

[image: ]





    Robert McLellan
 LINMILL STORIES
 Introduced by J.K.Annand

 [image: alt]
 









    
  Contents

   Introduction
 1. The Pownie
 2. The Kittlins
 3. The Mennans
 4. The Donegals
 5. The Daftie
 6. The Saubbath
 7. The Robin
 8. The Trap
 9. The Ringlets
 10. The Auchenheath Races
 11. The Spree
 12. A Drive to Lanark
 13. The Trace Horses
 14. The Shelties
 15. The Shed
 16. The Carlin Stane
 17. Sunnyside
 18. The Black Stallion
 19. The Aipple
 20. The Nest
 21. The Creddle Knot
 22. The Shuilfie
 23. The Communion
 24. The Falls Brae
 Glossary

 









    
  Introduction

  Scots had been the accepted language, and in official use until the mid-sixteenth century. Its status began to decline with the Reformation, and it progressively lost prestige after the Union of the Crowns in 1603 and the Parliamentary Union in 1707. As a literary language it flourished in the work of Henry son, Dunbar and Lyndsay, and it never ceased to be used for poetry. Literary prose, however, virtually disappeared. It was kept alive by its use for dialogue in works of fiction by such authors as Walter Scott, John Galt, D.M. Moir, and J.L. Waugh. Even so, continuous and consistent Scots narrative prose is found in only one short story (Wandering Willie’s Tale) by Walter Scott, and in two tales (Tod Lapraik and Thrawn Janet) by R.L. Stevenson.
 In our time Robert McLellan has brought a new dimension to writing in Scots. His poetry is of considerable merit, though small in quantity and little known. His long poem for radio, ‘Sweet Largie Bay’, however, won the Scottish Arts Council Poetry Award for 1956. He is best known for his plays, written between 1933 and 1967, and performed until this day. Jamie the Saxt and The Flouers o Edinburgh are the most popular and most frequently performed of his plays.
 Our main concern, however, is with the twenty-four Linmill stories here printed. They were mostly written for radio and were broadcast between 1960 and 1965. A few were published in various small, mostly short-lived, magazines. In 1975 I learned from Robert McLellan that most of his stories had never been printed, so in issue number four of Lallans I published ‘The Robin’ and over the following years thirteen of the twenty-four stories were printed in that magazine. Robert was very co-operative. A script was always available, but if there were stories to hand from new or younger writers he was content that his story should lie over till the next issue. He insisted on reading proofs himself as he had found some editors were not familiar with his spelling of Scots. (He was also concerned about producers and actors who were unfamiliar with Scots pronunciation.) When I gave up the editorship I wrote to thank him for his kindness and generosity. With characteristic modesty he replied: ‘You keep thanking me for giving you my stories to print. It should be the other way round. And I do thank you for printing almost all those which had not before appeared in print. Without your help they would never have been presented in a form accessible to such of posterity as might be interested.’ Then as an afterthought which showed the humility of the man, he added, ‘I’m being gey bumptious.’
 Six of his stories were published in booklet form in 1977 by Akros, but this is the first time the complete series has been made available.
 There is always a danger that people reading fiction (or verse) will believe that the writer is being autobiographical. So far as the Linmill stories are concerned there is no doubt that a great deal of the narration is based on fact. In the days before maternity hospital facilities were readily available, young mothers customarily returned to the parental home for the lying-in. Elizabeth Hannah, wife of John McLellan, travelled from her home at Milngavie to have the birth at Linmill. The place is nowadays spelled Linnmill, but Robert McLellan always insisted that it was named after a mill for the dressing of lint (flax) and had nothing to do with the linns or falls of Clyde as he explains in the story ‘Sunnyside’. His grandparents worked the farm, typical of the area, for its fruit crops, and Robert did spend most of his holidays at their home. His experience of living in a rural area made a lasting impression on him, and when he married Kathleen Heys in 1938 they first rented and later bought the cottage at High Corrie in Arran in which Mrs McLellan still lives. For the rest of his life he made a living with his pen, eked out by the produce from his garden and his bee-skeps. Kathleen declares that Robert enjoyed working alone in his garden; it was the place where he did his thinking.
 Another influential aspect of his holidays at Linmill was his love of ponies as described in ‘The Pownie’ and several other stories. When he was in his sixties and working on his authoritative topographical and historical book The Isle of Arran he suffered from angina pectoris; to visit remote archaeological sites he took up horse-riding again, which made it possible for him to traverse difficult country.
 For his poetry, his plays and his stories he deliberately chose to write in Scots. He did write two short stories in English, one of which was printed; the other he tore up because he realised that he was much more effective in Scots than in English. His Scots is firmly based on his native Lanarkshire, but is free of the tendency of dialect writers to exaggerate the spelling. McLellan’s spelling is remarkably consistent, and as is the case with his literary predecessors who wrote what might be considered a ‘standard’ Scots, his prose is easy to read.
 The stories do give a remarkably accurate picture of life in rural Scotland in the early years of this century, and are indeed useful as a starting point for the changes that have taken place in social life. The fact that the young Robert spent his holidays in the home of his grandparents will not surprise anyone of my generation. In those days tradesmen were paid strictly for the hours worked. There was no holiday pay, and the only way children could be given a holiday was to send them for a spell with a grannie or an auntie. The stories remind us too that farming was at times labour-intensive and casual workers such as married women and even school-children were employed. The story of ‘The Donegals’ refers to the common use of low-paid imported labour, especially from Ireland. ‘The Daftie’ and some other stories recall the exploitation of mentally handicapped men and women, cheap and convenient for both the farmer and the public authority responsible for their care. Then there was the bothy system, but that too is no longer with us in these days of mechanised farming.
 Strict Sunday observance today is found mainly in the northernmost Western Isles, but ‘The Saubbath’ accurately describes a situation that was common in lowland Scotland also. I vividly remember how my Lesmahagow grandfather gave me a flyting for whistling on the Sabbath.
 In ‘The Auchenheath Races’ we have a description of how the young colliers took seriously their ‘pedestrian’ training for the races at the local sports day. Other pastimes mentioned in the stories include fishing, and throwing quoits, and we are told how the young laddies emulated their elders in a make-shift way with old horseshoes for quoits. Reading the Linmill stories reminds me of my own schoolboy holidays at my grandparents in Lanarkshire—guddling for trout and on occasion fishing with the worm when allowed to accompany an uncle; doukin in the pools of the River Nethan; organised runs with our iron girds; getting hurls on carts and rick-lifters; herrying wasp bykes; whiles helping the farmer in the byre or feeding the calves in their paddock. Young Robert did all these things at Linmill too, but he has presented his multifarious activities in fictional form with a skill that arouses our interest and holds our attention.
 As I noted earlier in this introduction, most writers confined their use of Scots to recording dialogue. McLellan conveys the speech of both children and adults accurately but he also has long swatches of description or narration where he uses a rich mixture of Scottish idioms and vocables. It is refreshing to note how he reverses the usual practice of English narration and reported Scots speech. In ‘The Black Stallion’ for example we have this passage:
  Fred Jubb was warkin at the harness, but as sune as he tried to lowse the belly-band the stallion liftit its heid and tried to rise.
 ‘Will one of you sit on its head?’ askit Fred. He was an Englishman.

 The substance of the stories however is not restricted to the activities and interests of the laddies. The affairs and thoughts of adults seventy-odd years ago also find a place. Following the work and observations of Rab’s grandfather will give an accurate account of fruit-farming in the area between Kirkfieldbank and Crossford where the practices are much the same today.
  Several of the adults in these stories are memorable people. Rab’s grannie is a real ‘character’ and the giff-gaff with her husband, with the occasional plea from the boy, make an interesting study, illustrated almost entirely by conversation. Fred Jubb the horse-breaker, Tam Baxter the neighbouring farmer, Paddy and Kate O’Brien from Donegal, and the two contrasting ‘polis’ at Kirkfieldbank and Lanark, all help to widen the scope of these stories beyond an account of mere boyish on-goings.
 The publication of this volume in the Canongate Classics will be welcomed by many admirers of Robert McLellan’s work. They will now be able to place alongside his work as poet and playwright the full extent of his achievement as a writer of short stories. There can now be no doubt that he will be recognised as the greatest writer of Scots prose in the twentieth century.
     

  J. K. Annand
 








    
    
  1
 THE POWNIE

 LINMILL WAS A FRUIT ferm in Clydeside, staunin a wee thing back frae the Clyde road aboot hauf wey atween Kirkfieldbank and Hazelbank, close to Stanebyres Linn, ane ο the Falls ο Clyde the tounsfolk cam to see, drivin doun frae Hamilton in fower-in-haund brakes, whan the orchards were in flourish in the spring.
 My grannie and granfaither bade in Linmill, and my minnie took me there for aa my holidays. I had been born there, my minnie said, and I wad hae been gled neir to hae left it, but that couldna be. My faither had his business in a toun.
 It’s queer that I can hardly mind a haet aboot the toun whaur I bade in my bairnhood, whan I can mind ilka blade ο the Linmill grass. Ein whan I’m lost in the praisent, and the ferm seems forgotten lang syne, things like the taste ο a strawberry, or the keckle ο a hen whan it’s laen an egg, can bring the haill place back.
 Juist the ither day I had a drink ο soor douk. That brocht the ferm back tae, for juist by the scullery door, on yer wey oot frae the kitchen, there was a soor douk crock wi a tinnie hingin frae a nail abune it, and whan ye wantit a drink ye dippit in the tinnie and gied the milk a steer, and syne helpit yersell. Syne ye syned the tinnie at the back entry, and pat it back on its nail.
 I wasna juist shair ο that scullery. The ae winnock that gied it licht was sae smoored wi ivy that the place was eerie, and whan I gaed in for a drink ο soor douk I keekit ower my shouther aye for bogles, and whiles it was hard no to think that bogles were there, for there were twa hams and a roll ο saut fish hinging frae cleiks on the ceilin, and whan ye saw them black against the licht they were haurdly cannie.
 But I couldna keep oot. There was a muckle bunker alang the waa neist the kitchen, for hauding pats and pans, and that had a raw ο drawers in it, and I wonert aye what was in them; and on the ither side, against the waa neist the stable, there was a wuiden stair, wi a press aneth it for hauding besoms, and that stair drew me tae. I gaed ower to the fute ο it whiles and lookit up, but there was nocht to be seen. It was as black as the inside ο the press aneth it, and that was as black as nicht.
 Ae wat day, it was on an Easter holiday, I was sittin by the winnock at the back ο the kitchen lookin oot on the closs, feeling gey dowie, for I wantit to be oot and aboot wi my grandfaither, and my grannie wadna let me. The closs was dowie tae, for there was naething to be seen bune draps ο rain jaupin aff the causies, and the hens in the cairt shed at the faur end, roostin on the tail brods ο the cairts, and giein a bit girnie keckle whaneir ane ο them wantit a wee thing mair room, and tried to dunch its neibors ower a bit.
 I had gotten tired watchin the hens, and was thinkin ο turnin roun and askin my grannie to let me mak a wee scone at the side ο the brod, for she was bakin, whan I heard the dug barkin at the closs mou, and my grandfaither cam in frae the yett. My hairt gied a lowp, for I thocht he micht be comin inbye and wad let me play wi his watch, but he lookit up at the lift for a while and syne gaed into the stable. I turnt to my grannie.
 ‘Can I gang oot to the stable, grannie?’
 ‘Bid whaur ye are. The horse wad kick ye.’
 ‘My grandfaither’s there.’
 ‘He’ll be ower thrang to bother wi ye.’
 ‘I waad staun at the door.’
 ‘Content yersell. Yer grandfaither’ll be in for his tea sune.’
 I was gey near stertin to greit whan the ootside door ο the scullery opened, and I heard the clump ο my grandfaither’s buits. I ran through at ance to get a lift on his shouther, but he wasna for comin ben. He had gane to ane ο the bunker drawers. My een fair gogglet.
 ‘What are ye lookin for in there, grandfaither?’
 ‘A gullie.’
 ‘What for dae ye want a gullie?’
  ‘I’m mendin the harness for ane ο the cairts.’
 ‘Can I watch ye?’
 ‘Ay, ay.’
 ‘What else is there forbye gullies?’
 ‘Juist odds and ends.’
 ‘Can I hae a look?’
 ‘Na, na, ye’ll taigle me. Come on, I’m gaun up to the bothy.’
 He shut the drawer and turn to the fute ο the wuiden stair. I was puzzled a wee, for aa the bothies I kent ο were the barn and the garret abune the milk-hoose, whaur the Donegals and their weemen-folk sleepit in the simmer whan they cam to pou the strawberries.
 ‘What bothy, grandfaither?’
 ‘The bothy up here.’
 I keepit weill ahint him, for I was feart. My grannie had aye telt me there was a bogle up the stair.
 ‘Is there a bothy up there?’
 ‘Ay, for the kitchen lassies, but we dinna hae ony nou.’
 I kent that, for it was Daft Sanny that gied the help in the kitchen.
 ‘Had the kitchen lassies flaes?’
 I was still feart to follow, because I had aye been telt no to gang near the ither bothies for fear ο flaes.
 ‘Na, na, come on up.’
 I gaed up the first wheen steps wi my hairt dingin, but whan I had taen the turn to the richt I felt no sae feart, for my grandfaither had opened the door at the tap, and through it I could see a bricht wee garret wi a bonnie paper on its was, aa yella roses like the anes my minnie had plantit roun at the front whan she was a lassie.
 I followed my grandfaither in, and lookit roun, haudin on to the tail of his jaiket just in case. But I had nae need to fear. It was a lichtsome wee room: bare a wee, for the two built-in beds werena made up, and there wasna a stick ο plenishin. I likit the sky licht, though, and the paper wi the yella roses, and wonert if my grannie wad let me come up nou whiles and play at hooses. Then I gat roun fornent my grandfaither and saw that there were twa sets ο harness hingin frae airn cleiks aside the door. He was takin the bit  aff ane ο them, a coorse cairt-horse set, but I didna pey muckle heed. The ither set had taen my braith awa.
 It was like toy harness, it was that wee, and it had sic a polish on it ye wad hae thocht it was new frae the saiddler’s. The brecham and blinkers had a gloss like my grandfaither’s lum hat, and the rings for the reyns glissent like siller. The reyns themsells were sae delicate ye wad hae thocht they couldna haud.
 ‘What harness is that, grandfaither?’
 ‘It was harness we had for yer mither’s pownie.’
 ‘Had my minnie a pownie?’
 ‘Ay.’
 ‘Whan?’
 ‘Afore she mairrit yer daddie.’
 I began to wish she hadna mairrit my daddie.
 ‘It maun hae been gey wee, the pownie.’
 ‘Ay, it was wee.’
 ‘Was it a sheltie?’
 ‘Ay.’
 ‘What did she drive it in?’
 ‘The bogie.’
 ‘Bogie?’
 ‘Ay, it’s in the cairt shed.’
 ‘I haena seen it.’
 ‘I wadna woner. It’s awa at the back.’
 ‘What’s it like?’
 ‘It’s juist a bogie. A wee kind ο cairt affair for gaun jauntin in.’
 ‘Juist like the gig?’
 ‘Na na, the twa saits are ower the wheels and rin back to front, an there’s a wee door in the back, wi an airn step up to it.’
 ‘Can I see it?’
 ‘Ay, if the rain’s aff. Come on and we’ll see.’
 I followed him doun and oot through the scullery to the back entry, whaur the pails ο clean watter stude that Daft Sanny cairrit frae the waal. The rain wasna bad. He gied a cry to my grannie.
 ‘I’m takin Rab oot to the shed.’
 ‘Aa richt, but see he doesna get wat.’
  ‘Ay, ay.’
 We crossed the wat closs and gaed ower amang the hens. They flew awa skrechin to the midden and left the shed fou ο feathers. My grandfaither gaed through atween the cairts and shiftit the reaper to mak a wey for me. Syne he shiftit the big wuiden plew that he used in the winter for clearin the snaw aff the roads. I hadna seen it for a gey while, for Yule had been green that year. He had an unco job, shiftin that plew, but in the end he gat it oot ο the wey and telt me to come on. It wasna easy to see at the back, for the stour in the place wi the hens aye scartin ticklet my nose and gart my een watter, but I gropit my wey ower aside him and felt for his jaiket tail.
 ‘That’s it, then.’
 I blinkit like a bat. I could mak oot naething.
 ‘I canna see it.’
 ‘There, see, fornent ye.’
 I gied my een a dicht and lookit hard, and shair eneuch there was the bogie. It was juist like ane I had seen afore at Fred Jubb the horse-brekers, whan he was brekin in shelties, but Fred had caaed it something else. He was an Englishman, Fred, and haurdly used oor names for onything.
 It was ower daurk for me to see the haill ο the bogie, but by the wheels it was gey wee, juist a match for the harness in the scullery bothy. I lookit up at my grandfaither.
 ‘Could ye no pou it oot into the closs, Grandfaither, and let me hae a richt look at it?’
 ‘Na na. I wad hae to shift the haill shed.’
 ‘But I want to gang inside and let on I’m drivin it.’
 ‘It’ll be aa stour. I wad hae to wash it. I’ll fetch it oot efter, mebbe.’
 ‘Whan?’
 ‘Seterday comin.’
 ‘But that’s a haill week, nearly.’
 ‘Ye’ll hae to content yersell. I’m ower thrang the nou. I’ll hae to gang to the stable.’
 ‘Let me come tae.’
 ‘Na na. Awa back to yer grannie.’
 I tried no to greit, but my een were wat afore I gat oot ο the shed, and whan he made for the stable I stertit to bubble. He turnt and liftit me.
 ‘Dinna greit, man. Dicht yer een wi that.’
 He gied me his big reid spottit hankie and cairrit me ower to the stable.
 I sat on the cornkist aside him while he gaed on wi his wark. I was feart to speak in case he wad send me back to the hoose again, but efter a while he stertit himsell.
 ‘It’ll be a guid bogie that yet. It was gey near new whan we bocht it, and it hasna been ill used.’
 ‘Did my minnie drive it aa by hersell?’
 ‘Ay. She gaed to Kirkfieldbank in it for the messages.’
 ‘Whaur did her pownie gang?’
 ‘We selt it.’
 ‘Could ye no buy it back?’
 ‘I dout no. I dinna ken whaur it is nou, and it’ll be gey auld.’
 ‘Could ye no buy anither?’
 ‘Ye’ll hae to speir at yer grannie aboot that, I dout.’
 ‘Can I speir at her nou?’
 ‘Ay ay. Awa wi ye.’
 I ran roun and back into the kitchen. My grannie wasna in and there was a smell ο scones burnin. I ran through into the lobby. She was at the front door wi Willie Mitchell, the packman frae Kirkfieldbank. He had his big black boxes open on the step and was tryin to coax her to buy a dickie. My grandfaither wore a dickie at the kirk.
 I poued at her apron.
 ‘Yer scones are burnin, grannie.’
 ‘Mercy me, I had forgotten them!’
 She ran awa back in. Willie Mitchell pat back the dickies and liftit oot a wee broun guernsey.
 ‘Hou wad ye like that, Rab?’
 I gied him a guid glower. I didna like him. Afore Yule he had selt my grannie twa pairs ο thick worsit combinations for me, pink like my grandfaither’s drawers, and they were that itchie they had speylt my haill holiday.
 ‘I hae aa the guernseys I need.’
 ‘Ye haena ane like that.’
 ‘I dinna want it.’
  I turnt and gaed up the stairs to the landin, oot ο his way, and syne into the paurlor. That was anither place I couldna keep oot o, for there was a gless case there abune a kist ο drawers wi a tod in it staunin on a stane, and aneth there was a rabbit, lookin gey feart, and ahint the rabbit a weasel wi a bad look in its ee. I wantit aye to hit the weasel ower the back wi a stick, but I wad hae broken the gless.
 I dinna ken hou lang I stude in the paurlor, but afore I cam oot I had forgotten the weasel athogither, and was thinkin ο the harness, and the bogie, and my minnie’s pownie. I keepit wishin Willie Mitchell hadna come alang and speylt my grannie’s bakin.
 I heard the front door shut and gaed ower to the winnock. The packman gaed doun the Stanebyres side ο the front orchard and took the Clyde road for the Falls. I creepit doun the stairs and back into the kitchen. My grannie was rollin anither scone.
 ‘Grannie?’
 ‘Awa and play. I’m taiglet.’
 ‘I want to ask ye something.’
 ‘Awa and play, I tell ye!’
 I didna like her whan she spak like that. It aye made me want to gang hame to my minnie. But I didna greit. I gaed into a corner and had a wee dwam, and in the dwam I drave the bogie to Kirkfieldbank for the messages, the same as my minnie had dune.
 Whan my grandfaither cam in for his tea my grannie was still crabbit, and I didna daur speak, and efter we had aa dune I was putten to my bed in the truckle by the kitchen closet, and whan the lamp was lichtit I gaed to sleep. Afore I dozed aff, though, I heard him say in he was gaun to Lanark in the mornin to the mercat to buy a quey in cauf, and she telt him to be shair and no come hame fou. He was queer whan he was fou, my grandfaither, and my grannie aye yokit on to him, but I likit him fou weill eneuch, for he aye gied me bawbees.
 It was wat the neist day again, and I had anither dowie time ο it, inbye, playin wi this thing and that and aye turnin tired ο it, and wonerin whan my grandfaither wad come hame. Sanny and the ither daft men had their denner at the side table and gaed awa oot to saw wuid in the auld byre again, and still he didna come, and my grannie and I sat doun to oor kail withoot him, my grannie wi her lips ticht, for she was beginnin to ken he wad be fou.
 It faired whan we had feenished and I grew cheerie, for I kent that gin he was fou I wad hae siller to ware, and I thocht that gin it bade fair I micht be alloued alang to the shop at the Falls for a luckie-bag. I gaed doun the Kirkfieldbank side ο the front orchard and played at the road-end, aye lookin oot for him, but there was nae sign ο him aa efternune, and I gaed through the hedge into the orchard and huntit for auld nests I had kent in the simmer. Syne my wame began to rummle and I gaed inbye and priggit at my grannie for a piece.
 She was in gey ill fettle by that time, and flytit me sair for the glaur on my shune, but she spread me a haill muckle scone wi reid-curran jeelie. And nae suner had she haudit it ower than my grandfaither cried my name frae the back entry, and we baith kent by his cry that he was fou by the ordinar.
 I didna rin oot, for I didna feel shair ο him, and truith to tell whan he cam in frae the scullery he had a look in his ee like the lowe of a caunle. He stachert forrit and pat oot his haund.
 ‘Gie me yer piece, Rab.’
 I took haud ο my grannie’s apron and grippit my piece ticht, but he played grab at it and poued awa hauf o it. Syne he gaed to the door and held it oot, and in cam a wee black sheltie.
 He had bocht me my pownie.
 I lookit to my grannie for fear she wad be mad, but the sheltie was sic a bonnie wee craitur, and sae dentie wi its piece, that she hadna the hairt.
 ‘Ye muckle big sumph,’ she said.
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 THE KITTLINS

 THE STEADIN AT Linmill was ane ο the auld-farrant kind gaun back to the days whan fermers likit to hae aa their gear and stock safe at nicht ahint a lockit yett. The hoose and biggins lay in a square roun a cobblet closs, and save for the hoose front door there was nae wey in bune a wide entry in the middle ο the lang biggin on the sooth side ο the square. The rufe of this biggin ran its haill length, but the biggin itsell was dividit into twa ends, a stable and a byre, wi the entry atween, and the entry gat the name ο the closs mou. It was on the ootside ο the closs mou that the muckle yett stude, and it and the hoose front door were lockit ilka nicht by my grandfaither, drunk or sober, afore he gaed to bed.
 The closs mou was a grand place for a bairn on a wat day, no juist for its rufe and the shelter it gied frae the rain, for the same wad hae been true ο the barn and the cairt sheds. The barn could be desertit for weeks, though, and the cairt sheds, save by the hens, for days, but the closs mou, gin there was ony wark daein aboot the ferm at aa, gat aye its share ο the steer.
 No, mind ye, that it wasna a grand place ein on the Saubbath, whan aa wark was sinfou and the closs lay as still as daith, and if there was eir a luckie Saubbath whan it was ower wat to gang to the kirk, though sic came but seldom, it was aye to the closs mou that I gaed to play. For if I wantit to be by my lane, and I did aye on the Saubbath, wi the auld folk sae frichtenin in their black claes. I climmed up the closs mou lether to ane or ither ο the hey-lafts.
 The hey-lafts lay aneth the rufe abune the stable and the byre, their doors facin ane anither heich in the closs mou waas, and gin ye werena forkin in hey aff a load on the cairt whan the parks were bein mawn in the simmer, ye had to sclim to the doors by a lang lether, keepit by the yett for that very job.
 Aye on a wat Saubbath I sclimmed that lether.
 It didna look a bad sclim frae the grun, but by the time ye were hauf wey to the tap ye began to trummle at the knees and woner if the lether wuid was soond, for ye could feel it bendin aneth yer wecht, and ye felt faur frae safe. But efter takin fricht ance or twice, and comin back doun wi my tail atween my legs, I syne ae day managed, and efter that haurdly gied the sclim a thocht.
 Ae wat Saubbath in strawberry time, whan the berry-pickers in the barn bothy were sleepin aff their last nicht’s dram, and my grannie and grandfaither were noddin in their chairs by the fire in the fermhoose paurlor, I sclimmed to the laft abune the stable to sit on the hey aneth the skylicht and look doun on the fields ootbye. Ye gat a grand view frae the hey-laft skylichts, and in strawberry time it was fun to watch the daft men frichtening the craws aff the berry beds, for though the feck ο folk had to rest on the Saubbath, the daft men didna. Denner-Time Davie, the pairish meenister, didna seem to think the daft men maittert.
 The skylicht in the stable hey-laft lookit ower ae field that lay in the corner whaur the Clyde road met the road frae Lesmahagow. There were big new strawberries in that field caaed Scarlet Queens, and the first crap was ready for the pouin. Daft Sanny had been sent to keep the craws aff it, and there he was, wi a parritch spurtle in ae haund an a tin tray in the ither, walkin up and doun the beds and clatterin for aa he was worth. He was haein a sair time ο it, though, for there was a raw ο beeches aside the Clyde road, and as sune as he scared the craws aff the near end ο the field, anither lot wad flee aff the beeches and land on the faur ane.
 There was a wind blawin doun aff the upland ferms that lay abune Tam ο Law’s, and whan Daft Sanny was at the faur end ο the field I could haurdly hear the spurtle on the tray, for the wind took the soond awa to Clyde. And ance, when he gaed faurer ower nor ordinar, richt into the corner at the Lesmahagow road-end, I lost the soond ο the spurtle athegither.
  It was then I heard a new soond close at haund. It seemed to come frae somewhaur inbye, amang the hey in the corner ο the laft abune the loose-box, I wadit through the hey to the corner to see whit was whaat.
 I cam on a nest ο wee kittlins, pewlin for their minnie.
 The puir wee things had haurdly ony hair, and were as blin as bats. They seemed to feel the cauld withoot their minnie, for they gaed borin into ane anither, ilka ane tryin to win to the middle, whaur it was warmest. But as sune as ane had gotten whaur it wantit the ithers on the ootside stertit to fecht their wey in again, sae there was nae rest for ony. The haill kittle keepit on the steer, like kail on the beyl, mewin and mewkin, and shovin wi their tottery hin legs.
 I pat doun my haund and gied ane ο them a bit clap, and gat the fricht o my life, for it hissed at me like a wild thing. But I couldna blame the bit craitur, for wi no being able to see it nae dout couldna ken I was juist a wee laddie and didna ettle ony ill. I micht hae been ony body.
 I sat watchin for a gey while, faer taen on wi them. Then I thocht that if I gaed to my grannie she micht gie me ane to be my very ain, and I could keep it by itsell in a warm box in the dairy, and feed it wi cream frae a saucer.
 I gaed doun the closs mou lether like a streik of lichtnin, and ran for the hoose.
 I creepit into the parlour wi the sort ο awed feelin that ye aye hae in a kirk. In the kirk it comes frae the picturs in the winnocks, that keep oot the licht, but in my grannie’s paurlor at Linmill there were white lace curtains that lat the licht through, sae it maun hae come frae the stourie smell ο the horse-hair chairs, the very smell itself ο kirk pew cushions.
 My grannie and grandfaither were at their noddin yet, and my grannie was snorin.
 I stude for a while feart to wauken her, and had a lang look roun, and the mair I lookit the mair awed I grew, and in the end I made up my mind to wait till the mornin, the room was sae awesome.
 It was the stuffed weasel in the gless case abune the kist ο drawers, glowerin at the stuffed rabbit.
  But the fire settlet in the grate, and a muckle reid eizle fell oot on the fender, and my grannie opened her een.
 She lowpit for the eizle wi the muckle tangs, and syne turnt to me.
 ‘I thocht ye were gaun to play ootbye, Rab?’
 ‘Oh Grannie, I fand a nest ο wee kittlins in the stable hey-laft.’
 ‘Kittlins! Mercy me, we’ll sune hae that mony cats aboot the ferm we’ll need anither cou to gie them aa milk. I’ll hae to get Daft Sanny to tak them to Clyde the morn, and throw them ower Stanebyres Linn.’
 ‘But I wantit ane for my very ain.’
 ‘We hae ower mony cats already, I tell ye. Awa ootbye and play.’
 I wad hae argied wi her, for aa she was sae crabbit, but my grandfaither opened his een and gied a growl like a chained dug.
 ‘What’s aa the steer? Can ye no let a body hae a sleep in peace? Awa ootbye, Rab, and dinna come near the hoose again till tea-time.’
 I thocht I had better gang.
 I gaed awa back to the stable hey-laft to hae anither look at the kittlins, but their minnie was back, and she wadna let me see them. She airched her back and stuck her tail up straucht and hissed at me wi her mou wide open and her lang teeth bare, till I was feart to gang near. My feelins were hurt a wee, to tell the truith, for she was a cat that I had aye pettit, and fed whiles wi cream; a big black and white ane by the name ο Moussie, and I was grieved that she suld think I could ettle her ony hairm.
 I gaed back to the hey aneth the skylicht and lay doun to think.
 I made up my mind that if my grannie had the kittlins drount I wad leave Linmill at ance and gang back to my minnie. I wadna spend a holiday in her hoose again.
 At tea-time the kittlins werena mentioned, and aa at ance I grew cheerie, for I jaloused they were forgotten. I thocht then that if I said naething aa micht yet be weill, and wi luck the kittlins micht hae time to growe up, and take to the orchards, afore the aulder folk fand them oot.
  I had forgotten Johnnie Kirkhope, whiles caaed Hide-the-Pea, the lazy ane amang the daft men.
 Johnnie had a weill kent habit ο stealin aff at orra times for a bit rest in some quait pairt ο the ferm. He wad bide for hours in the shunkie, or doze awa a haill efternune aneth an aipple tree in a thick pairt ο ane or ither ο the orchards, but whiles it was to some quait corner ο the steadin itsell, like the stable loose-box or the byre beyler-hoose, that he gaed for his bit sleep. And as luck wad hae it, no lang efter I fand the kittlins he took to the stable hey-laft.
 I had sclimmed the lether wi some cream in a jeelie-jaur, for I had taen to feeding Moussie at the hey-laft door, whan I heard my grandfaither caain for Hide-the-Pea. And juist as I was poorin the cream in Moussie’s saucer, and wonerin what wey she didna come forrit to my caa, wha suld rise oot ο the hey fornent the kittlins’ nest but Hide-the-Pea himsell.
 He passed me and stertit to gang doun the lether, and my grandfaither saw him and stertit to flyte.
 ‘Ay, come doun, ye lazy deil. What were ye daein up there?’
 ‘I was daein a bit job for the Mither.’
 The daft men aye caaed my grannie the Mither.
 ‘And what job were ye daein this time? Haein a guid sleep?’
 ‘I was lookin for a nest ο kittlins. The Mither likes to hae them aa drount.’
 ‘Did she ask ye to look for the kittlins?’
 ‘Na, but I thocht I heard them, and gaed up to look.’
 ‘Did ye fin them?’
 ‘Ay.’
 ‘Tell Daft Sanny, then. It’s his job to droun aa the kittlins. Did I no tell ye to frichten craws in the field at the Kirkfieldbank road-end?’
 ‘Ay.’
 ‘Awa and dae it, then, or ye’ll get nae supper the nicht.’
 I ran ower to my grandfaither as Johnnie turnt awa.
 ‘Grandfaither, I want to keep ane ο the kittlins for my very ain.’
 ‘Awa wi ye. I’m thrang. Ask yer grannie.’
  It was aye the same. I had to ask my grannie. And I aye kent what she wad say afore I gaed near her.
 She was ben in the daft men’s bedroom at the faur end ο the hoose, tit-tittin awa to hersell aboot the dottles ane ο them had been knockin oot on the fire-end. She keepit the place like a new preen, and the dottles were aa that was needit to speyl her temper. I kent afore I stertit that it was haurdly worth my while to speir aboot my kittlin, but she had seen me come ben, and I had to gang on wi it.
 Shair eneugh, I was wastin my time.
 ‘Na na,’ she said, ‘nae mair cats.’
 ‘But it’s a kittlin I want. Just a wee kittlin.’
 ‘Hou lang wad it bide a wee kittlin? And ye wad turn tired ο it in a day or twa. What did ye dae wi the rabbits yer grandfaither gat for ye? Fed them for a day or twa and then negleckit them athegither. They were aa deid a stervation when Daft Sanny gaed to clean oot the hutch. And nou ye want a wee kittlin. Na na, nae mair ο yer pets. The rabbits were the last.’
 It wasna true that I had negleckit the rabbits, though it was true that they had aa deed. They were young anes howkit oot ο their hole, and taen awa frae their minnie, and I had been telt to feed them on oatmeal and tea leaves, whan they needit their minnie’s milk; sae it wasna my faut that they had deed. The kittlins wad hae been different athegither, for aabody kens that kittlins like cream, but the mention ο the rabbits had made me miserable, and I hadna the hairt to argie. I gaed awa and grat in the front orchard, aside the greengage tree, and syne stertit pouin sulphur grosets.
 The neist mornin, juist efter brekfast, Daft Sanny took the road for the wall yett cairryin a tattie bag, and my hairt was like leid, for weill I kent the kittlins were in it.
 My grannie caaed after him frae the hoose front door.
 ‘See and tie a big stane to the mou ο the poke, and pitch it weill oot ower the watter.’
 ‘Ay.’
 ‘And stane that cat if it tries to follow ye. Inside, Rab.’
 I gaed awa inbye to the kitchen when she stertit pitchin graivel at Moussie. I couldna thole their ongauns at aa.
 I wonert aa day hou I could win hame to my minnie, and thocht ο hiding aneth the hap of the lorry that took the strawberries ilka mornin to the mercat, but the lorry wasna loadit till efter my bed-time, and I sleepit in the truckle bed in the kitchen, and couldna hae won oot withoot bein seen, sae I had to gie up the idea athegither. But I didna feel friends wi my grannie at aa, and I sulkit till denner-time.
 The tea traiveller caaed juist efter denner, and my grannie opened the door ο the big press in the front lobby, to see hou muckle tea she had left in her big tea-box, and she fand a lump ο candied peel left ower frae last Yule’s bakin, and telt me to take it awa and keep oot ο mischief; sae I gaed to the auld dry waal fornent the hoose to eat it sittin in the muckle stane troch.
 Whan it was aa dune to the last crumb, and I had lickit my fingers, I sclimmed an aipple tree at the Kirkfieldbank road-end to see if ony brakes wad pass alang the Clyde road. Naething passed but Jubb the horse-breker’s gig, and I was thinkin ο gaun ower to the shop at the Falls to look at the sweeties in the winnock, when I gey nearly fell aff the tree.
 For there aneth me, crossin the Clyde road frae the waal yett, was Moussie, wi her kittlins roun her, aa sair droukit and gey feeble, and pewlin like mad, but nane the waur aither.
 I lookit frae the tree to the Linmill front door, and shair eneugh there was my grannie, staunin on the door-stane wi the tea traiveller, spinning oot her crack.
 She wad see them, I thocht, for Moussie was takin the middle ο the road.
 I thocht ο chaisin her into the hedge, but I couldna win oot to the road withoot gaun to the orchard yett, and that was fornent the front door. By the time I had won through the thick groset busses, and was raxin for the sneck, my grannie and the tea traiveller had their een on the haill procession.
 She said something, and the tea traiveller lauched, and syne she caaed for Daft Sanny.
 He swore that he had tied a stane to the mou ο the poke, juist as he was bidden, and had flung it weill oot ower the watter. And he swore that the spate was sae fierce that the poke didna sink, but was cairrit to the lip ο Stanebyres Linn and lowpit ower, to faa doun and doun amang the spume till it was oot ο sicht. The very thocht gart my teeth chitter.
 Whan my grannie tried to mak oot that he was leein he took ane ο his mad fits, and I had to run for my grandfaither to haud him doun, or he wad hae felled us aa. The tea traiveller gat an unco fricht.
 My grandfaither believed Daft Sanny’s story, for he said cats werena cannie craiturs, and had faur mair sense nor ony man or wumman born, and he said that the stane maun hae left the poke as it gaed ower the Linn, and the poke maun hae floatit to the edge of the pule at the Linn fute, and Moussie maun hae been there to win oot the kittlins and lick them dry. Whateir the wey a it, we suld neir ken, but ae thing was certain, that Moussie was a gey clever cat.
 And that nicht my grandfaither sat in his big chair at the kitchen fire wi Moussie on his knee, and I sat on the rug wi a saucer-fou ο cream and fed the wee kittlins. My grannie said she daurtna gang contrar to Providence.
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