs and stopped a few yards 

short of me, confident and leering.

‘Well, well,’ I said. ‘If it isn’t Con Shaunessey now. 

Strange how eejits like yerself never learn.’

I remained seated on that old barrel, calm as you 

please, swinging my legs as if I didn’t have a worry 

in the world. I was grinning my bad dog grin at 

them, knowing they were seeing the glint of my 

teeth from the lantern above my head, as I had 

planned they would, and the evil blue flash of the 

switch-blade knife in my hand. And I could see that 
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all of this was beginning to disturb them a bit, their 

leers becoming distinctly less convincing.

Joseph glanced anxiously, side-long, at the other 

two and I decided that he was the one I had the least 

to worry about. Con, although he was several inches 

shorter than the Brute, was the one I would be 

having to watch, for there is something much more 

dangerous in a fighting man than sheer physical 

strength, and that is gut hate - the hate Con had for 

me.

Still grinning, I eased casually off the barrel and 

stood wide legged in the dirt in a low crouching 

stance. The knife in my hand was held with the 

blade pointing upward, in the classic, ripping, knife 

fighting manner and my mind flashed briefly back 

to my spell on the ships, to dark nights in distant 

waterfronts, to dangerous and violent men and 

countless black brawls, to a trail of mauled and 

dying strangers - a terrible apprenticeship that had 
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taught me well, that had given me a reputation and 

had made me feared in ports around the world, and 

had stood me in good stead ever since. A wild and 

familiar excitement gripped me.

‘Well, well now,’ I said. ‘this should be the most 

darlin’ wee party ye ever did see.’

The three of them had fanned out across the twelve 

feet width of the lane, and as they advanced towards 

me I could see no trace now of the leers, only a 

desperate fire in their eyes.

Still blind drunk,  Con couldn’t wait to be getting at 

me and swung his club too soon. I swayed back, 

grabbed the shaft and pulled, using Con’s own 

momentum to send him sprawling over the barrel 

behind me. At the same instant, the Brute’s club 

was whistling through the air towards my head. 

Again, I swayed aside and it thumped the dirt at my 

feet, bending him forwards, and I heard the dull 
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sickening crunch as the full force of my boot caught 

him in the mouth and he reeled back bellowing with 

pain. Joseph, seemingly mesmerised by the speed 

and direction of events, stood motionless, his club 

still held above his head. I jabbed at him with the 

knife, herding him towards his  brother behind me. I 

jabbed again and he stumbled into the rising Con, 

placing them both in fallen disarray at the dead end 

of the lane. Glancing round again, I saw the Brute 

begin to stagger to his feet, blood and dark gaps 

showing in his mouth.

You will perhaps be thinking it was a crazy thing I 

was doing, surrounding myself as I had, but it was 

just exactly what I was wanting; the fellow behind 

you gets false confidence, believing he has an 

advantage that will allow him to take you. But if 

you are smart and quick, it is you in fact, who can 

use that false confidence to take him.
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Con was back on his feet and coming at me again, 

his club swinging wildly. This time I wasn’t quick 

enough and a dull pain shot through my shoulder 

sending me to my knees. Con followed up his 

advantage, aiming a kick at my head. I dodged and 

sliced his shin with the knife. He yelped and I 

sprang to my feet, lunging the blade towards his 

mid riff. He leapt back and fell over Joseph and the 

barrel again.

I could hear the laboured breathing of the advancing 

Brute behind me and I sensed his raised club, but I 

was already crouching, jumping sideways and 

pirouetting, all in one movement, like some 

primitive dancer. The knife at the end of my 

extended arm followed me around in a wide arc, a 

deadly flashing blur as I continued to spin in a 

complete circle, returning to where I had started, 

facing the Shaunesseys. As the Brute vanished from 

my line of vision I saw the red line appear on his 

white shirt front, where it bulged over his stomach. 
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Con was again back on his feet but seemed to be in 

less of a hurry to be getting at me now. Joseph was 

gaping at the Brute. Glancing at the latter, I saw the 

scarlet apron spreading over his hands which were 

clutching his stomach. Joseph had decided he didn’t 

like the way things were going, not one little bit. 

Dropping his club, he darted past me in terror. I 

helped him on his way with a deep slash of the 

blade across his backside, and he vanished down the 

lane, squealing like a pig and clutching his buttocks.

The Brute, meantime, had slumped in a sitting 

position against Sean Kelly’s wall, gazing in pale 

faced horror at the blood oozing through his fingers 

and spilling onto his lap. He began to bawl for a 

priest.

Con’s furious bellow made me glance round. He 

was rushing towards me yet again, but it wasn’t fear 

or gut hate but desperation that was driving him 

now. He swung his club wildly, missed by a country 
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mile, and it crashed against the wall, splintering and 

leaving him clutching a jagged stump of wood. He 

saw the bad dog grin on my face and he saw the 

knife flashing in my hand, and he backed away in 

terror.

‘Well Con, looks like it’s just meself and yerself 

that be left now. Looks like time has run out for oul’ 

Con Shaunessey.’

I tightened my grip upon the knife and advanced, 

and I heard him fart as he tried to dash past me in a  

desperate bid for freedom. I stuck out my foot and 

he fell headlong on his face in the dirt, and I was 

upon him like an enraged tiger, forcing his arm up 

his back and pressing the knife to his throat, denting 

the skin. And I was increasingly breathless with 

bloodlust and exhilaration, the exhilaration of the 

predator astride its doomed and squealing victim - a 

primeval exhilaration which, at moments like these, 

I couldn’t control or in truth understand. Someone 
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had once said ‘for every animal there is an animal 

born to kill it’. Perhaps that had something to do 

with things.  Whatever it was, astride the bully that 

was Con Shaunessey now, I sensed the press of time 

and the creak of my own mortality as I increased the 

pressure on the knife, savouring the terror in his 

bulging eyes before the final, fatal . . . 

‘Holy Mary, Mother o’ God!!’

The voice was a horrified croak, and I looked up 

and saw the expression on Sean Kelly’s face in the 

open doorway.

‘Holy Mary! Is it Hell itself I’m witnessin’ here?’ 

Sean Kelly crossed himself.

The spell was broken. I felt the savagery die in my 

chest, and the wild pounding eased in my head as I 

dropped the knife and forced Con Shaunessey’s arm 

higher up his back, the sharp chilling crack of 
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breaking bone echoing along the silent walls of the 

lane. As I rose to my feet, Con groaned and passed 

out.

‘Aw bejaysus tinker! Is it a mortal man ye be at all, 

or is ye Lucifer himself?’

Sean’s complexion had paled and the look he gave 

me put a cold shiver through me. He shrank back 

into the doorway and as he closed it behind him his 

gasping words were hardly audible.

‘Who are ye, tinker? Where are ye from at all?  

Holy Mary, who are ye?’

He didn’t wait for a reply. I gazed at the cracked 

paint of the closed door and felt that cold shiver run 

through me again. No man should be capable of 

putting such horror in a fellow mortal as I had just 

seen in Sean Kelly’s eyes.
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‘Who am I? Where am I from?’  I asked myself. 

‘Ye know something, Sean Kelly, I don’t think I 

could rightly be tellin’ ye now.’

A creaking above my head made me glance up. The 

wind of earlier was imperceptibly rising, blowing 

the overhead lantern to and fro on its rusted chain 

fixing, its canopy of shadow rising and falling, 

washing the surface of the walls.

And I glanced down the lane to the edge of the 

village, into the night, and I heard those whisperings 

again, stronger than ever. That something was 

calling me from the very edge of the darkness, and 

my skin crawled again, for it was something 

decidedly malevolent and evil. And Sean Kelly’s 

words rang in my ears.

‘ . . . where are ye from at all . . . who are ye tinker . 

. . is ye Lucifer himself?’

Beyond the Headlands 

121

I stepped over the broken men in the dirt and 

slipped into the night.
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Chapter 5

The emaciated woman adjusts the ragged shawl 

that  wraps the days-old child in her arms. In her 

haste, and despite her physical weakness,  she 

periodically quickens her step in the darkness of the 

night, her bare feet immune to the ruts and stones of 

the dirt road. ‘Oh, my wee darling,’ she laments, 

‘what’s in the future for ye? Who will look after ye 

like only your mammy could? But yer mammy is 

dyin’ my wee lamb. Soon I’ll no be here.’ She again 

readjusts the shawl. ‘Who will teach ye the story of 

our people, the story of the ancient Clan Coolin - 

the children of Coolin . Ye are so privileged, my 

wee darlin’ being descended from Coolin, a distant 

king of old Ireland. But who is going to teach ye all 

that - teach ye, our story?’ Sobbing briefly, the 

emaciated woman quickens her step again. ‘But our 

clan are all dead, my wee lamb, taken by the big 

disease - wiped out by the tuberculosis. And yer 
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mammy too is on her way out and her milk 

contaminated. I am so hopeful that ye will be 

immune and survive, my wee darlin’, but ye will be 

the only descendent of Coolin left in Scotland. 

There are some descendants still in Ireland, my wee 

darling, but not in Scotland. Ye will be the last one.’

Stumbling briefly, the emaciated woman sobs again. 

‘I have found a clan of travellin’ people who have a 

spare canvas shelter and will take us in. They aren’t 

far along the road now. Soon we will be there, my 

wee darling. But they aren’t of Clan Coolin. They is 

a different clan. They won’t be able to tell you 

anything about yer story - the story of clan Coolin - 

about the ‘powers’ with which every third son of a 

third son like yerself are destined to be blessed. 

Some are given the ‘power’ o’ the Second Sight, 

and some the ‘power’ of The Music, which is the 

‘power’ that is to be yours, my wee darlin.’
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The emaciated woman sobs again, more bitterly. 

‘Nor will the clan we is heading for be able to warn 

ye either, my wee darlin’, warn ye about  the 

dangers attached to havin’ the ‘powers’, for they 

know not about the demons called The Myths, 

descendants of an  ancient Gaelic clan from The 

Land of Myth. These demons, my wee darlin’ are 

the deadly enemies of our clan Coolin, coveting our 

‘powers’ of the Second Sight, and of  The Music. 

And to get these ‘ powers’ for themselves, these 

demons will hunt ye down and lure you into their 

Land of Myth, when they will steal yer ‘ powers’,  

and then yer mortality, turnin’ ye into one o’ them -  

turnin’ ye into a demon o’ Myth. Havin’ stolen yer 

‘powers’, my wee darlin’, the demons become 

mortal and break free from the restraints of Myth. 

And with this round of possession and dispossession 

of the ‘powers’, many will pass their days, 

alternatin’ between the states of myth and of  

reality.’



Iain Ferguson

126

Lightning flashes at this point, and the wide-eyed 

child glances up and momentarily sees his mother’s 

face in the silvery light - a pale skinned face, 

framed by cascading coal black hair, a face with 

pale blue eyes, a strong bone structure and a subtly 

curved nose of wild beauty! . . . 

. . . Having arrived back from the ceilidh dance and 

the fight in Sean Kell’s back alley, I was now on the 

straw bed,  lying naked in the semi-darkness of the 

barn loft, gazing at the ceiling and contemplating 

the dream from which I had just emerged

.

With each of the many periodic dreams and 

nightmares to which I was subject, I learned a little 

bit more about the mystery that was my existence. 

And as a result of this latest dream, I felt a surge of 

uncustomary reassurance and happiness. While still 

a child, evil people would constantly taunt me that 

my mother never loved me, had given me away. 
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And I now knew that to be untrue. And then there 

had been the face in the dream, the face of my 

mother lit up by the lightning flash, which image 

had wakened me, dragging me away from the 

dream, in awe, because that face had the identical  

cut of Siobhan - the same dark Celtic beauty. And I 

knew then why I had thought I had seen her before - 

for she was of the same clan and people as myself. 

She too was a descendant of Coolin!

My mind racing, I didn’t hear a sound. It was the 

sudden cool caress of night wind on my skin made 

me realise that the barn door had opened, and I 

glanced around to see Siobhan framed in the 

opening. A gap had appeared in the clouds and a 

huge full moon behind her threw her into silhouette, 

her light transparent nightdress wafting in rhythm 

with her billowing hair. As she moved across the 

dirt floor, the nightdress fell at her feet, and I could 

see the darkness of her nipples and the black 
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triangle of her crotch against the shadowy paleness 

of her skin.

As she climbed the loft ladder towards me the 

moonbeams followed her in, silvering the soft 

hollow of her back and the full roundness of her 

buttocks and thighs, and I was finding it 

increasingly more difficult to breathe. She crawled 

along the straw and knelt at my feet, her hair 

hanging wild and loose around her shoulders, hiding 

her face in its shadow. When she spoke her voice 

was thick and husky.

‘I have come to ye, Toby Jug. I have come to ye.’

We gazed at each other in silence, across the  silver-

edged shaft between us, and time stood still. She 

leant forward now and kissed my feet . . . and then 

my shins . . . and then my thighs . . . and moved 

slowly upward, softly kissing as she went, her short 

sharp breath washing over me and setting me 
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ablaze, and I lay there, unmoving and beginning to 

sweat, and she was over me, her face above mine. I 

could see the glint in her eyes now and the wild 

rage of pale blue hunger, and there was a 

breathlessness, an urgency, sliding into her voice.

‘Take me, Toby Jug! Take me! Take me!’

She rolled onto her back, pulling me over her, and I 

could smell again that wild and wonderful  

fragrance, the fragrance of sweet soap and cool

mountain water that defined her, and we were 

wildly kissing and caressing, and we were awash 

with sweat. My senses were in turmoil and I  was 

gripped now in her moist warmth and our 

movements became urgent and savage. The barn 

began to float and to spin, spiralling with increasing 

speed towards a distant state of ecstasy - towards a 

moment that should never end.
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Her scream was shrill and piercing, and wild and 

abandoned - liberated and exultant. It swelled and 

filled the barn, drifting up to the rafters and through 

the thatch and on up to the stars - engulfing the 

night. A scream the night had known since the dawn 

of man and the mating of the first she wolf.

How many times we repeated that joyous union I 

couldn’t rightly tell, until we lay side by side, spent 

and soaked in each other’s sweat in fitful sleep.

It was close on an hour later when she spoke.

‘Toby Jug,’ she said. ‘it’s words, sure, that is 

useless to be expressin’ me feelins’ o’ this night, 

and I won’t be attemptin’ it, but I must tell ye this 

before ye go. Yer work here is done, and I 

remember ye tellin’ me that ye always arrives at a 

new place with the dawn, and that it is always with 

the dawn also that ye be leavin’. Well, sure now, 

there be only a couple o’ hours until the next dawn 
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and I should be tellin’ ye that I’m intendin’ that it 

be the last I see in this place meself. I am tellin’ ye 

this because I would like to be goin’ with ye, to 

wherever that may be. I has no illusions about the 

kind o’ man ye is Toby Jug, no illusions at all. 

There be much in you that is good sure, but mostly 

ye is a terrible mess o’ evil, and ye likes to be 

travellin’ alone. But I can’t but admit to some fatal 

attraction to ye. Ye has an evil and a terrible beauty 

Toby Jug, and it is my great desire to be travellin’ 

with ye - although there have been times when I 

have wondered if ye really exists at all, or if ye is 

only a figment o’ the imagination - a spirit or a 

ghost passin’ through. Anyway, ye has a couple o’ 

hours to be thinkin’ it over. But whatever happens 

Toby Jug, it’s thankin’ ye I am, from the bottom o’ 

me heart, and I’ll never ever be forgettin’ ye.’

She rose to her knees and gazed down into my face 

in the darkness. ‘Be thinkin’ it over Toby Jug, and 

with the dawn it’s from me window I’ll be lookin’, 
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lookin’ for that silly oul’ green hat on the gatepost, 

and I’ll be knowin’ yer answer.’

She bent down and softly kissed me then, and 

crawled along the straw to the ladder. I watched her 

cross the dirt floor and pick up her nightdress.

And then she was gone.

I gazed into the darkness above me, my mind in 

utter confusion, trying to put some sense to the 

jumbled thoughts that nudged, one upon the other. 

And I heard the low rumble of thunder in the 

mountains, somewhere down the valley.

‘Strange!’ I thought, I hadn’t uttered one single 

word the whole time she had been with me. I had 

come to this place for the prime purpose of taking 

this woman, but it was she in fact who had called 

the tune. It was she who had taken me. Me - who 

had such a way with women, teasing and 
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manipulating them until they didn’t know whether 

they were coming or going and would be finding 

their drawers at their ankles before they knew what 

the hell was going on.

And thinking about these women again, I 

remembered them constantly ranting on about this 

vague thing they called ‘love’.  And when I would 

tell them that what I was doing was loving them, 

they would reply that it was only animal lusting 

with me, not loving, and that lusting came a long 

ways down the scale of feelings - well below 

loving. I could never understand what they were 

getting so steamed up about, since they always 

seemed to me to be enjoying themselves as much as 

I was myself. Anyway, the way I looked at it, if it 

was animal lusting, then I enjoyed animal lusting 

more than anything on earth, so animal lusting was 

good enough for me.
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My thoughts returned to Siobhan. I could still feel 

her sweat on my body, and her fragrance and the 

scent  of her sexuality still hung in the air. And I 

realised that she had taught me something new, and 

that perhaps that something had to do with what 

these other women had been talking about.

It must have been another hour that I lay there in the 

loft, fighting to fit the crazy jig-saw pieces in my 

mind. And then I heard the demonic whisperings 

again, rustling in the grasses of the boglands, an 

impatient agitated rustling, unusually close at hand, 

closer than they had ever been before, so close that I 

fancied I could hear breathing and the shuffling of 

feet - or was it hooves! And I had now learned who 

they were - the demons from the ancient Gaelic 

Land of Myth.

And if they were from the Land of Myth did it mean 

that they didn’t really exist.  I had never in my life 

seen physical evidence of them - had only ever 
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heard them. Did that mean they were only in my 

imagination? But all these thoughts,  and that latter 

possibility, only added to my confusion. And for the 

first time in my adult life, I felt afraid.

And the thunder clapped again, closer and louder 

this time, and I could feel the oppressive heat of an 

electric storm in the air, making me restless, and 

that urge that controls me made me rise. I found 

myself dressing and moving to the barn door where 

I gazed into the night and could see it retreating 

before the pearly birth pangs of the new day.

Dawn wasn’t far off.

I found myself walking across the yard towards the 

gate, where I stopped and  glanced at her window, 

sensing breathless eyes behind the chink in the 

yellow curtains. I stood there motionless for several 

seconds, grappling with the opposing urges battling 

and churning inside me. And then I lifted the green 
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velour hat from the gatepost and stuck it on my 

head and glanced once more at her window before 

turning away and heading down the old dirt road.

Reaching the brow of the hill I stopped. Turning, I 

saw the white of her cottage  pale in the quickening 

light, with the gunmetal grey scar of the Atlantic 

Ocean beyond, and already the boglands were 

stirring awake with their own particular sounds. 

Glancing east, I saw the emergence of the dawn 

above the distant mountains - not the fiery breathing 

of the coming sun as in previous weeks but more a 

subdued lemon yellow.

I glanced again towards her cottage, a neat but 

humble little structure which, despite the intrusive 

and violent blight of man, had drawn a timeless 

dignity from the natural grandeur of its setting and 

from the ancient origins of that setting’s name - a 

Gaelic name - a name that meant, Beyond the 

Headlands.
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I moved on, down the far incline of the dirt road, 

and her cottage disappeared from view beyond the 

rise of the hill. Yes, the dawn had arrived and I 

knew it was over. Had I wanted to follow my urges 

to turn back it was now all too late. And as that 

most powerful of the urges within me drove me on, 

I felt saddened and not a little confused.

She would be disappointed, I knew, but had I not 

left her something? Had I not shown her the road to 

freedom, and had I not opened doors that would 

feed her hungry soul? What more could a man give?

Ah, but there was that loving thing. Oh yes, there 

was that loving thing. And yes, in return, she had 

given me something also - she had taught me about 

that. And, at that time and in that place, loving was 

grand, but its implications and its demands were 

such an upset to the way I was and to my style of 
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living, and as I continued down the old dirt road I 

was still mightily confused.

And then I heard him, that old rooster, crowing and 

heralding this new day, and I smiled to myself. I 

had gotten to liking that pompous old fellow. But 

he, for one now, would be glad to be seeing the 

back of me, because the teasing and the tormenting 

and the threat to his ordered life would be gone.

‘Yes, you are evil as she had said,’ I thought. ‘Even 

the things you like, you destroy.’ And I knew in my 

heart that leaving her was right.

And the sun wasn’t going to prevail this day at all, I 

could see, for already the clouds were crowding him 

out, chasing the lemon yellow from the sky and 

stamping their own brand of angry colours around 

the mountains.
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And again the thunder clapped - a long low ripping 

rumble - as if God was striding down the valley. I 

had reached the crossroads and the dark locked 

place within me opened up once more, urging me 

south. And then lightening flashed and the heavens 

opened, and I felt the huge cold spots of rain on my 

face and I thought again of what she had said.

‘There is evil in ye, Toby Jug.’

And I knew for certain that she was right, because 

what she had taught me back there, and the 

goodness of it, I was already forgetting, and I knew 

now where the urges from the dark locked place 

were taking me.

Yes, down south was another woman. Another 

woman and another place. A place called . . . 

                

                                                 . . . END   ( or is it?)



Iain Ferguson

140

Beyond the Headlands 

141

Chapter 6

(Many years later)

The journey from Athens International Airport to 

the Greek mountain village of  Larnaphos was 

proving to be not only long and tortuous, but also 

very hot and dusty.  Obviously poorly maintained 

and apparently held together by string and sticky 

tape, the bus was rickety and uncomfortable. Frieda 

Aadland, a reporter with the Bismarck Herald, was 

wishing she had taken a taxi. Justifying the 

additional expense to Head Office in North Dakota, 

for this, her latest consignment, could have been 

worried about later.

Even winding this high, upwards into the 

mountains, the temperature was a gasping 320 C. 
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Reaching up, Frieda opened the top vent of the 

window beside her, but this merely allowed greater 

entry for yet more dust. Fanning the air with her 

hand, she coughed. The jolly fat lady, sitting across 

the central isle from her, glanced towards her, 

smiled and said something Frieda Aadland didn’t 

understand. Smiling back, Freida Aadland 

responded. ‘Sorry! I do not speak much Greek. Do 

you speak English?’

The jolly fat lady had a round rosy face, and the 

smile on it widened. ‘Yes I do. I worked for a while 

in my uncle’s restaurant in London.’ There was a 

pause. ‘You are American?’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Headed for Daphos?’

‘Going to Larnaphos, actually.’
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‘Ah, that far? That’s the end of the road. Up in the 

mountains. I live in Larnaphos.’

There was another pause. The jolly fat lady was 

obviously hoping for some elaboration. Frieda 

Aadland, being hot, sweaty and travel weary smiled 

politely back and left it at that.

‘Not much happens in Larnaphos’ continued the 

jolly fat lady.

Frieda Aadland smiled some more, amused by the 

jolly fat lady’s rising curiosity, but mischievously 

playing cat and mouse, she again offered no further 

information.

‘Are you on holiday?’ tried the jolly fat lady. And 

that was a good move! Frieda couldn’t reply with a 

mere smile forever. She was now trapped into a 

reply. She could lie, but lies, especially in small 
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rural places, could be hazardous  - could be too 

easily found out.

‘I am a news reporter.’

‘Ah! A news reporter?’ There was a longer pause 

now, as the jolly fat lady digested this interesting 

new information and worked on her next move.

‘There is a very famous old lady lives in 

Larnaphos.’

There was yet another infuriatingly uninformative 

smile from Frieda. (This young reporter was 

proving to be a real pain in the arse!) The jolly fat 

lady would now be required to muster all her 

busybody skills.

‘Dr Shaunessey-McDonald’ said the jolly fat lady, 

her voice rising a few degrees - but the young 

reporter was still being a pain in the arse.
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‘That is her name . . . the very famous old lady’s 

name . . . Dr Shaunessey-McDonald.’ The jolly fat 

lady could be persistent.

There was another long pause, and then Frieda 

blinked, her smile becoming fixed.

Ah-ha! The jolly fat lady had cracked it! And knew 

it! And the jolly fat lady also knew that the reporter 

knew that she had cracked it. Good detective work! 

The jolly fat lady smugly congratulated herself. 

Defeated and unable to keep her eyes open any 

longer, the exhausted Frieda dozed off.

As had been pre-arranged, it was a darkly handsome 

young man called Stavros who had picked Frieda up 

from the bus terminus; had picked her up in his 

pride and joy, an ageing crimson Alfa Romeo sports 
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car. Stavros was the nephew of Rosa who, in turn, 

was Dr Shaunessey-McDonald’s housekeeper. And 

it was Rosa, yet another round-faced jolly fat lady - 

rural Greece seemed to be awash with them - who 

greeted Frieda at the door of the white sprawling 

villa, while Stavros, insisting on carrying Frieda’s 

sole item of luggage, an overnight bag, followed her 

up the garden path.

Having introduced herself and having conducted a 

very warm welcome, Rosa informed Frieda that her 

‘employer’ was having her afternoon nap. ‘Anyway, 

Miss Aadland, I’m sure you will be rather weary 

after such a bus journey in this heat. I will show you 

to your room, where you can freshen up and relax a 

while. I will bring you some iced tea and cake.’

Having showered and lain across the bed to rest . . . 

‘just for a second’ . . .  it was a mortified Frieda 

Aadland who found herself waking up, almost an 

hour later. 
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Dressing quickly, she descended the stairs to find 

herself in a hallway and surrounded by an 

unfamiliar house layout. Hearing voices and the 

clink of dishes she headed in that direction, towards 

the door of a kitchen,  

‘Hello? Hello, anybody there?’

Smiling as usual, Rosa appeared in the doorway, 

wiping flour covered hands on her apron.

‘I am so dreadfully sorry, Rosa. How very 

embarrassing. I simply dozed off. I . . . ’

Rosa held up her hand. ‘Think nothing of it, Miss 

Aadland. That stressful bus journey in this heat 

would have tested a saint. My employer fully 

understands. She is in the garden. She said to bring 

you there when you appeared. Come along.’
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Arriving on a large paved terrace, Frieda spotted an 

old lady, wearing a wide brimmed straw hat, 

pruning some blooms on the far side. Reaching the 

old lady’s side, Rosa introduced Frieda. The old 

lady continued pruning as she spoke.

‘The flora in Greece is so beautiful, Miss Aadland. 

Even this high up in the mountains, don’t you 

think?  And the scented air so divine’.

The old lady turned her face briefly, smiling under 

the straw hat. From the photos she had seen of her, 

Frieda recognised the striking pale blue eyes. The 

long dark hair of her younger days was gone of 

course, replaced by a more ordered shorter style that 

was grey. Frieda was particularly struck by her 

profile, especially by the nose, which had a subtle 

raptor curve to it, giving a rather regal wildness to 

her ageing beauty.

‘You have such a beautiful garden’
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The old lady smiled softly, ‘I can’t take the credit 

for that, I’m afraid. The groundwork was carried out 

by Norman, my late husband. The work was 

continued after his death by Zorba my wonderful 

gardener. I amuse myself now and then with a little 

bit of pruning here and there. I am 94 and don’t 

have that much energy these days.’

‘I must say, you are looking very well, Dr 

Shaunessey-McDonald’

‘Oh, please! Call me Siobhan. Less cumbersome. 

And I will call you Frieda, if I may?’ 

The old lady laid down her pruning shears, removed 

her gardening gloves and held out her hand in 

greeting. Reaching for her walking stick then, she 

hooked her arm into Frieda’s. ‘The old knees aren’t 

so good these days. If you would help me to the 

table under the parasol on the terrace, I’m sure my 
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good friend Rosa here, will bring us some afternoon 

tea and cake. We usually have dinner around eight 

for nine.’

The tea and cake having arrived on the parasol-

shaded table before them, and following a period of 

general pleasantries, Siobhan raised the question of 

Frieda’s visit.

‘The chief editor of your newspaper Frieda, the 

Bismarck Herald, phoned me about your visiting me 

here in Greece. Evidently, a group of  business 

people  in North Dakota are proposing to set up a 

children’s’ charity and hope to model it on the 

Shaunessey-McDonald Foundation for Orphaned 

and Abused Children which, as I think you know, 

has been operating for many years now in the UK 

and Ireland.’

‘That’s correct, Siobhan. The Bismarck Herald 

wants to raise the profile of our State’s proposed 
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new charity by issuing a Weekend Supplement. The 

Supplement proposes to highlight the history of and 

provide an update on the activities of the 

Shaunessey-McDonald Foundation. As you say, a 

foundation on which our new charity is hopefully to 

be modelled.’

‘That’s very gratifying and flattering Frieda, but 

when my late husband, Professor Norman 

McDonald, in conjunction with myself, set up the 

foundation, we released all our theses and research 

papers on matters of orphan hood and child abuse 

into the public domain. It is all out there - to be 

scrutinised by anybody who so wishes. Also, the 

day to day activities of the Foundation, and the 

outcome from these activities, are continuously 

being recorded and these again are committed to 

public scrutiny. I, on a personal basis, can give no 

better information, Frieda. Flattering as it is, and I 

said the same to your editor, for you to come all this 
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way to speak to me face to face, seems such a waste 

of your time, and of your newspaper’s money.’

Frieda finished off her slice of cake and smiled: 

‘Mmmm, delicious . . . yes, Siobhan, we know that 

all the information is out there. But these are cold 

facts. We wanted faces, or a face, to the story. 

Something more personal and intimate.  You are 

retired and relatively out of the picture for a long 

time now. We wanted to see how time had treated 

the founders of that great children’s foundation. 

Where in the world were they now? We wanted 

pictures . . . of them . . . of their home . . . of their 

garden . . . of their hobbies . . . of their pets. A face! 

An up to date personal human story, Siobhan.’

‘Oh dear! What can I say? A bit of an anti-climax 

for your readers I’m afraid. More importantly, the 

real hero of the story, my wonderful husband, 

Norman McDonald, is sadly no longer with us. He 

was such a dear caring man. Trained as a 
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paediatrician. So concerned for the plight of so 

many abused children around the world. He simply 

adored children - as did I. Unfortunately, we 

weren’t blessed with children of our own. I married 

a bit too late in life, you see.’

As they often did, since her husband’s death, 

Siobhan’s pale blue eyes drifted towards the crest of 

a nearby mountain peak, a peak known locally as 

The Fair Maid, its snowy cap shimmering now in 

the heat, up beyond the villa. Her eyes misted over, 

her thoughts wandering far off as she spoke.

‘When Norman and I retired, we found Greece and 

this village. We fell in love with the place; and with 

the people - the people of the mountain villages in 

particular. They reminded us of the old Gaelic 

people we knew as children, mine being from the 

rural west of Ireland, Norman’s being from his 

native Hebridean Island of Skye. And then there 

was the wonderful warmth. Our old bones couldn’t 
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bear a return to the winter cold and wet of our 

homeland. Norman and I planned to live here 

together until we died.’

There was a contemplative silence before Siobhan 

came ‘back’ from the mountain peak and gently 

smiled.

‘You shouldn’t have to listen to the rambling 

reminiscences of a sentimental old woman, Frieda. 

You mustn’t let me rabbit on, so.’

‘But I’m loving it, Siobhan. I am enthralled by your 

wonderful story. I read your autobiography you 

know - read it on the plane coming here. You were 

brought up in the West of Ireland - an unhappy and 

abusive childhood. Your mother died when you 

were young, leaving you at the mercy of a brutish 

stepfather and equally brutish stepbrothers. But 

your guardian angel was looking after you. A rich 

American grand uncle, on your mother’s side, left 
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you a small fortune which allowed you to escape, 

escape to Dublin, where you eventually qualified as 

a doctor, moving onto the city of Glasgow in 

Scotland, where you majored in Child Psychology 

and met Professor Norman McDonald a noted 

paediatrician. You married and combined to 

establish The Shaunessey-McDonald Foundation 

for Orphaned and Abused Children. And the rest is 

history.’

Siobhan laughed heartily, ‘Bravo, Frieda. You have 

a very retentive memory. But perhaps it wasn’t all 

as smooth as that. A book - even an autobiography - 

doesn’t always tell you everything about a life, 

doesn’t tell you the entire story. There are 

inevitably gaps . . . sometimes necessary gaps . . . 

diplomatic gaps . . . gaps of sensitivity’

Frieda regarded her quizzically a moment. ‘Your 

description of your investigations into abuses 

conducted in various children’s institution was so 
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dreadful, particularly in the orphanage south of 

Glasgow. That young boy’s treatment in particular 

stands out as pure evil.’

Siobhan glanced at the pained expression crossing 

Frieda’s face.

‘The horrendous thing is, Frieda, child abuse can 

happen anywhere, so often in full view but yet, too 

often unnoticed, or worse, ignored. It can happen in 

the busiest of cities, and it can happen beyond the 

remotest of rural headlands. But yes, that institution 

south of Glasgow was such a dreadful place. A huge 

brutal grey slab of a building, it looked more like 

Dracula’s Castle than a place of supposed shelter 

and sanctuary - an orphanage. But if the building 

personified evil, it couldn’t hold a candle to the 

majority evil of the so-called Holy Brothers and 

Sisters who ran it. And as for the boy to whom I 

think I know you allude; his name was Dark.’
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Siobhan reached forward for the China teapot and 

topped up both their cups.

‘During my investigations, I was particularly 

fortunate to track down an old lady who had been 

an orphan child herself, working in the kitchen and 

laundry of that orphanage. She remembered Dark, 

having been around nine years old herself when the 

Holy Brothers had brought him in. She remembered 

him as an infant, brought in wrapped in rags, 

soaking wet from the lashing night rain. His origins 

were rather vague, but the old lady had picked up 

snippets of information as she overheard the Sisters 

gossiping amongst themselves. Dark’s mother 

having died, he had been bought by the Brothers 

from a tinker clan called McPhee camping nearby. 

Evidently the mother was from a different tinker 

clan, from the Hebrides, a clan that had been 

decimated by tuberculosis. Dark’s mother, heavily 

pregnant and being the sole survivor, was 

dispatched to a sanatorium near Glasgow. Having 
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given birth to Dark, she absconded with him, days 

old, to seek refuge with her own kind, ie. the 

McPhees, only to die shortly after.’

Siobhan sipped at her tea.

‘You don’t have tinkers in America, Frieda, but I 

should tell you that they always look after their 

own. Even though Dark and his mother were of a 

different clan, it was no problem, the McPhees were  

happy to take them in as their own. But when they 

discovered that the mother had died of tuberculosis, 

an extremely deadly and contagious disease in those 

days, it scared the living daylights out of them and 

they were relieved to see the infant go.’

Siobhan paused to rub her eyes and then yawned. 

‘Do pardon me, Frieda’ She looked at her watch. 

‘My, my, how time passes.  It’s getting near time 

for my late afternoon nap. I am a creature of naps 
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and of habit these days. Rosa will be out soon to 

shepherd me to my room.’

‘Oh, do forgive me, Siobhan. I’m so thoughtless.’

‘No, no, Frieda. Sit where you are. Let me finish 

telling you about Dark. As a young girl working in 

the laundry and kitchen, the old lady remembered 

the changes coming over Dark as he grew older. 

The Holy Brothers were so bad to him. They would 

taunt him that he was worthless, lied to him that his 

mother hadn’t loved him, had given him away. How 

terribly cruel! Your own mother! Of all people in 

the world to abandon you! At the beginning, these 

taunts would drive the child Dark crazy with grief 

and set him to uncontrollable sobbing. He also had 

terrible beatings to endure. Worse still were the 

sexual assaults he suffered at night, at the hands of 

the Holy Brothers in the boys’ dormitory. It was 

common knowledge, the nightly hell that occurred 

in the boys’ dormitory. Everybody, including the 
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Holy Sisters, knew what the piteous night-time 

howls meant. But everybody looked away. Dark 

became subject to angry rages and, as he grew 

stronger, prone to physical attacks on the Holy 

Brothers. His face assumed a regular grin, a strange 

mirthless grin that nobody could figure out. The 

Holy Brothers said that the grin proved that he was 

evil, that the prince of darkness had gotten into him, 

and that they had been right to call him Dark. But 

the old lady had liked Dark, had seen flashes of 

good in him. He would often bring her cake that he 

had stolen from the kitchen. But what had 

impressed her most of all was the way he protected 

and looked after what became his shadow - a small 

runt of a boy called Wee George.’

Siobhan paused to sip at more tea.

‘One of the old lady’s many disturbing memories of 

Dark involved Wee George. Somehow, the little 

fellow had acquired a pet mouse. The old lady even 
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remembered its name - Scooter. Scooter was a 

secret that Wee George shared with only her and 

with Dark. A teenager by the time of the incident, 

the old lady had been allocated kitchen duties the 

day it all kicked off. It was shortly after lunch, a 

normally quiet time, when the Holy Brothers and 

Sisters usually prayed or napped. Dark had taken 

the opportunity to accompany Wee George, along 

with Scooter, to the kitchen, hoping for scraps of 

food as a treat for the mouse. As fate would have it, 

the most hated and feared of the Holy Brothers, a 

large brutish individual known to the children as 

Pig, broke the routine and arrived unexpected in the 

kitchen. In his panic, Wee George accidently 

dropped Scooter onto the floor, whereby an enraged 

Pig promptly stamped on it with the heel of his 

boot.’

 Siobhan sipped at more tea.
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‘The horror of the situation had remained vividly 

fixed in the old lady’s memory, all these years. The 

little creature hadn’t been cleanly dispatched but 

remained stuck to the floor, squealing for several 

minutes, its little legs flapping in the agony of its 

death throes. But it was the distraught wails of Wee 

George the old lady remembered most, along with 

the enraged growls from Dark, as the latter grabbed 

a carving knife and lunged at Pig. The big man, 

being the stronger, managed to disarm the boy and 

fling him aside, causing him to strike his head on a 

worktop, rendering him unconscious. The whole 

incident was of course hushed up.’

Siobhan drained her teacup.

‘Well, in this powder keg of a place, something had 

to give, and of course it did. One night in the boys’ 

dormitory, Dark ran amok. In the mayhem, two of 

the Holy Brothers were knifed, one bleeding to 

death, the other being permanently crippled. Sadly, 
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Wee George mysteriously plunged through an upper 

storey window, plunging to his death, and Dark 

took to the hills, never to be seen again.’

‘What a dreadful story, Siobhan’

‘During my research, I gained access to the 

Orphanage records. Things didn’t quite tie up with 

what the old lady remembered them to be. I 

suspected a whitewash, a cover-up. The church ran 

the orphanage, and the church, of course, was very 

powerful, with friends in high places in those days 

of the late 1800s/early 1900s. What the records told 

me was that a nine-year-old orphan called George 

Hayes had accidently fallen from a window to his 

death. The murdered Brother had died due to a 

‘workshop accident’  The section on Dark was 

particularly vague, although the name Dark was 

never referred to. The section began by recording 

the arrival of an “Infant traveller child . . . 52”;  

fifty-two being the number of orphans on the books 
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at the time. This information was followed by the 

entry: “McPhee clan . . . Caroy(?)”.  McPhee, as I 

said, was the name of the tinker family from whom 

Dark was purchased.’

Siobhan paused to check the teapot, which she 

found to be empty.

‘Caroy now is interesting. The old lady said she had 

overheard reference to Dark’s pregnant mother 

being from the Hebrides. Caroy, by an odd 

coincidence, was the name of a place on Skye, near 

to where my husband Norman had been brought up. 

He knew it to be a favourite camping spot for a 

tinker clan known as the Stewarts. More interesting 

still, Norman remembered his mother talking about 

“the poor Stewarts”, this being on account of their 

clan having been decimated by tuberculosis!’

Beyond the Headlands 

165

There was an enthralled expression on Frieda’s 

face. ‘How intriguing. But if Dark wasn’t the 

child’s real name, what was it?’

‘Perhaps it was Caroy.’

‘But didn’t Norman reckon that that was the name 

of a camp site - a place name?’

‘Ah, but then again Frieda, when a tinker mother 

found a camping location in her wanderings that she 

particularly liked, she often gave the name of that 

location to one of her children. It was a kind of 

tradition’

‘Caroy Stewart! Could that possibly be it? But it’s 

not certain, is it Siobhan? He was a bit of a mystery, 

this child.’

Siobhan glanced up to see Rosa emerging from the 

house. ‘Oh, oh, what did I tell you, Frieda? Here she 
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comes, to chase me off for my nap.’ Knowing that 

Rosa was within earshot, she added with an 

indulgent smile; ‘She is such a bully, Frieda. What I 

have to put up with.’ She reached for her walking 

stick and rose stiffly to her feet.

‘You have the run of my home, Frieda. Feel free to 

do as you wish. You said that you wanted to take 

photographs. Dinner is at eight for nine.’

‘I hope you like fish, Miss Aadland’, said the ever-

smiling Rosa. ‘There can be alternatives, of course, 

but Cook is preparing a fish based Greek dinner. A 

delicious local dish. I’m sure you will like it.’

‘I’m sure I will. Thank you.’ 

Frieda watched Rosa hook her arm into Siobhan’s 

and they headed for the villa.
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Chapter 7

The dinner, served on the terrace, had indeed been 

delicious, and Frieda had expressed her appreciation 

and thanks. Now, full-bellied and satisfied, she and 

Siobhan indulged in yet more wine, while enjoying 

the pleasantly cool breeze of the evening.

‘Perhaps you will have noticed the book I brought 

down from my room, Siobhan?’

‘My autobiography. I know you have read, and 

graciously liked it, but I see a page marker - very 

near the beginning.’

‘Yes, I wanted to ask you something. There is a 

mysteriously brief reference to a certain Toby Jug. I 

say mysteriously brief since, reading between the 

lines, he would appear to have been quite a 
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landmark in your story. May I read the relevant 

passage aloud?’

Siobhan smiled in amusement and nodded her 

consent, and Frieda began to read:

 I suppose my bad ‘old’ life ended, and my good 

‘new’ life began, with the arrival - and the 

departure - of Toby Jug. I was a songbird in a 

locked cage, a songbird that had lost her song, 

when Toby Jug, a passing stranger, arrived at our 

little smallholding in the rural west coast of Ireland. 

He didn’t hang around for long, but by the time 

Toby Jug left again, he had found and given me 

back my song and had unlocked my cage and set me 

free -  free to fly away and sing again that song.

Oh yes, Toby Jug kick started my life. But then, 

Toby Jug is another story . . . 

Frieda glanced up. 
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‘He is never mentioned in your book again. Would 

it be impertinent of me to ask who he was Siobhan, 

this fleeting mysterious Toby Jug?’

Siobhan’s pale blue eyes wandered off beyond the 

village, inevitably to the nearby mountain - The Fair 

Maid. Being one of the highest mountains in 

Greece, its pointed peak was almost permanently 

covered in snow - hence its name. The moon,  now 

large and full, was illuminating that snow, and the 

Fair Maid stood out starkly from within the 

surrounding darkness. Being more often viewed, 

shimmering in the daytime heat, it seemed so cold 

up there now - so isolated and desolate.

With the long silence that followed her question, 

Frieda wondered if Siobhan was going to reply. She 

hoped the question hadn’t offended her hospitable 

hostess. And then Siobhan laughed, topped up the 

wine glasses yet again, and spoke.
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‘I hope it’s not because of too much wine, Frieda, 

but because I have taken to you and trust your 

confidentiality . . . Yes, I will tell you about Toby 

Jug. As I said in my book, he was a passing 

stranger, a wandering man who worked for us for a 

few weeks over the summer of 1935. Toby Jug 

wasn’t his name, of course. He told me his name 

was Toby but I didn’t believe him, so I added the 

Jug bit. No, that wasn’t his name . . . any more than 

Dark was . . . or Traveller Child 52 . . .  or even 

perhaps Caroy Stewart was.’

Seeing the widening surprise in Frieda’s eyes, 

Siobhan continued. ‘Oh yes, we have spoken about 

Toby Jug already, Frieda. Toby Jug was Dark. But I 

met Toby Jug long before I knew anything about 

Dark. Immediately I saw him arrive at our place, I 

sensed the danger in him, recognised him as a wild 

and destructive wind, a hunter, a predator - 

recognised him as trouble. And I quickly began to 
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realise that he had come to our place in order to 

seduce me - to possess me. This outraged and 

frightened me, of course. But even the evil ones 

have some good in them, and in Toby Jug little 

snippets of good began to show’

She paused again . . . 

‘I am perhaps now going to shock you Frieda, but 

you might be surprised to learn that gradually, and 

perhaps because of my situation at the time, I 

actually wanted to be seduced, to be possessed by 

him. I began to desire him, come hell or high water, 

and I was going to have him’ She glanced towards 

Frieda - a strangely quaint glance - and uttered a 

frivolous little laugh.

‘He certainly wasn’t Clark Gable or Errol Flynn, 

but he had an evil and terrible beauty about him, 

and a deadly and seductive personality. Funny thing 

was, in the end, I think it was I that seduced him. 
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When I eventually showed my interest, it seemed to 

confuse him, knock him off balance, and he began 

to back away - vaguely and strangely defensive, 

even a mite fearful perhaps. Perhaps the truth of it 

was that, in the end, we seduced each other.’

Siobhan leant forward and absently topped up the 

already topped up wine glasses.

‘Then, early one day, with the arrival of the dawn, 

Toby Jug walked away, and I never saw him again. 

The evening before that, we had headed together to 

a ceilidh dance in the village, a good half hour’s 

walk along a remote moorland road. It was during 

that walk that he opened up to me, breathlessly 

explaining disjointed and unpleasant episodes from 

his life . . . his belief that his mother, erroneously as 

I discovered later, had abandoned him . . . this 

horrendous orphanage on the outskirts of Glasgow . 

. . the cruelty of the Holy Brothers . . . Wee George, 

his only ever true friend. It was these snippets of 
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information made it possible for me, years later, to 

track that terrible orphanage down. When the old 

lady mentioned Wee George, it confirmed that I had 

found the right place. Thinking back in later years, I 

realised that what Toby Jug had told me during that 

short walk, had made me understand what it was 

had made him the way he was, and why the 

repercussions would be so very terrible . . .  He was 

seeking revenge . . .  He was travelling a road called 

retribution. Women, he would seduce and break 

their hearts. And men who stood in his way, he 

would kill if he had to. And it was also during that 

short walk that my interest in child psychology and 

the long-term effects of child abuse first took root’

Siobhan paused again, sipping at her wine, her 

thoughts drifting off once more.

Frieda broke the silence. ‘Despite all though, I sense 

the possibility that you might have been rather fond 

of him Siobhan. Would I be right?’
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Directing another quaint glance towards the 

younger woman, across the rim of her raised wine 

glass, the old lady responded: ‘I was in love with 

him, Frieda.’

Frieda regarded her in more silence, unsure how to 

respond or react.

‘Oh, it wasn’t love in the generally accepted sense. 

It was a lawless love - a lustful love. Not the kind of 

love such as a church going society, or the prudish, 

would have understood or approved of. For me, at 

the time, it was a release valve from the unbearable 

life I was enduring. Toby Jug was a wanderer, a 

violent man - a rogue male. To hook up with him 

would have made me a rogue female, would have 

made the two of us a rogue couple - a Bonny and 

Clyde. Because of how restricted and uneventful 

and seemingly hopeless my life was at the time, that 

prospect excited me. Still a virgin, I lay with Toby 
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Jug the night before he left and the sex we had that 

night was a wild and savage and beautiful thing . . .  

a cascade of  exploding fireworks . . .  physically 

and emotionally bruising . . .  primal . . .  a self-

indulgent exploration of unrestrained and 

uninhibited carnal lust. I openly admit to that. Oh 

yes, Toby Jug and I flew that night, flew over the 

mountains of old Erin, soaring with the  eagles of 

the dawn,  and higher than God’s highest clouds.’

Dwelling on the imagery of what she had just 

described, Siobhan fell momentarily silent again. 

‘Having regularly attended chapel, I considered 

myself a good Catholic girl but although I knew I 

had sinned that night in the eyes of the church, I 

didn’t give a damn. I immensely enjoyed what I did 

with Toby Jug that unforgettable wonderful night. I 

never regretted it, or forgot the ecstasy and wild 

thrill of it. And I never ever apologised for it.’
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Siobhan’s pale gaze had absently drifted again 

towards the moonlit crest of the Fair Maid’s high 

peak.

‘Everybody, Frieda, even the most pious, or prudish 

and outwardly respectable, has dark sexual secrets 

and fantasies, even if these secrets and fantasies are 

only thought about, or dreamed about - are never 

realised. They might not admit to them, but they are 

there’

Siobhan’s gaze returned to Frieda. Seeing the 

bemused expression that had crept into the younger 

woman’s face, Siobhan guessed what she was 

thinking.

‘Oh, Norman knew all about Toby Jug, Frieda. I 

told him everything - or as close to everything as I 

thought was fair. Being the wonderful big spirited 

man that Norman was, and knowing the 

circumstances, it didn’t matter to him. Norman was 
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a great forgiver of human weakness. He understood 

. . .  never felt threatened by it. Norman knew I 

adored him, would have changed him for no other. 

In respect of Toby Jug, he laughingly reckoned I 

had just lost my way for a moment, had been 

bemused by a Will-o’-the-wisp; had fallen in love, 

or had believed that I had fallen in love, with but a 

myth - a fiction. He knew of my sometimes 

contention that Toby Jug was more mythical than 

mortal, and he played along with that. That was our 

way out of the situation. We were both happy to 

leave it like that, and we never mentioned it again.’

Siobhan paused to study her wine glass.  

‘I’ve had far too much wine this evening, Frieda. 

But it isn’t often I have company these days. 

Especially company I enjoy and trust . . . and to 

whom I feel I can unburden. And keeping to the 

subject, when Toby Jug eventually hit the road from 

my house in Ireland, I wanted to travel that road 
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with him. But he knew the dangers and the pitfalls 

and luckily he closed the door on me. I can only 

thank him for that. I like to remember it as a selfless 

act. He knew that the lives and passions of rogue 

couples - and we can again use Bonnie and Clyde as 

a typical example - are like shooting stars; they burn 

with a bright intensity, but the duration is short, the 

ending sudden and invariably violent.’

She raised her glass for another deep sip of wine.

‘The morning following Toby Jug’s departure from 

Beyond the Headlands, I upped sticks myself. 

Although the place was in my name, I left my 

stepfather and stepbrothers to it. I was just glad to 

be shot of them and to be on my way. I was lucky, 

as you already know, in that a rich American grand 

uncle on my mother’s side left me a small fortune. I 

headed to Dublin and started to educate myself, and 

you know most of the rest Frieda. But Toby Jug 

continued to haunt me. Even today, he still haunts 
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my mind. That first Easter break from my studies in 

Dublin, I physically tried to track him down. I 

learned that he had headed south, down the Atlantic 

coast of Ireland. I followed but found nothing 

positive, only vague rumours; one being of a 

smiling wanderer who had befriended a country 

woman in County Kerry before moving on, when it 

was being said that the woman, distraught by a 

sense of loss, just walked into the sea and drowned. 

The same rumours continued over in County Cork, 

the woman in this instance being committed to the 

mad house.’

Siobhan absently ran her finger around the rim of 

her wine glass.

‘The final rumour, before they ran out on me, was 

of a Dutch registered tramp steamer berthing in the 

city of Cork, to unload a sick stoker before heading 

to its intended destination of Madeira. The stoker, it 

was claimed, had been replaced by a smiling 
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wandering man. But I found nothing concrete. 

Everything was hearsay’

An enthralled expression on her face, Frieda spoke; 

‘What an amazing story Siobhan.’

Siobhan smiled;

‘You know, Frieda, I have found myself  spending 

many hours out here on the patio or in the garden, 

especially since Norman died, gazing up at The Fair 

Maid’s snow covered peak there - an old woman 

daydreaming, thinking of events and places long 

past. At such times, memories of Toby Jug would 

unfailingly come to me. Sometimes, in the silent 

scorching heat of the day, I fancied I could hear his 

voice - faint and far away in the mountains – calling 

to me. At other times I even imagined his 

approaching presence, believing I was hearing him 

behind me, roaring towards me down the track – 

down a non-existent railroad track.’
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Siobhan’s smile softened  ‘Strange the tricks that 

one’s reveries can play: Toby Jug arriving up here 

in the mountains – and by train! Imagine! The 

sound of that imaginary train, though, could be so 

real, so loud. Wondering if it was going to stop in 

time, it took all of my courage not to look anxiously 

around.  But I never did, of course . . . ’

Siobhan fell momentarily silent again.

“Strangely and inexplicably shy, I was almost afraid 

of seeing him; it had been so long. Stepping down 

from the carriage, I could hear his approaching 

footsteps . . . expecting him to speak in that soft 

voice of his: “I am back, Siobhan.  But then, I have 

never really been away . . . have I, Siobhan?” The 

footsteps, of course, would stop short and he never 

did arrive. Due to the time that had passed, I 

imagined that he too might be shy - last minute cold 

feet.  Like myself, he would know  that things, for 
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us, just weren’t meant to be.  It was all “what ifs” 

and “if onlys” and “too lates”.

Siobhan glanced  at the rapt but quizzical 

expression on Frieda’s face.

‘No doubt you are bemused, Frieda. Here I am, the 

woman of the world that I eventually became, 

talking about ghosts and spirits - as if they were 

actual - real. But you know something Frieda,  to 

me, embodied in the form of Toby Jug, they were 

real.  I had this sense of a spiritual connection 

between the two of us, a connection that went way 

back to common ancestoral roots - the distant  roots 

of ancient Celts. In which case, we were both from 

aboriginal people - or first nation people - call us 

what you will. We were from people existing in the 

same place from the earliest times. People who, as a 

result, had established spiritual connection with the 

land - with Mother Earth - and inevitably with her 

spirits and her supernatural other world. Modern 
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day people, being largely from historical movers, 

have lost that connection with Mother Earth - can 

never understand, or believe in spirits and 

supernatural things’

‘And you say that Toby Jug still haunts your mind, 

Siobhan?’

‘He does Frieda. Every so often he invades my 

thoughts - on many occasions disturbing my sleep, 

haunting my dreams. I wish he didn’t. I’m getting 

too old. In these same dreams, Toby Jug and I have 

come together a million times - reliving the same 

wild intimacy we experienced in that magical barn 

loft in Ireland so many years ago. But, as I said 

Frieda, I am old and rapidly fading. It is time for the 

dreams to end, dreams that are now too late to be 

fulfilled. Increasingly, I need the quiet serenity of 

sleep - the deep and dreamless sleep of the un-

hunted.’
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Siobhan’s thoughts drifted off a few moments, then 

came back.

‘His age was always a mystery to me. But I knew he 

was a good few years older than I, so he just has to 

be dead by now - unless he wasn’t a mortal man 

after all.’ 

Her thoughts drifted off  again. 

‘But, in any event, I worry what happened to him - 

how it ended for him. That dawn, when he left 

Beyond the Headlands, I watched him for the last 

time, from my bedroom window, padding along the 

old dirt road with that feline walk of his, and that 

silly old green velour hat perched on the back of his 

head. I watched him with longing and with a heavy 

heart, until he vanished behind the hill disappearing 

into a thunderstorm. His departure was so very 

different from his arrival, which had been in a blaze 

of yellow sunlight and scorching heat.  And since 
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that departure, I have had so many terrible 

premonitions for him. He was a victim, after all, a 

victim of terrible childhood abuse . . .  and pursued 

by demons that weren’t of his own making.’

Siobhan’s finger continued to absently slide around  

the rim of  her wine glass.

‘But then he was also a killer, when all is said and 

done, with the incompetent police of those times in 

pursuit and never that far behind. In the 1930s, if 

you wilfully killed, you hanged - full stop. There 

were no mitigating circumstances in those days, no 

liberal thinking with regard to capital punishment. 

Did he die on the gallows, I ask myself?  Such a 

lonely death. Made so much worse by having 

nobody there at the end  to shake his hand, to give 

him a hug, kiss his cheek, say goodbye. Did he die 

in a brawl? Was he knifed in some lonely back 

alley, or in some distant dark waterfront?’
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She paused again, a tired melancholy and a rather 

inebriated expression on her face now.

‘Why all that should matter so much to me now, 

after all these years and with so much water under 

the bridge, I will never know.’

Frieda placed her hand on Siobhan’s on the table 

top.

‘I could try to find out what happened to him for 

you Siobhan. I could take that burden off your 

shoulders, and when I find the answer let you know. 

I am a reporter, after all. I delve into things. It’s 

amazing what you can find out these days. It’s 

incredible where a few known facts can lead. For 

example, there is a Dutch registered tramp steamer. 

There is a sick stoker - who was replaced. There 

will be records . . . a ship’s log . . . names. We have 

a destination - Madeira!’
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A brightness appeared in Siobhan’s eyes. ‘Would 

you do that for me Frieda? It could mean closure for 

me - at last.’

‘No problem Siobhan. It will be an interesting new 

project.’

Smiling, Siobhan raised her wine glass with an 

inebriated theatrical flourish. ‘Toby Jug,’ she 

declared, ‘I hereby officially hand you over to the 

care of my good friend here -  to the tender care of  

Miss Frieda Aadland!’

Frieda made to raise her glass in return when there 

was a sudden shriek, and both women sharply 

turned their heads towards its source. Rosa, halfway 

towards them across the patio, was flapping her 

arms at a sudden gust of wind and swirling thick 

dust that had engulfed her. As the swirling vortex 

moved on, Rosa laughed. ‘A Dust Devil!’ she said, 

approaching the two women at the patio table.
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Beyond her, the spinning vortex was by now 

meandering across the patio, winding in among the 

garden blooms, before heading up through the 

darkness of the village in the direction of the Fair 

Maid.

‘Well, well,’ said Rosa, still laughing, ‘a Dust 

Devil. Happens all the time down in the low places. 

Can’t remember the last time I saw one up here in 

Larnaphos.’

Meantime, a deep frown had appeared on Siobhan’s 

face, and she was gazing up at the moonlit Fair 

Maid, a ridiculous thought having struck her: could 

he possibly have heard her - his only friend in the 

world - abandon him, unload him onto another? 

And was he feeling alone now, again - yet again - 

sulking up there on the mountain top - in the 

freezing snow? Could he possibly have been 

shadowing her, all these years? And in the distance 
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she could hear Rosa laughing and repeating; ‘It was 

only a Dust Devil, Siobhan.’ And she turned her 

pale blue eyes towards her housekeeper.

‘Yes, I heard you Rosa. It was only a Dust Devil. 

And yes, it’s almost midnight, you needn’t tell me -  

long past my bedtime’ She laughed a tired laugh. 

‘Oh, very well - spoilsport! Pass me my walking 

stick.’

She turned to address Frieda. ‘I’m so delighted for 

you Frieda, that Rosa’s nephew Stavros has to be in 

Athens tomorrow and can save you that dreadful 

bus journey. Rosa tells me that he has to leave by 

nine. But she will have Cook prepare your breakfast 

for eight. I myself seldom rise before eleven, so I 

won’t see you. But I want to tell you how enjoyable 

it has been to meet you’

‘I can assure you; the pleasure has been all mine 

Siobhan.’
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Glancing briefly again towards the Fair Maid, 

where howling high-up winds were now blowing 

agitated flurries of moonlit snow from its lofty 

peak, Siobhan continued:

‘We never know the reasons for our destinies 

Frieda, but for some reason the destinies of you and 

I have briefly touched. We can’t foresee the 

outcome, but let’s wish that outcome well.’

Rosa helped Siobhan unsteadily to her feet and 

Frieda stood up. And the two women, a blossoming 

young reporter from Bismarck in North Dakota, and 

a fading old lady from Beyond The Headlands, on 

the Gaelic west coast of Ireland, came together - 

embraced and bade each other goodbye.

Later that night, in the wee small hours, Siobhan 

Shaunessey-McDonald, eminent child psychiatrist 
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and a very fine person, slipped quietly away in her 

sleep.

And stillness and emptiness gathered around the 

Fair Maid’s high peak. And a profound silence, 

bearing something distraught and lost, pursued the 

departing spirit of Siobhan as it drifted away - to 

eternity . . . 

And with time forever passing

the demons howl and scold,

while the nights get ever darker

and the graveyards very cold.

And I now, whether myth or mortal,

and with my friend and loved one dying,

am condemned to flee – alone!

E   N   D ??
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Author’s Note

As the author of this story, I have increasingly 

wondered if it really was myself who created the 

character called Toby Jug -  placing me in control of 

both him and of his destiny - or have I merely been 

duped into being the messenger of a man, or a myth, 

who already ‘existed’,  a man or a myth who can 

find no ending. I say this because I have found it 

well-nigh impossible to find closure for him - to 

draw a line under him  and finish my story off.

What mists Toby Jug and his demons trawl at this 

moment in time, or how things will ultimately end 

for him, I know not.

Perhaps the answer  is to be found in the lines of an 

old Celtic air, an air that slipped into my story 

below the radar -  back in Sean Kelly’s Store and 

spilling forth from Toby Jug’s fiddle;  an air that 
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Sean Kelly maintained came from the forbidden 

music of the gods -  music with a dangerous power; 

an air of disputed origins and time and which the 

old Gaelic folks called cursed, an air they feared, 

claiming that it belonged to a time long past and 

should remain there, since it foresaw death and the 

reunion of select chosen folks in the afterlife. 

And the lines to which I refer are as follows:

Last night she came to me, my dead love came in.

So softly she came that her feet made no din.

She laid her hand on me, and this she did say:

‘It will not be long love, ‘till our wedding day’

...................................

‘It will not be long, love, ‘till our wedding day.’
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Final Chapter

The Scottish West Highlands

(even further into the future)

EDEN LIVING is a block of ‘support housing’ in the 

Scottish West Highland town of Fort William. A solid 

three story sandstone building, it is located within 

walking distance of the town centre - and that’s a plus.

Intended for rental, to mainly elderly tenants living on 

their own, there are 30 single bedroom flats, a central 

communal lounge, and a live-in caretaker’s office/flat. 

The views from most windows are good. 

If you are ‘nosey’ and like bustle, the views to the east, 

overlooking the main road  running into town from the 

north, will gladden your heart. If you like things a bit 

quieter and more scenic, the views to the west are of an 

old dirt track, wandering across open ground to the head 

of the loch and the village beyond. A main feature here 

is a giant lone oak tree at the side of the dirt track. An 

ancient beautiful tree, it is irresistible to all living 

creatures. Birds shelter and sing in it. Children climb it 
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and run around it. Young lovers lean against it to dream, 

canoodle and whisper fumbling words of beauty. Passing 

dogs unfailingly and lovingly piss on it. And local 

alcoholics have been known to gather in its shelter to 

drink their dinner. 

John McQueen is an 86 year old and resides in Eden 

Living. His flat faces west. 

On the other hand, Anna McLean is a long time cleaner 

at Eden Living. Middle aged and on the stout side, she is 

a jolly and obliging kindly lady. She is well liked by the 

residents. Using her pass key, Anna is opening the door 

to John McQueen’s flat, when Chrissie Keenan exits her 

flat, located next door. Anna’s face lights up.

‘Ah, Chrissie, how are you this fine day? Early on the go 

this morning. What could you be up to? Got a wee 

boyfriend hidden away – is that it, you naughty girl, 

you?’

At 98 and small of stature to begin with, Chrissie is bent 

almost double with age and with osteoporosis. Hight 

wise, this makes her minute.  Shuffling towards Anna 

with her walking stick she stops, swivels her head, 
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directs her pale blue eyes upwards and points a gnarled 

finger.

‘Ha! Ha! Ha!’ she cackles sarcastically across her only 

tooth, ‘None of your business, lassie. More to the point: 

that fella with the battered hat! You have seen him, 

Anna. I know you have seen him!’

As Chrissie continues  along the corridor, Anna pushes 

into John McQueen’s flat and presses her back against 

the wall, a chill running along her spine. 

‘That fella with the battered hat’! How had Chrissie 

Keenan known about that?

Calming herself down, Anna notices that the lace curtain 

is still drawn across John McQueen’s living room 

window. Steeling herself, she draws the curtain quickly 

back, immediately glancing towards the oak tree, 

grateful to see nobody there. Those times when the 

‘fella’ had made his appearance, it was always as a 

motionless watching image in the tree’s shade. 

Constantly sitting at this window, writing his novels, 

John McQueen must have seen the  ‘fella’  too. Indeed, it 
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was John’s periodic sessions of long silent staring 

through the window, had  drawn Anna’s attention to the 

‘fella’. It was while glancing over John’s shoulder that 

she  had first seen ‘him’  -  a man with a crumpled hat - 

standing motionless beneath the oak tree - appearing out 

of nowhere, only for him to disappear just as swiftly. 

Anna had seen ‘him’ on several occasions after that, 

usually over the engrossed John McQueen’s shoulder. 

For some reason that she doesn’t understand, Anna can’t 

bring herself to refer to the fella’s presence with John 

McQueen. 

What was increasingly unnerving Anna however, was 

the fact that, lately, she had even been seeing ‘him’ 

while she was alone in the flat.

Now, wishing to distance herself from the subject, she 

distracted herself by attending to her cleaning duties. 

John McQueen’s two published novels, Lift Me, Daddy 

and Beyond the Headlands were lying askew on the 

bookshelf. Anna straightened them and dusted the 

shelves down. She then moved with her duster to the 

dresser and stopped to sadly shake her head and smile a 

wry smile. It had become a silent game of cat and 
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mouse. Anna would religiously remove the framed 

family photo from the drawer, polish the glass and place 

the photo in a prominent position on the dresser top. 

When she had gone, John McQueen would return it to 

the drawer. 

This behaviour of John McQueen’s  saddened Anna. It 

was a delightful family group photo of John in his prime, 

along with his wife, son and daughter. They were all 

smiling and so happy. Anna couldn’t understand John. 

The photo was so romantic. Anna adored romance - 

especially if it was mushy and sugar coated. Romantic 

things invariably made sentimental Anna cry. Then 

again, sad things made Anna cry too. A heart-felt 

rendering of Anna’s favourite love song, ‘Danny Boy’, 

made Anna cry. Even if the rendering was by Anna 

herself, Anna would cry. Jolly Anna McLean cried a lot. 

Why did John McQueen always return the photo to the 

drawer and out of sight? Anna remembered Mrs King, 

the caretaker, confiding in her that John McQueen, in a 

moment of unguarded inebriation, had told her that the 

reason his wife and family never kept in touch or visited 



Iain Ferguson

200

him was because of ‘something bad’ he had done long 

ago. This revelation had, of course, made Anna cry.

Her cleaning chores out of the way, Anna was pulling on 

her coat and staring guardedly out of the window 

towards the oak tree. A fat man was being taken for a 

walk along the dirt road by what looked like a drowned 

rat at the end of a fifty foot leash. There was still no sign 

of ‘him’,  but that didn’t mean a thing; ‘he’ could appear 

at the drop of a hat and disappear just as quickly. 

Engrossed, Anna didn’t hear the flat door open behind 

her, only it’s click as it closed again, and that made her 

yelp in fright.

‘Ah, Anna!’ said John McQueen, smiling. ‘You are a bit 

jumpy today. Enjoying the view? What you seeing out 

there? Anything interesting?’

Anna looked momentarily flustered. ‘As you said John - 

enjoying the view.’ Then she added ‘Nothing out of the 

ordinary, John,’ and immediately wished she hadn’t. 

John McQueen regarded her with a quaint expression, 

and smiled again. Buttoning up her coat Anna said. ‘I 

see you have changed your routine John. Your morning 
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walk takes you into town now, and not along the dirt 

road.’

‘Well, you know what they say, Anna: a change is as 

good as a holiday. Also, I get my newspapers earlier. 

Catch the breaking news. Learn what latest joys this 

world is inflicting on poor old mankind. Aren’t you 

staying for a cup of tea?’

Anna was running behind schedule and had many more 

flats to do. ‘Thanks John, but I don’t have time today. 

Tomorrow I clean the odd numbers, so it will be 

Tuesday before I am back.’

                                                                          

Finished for the day, Anna handed her pass keys back to 

the caretaker. ‘That’s me then, Mrs King.’

Mrs King regarded her over her spectacles. ‘Thanks 

Anna. No ghosts today then?’ she enquired gently.

‘No, Mrs King. Nothing today, but I have seen ‘him’ 

several times since we last spoke.’

‘Oh, Anna. You really are imagining all this business. It 

isn’t doing you any good. Twice you phoned me to come 
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to John McQueen’s flat to see for myself. And twice 

there was nothing there!  

‘Well’, replied Anna, with uncharacteristic smugness, ‘ I 

have some interesting developments to tell you, Mrs 

King: old Chrissie Keenan has seen ‘him’  too!’

‘Oh, Anna! Old Chrissie is Irish. The Irish see ghosts all 

the time. They are superstitious, they believe in the 

supernatural.’

‘But I’m not Irish Mrs King,’

‘No, but you are Hebridean, Anna. A Gael. They are just 

as bad when it comes to ghosts, gremlins and the like. 

Especially those from the Isle of Barra like yourself. 

You are all the same people, you and the Irish. You are 

spiritual. Celts!’

*

It is the following Friday and Anna McLean bumps into  

Chrissie Keenan in the corridor outside Chrissie’s flat. 

Anna’s eyes widen in greeting as she prepares to speak. 

Chrissie holds up a gnarled hand to stop her. 

Beyond the Headlands 

203

‘I know what you are going to say Anna; you are going 

to ask about the fella in the crumpled hat. Well, I don’t 

want to talk about it. I have nothing more to say on the 

subject,’ 

‘I just want to know how you saw him Chrissie. Nobody 

else seems to see him. As cleaner I see through all the 

windows on the west side of Eden Living. John 

McQueen’s window is the only window I have ever seen 

‘him’ through.’

Old Chrissie is irritably twisting at the key in the lock to 

her flat. ‘Yon fella has to be from the people of the 

power Anna. They come from the past - from long ago. 

They are dangerous, the people of the power - always 

after something. The old folks would warn you; it is 

dangerous to even talk of the people of the power.’ 

The flat door unlocks and old Chrissie shuffles hurriedly 

through, leaving a crack momentarily open that allows 

her to gaze up at the cleaner lady with her pale blue eyes, 

and croak: 

‘I would advise you to forget you ever saw yon fella 

Anna. It will make you ill - or worse!’
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Old Chrissie closes the door.

*

Returning to Eden Living from his morning walk, John 

McQueen sees  Mrs King the caretaker beckon him to 

the office. Mrs King gives him her customary gaze over 

her spectacles. 

‘You have mail today John. Not any old mail but an 

officially wrapped package. Who is a lucky and popular 

boy then?’ It was very rare indeed for John McQueen to 

receive mail. She points to the package at the end of the 

desk. 

John Mc Queen picks it up, turns it around a couple of 

times and peers at the post mark across the stamp. 

‘It could be from the fan club, Mrs King. Then again, it 

could be a bomb.’ He leers at her as he leaves the office. 

Back in his flat, he takes the unopened package and his 

coffee to his usual post - his computer desk by the 

window. Tearing at the package wrapping he gazes 

through the window. The old dirt road is empty. The 

package is what he thought it would be - an author’s 
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copy from the publishers of his third and latest novel: 

Megiddo Awakes. It has been sent to him by the 

Publishers for final checking/editing prior to publishing. 

It looks and feels good. The cover really pleases him. He 

sips at his coffee, opens the novel to look at the general 

script layout and glances compulsively through the 

window again. He tenses, the familiar cold chill flowing 

through him.

GODDAMMIT!

‘He’ was back! Back under the old oak tree. Silent and 

unmoving. Gazing. The distance to the oak tree is too 

great to make out detailed facial expressions or 

determine the direction of human eyes. But John 

McQueen knows the exact focus of the eyes before him 

now - that focus, as usual, being himself!  

*

John McQueen pushed the remains of his diner across 

the table and poured himself another large whisky. He 

would have to put an end to this nonsense once and for 

all. It was getting out of hand. He was going to have to 

tackle the issue head on. To do that, he would have to go 
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to the oak tree and prove to himself it was all in his 

imagination - it was all delusion. He was 86, goddammit. 

He was a writer, had imagination - his writing at times 

had wandered into the world of the supernatural. He was 

Hebridean. He had drunk far too much whisky in his day 

- perhaps rotting his brain cells!  He was beginning to 

lose his memory, to mix things up. Yes, it was all down 

to delusional old age. He had even dreamt of 

determining, ludicrously, who the fellow in the crumpled 

hat might be.

John McQueen poured himself yet another large whisky.

Yes, he needed a break from all this writing. His life was 

getting stale. He needed to get away for a while. He 

hadn’t visited Glasgow, dear old Glasgow, for some 

time. He could visit his publishers, discuss some new 

ideas with them. Best of all, he could visit old haunts - a 

trip down memory lane. He could also visit his niece, his 

beloved late brother’s daughter. 

Yes, he would go for a wee break to Glasgow.

*
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It had been a very cold day, and now it was an even 

colder evening - and the heating in the train to Glasgow 

wasn’t worth a damn. John McQueen was delighted he 

had remembered to bring some whisky - remembering 

then to fill his empty glass again. Apart from a middle 

aged matron, wearing a huge silly hat and seated several 

seats ahead of him, he had the carriage to himself. The 

carriage lighting was dim, the passing landscape 

invisible in the darkness, all of these things adding to the 

monotony of the journey.

Finishing the whisky in his glass, John McQueen gazed 

over the rim. The matron’s head, protruding above the 

backrest of her seat, was all that was visible of her. Her 

hat had him mesmerised; bright yellow and with a huge 

undulating brim, it seemed like apparel more appropriate 

for a wedding or a fancy dress parade than for a grey 

winter trip to the city of Glasgow.  

He poured himself another glass of whisky and gazed 

through the carriage window. 

Beyond the train, the moon had now emerged from 

behind racing storm clouds, silvering the bleak 
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windswept vastness of Rannoch Moor. The train began 

to slow, then it ground to a halt. Despite his inebriation, 

John McQueen was bemused. Dim lights cast patches of 

yellow on a leaf strewn station platform and on the walls 

of a background ticket office. Faint voices could be 

heard, and the metallic squeal of a porter’s trolley, but 

there wasn’t a single living soul in sight! John McQueen 

stared through the carriage window in disbelief. He 

knew the Fort William to Glasgow train journey like the 

back of his hand: there was no railway station anywhere 

near this remote part of Rannoch Moor!

A guard somewhere blew his whistle and the train began 

to move. As the ‘ghost’ station slid beyond view, John 

McQueen noticed the dark silhouette that he hadn’t 

noticed before, standing stationery in the vanishing 

ticket office door - the silhouette of a man with a 

crumpled hat!

His hand shaking, John McQueen drained the latest 

whisky in his glass.

In the carriage ahead of him, the matron had fallen 

asleep, her head thrust back at right angles across the 
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headrest towards him but her head itself hidden behind 

the bright yellow vastness of her hat, its full elevation 

visible to him now in all its glory, surveying like a giant 

daffodil.

And so it was, that in a state of some considerable 

inebriation, John McQueen was silently surveyed, and 

mesmerised, for the entire remainder of the journey to 

Glasgow’s Queen Street station. 

*

It was old Chrissie Keenan’s turn to have her flat 

cleaned today by the cleaner, Anna McLean. But Anna, 

uncharacteristically silent, was in the huff and not 

speaking. And old Chrissie was feeling guilty. But she 

had warned Anna about it several times before - she 

didn’t want to talk about the man in the crumpled hat! 

She glanced sideways towards the still silent Anna 

vigorously vacuuming the rug now, her brows gathered 

and her lips tight shut and childishly pursed out. Yes, 

Anna was huffed - and she was determined to convey to 

old Chrissie just how huffed she really was.
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Old Chrissie had to smile to herself. In reality, Anna was 

such a soft hearted kindly person. Chrissie turned 

towards her: ‘Ok Anna, it is against my better 

judgement, but I will tell you about yon fella with the 

crumpled hat. I will tell you once and don’t ever ask me 

again.’

Anna’s face lit up. ‘Of course, Chrissie, but of course!’ 

She immediately switched off the vacuum cleaner. ‘I 

will make us a pot of tea, Chrissie’.

Chrissie liked her tea black, along with four heaped 

teaspoonfuls of sugar. Stirring furiously now, she spoke. 

‘Right Anna, I will begin at the beginning, taken from 

the knowledge passed onto me by my old grandmother 

in Ireland when I was a very young lass . . . your fella 

out there with the crumpled hat is only a spirit. He 

belongs to the ancient clan Coolin. Clan Coolin are from 

the distant mists of time -  descendants of the Celtic 

kings of old Erin. Among the Coolins, any third son of a 

third son is endowed with supernatural powers. It is a 

great privilege to be endowed with the powers but they 
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also have their dangers. The ancient enemies of Clan 

Coolin - the demons from the lands of Myth - endlessly 

pursue those with the powers in order to steal those 

powers. If successful, they escape their state of myth and 

achieve mortality, the reverse being the fate of their 

victims. So it becomes a constant state of flight and 

pursuit and changing states of myth and mortality.’

Chrissie sips at her tea.                                                                   

‘Those who lose their powers are, of course, constantly 

wanting them back - wanting mortality again. But it isn’t 

always just mortality they want. They can pursue people 

who possess something  else that they desperately desire, 

something very important to them. And if they don’t get 

it, Hell comes a visiting! Now here is the thing Anna, 

when in a state of myth, the people of the power are only 

visible to the descendants of clan Coolin - which means 

that yourself, myself and old John McQueen have to be 

such descendants!’

Anna’s eyes widen, the cup in her hand shaking, and she 

yelps: ‘Oh my God, Chrissie! The fellow in the 
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crumpled hat!? . . . you were right Chrissie, I think we 

should leave this subject and talk about something else.’ 

‘Calm yourself down Anna. It is old John McQueen that 

the fellow is after. He directs his power only at old 

John’s window. It is only through old John’s window 

that any of us see him. If we do or say nothing that 

distracts the fellow’s plans, we are ok. But it is a very 

fine line. That’s why I say we should keep our mouths 

shut.’

Wild eyed, Anna speaks: ‘You are right Chrissie, we 

must shut our mouths. But poor old John! Oh, my God, 

this is simply terrible!’

Anna having refused the offer of a top-up, Chrissie lifts 

the teapot and refills her own cup.. 

‘I am surprised Anna, to find so many descendants of 

Clan Coolin still in existence, especially in Scotland. In 

Ireland, where I am originally from - yes. That said, 

yourself and old John with your Hebridean roots are 

fellow Gaels with no doubt an old connection. And what 

a strange coincidence to find the three of us in Eden 

Living - in the one small area.’ 
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‘Oh, the whole ghostly affair and the unnatural 

coincidences attached to it don’t bode well. I don’t like 

it, Chrissie, I don’t like it.’ 

Chrissie sipped at her replenished tea; 

‘I wonder what the fellow in the hat has on old John? I 

like old John. An interesting man. He invites me in for 

tea some times. That’s  when I saw the fellow in the hat, 

through the window. Yes, an interesting man, old John. 

Writes novels, you know. Has promised to let me read 

them but somehow he hasn’t got round to it.’

‘Oh yes, I know that Chrissie.’ Her teacup empty and her 

chores in Chrissie’s flat completed, Anna rises to put on 

her coat. ‘These novels, Chrissie, I think old John is 

getting a bit confused about them. I don’t think it is John 

who writes them at all, but a fellow called Iain 

Ferguson.’

‘Oh, John has explained that to me Anna. Iain Ferguson 

is an alias - or a nom de plume.’

‘A nom de . . . ?

‘A nom de plume. French for pen name.’
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‘French? You know French?’ Buttoning her coat and 

moving to the door of the flat, Anna smiles towards the 

old Irish lady: ‘You really are a smart old bird Chrissie. I 

will give you that.’

‘I was a school teacher, Anna.’

Still smiling, Anna closes the door behind her.

*

The hotel is second rate. The bedroom doesn’t smell 

‘right’, the ambience being redolent of old fall-outs, of 

cheating sex affairs and regrets that come too late. It is 

early evening and John McQueen lies on the bed, staring 

at the darkness on the ceiling, watching it turn red and 

then green and back to red - echoes of the flashing neon 

sign from the saloon bar down in the street.

It is the end of his second day in Glasgow. He had 

visited his publisher to finalise things with ‘Megiddo  

Awakes’, his third and latest novel, and had decided it a 

very successful meeting. He had then managed to track 

down his niece Molly and arrange to have her meet him 
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for dinner at a Vietnamese restaurant in the West End of 

the city.

He has also managed to stay sober and is very pleased 

with himself. Glancing at his watch, he  decides on a 

shower before he meets Molly.

The Vietnamese restaurant is of quality and is a popular 

one, but being mid-week it is only half full. 

John McQueen and his niece Molly are on starters. 

‘Yes, as I said Molly, it’s been a long time. Too long. 

And my fault’.

‘Fifteen years, uncle Iain. We last met at dad’s funeral. 

My brother and I thought you had dropped off the end of 

the earth. But so fantastic to be seeing you again.’

‘Fantastic indeed Molly.’ John McQueen’s thoughts drift 

off. ‘ My God, fifteen years since your dad died. I have 

missed him so much. We were through many doors 

together. He was more like a twin than a young brother. 

We were so very close.’
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‘But even before dad’s funeral, none of us really saw 

that much of you, or for very long. You were a bit of a 

mystery man. An exciting mystery man, I must say.’

John McQueen replenishes their wine glasses and calls 

for another bottle of the same.

‘Anybody can become mysterious, if there is enough 

false information and exaggeration Molly. Anyway, I 

would rather talk about you. You are creative and big 

into art, I believe. Take after your dad, eh?’

‘You were at Art School, mid until late fifties, uncle 

Iain, so perhaps I take after you both. But you did so 

many things. Free spirit painting in the south of France. 

Racing motorcycles. Dad told me all about you before he 

died.’

John McQueen experiences a vague apprehension ripple 

down his back. 

‘I hope not all, Molly. Your dad unfortunately saw me 

through rose tinted spectacles. We were both very young 

when our own dad died. Coinneach, your dad, kind of 

regarded me as a father figure.’ John McQueen downs 
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more wine. ‘And that was rather unfortunate Molly. I 

was far from the right material for that. Certainly no role 

model.’

The waiter arrives with their second course. John 

McQueen orders another bottle of wine.

Increasingly relaxed and intoxicated, and enjoying each 

other’s company, John McQueen and his niece Molly 

find themselves the last customers in the restaurant.

‘My God Molly, where has the time gone?’

‘Time passes quickly, when you are enjoying yourself 

uncle Iain.’

‘There is a good bar across the street. Would you like a 

quick nightcap before I call you a cab Molly?

‘Why not uncle Iain!’

The Crown Bar too, is only half full. Molly has a glass 

of wine while her uncle reverts to his usual whisky, 
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which he knows is not a smart move: inebriation makes 

him talk too much.

‘Are you going to fill me in with regard to some of your 

absences, uncle Iain? Where were you? Perhaps I’m 

getting too tipsy and that is making me rather cheeky, 

but I truly would love to know.’

John McQueen regards his niece ruefully. He too is 

getting more than tipsy.

‘Where was I Molly? That’s what you asked? . . . I was 

fleeing!’ He lifts his whisky glass from the table but 

doesn’t drink any. There is a silence before he continues:

 ‘I am now 86  Molly.’

‘I know. But you don’t look anywhere near being that 

old uncle Iain.’

‘When I reached 80, something happened. The male 

menopause, perhaps?’. . . (They both smile at that) . . . ‘I 

sold my Ducati motorcycle, I enrolled for a recreational 

Art Course at the Highland College in Lochaber, and I 

wrote three novels.’

‘WOW!’  Molly is genuinely impressed.

Beyond the Headlands 

219

‘I visited so many far flung places, Molly; I did so many 

things and met so many diverse people in my life, you 

wouldn’t believe. But I did everything at a gallop. I 

didn’t hang around anywhere for long. I was fleeing, you 

see; fleeing the fallout from childhood abuse - the 

grooming and abuse at the hands of a devious family 

friend.’  

John McQueen falls silent again, his thoughts caught in 

some far place.

‘Frightened and humiliated, I became lost then outraged 

and then angry and violent. I lost my confidence and any 

sense of self-worth.’ 

Molly’s hand reaches for his arm, an expression of deep 

concern showing in her warm dark eyes. The expression 

should be warning John McQueen: should be reminding 

him that when he drinks too much, he invariably says too 

much. And now he is on the cusp of over-riding his self-

control, is in an alcohol fuelled danger of baring his very 

bones: 

‘Yes, I was raped Molly. An affable, happy  and 

energetic young lad, I was raped - raped and profaned 
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Molly! And because of it, I lost my confidence and my 

way. Pursued by personal demons, I raged my way into 

early adulthood. It was the homosexual aspect of the 

abuse that outraged me most - the perceived loss of my 

masculinity. To overcome it - to get my masculinity back, 

as I mistakenly saw it, I engaged in mock violence and in 

physically outrageous activities. Backing it up, I had my 

props of fast, dangerous and noisy machines. My life 

became Shakespearian sound and fury. I raced 

motorcycles. I  became a bohemian - a wild man. I 

followed the torment of Van Gogh to paint in the searing 

heat of the Provence sun. Moving on,  I drank with Saudi 

elite in a land where alcohol was religiously forbidden 

by the laws of the land, and where culprits could be 

publicly flogged; I caroused in bars in cities across the 

globe, from Santa Fe to San Francisco to Tombstone; 

from  Cairo to Damascus; from Chang Mai to Hong 

Kong to Singapore. I tried to settle down, truly wanted to 

settle down - I had the best wife and kids a man could 

wish for - but the demons wouldn’t allow it. I cheated on 

them, on my beloved ones, and flew on. And my 

travelling companion was invariably Hyde - the 
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notorious Mr Hyde. Looking back, it is all so unreal. Did 

it happen at all?’

But John McQueen mercifully manages to resist telling 

Molly these dark, disturbing and, in the present 

circumstances,  ‘unnecessary things’. He has a tendency 

to recall and recount these ‘things’ far too often. 

Millions of others have, like him, suffered childhood 

abuse. All have been terribly effected, some suicidally 

and terminally. But many others have dusted themselves 

down and gotten on with life as best they could, and 

without self-pity. John McQueen, on the other hand, has 

perhaps fashioned himself a shield of victimhood, a 

perversely convenient excuse to fail at life and at human 

relationships and, as a result, has a need, in between 

times, to escape - to flee.

‘Where was I?’ he says eventually. ‘‘Anyway Molly, 

what is past is past. As I said, when I reached 80, I 

discovered that I had suddenly become old and must 

slow down - do something at last that would justify me, 

perhaps afford me atonement - hence my novels. The 

fleeing is over Molly. In the time left to me, I intend to 
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relax, find stillness, savour the wine and smell the 

flowers . . . watch the sun go down.’

Molly places her hand on his arm again. ‘It is so sad that 

you and aunt Sarah split up, uncle Iain. As a wee girl I 

loved visiting you and aunt Sarah, and playing with 

cousins Colin and Claire. Your home seemed such a 

happy fun place’

She sees the desolation, the sorrow, that rises deep in 

uncle Iain’s eyes, a tightness in his voice.

 ‘I cheated on Sarah and my family, Molly. But 

everybody knows that by now. I didn’t intend to, but 

that’s no excuse. Perhaps it was the demons of childhood 

abuse to blame. But no - that too is an excuse. And there 

are no excuses for such hurt, such betrayal Molly.’ 

Molly takes his hand in her own now.

 ‘Aunt Sarah still lives in Glasgow, uncle Iain. So do 

Colin and Claire. I meet up with them from time to 

time.’

‘How are they keeping Molly?’ His voice has become 

slightly breathless.
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‘Very well uncle Iain.’

‘Thank you Molly. I am so very pleased to hear that.’

‘I could tell aunt Sarah that we have met up? . . . perhaps 

. . .’

He cuts her short

No, it is too late Molly. Sarah’s hurt runs understandably 

deep in her. And I understand that. I didn’t fall off the 

end of the world for all these years Molly. I thought it 

better for everyone if I stayed out of their lives. I moved 

away. Often, far away. I changed my name, you know. I 

am now officially John McQueen.’

Molly has a bemused expression on her face and appears 

lost for words. Both of them have drunk too much - and 

that was John McQueen’s fault. And he knows that. 

Neither of them are thinking as clearly as they should.

‘It is late Molly and I am going to order and pay for your 

taxi now. I want to give you a copy of my novels, but I 

want you to come to where I live in Fort William and 

personally collect them.’
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‘Thanks, uncle iain. I would simply adore to do that. We 

aren’t going to let you slip off the edge of the world ever 

again.’

*

Next morning John McQueen finds himself back in the 

second rate hotel and in the bedroom that doesn’t smell 

‘right’. He is hungover and sitting on the edge of the 

bed, feeling annoyed with himself. He had drunk far too 

much last night. And under his influence, Molly, his 

beloved brother’s daughter, had done the same. Not only 

that, the conversation had centred mainly on the world 

and times of John McQueen. But that was drunken John 

McQueen all over! 

Yes, he is very  annoyed with himself. But today will be 

different. Today, his last day in Glasgow, will be one of 

relative temperance. He has plans - interesting things to 

do and see before catching the evening train to Fort 

William. 

He moves to the window, opens the tired looking 

curtains and gazes down into Cambridge Street. The 
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famous Glasgow School of Art is just around the corner 

and up the hill a bit. Whilst a student there he had 

frequented Cambridge Street regularly; the Ninety Two, 

his favourite  bar had been located there. For old time’s 

sake, he would start this new day by having breakfast 

there, at the Ninety Two: a couple of Scotch Pies would 

go down a treat. No alcohol. Well . . . no whisky - just 

one pint of beer, to wash the pies down.

The original Ninety Two Bar of the mid to late fifties had 

made minimal concession to fashion or décor, or to 

one’s nasal sensitivities, its prime purpose being to 

facilitate booze-ups. Primarily a man’s world, the floor 

was linoleum covered and liberally sprinkled with 

sawdust. The toilet facilities, especially the female ones, 

were a grudged waste of precious drinking space - 

squeezed in behind a flimsy  plasterboard wall, like an 

afterthought. Due to the ineffectiveness of the 

plasterboard’s sound proofing, the general vicinity of the 

‘facilities’ became inevitably known, in blunt Glasgow 

humour, as Windy Corner.
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Super trendy, sound proofed and smelling of roses, the 

new Ninety Two - renamed the Woo-Hoo Bar and Grill - 

was from a different world. Pushing through the 

beautiful smoke glass doors, John McQueen felt rather 

flat -  ‘let down’. Woo-Hoo! What kind of daft name for 

a Glasgow bar was that?  Well, it rhymed with the 

original, one could suppose. Being only mid-morning, 

the clientele was sparse, but by evening, John McQueen 

reckoned that the Woo-Hoo Bar and Grill could be 

popular and filled with ‘lovies’ and ‘beautiful’ people. 

‘A Scotch Pie?’ 

The beautiful young barman wrinkled his nose and 

fluttered his eyelashes. ‘We don’t do Scotch Pies sir. 

Sorry.’                                               

‘Bacon roll?’

The beautiful young barman fluttered his eyelashes again 

and tapped his fingers with patient indulgence on the bar 

top. ‘Don’t do these either, sir.’

‘Beans on toast?’

The beautiful young barman sighed and shook his head.
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‘What DO you DO then?’

The beautiful young barman rattled off a list of food 

items that were in every language but ‘Glasgow’, 

backing up the veracity of what he had said by 

producing a beautiful menu card from under the counter.

It was John McQueen’s turn now to wrinkle his nose, 

‘Aw, just give me a pint of beer’, he said, omitting to 

flutter his eyelashes. As an afterthought, and in the 

absence of pies, he requested that a whisky be added to 

the order. 

As he had entered the beautiful saloon, and being a man 

with good powers of observation, John McQueen had 

noticed the elderly man in the wheelchair, with a 

younger man sitting beside him. The elderly man had 

caught his attention on account of his dated attire of a 

brown corduroy suit and a cravat.

John McQueen was toying with his whisky on the bar 

top, when the elderly man’s companion arrived at the bar 

to make a fresh order. Glancing at McQueen, the young 

man grinned.
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‘Sorry to interrupt ye, mister, but my uncle in the 

wheelchair back there reckons he knows ye. I’m his 

carer. He is in his eighties and can get things mixed up at 

times. He was at the Art School in the mid-fifties and 

reckons he knows ye from there. He asked me to tell ye.’

‘Oh, that’s interesting. I’ll come over and join you, if 

that’s ok?’

‘Nae bother. As I said, my uncle is in his eighties, which 

can make him quite brusk and rude at times. Just so’s ye 

know. And he can get dates mixed up. I’m Daniel, by the 

way.’

John McQueen and Daniel approached the table beside 

the elderly man’s wheelchair. John McQueen smiled:

‘Hello there. Daniel tells me you were at the Art School 

in the mid-fifties?’

‘I remember you. You were there at the same time. 

Ferguson is your name. Iain Ferguson. A real wild 

bastard. Am I right or am I wrong?’
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Taken aback, John McQueen tenses. ‘I was there at that 

time - yes. But I am not Iain Ferguson. I knew him, 

though.’

‘Well, you look a dead ringer for Ferguson to me. I 

never liked Ferguson. A trouble maker - a pain in the 

arse. What is your name then? Mine is Frank Gallacher.’

‘I am John McQueen.’

Frank Gallacher studied him and pursed his lips. ‘No . . . 

I can’t place that name.’

‘Ditto with yours. What makes you call Ferguson a 

troublemaker, Frank?’

‘He was a wild man. There were many wild men at the 

Art School back then, as you will know - guys like 

Fletcher and Pollock but not like Ferguson. When 

Ferguson drank, it was to excess and often. He 

invariably argued and brawled, and challenged the world 

to fight. He physically scared me shitless, McQueen.’

‘I knew Ferguson well, Frank. It was all bluff. Image and 

prop. Mirrors and smoke. Ferguson, in reality, was an ok 

guy - wouldn’t hurt a fly. These brawls as you call them 
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were all handbags at dawn - mere fisticuffs. Using 

weapons, or kicking a man when he was down was 

anathema to Ferguson. It was invariably bluff and came 

to nothing. That was what he was depending on. And it 

came to nothing because of his props, which scared 

potential adversaries off - his long hair, his drooping 

black Zapata moustache, his motorcycle and leather 

clothes. You have to remember that in the mid-fifties, 

students exempt, young guys had to do National Service. 

Neat short hair, self-discipline and good social  

behaviour was the norm. Art student guys like Ferguson, 

Fletcher and Pollock, being the opposite to all that - were 

considered wild men, dangerous, a potential threat to 

society and morality,’   

‘So they were just seeking attention McQueen, that’s 

what you are saying: well they certainly got that. In 

Ferguson’s case, that’s all he got. Achieved nothing - the 

waster. He was a waste of space - a loser!’

A flash of anger appeared in John McQueen’s eyes. 

‘And how do you know that, Frank?’ 
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‘As you said McQueen, Ferguson had a motorcycle, 

which he raced. A noisy thing with no silencer. Came to 

Art School on it in all weathers, I’ll give him that. You 

could hear him from inside the Art School. You could 

hear him coming - invariably late! And you could hear 

him going - invariably early! Failed and had to re-sit his 

second year because of his absences. Ferguson was 

always fleeing from one venture to another - and getting 

nowhere!’

‘Ferguson seems to have stuck in your memory Frank.’

‘Oh yes. And then came the big dramatic announcement. 

Ferguson decides he will follow in the footsteps of his 

newfound hero - Van Gogh. He sets off, with great 

flourish, on what he calls a sabbatical, to the Provence 

regions of Van Gogh fame. He paints pictures there, 

inspired by the bullfights at Arles and by the gypsies of 

the Camargue. He sells them for a song, or exchanges 

them for a bottle of wine - which shows just how good 

they must have been. Eight months down the line, he is 

flat broke and returns with his tail between his legs to 

Art School. But his attendance record and erratic 

bohemian behaviour has been so unacceptable that they 
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kick him out. So, McQueen, Ferguson achieved nothing 

- zilch!’

Bristling, John McQueen drains his glass of beer, and 

throws back what is left of his whisky. 

‘The Art School days were a long time ago, Frank. You 

obviously have memories. Are you sure that they are 

accurate?’

‘The short term memory can be dicey, but I remember 

the Art School days in fine detail. Funny that I don’t 

remember you, McQueen, because I can even remember 

secondary players, like old Rab Jones the janitor. I even 

remember the name of the nude model from the life 

drawing classes - a girl called Sophia Chandler.’

John McQueen glanced up. ‘I’m impressed Frank. I must 

admit, I had forgotten about Sophia. A pleasant beautiful 

girl.’

‘She certainly had a beautiful arse. The kind of arse that 

a man can’t forget.’

‘Why am I not surprised that you said that Frank?’
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Detecting the disparaging tone in John McQueen’s 

voice, Frank Gallacher hissed, ‘Piss off, McQueen! It 

sure is strange that I don’t remember you, though.’

And John McQueen glanced towards Daniel, who smiled 

and made an apologetic expression that said: ‘Don’t be 

offended, my friend, that’s the way he is.’ In fairness, 

the young man had warned him. 

John McQueen stood up. ‘Well gentlemen, I have big 

plans for this day. Before I go Frank, what do you 

reckon happened to Ferguson?’

Frank Gallacher’s voice had turned  truculent. ‘Knifed in 

some back alley, or doing life in prison. Then again, 

being ages with ourselves, he could be dead and buried - 

kicking up the daisies.’

‘And if I was to tell you, for a fact, that Iain Ferguson 

gained entrance to Oxford and qualified as an architect - 

at the grand old age of 35! - what would you say to that - 

Mr Gallacher?’

Glancing towards his nephew, Frank Gallacher guffawed 

with laughter:
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‘Bullshit!! Ferguson at Oxford? . . . And pigs might fly 

McQueen!’ 

John McQueen smiled and walked away towards the exit 

doors, passing along the bar area as he went.

The beautiful young barman is too engrossed to hear 

John McQueen’s ‘goodbye’. While his free hand hangs 

limply in the air and his lips pout in creative 

concentration, his other hand is painting somebody’s 

breakfast onto a plate. John McQueen stops to gape in 

bemusement: what looks like dog turd being exotic, is 

languishing on a delicate bed of water cress and has 

leafy things scattered on and around it. And now some 

multi coloured stuff is being squeezed from a tube and is 

being drizzled in artistic sweeps and slashes across the 

plate. 

As he walks away, John McQueen is tempted to enquire 

if the beautiful breakfast is for hanging on the wall. But 

that would be sarcastic. Not nice. 

Pushing through the beautiful smoke glass doors of the 

Woo-Hoo Bar and Grill, into Cambridge Street, John 
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McQueen can hear Frank Gallacher’s voice and cackling 

laughter.

 ‘Oh, that’s a cracker, Daniel . . . Ferguson at Oxford! 

Aye, pigs might fly, Daniel. Pigs might fly!’

Sitting at the sidewalk café with a beer, John McQueen 

decided that, all in all, it had been a very enjoyable and 

fruitful afternoon. He had particularly enjoyed the 

photographic exhibition. The black and white images of 

old Glasgow by the Scottish/Italian photographer Oscar 

Mazaroli, had been a delight. And visiting the recently 

rediscovered Panoptican, an old theatre by the Trongate, 

had had him mixing with ghosts from the past - that of 

the young Stan Laurel among them.

A downside to the day was that he was now physically 

exhausted and had somehow again consumed too much 

alcohol. He hadn’t intended to, but there you were - 

wham! These things  happen to a man - creep up on him 

when he isn’t looking.
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The sidewalk café was halfway up the pedestrianised 

Buchanan Street, so it wasn’t that that far a walk to 

Queen Straight station and the evening train to Fort 

William. Most of the shops and offices had by now 

closed and Glasgow was slowing down, the growl of the 

traffic easing. Now there would be a lull before the 

evening growl began. But that would be a different 

growl, closer to a snarl. He remembered it well.

The watery wintery sun was sinking below the city 

skyline, but still reflecting its lemon yellow on the 

uppermost windows of a tower block at the top of the 

street. At ground level, the streets were darkening, a 

sprinkle of neon beginning to appear. Glasgow was 

applying her whore’s make-up, preparing for another 

night of mischief. The homeless and the heavily addicted 

would soon be mustering in the city centre canyons, 

along with mischief, there would beviolence, early death 

and silent screams. And of course, there would be the 

demons - personal demons - lost and angry and 

searching for trouble. In the ‘old days’, the demons were 

familiar to him. The demons attracted him, so invariably 
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you would find him - strutting defiantly along in the 

deteriorating late night mix. 

But he was old now - desirous of elusive stillness in his 

life. Mischief, conflict or setback in any form, upset him 

now. Yes, he had, somehow, become old and with ‘old’ 

he had become fragile and increasingly afraid, afraid of 

unknown things that were yet to come.

He rose unsteadily to his feet and headed up Buchanan 

Street towards Queen Street Station. On the way he 

would buy himself a half bottle of whisky. The angel, 

behind the devil on his shoulder, asked him why - told 

him that he had had enough already and didn’t need any 

more. Winking at the devil, he told the angel to ‘bugger 

off’ and that the train might break down - or the heating 

could fail!

*

The train to Fort William is fairly full of passengers but 

John McQueen is only vaguely aware of them, his 

inebriated thoughts fixed on the passing darkness beyond 

the carriage. He is aware enough though, to know that 

the train is deep within remote Rannoch Moor, and to be 



Iain Ferguson

238

surprised when it suddenly begins to slow down and a 

station platform appears alongside. 

Goddammit! Not that ghost station again?

More platform appears, dotted by the yellow 

downlighting from unseen overhead lights. And there is 

the sound of footsteps and human voices and a squeaky 

porter’s trolley, but nobody is visible. And windblown 

leaves are swirling around the platform, which makes no 

sense since there are no trees to speak of on Rannoch 

Moor. And then a shadowy ticket office appears as the 

train grinds to a halt, and standing in silhouette in the 

ticket office door is a motionless man with a crumpled 

hat!

John McQueen tenses and rises unsteadily to his feet.

‘Right! I have had enough of this. The time has come. I 

will confront this once and for all.’ 

Stepping off the train and moving into the wind, John 

McQueen heads for the centre of the platform and stops. 

After a few seconds, the silhouette moves out of the 
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shadows towards him, and John McQueen gasps, his 

heart beginning to race. 

Toby Jug has aged badly, the scar on his cheek lost in 

wrinkles, white showing in the once cold black hair. But 

the bad dog grin is still there, as is the battered green 

velour hat, its green faded now. Even more battered than 

before, the hat is set at a less jaunty angle on the head 

than of old. The bad dog grin widens. 

‘Hello there, it’s been a long time, Ferguson.’

‘It has indeed, Toby Jug.’

‘You showed surprise, Ferguson? You knew it had to be 

me - and why. I’ve been trying to attract your attention 

for weeks now on the old dirt road, but you have been 

ignoring me’

‘I feared it might be you Toby Jug. But I hoped it 

wasn’t. I had hoped you would go away.’

‘And why did you hope that Ferguson?’

‘Because the story has ended Toby Jug. There is nothing 

more to say.’
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‘That’s bullshit, Ferguson.’ The bad dog grin widens 

again. ‘They tell me you changed your name to 

McQueen. They tell me you did that in consideration of 

your family, who you cheated on. But I reckon it had 

much to do with me also, Ferguson - a move to be rid of 

me for good. But your conscience told you I would be 

back - as now here I am. I checked you out in The  

Chronicles Ferguson. Like myself, you too are a 

descendent of Coolin, that is how I have managed to 

communicate with you. You are one of only fifteen 

Coolin descendants left in existence, five of whom are in 

Scotland. And of these, would you believe, three are to 

be found at Eden Living: yourself, Chrissie Keenan and 

Anna McLean’

Silently, John McQueen wondered at this amazing 

coincidence, then:

‘And why should you come back Toby Jug?’

‘I can’t believe you need to ask that Ferguson. To have 

you change the end of the story of course!’

‘I inherited you Toby Jug. You existed before we  met. 

Our story together began at Beyond the Headlands. As 
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for the ending, you yourself took off to where I never 

could work out. And that, I must admit, has been on my 

conscience.’

‘Listen Ferguson, you created me, created me from 

beginning to end. You are responsible for all that I ever 

did and for all that I am. Hair-raisingly, you created me 

in your own image, Ferguson.’

‘What do you mean by that Toby Jug?’

‘It didn’t begin at Beyond the Headlands - at Siobhan 

Shaunessey’s place. You had me emerging from a 

mystic Celtic past, from an ancient Gaelic clan with 

magical powers, but that was your own dramatic wished-

for beginnings, a romantic invention you wished for 

yourself Ferguson. And then you had me placed in that 

orphanage where I was raped and abused. But that was 

you again Ferguson, the childhood rape you had suffered 

yourself’ 

Toby Jug paused and surveyed his creator through the 

fixed dog grin before continuing.
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‘And because of our common sexual abuse, you had us 

both eternally fleeing, fleeing from our demons, fleeing 

from life Ferguson. And we had our props, and we had 

our anger and our staged dramas and violence, and worst 

of all, our lack of self-worth. And because of that lack of 

self-worth, you yourself Ferguson tried so many things 

in your life in attempt at redemption:  art, architecture, 

car and motorcycle racing, truck driving, kitchen porter -  

you name it. But you didn’t stick at any of them,  

achieved nothing - always resorting, in between times, to 

flight.’

John McQueen glanced away briefly into the darkness of 

Rannoch Moor. ‘You don’t mince your words, Toby Jug. 

I am 86 now. I am slowing down. Yes, I have many 

regrets, a wish to make amends where possible.’ 

‘That’s good to hear Ferguson, that is why I am back, to 

have you end the story differently, and that ending has to 

include Siobhan Shaunessey - my beloved Siobhan.’

John McQueen glances at him defensively. ‘You can’t 

say that I ended things badly for Siobhan, Toby Jug. She 
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lived to a renowned old age. She did well in life. I set her 

free.’

‘As you created me in your own image, Ferguson, you 

created Siobhan in the image of a woman you yourself 

loved and lost long ago. In the process, your creations - 

Siobhan and I - inevitably came together - and we fell 

desperately, and impossibly, in love. But at the end of 

the story, we lost each other. And where do you think I 

have been all these years? I have been condemned to 

drifting around the edge of eternity - searching  for 

Siobhan - constantly fleeing and searching. Then 

recently I learned where she had gone Ferguson! 

Siobhan is in Tir nan Og - the Gaelic Valhalla - the 

Gaelic land of eternal youth. She is young and beautiful 

again, just as she was when first you had us meet - meet 

beyond these mystic headlands in old Ireland so very 

long ago.’

A brightness rose in John McQueen’s eyes. ‘Ah, that’s 

wonderful news Toby Jug. So what’s your problem. 

There is your ending!’
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‘The problem is, people of the power, like myself, are 

forbidden access to Tir nan Og. But there are rare 

exceptions. And that is if someone already in Tir nan Og 

personally vouches for them, and if someone from inside 

is prepared to come out from Tir nan Og and escort that 

person personally  back in.’  

There is the sound of the wind blowing leaves along the 

dim platform surfaces, and the sound of human voices 

and of a porter’s trolley from sources that cannot be 

seen. Toby Jug continues:

‘I have been drifting around a long time now Ferguson 

and I have learned much. I am no longer pursued by the 

demons of Myth. I have learned how to switch at will 

from the states of myth to mortality and back again. I 

can deny the demons their attempts to steal my 

mortality, the reasons for their pursuit. That has been a 

great relief for me. All I desire now is to be with 

Siobhan. You made us lovers Ferguson. Change the 

ending of the story Ferguson and bring us eternally 

together. I am giving you two weeks Ferguson. Fail 

Siobhan and I, and I will return to haunt you till your 

dying day.’
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Toby Jug glanced again at John McQueen and he saw 

the age and the broken expression in the old man’s eyes, 

and he felt a pang of pity. ‘It should be simple. I have 

given you clues. I know you can do it Iain’  He had 

never used the name Iain before and he smiled his bad 

dog grin at the sudden flicker of brightness in John 

McQueen’s eyes. The latter made to speak but Toby Jug 

held up his hand.  

‘Shhh!! . . . listen! . . . can you hear it?’

Toby Jug’s hand remained held up for silence, his ear 

cocked against the wind blowing along the dim station 

platform. ‘Hear the fiddle, Iain? And that strange 

disturbing old Gaelic air. Remember? You had me play 

that tune on the fiddle, back in Sean Kelly’s Store - a 

long time ago - music that made  Sean and his old crony 

friend cry.’

And then John McQueen heard it too, softly at first - 

strange enchanting fiddle music, the notes rising and 

falling, wailing and swooning, invading the Rannoch 

night with ancient croons and ethereal, mystical 

cadences . . . and then there was a voice, singing along in 
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harmony with the fiddle, a beautiful Irish voice singing 

ancient lyrics John McQueen had heard somewhere 

before:

Last night she came to me, my dead love came in,

So softly she came that her feet made no din. 

She laid her hand on me, and this she did say:

‘It will not be long love ‘till our wedding day.’

Entranced, John McQueen opened his eyes. The yellow 

window reflections from the moving train were sliding 

and distorting, advancing and receding, and rising and 

falling on the undulating surfaces of the passing 

Rannoch Moor. Otherwise, everything was in darkness. 

And the inebriated John McQueen told himself that there 

was nothing out there, nor was there a sound, apart from 

the shambling click of the train, and the wind hissing 

through the roots of the wild moorland grasses.

*

His breakfast done and dusted, John McQueen was 

sitting at his flat window, his computer on the desk 

before him. He now knew how the novel must end. It 
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shouldn’t take him long - minutes perhaps - but for days 

now he had had severe writer’s block and couldn’t get 

down to things. Ok, it was still just halfway through 

Toby Jug’s two week deadline, but that was beside the 

point. 

Grimacing, John McQueen glanced up and noticed a 

young couple on the dirt road, near the old oak tree. 

Even at that distance, it was obvious that they were 

oriental. He decided they were holiday makers since they 

appeared to be totally absorbed in photographing 

Scotland - from beginning to end. As John McQueen 

watched, they photographed the loch and they 

photographed the sky. And they photographed the 

mountains and the dirt road. For good measure, they 

photographed the dirt that the dirt road was made of, and 

they photographed the botany that ran along the dirt 

road’s edges.

And then what looked like a drowned rat appeared at the 

end of a fifty foot leash, taking a fat man for a walk. 

Reaching the oak tree, the drowned rat pointed what 

served as a back leg heavenward and self-importantly 

directed a squirt of urine at the tree. 
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Entranced, the young  oriental  couple took a photo of 

the drowned rat, and they took a photo of a bashful fat 

man, as well as of the self-important squirt. As a grand 

finale, the oriental couple had a now flustered fat man 

take a photo of them - in a romantic pose in the shade of 

the old oak tree.

The watching John McQueen burst out laughing - then 

abruptly stopped: all this nonsense was just prevarication 

and time wasting - distraction from the task in hand!  

And then the telephone rang - more prevarication! It was 

Mrs King, the caretaker, informing him that the postman 

had left flowers and letters for him in the office.

Flowers? And letters?

Flowers and letters!!? Apart from correspondence from 

the publishers, John McQueen hadn’t had personal mail 

in yonks. This was ridiculous! How could a man 

concentrate on crucial novel endings with mysterious 

flowers awaiting his attention? He would have to find 

out what the hell was going on.
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Down in the caretaker’s office, Mrs King was extremely 

excited and happy on John McQueen’s  behalf - and she 

showed it as he walked in.

‘Well, well John, flowers and letters now. That fan club 

of yours is something else.’

Set on the desk before her was a cellophane wrapped 

bunch of roses, and beside that a cellophane wrapped 

flower pot containing three hyacinths. Propped against 

each item was an envelope containing a card.

John McQueen regarded the flower display, glanced at 

Mrs King and back again, and picked up the envelopes 

and read the cards inside, an ashen expression appearing 

on his face. He read the cards a couple of times, glanced 

at the flowers and remained silent a long time. 

Addressing Mrs King eventually, his voice had a 

softness in it.

‘Valentine cards and gifts, would you believe?’

Gathering up his gifts, he moved to the office door and 

briefly stopped, an old fashioned expression on his face. 
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‘You know something, Mrs King, I do believe I have 

been forgiven.’

Back in his flat, things were to move quickly for John 

McQueen after that. Having watered the flowers and 

smelt them again, he placed them on the coffee table and 

yet again read the cards. 

‘Happy Valentine, dear Iain. I will come up to see you 

soon. Love, Sarah x’ 

‘Happy Valentine dad. We will visit you soon. Love you, 

Claire and Colin. x x’

Almost immediately following that he sat at the 

computer, uploaded his novel, Beyond The Headlands, 

amended the ending and forwarded it to his publishers. 

And all of that took him a mere forty minutes! 

Whistling softly now, he poured a large glass of his 

favourite malt whisky - meant only for very special 

occasions! - from a crystal decanter, drank a sizeable 

swallow and moved to the dresser and gathered the 
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clutter of papers and books lying on top and arranged 

them in neat piles. 

He lifted the first of his three novels: Lift Me, Daddy. He 

considered it to be the novel of most importance to him. 

Semi-autobiographical, it was intended as an apology to 

the most important people in his life - an attempt at 

personal atonement. 

Then he lifted his second and favourite novel:  Beyond 

The Headlands - a tale of sex, violence, Celtic 

superstition and impossible love. Ok - the ending 

required a slight tweak, but that was now in hand.

Finally, he lifted his last novel: Megiddo Awakes - a 

novel that had forced itself upon him, in that being of the 

‘older generation’, he had felt duty bound, like a legion 

of ‘older generations’ before him, to lament the morals 

and values of the ‘new’ generation. Set in the near 

future, it was an apocalyptical prediction of climatic 

disaster and the ‘new’ society’s evil short comings and 

possible terminal downfall.

Regarding the three novels, together now before him, he 

thought about the principle male characters in each 
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novel; how all of them had been victims of childhood 

sexual abuse, an abuse that had destroyed their life’s 

potential, inevitably imbuing each novel with darkness. 

But that said, John McQueen hoped that he had offset 

that darkness by the inclusion of a variety of amorous 

encounters - from the flippant and amusing to the 

profound - and by the inclusion also of mischievous 

laughter. 

He continued to regard the three novels resting in his 

hand - yes, three un-lauded novels capable of 

containment in one hand! Was that it? From a tangible 

and meaningful point of view, was that the sum total of 

his life’s achievements - three un-lauded novels held in a 

single hand? If it was, then it wasn’t much. Certainly 

nothing worth writing home about! 

But then again, on the other hand, he had very many 

novels existing in his head - and very many paintings - 

so many that on reaching age 80, and in a great rush of 

belated enthusiasm, he had decided to realise them all - 

or as close to all as possible. Prior to then he had been 

too ‘busy’: busy fleeing - remember!? But he had soon 

realised that at 80 years of age, he had left it too late; 
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that he no longer had the drive or the energy. Besides, 

his eyesight was rapidly and seriously fading.   

So, John McQueen philosophically boxed his novels into 

one bundle and placed the bundle at the end of the top 

shelf of the bookcase. He was heading towards his next 

planned task when he was aware of a ‘force’ urging him 

towards the window. He tensed and breathed softly, for 

he knew the meaning of the ‘force’. 

It was Toby Jug and he was calling him!  

John McQueen pulled the lace curtain aside, his eyes 

widening  at what he saw. Toby Jug was standing on the 

old dirt road, at its nearest point to John McQueen’s 

window, and he was wearing his bad dog grin, and he 

was arm in arm with a woman. And John McQueen felt 

a shiver ripple along his spine for the woman was 

Siobhan Shaunessey! And Siobhan was young again, as 

was Toby Jug, just as they had been when Iain Ferguson 

had created them all these years ago at Beyond The 

Headlands. And Toby Jug was wearing a smart dark suit 

and sported a brand new green velour hat on his head, 

which he removed and threw in the air in salute. And 
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Siobhan, her pale blue eyes on fire, had  flowers in her 

hair and was wearing an elegant silver coloured wedding 

dress.

And Toby Jug’s and Siobhan’s smiles widened further in 

happiness, and they both waved to John McQueen once 

more as they turned away, pulling each other close, and 

headed down the old dirt road. And a lump rose in John 

McQueen’s throat as he watched his creations walk 

away, growing gradually fainter and fainter, until they 

had completely faded away on drawing level with the 

old oak tree. 

Yes, things were moving really quickly now and John 

McQueen felt a sense of unreality. The take-away 

curried lamb and naan bread dinner that he had ordered 

eventually arrived and he finished that with relish. He 

removed his portable computer from the table by the 

window and he replaced it with his valentine cards and 

gifts of flowers. And he added the crystal decanter with 

his favourite malt whisky and a glass. Then he opened 

the window a crack and sat down. But then he got up 

again, to collect something he had forgotten about from 

the dresser drawer.
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Settled at last, John McQueen smiled to himself. This 

evening, he was going to relax, enjoy the breeze on his 

face, and savour good whisky. And he was going to 

smell the flowers, and seek that stillness he had so long 

yearned for. And he was going to watch the sun go 

down.

 

Anna McLean, the cleaner at Eden Living, had had a few 

days off, and as she headed now to the caretaker’s office 

for her pass keys to the even numbered flats, Mrs King, 

who was beside herself with excitement, couldn’t wait to 

tell Anna the good news: 

Old John McQueen’s niece Molly had phoned Eden 

Living to tell her, Mrs King, about her meeting with her 

uncle in Glasgow. And Molly had then contacted John’s 

estranged wife and his son and his daughter. And they 

were delighted and undertook to come up to Fort 

William to see old John. And - Mrs King reckoned that 

Anna wouldn’t guess - but know what? Old John’s wife 

and his son and daughter had sent old John valentine 

cards - and flowers! And, Anna would have no way of 



Iain Ferguson

256

knowing, so Mrs King then told her: that old John 

reckoned that he had been forgiven at last for the 

‘something bad’ he had done long ago. 

In her anxiety to convey all the news to Anna before she 

forgot anything, Mrs King was now breathless and 

emotionally exhausted.

But Anna had gotten the gist of things, and as a result 

she was very very touched and ecstatic with joy on 

account of the lovely news - so she began to cry. She 

was doing even numbered flats today, and old John was 

third on the list, so she would convey her joy personally 

to him then.

On entering John McQueen’s flat, Anna was 

immediately  engulfed by a wonderous aroma of roses 

and of hyacinths. But there was also an unpleasantly 

cold draught coming from the open window. Old John 

was sitting at his computer table, his back to Anna, 

apparently gazing out at the view. 
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‘Good morning John. Why are you sitting there with the 

window open? You will catch your death of cold. It’s 

freezing in here.’ 

Sitting at a slight angle, John McQueen didn’t respond, a 

brief strengthening of the draught from the window 

ruffling a tuft of his white wispy hair. And Anna then 

sensed that something wasn’t quite right and she moved 

cautiously forward. John McQueen - or was it Iain 

Ferguson - was dead: just another old man, but an old 

man that Anna had gotten to like, to like very much; an 

old man who had just passed on and had a soft breeze 

ruffling his wispy white hair . . . an old man with a 

wistful smile on his face, and that because he had been 

forgiven and had found his yearned-for stillness at last.

Anna glanced down then at the old man’s lap, to the 

photograph he was holding, a photograph he had taken 

from the dresser drawer, a romantic photograph of a 

happy family group.

And soft hearted Anna McLean began to cry again, her 

eyes flooding with tears of sorrow and of joy.                                       

‘DEFINITE’ END
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The portrayal of a full moon,  stylistic ‘Standing 

Stones’ and drifting mist is intended to echo a 

surrealism  and an unsettling that haunts the edges 

of the story - suggesting that ‘something other’ than 

normality emanates from ‘Beyond The Headlands.’   
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