
Tabula Rasa 

 

It was the winter of 1981 and the north wind had curled into all the nooks and crannies of 

Frank’s house. It was still early in the New Year and the house smelled of booze and sour 

sandwiches. I was in the living-room dismantling Christmas while Mum complained about the 

pile of pine needles on the carpet.  

 ‘Will you get a move on.’ She said, eyes darting toward the kitchen door. 

 ‘I’m packing things neat like Grandpa showed me at home.’ I said, undressing each 

branch. I unhooked the decorations and wrapped each one in newspaper. 

‘This is your home now.’ Mum said through clenched teeth.  She grabbed a silver drum 

from the tree and threw it in the decoration box. 

I shook my head. ‘Only because you brought me here.’ I took the silver drum from the 

box and wrapped it neatly. I untangled the lights and put them in a poly-bag; then folded the 

tinsel into a stocking.   

‘You’ll need to run the carpet sweeper over this mess,’ Mum said, ignoring my 

comment, ‘And get rid of that mistletoe, it’s caused nothing but arguments.’ 

I stood on the edge of the couch and I reached up for the dry green twigs stuck to the 

door frame with tape. I smiled when I thought of the white gooey balls that me and my pal 

Billy had crushed into snotters.  

 ‘Can I have a piece on brown sauce?’ I asked Mum when I was all tidied up.  

 She was sitting in Frank’s chair smoking the last of the tab ends from the ashtray.  

‘There isnae much margarine left,’ she said, ‘but seeing as you’ve done such a good 

job.’ She struggled out of the chair and held her back as she walked into the kitchen. Frank was 

making soup out of Swell-vegetables and the smell wafted into the living-room, rotten, like 

sweaty oxters. Mum closed the door behind her. 



I got my Patosa doll from the side of the couch and sat on the floor next to the electric 

fire. There was one working bar and it burned a red stripe into my leg. I emptied Patosa’s 

clothes onto my knee. So far, she’d worn every outfit that Grannie had knitted except the yellow 

one.  I raked for the matching mitts and hat because I didn’t want her getting a cold. My belly 

rumbled.  

 ‘Dinnae use all that bread,’ Frank’s voice escaped through a patched up hole in the 

kitchen door. ‘we need it for the soup.’ 

 ‘The bairn’s hungry, it’s only one bit.’ 

 I pulled Patosa’s vest over her head and it messed up her hair.  

 ‘Leave it, she’ll not starve.’ Frank roared.  

There was a rustling noise… 

I brushed Patosa’s hair.  

‘I said leave. The fucking. Bread.’  

…a clatter, a smash and … 

 ‘Frank stop it.’ Mum screamed. 

I pulled Patosa close to my face and shushed her, she was shaking.  

The roaring got louder. There was a sharp bang on the kitchen door.  

Patosa was crying. I covered her ears, but it was just too loud. I couldn’t even hear who was 

shouting anymore because everything was all mixed up with the drums in my ears. I stretched 

my neck towards the kitchen to find Mum’s voice amongst the muddle and she was crying…  

‘My bairn can hear. Stop it. My bairn.’  

There was a crack and a scream and… 

Patosa peed herself. I tried to hide it. I pulled all her clothes over my legs just as the kitchen 

door burst open, and Mum fell into the living-room. I waited until I heard the back-door slam, 

and the front gate rattle, then I ran to Mum. I reached out my hand to help her up. That’s when 



I saw the bread squashed between her fingers with half the brown sauce dripping down her 

hand.  

   

Frank returned in the morning with flowers, crocodile tears and a promise of a fresh 

start. 

‘It’ll be different this time.’ Mum told me.  

‘I miss Grandpa.’ I said. 

‘Remember how nice it was when we moved in here.’ She sat with me on the bed. ‘The 

smell of fresh paint, the new carpets, the fire roaring up the lum. Frank said if he gets this new 

job, we can spruce the place up, make a fresh start.’ 

‘Is Grannie out of the hospital yet?’ 

‘Are you not listening.’ Mum turned my face to hers. ‘Frank said you can even pick 

your own wallpaper for your bedroom.’ 

‘I want my Grannie.’ I stood up. 

‘Well you’re stuck with me.’ 

  

 For the next few days I waited. Frank was all smiles and cups of tea and watch whatever 

you want on the telly hen, and while he might have been all sweetness and light to Mum, I 

could still feel the bleakness. It belched out of my mouth when I breathed into the cold damp 

air in the dark living-room where the curtains never opened. It seeped into my bed at night, and 

it clung to the iced-up windowpanes that I scraped with my fingernails so I could see outside. 

The bleakness was etched into charcoal lines drawn deeply on my mum’s face, along with 

purple bruises and a nicotine stained frown.  

*** 

 



About week before school went back, I woke one morning, pulled back the curtains and looked 

out of the window to see snow. It began with a wee sprinkling of icing sugar on the front lawn 

making the bones of winter a wee bit softer. It continued all morning and brought with it a 

flurry of anticipation.  By lunchtime, a big wide world spread out to the edges of the sky like 

an empty page, a blank slate - tabula rasa.  

I knew it was a sign from Grandpa, ‘Whenever you see magic in the air, the wee folk are there.’ 

I rushed to my wardrobe and dressed myself in jeans, with thick woolly tights underneath so 

that the holes in the crotch would be less noticeable. I pulled on the hand-me-down jumper that 

my cousin had knitted and later shrank in the wash. The only shoes I owned - with the exception 

of a pair of for-school-only Clarks shoes that my Mum got with a Social Security voucher - 

were a pair of black plimsolls. I slipped them on and crossed my fingers that I wouldn’t get 

frost bite.  I pulled on a navy-blue parka and snuck out. I didn’t even bother to tell my Mum I 

was away out because there were already signs of an argument in the kitchen and I was too 

scared to butt in. My pal Billy was in his front garden drawing pictures in the snow. He was 

kitted out for Siberia, in oversized red snow boots, a white all-in-one snowsuit, and a yellow 

knitted hat that flapped at the side like dog ears. A flash of orange hair poked out of his hat in 

wee curls and his freckled face looked brown against the white snow.  

‘So, why are we looking for the wee folk?’ Billy asked as he plonked his padded bum 

on a pulverised snowman.  

‘Because I need to borrow some magic.’ 

Billy shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, what are we sitting around here for?’ 

We set off down the old railway at the back of the street. The snow went curuf-curuf-

curuf under our feet and we had to do giant moon steps because it was so deep. We passed 

through Hazelwood and crossed over the main road to Shawden, where the old church stood 

like a giant with dead ivy on his face. The winding road lead to the viaduct where we squeezed 



through a wire fence into the field between the glen and the river Esk. This was the very place 

Grandpa had told me about when he was alive, ‘When times are tough, look for the magic,’ 

he’d said, ‘and you’ll know the wee folk are listening.’  

 

‘It’s as deep as anything in this bit, come on.’ Billy shouted over his shoulder, his yellow hat 

bobbing over the bushes.  

We’d been searching for over an hour and my feet were numb. I shrugged my shoulders and 

climbed onto a soggy wooden fencepost. I sat down and wiped my eyes. I was starting to feel 

the fear crashing waves through my rib cage.  

‘I don’t want to look any more.’ I huffed and folded my arms tightly over my chest. 

‘It’s a waste of time, there’s no magic here.’  

‘It’s never a waste of time.’ Billy re-appeared with an old walking stick in his hand. 

‘Watch this.’ He swung the walking stick through the snow which sprayed into air. The white 

dust caught the sun and a tiny wee rainbow appeared, then, with a blink, it was gone. 

‘Do it again.’ I clapped my hands. I could feel my spirits lifting. 

Billy repeated the trick, and sure enough, a wee-person-sized rainbow appeared in the 

air.  

‘Maybe there is magic here after all.’ I said and crossed my fingers under my mitts.  

 ‘Well stop skiving and get looking.’ Billy pelted the snow again and it blew into my 

face. I wiped it off with the back of my mitt and jumped down off the fence. My feet stung 

when I landed on the ground.  

 Billy gave me the walking stick for protection, then climbed onto the fence to keep 

lookout. I whipped the bushes to the side and squeezed in amongst them and toward the old 

stone wall. Some of the tree branches pinged snow in the air but there were no more rainbows. 

I closed my eyes and thought of Grandpa, his sing-song voice, ‘Always believe, and the magic 



of the wee folk will bring you home.’  I had to be quick. Crouching down, I patted the side of 

the wall with my mitt searching for the secret stone from Grandpa’s stories, but I couldn’t find 

one, or a hole big enough for a whole family of wee folk. What I found was some empty beer 

cans and a Presto poly-bag that was sucked together with glue. Frustrated, I bent as close to the 

bottom of the wall as I could. 

 ‘Hello. Wee folk of the wall. If you can hear me, I need your help.’ 

 

*** 

 

‘Where on earth have you been?’ Mum was shivering on the front doorstep. I said goodbye to 

Billy and crunched up the garden path. As I got closer, I realised that her left eye was purple 

and closed.   

 ‘Mum.’ I ran up the step. ‘Are you alright?’  

  ‘Yes.’ She said. ‘It was an accident.’ 

 I could hear the drumming in my ears.  

 ‘Grab that hurly bag.’ She said, lifting it down the step. ‘We’re leaving.’ 

 ‘What about Patosa?’ I said pulling the handle of the tartan trolley. It weighed a ton. 

 ‘She’s in one of these bags. Now move.’ 

*** 

The house was roasting hot when we got to Grannie’s. Mum started crying when she saw 

Grannie in living-room piling coal from a metal pail into the fire, but I couldn’t wipe the smile 

from my face. 

‘Grannie.’ I ran to her and she pulled me into her blue fluffy dressing gown.  

‘You got bigger.’ She dabbed a fingerprint of black coal on my nose. ‘Too big for that 

wee room upstairs.’ 

I felt my shoulders drop. 

‘So, I was thinking maybe we could decorate Grandpa’s old room for you?’  



I looked at Mum and she nodded her head. 

‘Yes!’ I said and punched the air. ‘Are you all better now Grannie?’ I asked. 

She nodded. ‘Never been better.’  

 

*** 

Later that night, I sat on Grandpa’s chair while Grannie stabbed the fire with the metal 

poker. I could still smell Grandpa on the cushion, his pipe tobacco, his Old Spice aftershave. I 

held his cushion to my chest and stared into the fire. Wee orange licks leapt through the gaps 

in the coal and were sucked up the lum - like magic. ‘The magic always brings you home.’  

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

  

 


