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Glossary

An’ all: too, also

Bahookie: bottom

Bairn: child, baby

Beel: to blush

Besom: mildly exasperated term of address for a girl or woman

Bide: stay, remain

Birl: to whirl round

Boak: retch, vomit

Breeks: trousers

Breenge: barge in confidently

Bunker: kitchen work-top or draining board

Bunnet: flat cap

Chap: knock

Chitter: shiver

Chuckies: jacks

Chum (verb): to accompany

Clap: pet, stroke

Clarty: dirty

Clatter: hit repeatedly

Clootie dumpling: steamed pudding cooked in a cloth

Close: the common entrance and stairway of a tenement

Clype: tell-tale

Cowp: rubbish dump, mess (n). overturn (vb)

Crabbit: bad-tempered, out-of-sorts


Creepie: foot stool

Dae ken / Dinnae ken: don’t know.

Daftie: idiot

Dicht: wipe

Dooking: apple-bobbing (lit. dipping)

Easy-osy: easy-going

Een: eyes

Eh: is that not so (positive polarity)

Eh no: is that not so (negative polarity)

Fae: from

Fankle: muddle, predicament

Felly: boyfriend (lit. fellow)

Foosty: stale, rancid

Gadgie: man

Gallimaufry: a muddle

Gey: very

Ginger: any fizzy drink

Girn: to cry

Gob: mouth

Green: shared common area behind tenements

Guising: Halloween tradition similar to trick-or-treating, where children dress up and sing, dance or recite poetry for neighbours in return for sweets

Gutties: gym shoes, cloth sandals

Haver: to fantasise, or lie

Heecher: an extreme example

How: why

Howff: a den, or private retreat

Howk: haul, dig

Jeely pan: large copper-bottomed pot for boiling jam

Keek: look, glance

Ken: know (past tense – kent)

Keen: sharp

Killy-coad: piggy back


Kludgy: WC compartment

Messages: shopping

Michty: God (lit. Mighty)

midden: rubbish dump, mess

Mump: sulk

Neb: nose

Neep: swede (UK), rutabaga (US)

Nippy: sharp-tongued

Nippy: waitress

Oxter: armpit

Pally: intimate, friendly

Peerie: spinning top

Pend: alleyway

Piece: sandwich

Plunk: to steal (esp. fruit)

Po: lavatory (lit. pot)

Poke: paper bag or wrapper around food

Puir sowel: poor soul (rhymes with “spare towel”)

Red (up): to tidy, or clear

Room-and-kitchen: a tenement flat consisting of kitchen and living room, both with a box bed

Sair fecht: a hard life (lit. sore fight)

Scaffie: road sweeper or dustman (from “scavenger”) 

Scullery: kitchen (orig. place where washing-up was done)

Scunnered: sickened, disgusted

Simmet: vest (UK), undershirt (US)

Single-end: a one room dwelling in a tenement

Skew-whiff: awry

Slater: woodlouse

Slaver: drool

Sneck: latch

Steamie: laundry-house

Tattie: potato

That: so (adverb)


The now: right now, just then

This weather: at the moment

Thole: bear, submit to

Thon: that (demons. art.)

Toty: small

Trauchled: disordered, messy

Tumshie: swedish turnip

Wame: stomach 

Wean: child

Wee: small, negligible, trivial 

Wheen: a few (adj) or considerable (adv)

Wheesh/wheesht: shush

Wifie: woman

Winching: dating, courting









Chapter 1

‘I like a guid hard scrub,’ Mrs Hogg said for the umpteenth time. ‘Dinnae be tickling me.’

Helen Crowther stuck her bottom lip out and blew upwards, trying to lift the damp tendrils of hair plastered to her sweating forehead. She wasn’t about to touch her face with the hands she was using to wash Mrs Hogg’s back. 

She still wasn’t sure how she’d ended up washing any bit of the woman. She’d only offered to chum along and glare at the baths attendants if they got nippy. 

‘You wouldnae ken, whip like you,’ Mrs Hogg had said, tears standing in her tiny, curranty eyes. ‘They can be very cutting at that Cally Crescent. Airs and graces.’

Helen believed her. Everyone had just seen what a smidge of power could do to the wrong kind of person. There was a black-out warden from Lochrin who’d have had the city’s population in chains for a glowing fag end. And Helen had spent every Friday night at Cally Crescent herself, from the day she got too big for the zinc bath on the kitchen floor to the day she moved into her wee palace with its own doings. Mrs Hogg was right; Helen had never been scolded for the reason she’d been scolded, but she’d heard plenty about ­­getting the free towel too wet, or soaking for too much of the half hour folk were entitled to, or using too much of the chip of carbolic that had been paid for.

‘You should give Mrs Hogg a penny off if anything,’ Helen had told the attendant who’d muttered and grumbled them upstairs and into a cubicle.

‘Aye!’ Mrs Hogg chimed in, pugnacious in advance of the insults she was expecting. ‘I’ll save water for you. I’m like a brick in a cistern, me.’

She was more like a cork in a bottle, Helen thought to herself as she tried to squeeze the back brush in along the ­woman’s side to wash her oxters.

‘Oh!’ said Mrs Hogg. ‘Lovely! Scrape away, Nelly. I like to step out of ma bath rid raw.’

Helen scraped, and kept her eyes trained upwards on the tiles of the cubicle, tracing imagined pictures in the dark veins on the green ones, wondering why on earth the others were mustard-yellow and cream, instead of a nice clean colour like blue or white, or even pink. None of that had occurred to her back when she used to lie here in her own steamy water but, now she was a householder who chose distemper and curtain fabric, she cared about such things.

‘Aye well,’ said Mrs Hogg presently, with a sigh, ‘my time’s near up and I need to leave plenty.’ At least she had brought her own sheet from home to wrap up in. The towels you got with the one and thruppenny baths wouldn’t have gone near her. Helen held it up above her head and out as wide as her arms would go to give the woman her privacy, praying she’d get her leg over the side and not slip.

When Mrs Hogg was standing safely on the wooden rack that did for a bathmat and kept the bathers’ clean feet off the clarty floor, there wasn’t a lot of space for both women in the cubicle, so Helen edged round the door and said she’d stay in earshot in case Mrs Hogg needed a hand with—

‘Ma nooks and crannies!’ It wasn’t quite a shout but the acoustics in the tiled alcoves made the most of it anyway. ‘Ah’ve got a system,’ she assured Helen, who let the cubicle door fall shut and stepped away before she could be given any details.

It was cooler out on the balcony, fresher too, and Helen had always liked the view from here: the filigree-patterned iron that held the roof and the way the light bounced off the shiny tiles. They were spanking clean, wrong colour or no.

Below the balcony, the swimming pond was crowded with children, splashing and shoving, so many of them that the pool looked like a good pot of bairn soup. Helen shuddered. She’d not go near that water till Monday at least. There was bound to be a fair few of those boys and girls getting clean with a ­tuppenny swim instead of a nine-penny soak. The Downie family had done it themselves more than once when her mammy was on short wages in the bottling hall, those tight years after the first war if her daddy’s pay packet wouldn’t stretch to the four of them.

Above the weans bobbing around in the water but below the folk like Helen leaning on the balcony rail, were the acrobats. They weren’t really acrobats, not from a circus or anything. They were just local laddies, but they were swinging on rings that hung over the pool, making their way up and down its length, showing off to the lasses watching in wonder. Helen remembered the days when she would have marvelled at them too: the strength it took, the confidence, the courage needed to step off the platform high above the deep end and grab for the first ring, risking a soaking if you missed it. Now all they made her think of was chimpanzees in a jungle. ‘Don’t get sour, Nelly,’ she told herself. ‘It’s harmless fun.’

But she looked away anyway. She didn’t want to be seen gawking at laddies in their simmets, an old married woman of twenty-seven like her who should know better. Besides, she had noticed something on the far side of the balcony that snagged her attention and made her smile. Someone in one of the cubicles had thrown his towel over the door, just like her father always did and just like her mother always gave him wrong for: letting all and sundry see their towels! Showing the world their business! Helen knew what lay behind the scolding. Greet had once caught a neighbour rubbing a piece of the terrycloth between thumb and finger and overheard the verdict: ‘You could spit peas through this. Your Mack’ll have to stand by the fire when he gets home or he’ll be chittering.’

Helen’s mammy had that perfectly good towel cut up for rags before bedtime. Helen could remember Greet sitting hemming the squares as if she was sticking pins in Mrs ­Suttie with every stitch and she was round at the store draper at opening time Saturday morning ordering new.

 The towel across the balcony had disappeared when ­Helen glanced back. Whoever it was was getting dried now. She saw a hand and a forearm above the door, pumping up and down as the vigour needed for drying off in all this steam got ­underway. She stared and then she squinted. That was ten times worse than watching a set of laddies who were only swinging about to be watched anyway, but Helen couldn’t drag her eyes off what she could see above the cubicle door over on the south side. That wasn’t another man who had slung his towel over the door, like Helen’s daddy. That was Helen’s daddy. That was Mack’s hand, his arm. That was his head, tousled from rubbing his hair dry, his dark curls just like her sister Teenie’s, until he put on his hair oil and combed it flat again.

But why was Mack in the Cally Crescent Baths? Ever since Helen had moved into her house a year past summer, the whole Downie clan came round on a Friday to revel in luxury and then sit by her fire with fish and chips. And, even before that, even on the right night, Mack had never had his bath this early. Helen glanced at the clock, steamed up and never quite telling the true time, on the short end of the balcony. Below it, the windows of the attendants’ wee howff were muffled with eternally damp, grey-ish muslin so no one out here could ever tell whether someone in there was watching. Until, that is, one of them swept the door open and came stamping out to threaten the bathers with extra charges for ‘going over’. One of them was at it now. A thin, crooked man in a white overall and rubber-soled shoes that squeaked like tortured mice on the balcony floor was making his way up the south side peering at the chalked times on the outside of the men’s doors and consulting his pocket-watch over and over again, as if the time might have changed more than a second in the second since he’d last looked. 

‘Give a small man a bit of power right enough,’ Helen ­muttered to herself.

Her daddy – if it really was her daddy – clearly had some minutes left in his half-hour slot, since the attendant went by that cubicle without stopping. At the very next door though, he swiped the chalk away with the heel of his hand and then, making a fist, battered so hard on the painted panels that the children in the swimming pond below all looked up, the single movement of their many heads making Helen think of swallows turning in the summer sky. One of the acrobats, startled, let go of a ring mid-swing and was left dangling by one hand.

The only one not to react at all, it seemed, was the man behind the door. 

‘Ho!’ the attendant called out, a boom of a sound intended to rise above the splashes and shouts. ‘You’ve one minute to get oot or Ah’m coming in!’

With another last glance at his watch, he stalked back to his bothy and slammed the door, making the grey muslin swing once or twice before it settled.

‘Somebody in bother?’ said Mrs Hogg, appearing beside Helen. She was puffing and panting, rivulets of sweat already beginning to trickle down the sides of her face, minutes after her wash. She fanned the neck of the capacious housedress she had dropped over her head and settled herself against the balcony railings, spreading her drying sheet out along the banister for all the world as if it was the pulley in her own kitchen.

‘Thon wee crooked mannie’s forgot to do a warning,’ Helen told her. ‘That’s what I reckon. He’s found somebody past time and he’s taking it out on them.’

‘Forgot to do a warning?’ said Mrs Hogg. ‘Away! That’s the only thing that lets them thole this job, Nellie. Getting to shout and stamp at folk for spinning out a soak. Bar that, it’s all picking hair out drains and sweeping up toenails.’

‘You’ve a right way with words, Mrs Hogg. I never thought on the hair in the drains till this minute. Boak!’

‘Aye-aye,’ said Mrs Hogg, nudging Helen. ‘Here he comes again.’

The same attendant, taking a strict view of how long a minute lasted, was marching along the balcony, watch in hand and jaw off-set as though he was grinding his teeth.

‘What a state to get in,’ Helen said. ‘Even on the busiest night. Mercy! He’s unlocking the door. Oh don’t look. The poor man!’

She turned away, loath to see a stranger climbing naked out of a bath, but Mrs Hogg leaned over the railings for a better view. ‘Seen one, seen them all,’ she said. ‘But it does no harm to check, eh?’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Helen said. She’d never seen even one, and wasn’t keen to start tonight.

‘Nelly,’ said Mrs Hogg, nudging again, in the back this time.

‘Leave me be!’ Helen said, but she softened it with a ­chuckle. She liked Mrs Hogg, coarse as a deck brush though she was.

‘No, Nelly,’ she said again, taking hold of Helen’s arm and trying to turn her. Helen spread her feet wide and resisted. ‘There’s something wrong,’ Mrs Hogg said, the quietest she’d been throughout the entire outing. ‘Something’s no right over there. Look.’

Helen turned, still half expecting a trick and a loud shout of laughter, but Mrs Hogg wasn’t joking. Over on the far side of the balcony, the attendant was that minute stumbling backwards out of the open cubicle door. When he reached the edge of the balcony, he turned and his face was whiter than his overall, his lips trembling. He bent over the railings.

‘Dinnae you boak in that pond!’ Mrs Hogg shouted, her voice ringing out clear and hearty despite the muffling steam. ‘Dinnae you dare make a mess on all they weans!’

But he wasn’t sick. He was faint. As everyone watched, he pivoted on the polished balcony rail, threatening to topple then threatening to crumple until, with him losing consciousness completely, simple gravity took over and he plunged headfirst into the pool below him, hitting the water with a smack and causing a huge gout of water to rise and wash over the changing booths at the side. His pocket watch followed him down, making a small plop beside him.

‘No so bad then,’ Mrs Hogg said. 

The children in the swimming pool were laughing fit to drown themselves and every adult around the edge at the changing neuks, or up on the balcony at the cubicles, was ­either trying not to laugh or doing it behind their hands.

‘Come on, Nelly,’ said Mrs Hogg. ‘Naeb’dy’s looking. Let’s see what’s to do.’
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