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It was winter when my cousin Annie went missing. The snow was 
so heavy that year that even the sky was white with it and when I 

climbed up to the skylight I could hardly make out where the hills 
ended and the fields of Grandad’s farm began. The river snaked black 
down by the distillery, where the grey smoke spilled relentlessly from 
the pagoda chimneys. Sometimes if the wind blew right, you could 
hear the coopers hammering away at the barrels. Those few days, I 
lived my life through a grainy black and white reel of film in which 
even the sheepdog Bess seemed complicit, her black coat frosted with 
sticky white snow when she came in from the fields with the men 
who’d been out in the blizzards searching for Annie.
 “Cannae see anythin’ oot tha’,” my Grandad said, his 
enormous hands red despite his gloves. My Granny poured 
drams of neat whisky from a bottle she kept above the Aga 
in to glasses and sent me to give them to the men. I kept my 
head down but I caught fragments of their tired, worried con-
versation.
 “I dunnae think we’ll be findin’ ‘er,”
 “Aye, it’s tae bloody cold.”
 My Uncle Reg, Annie’s father, sat silently. He hadn’t 
been to search for his daughter with the other men. Instead 
he’d sat in our kitchen, staring at the wall for hours, his hands 
clenched so tightly around his cup of tea that they turned 
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white at the knuckles. He never took a dram, Uncle Reg, just 
always asked for tea. I was afraid of him, always had been, 
his skinny stature and eyes so hooded that he appeared to 
have no eyelids. I shrank in to myself whenever he was at the 
house, my voice retreating to mute, my words too afraid to 
pass the gates of my lips. 
 I remember we went to their house once, a few years 
ago, it was the first and last time. Granny said she needed to 
talk to Uncle Reg, and me, I was just excited to see Annie. I’d 
never thought it strange that I didn’t go to her house and she 
always came to mine but I suppose when you’re ten, you don’t 
pay much mind to the small details. Their house was dark and 
it didn’t smell of cooking, like Granny’s always did. Uncle Reg 
had greeted us roughly at the door and I busied myself with 
the hem of Granny’s heavy woollen skirt. “Jessie is in bed. 
She’s not feelin’ too grand.” 
 Annie and I sat in the living room whilst my Granny 
and Uncle Reg went in to the kitchen, their voices hushed and 
urgent. Annie was quiet and subdued; she didn’t want to play 
even though I’d brought a couple of new dresses that Granny 
had sewn for our dolls. 
 “So what’s wrong with your mammy?” I asked.
 Annie shrugged. 
 “She’s just sick, she wunna come oot her room.” Annie 
said flatly.
 I picked a thread from my skirt, balling it up in be-
tween my finger and thumb before flicking it in to the grate 
of the fireplace. A long leather belt hung on a nail by the 
mantelpiece. We sat in awkward silence, looking at everything 
but each other, until Granny came in to take me home. When 
we got to the car, I felt weightless and light and the sunlight 
felt unusually warm. I shivered. Granny put her hand on my 
forehead. “I’ll make ye a hot toddy when we’re back, lassie.”
 I shook away the memory, but knowing Uncle Reg 
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was there, in our house, I didn’t know how to tell them that 
I knew where Annie was. So I handed out the whisky instead 
and went back to the kitchen.

***
 It had been last summer we’d found the waterfall. 
With no school, Annie and I had spent the long, warm days 
adventuring, although she called it escaping, until we knew 
the fields of Grandad’s farm like the inside of a Polly Pock-
et house. I never asked her about Uncle Reg, too afraid to 
give life to the patchwork bruises on her arms and her ribs. 
Too afraid to know for certain. I just pretended not to see 
them and we stayed out in the fields until the breeze blew 
goosepimples on to our hot bodies and the sun dipped behind 
the hills.
 “This’s ma fevri’t place in tha’ world ,” she’d always say, 
picking blades of grass and blowing them on to my skirt. I 
didn’t know if she meant Scotland, the village, the field or just 
being outside, away. I never asked her about that either.
When we found the hidden waterfall at the top of the last 
field, before the hills got too steep for the horses, we each 
held our breath, sliding across the cool, slimy rocks to get 
behind it. 
 “What is this?” exhaled Annie, her amber eyes alive 
with excitement.
 In the rocks, someone had put fat church candles, all in 
different stages of their inevitable sinking. There was a small 
three-legged stool and a crude table - just scrap wood nailed 
together, really - and in the recesses of the rocks, we found 
matches wrapped in oilcloth, a tin cup and a half-full bottle 
of clear liquid. On a little outcrop, a ceramic fairy looked 
down at us, her chipped wings glistening. I wondered how 
she’d got up there. Annie took the bottle down and unscrewed 
the top, handing it to me.
 “Aye, well I’m pretty thirsty nae’,” I said before slug-
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ging from the bottle. Jesus, it burned. I immediately retched, 
coughed and spat it out, laughing, in to the pool at our feet.   
 “What is that?”
 Annie took the bottle and sniffed it, her eyes dancing. 
“Aye, it’s clearic. Me dad says it’s what the whisky is before it’s 
whisky. Says it makes people mad.” I shuddered at the thought 
of Uncle Reg breaking his silence with such threatening 
words.
 “But your dad’s nae a drinker, is he?” I said.
Annie looked at me and all of a sudden, her amber eyes 
looked dull and sad.
 “No, he isna’. But my mam is.”
 My mouth opened, confused. I pictured my Aunt Jessie 
the last time I had seen her. A skinny woman - like Uncle 
Reg - but always laughing, her wiry orangey hair tamed in to 
a braid that hung down her back. It had been a long time, I 
realised, since she had come to the farm. Growing up in a dis-
tillery village, you knew what the drink did to people, to men, 
but I’d never thought of a woman being drunk before. 
I felt bad, like I’d destroyed the excitement of our discovery 
by asking her, even though my mind was reeling with a dis-
covery of it’s own. Desperate to see Annie’s smile and to erase 
the tension I could feel creeping in, I pointed up at the fairy.
“I think we should call this place Fairy’s Hollow, Annie, what 
d’ya think tae that?”
 She nodded and said: “Aye, it’s perfect,” but I could tell 
that whatever magic had been spinning around us had van-
ished, drowned by the soft splashing of the water.

***
 My chance came later in the evening, when our kitchen 
had turned sweaty and loud, the men’s faces redder still, but 
no longer from the cold. My Granny stood at the Aga, stir-
ring soup for them and the room was alive with deep voices, 
warmth and the earthy smell of whisky. Uncle Reg had fallen 
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asleep in his chair. 
 I put on my boots and my Grandad’s hat and slipped 
out in to the yard. It had stopped snowing and there was an 
eerie stillness that hung in the air, quivering like a fragile 
bubble about to burst. There was barely any moonlight, just 
enough to see my feet, and I was thankful that I’d be able to 
find my way back with the holes I was crunching in to the 
snow as I walked, then ran.
 We’d been to Fairy Hollow so many times over the 
summer, that my feet knew where to go even when I wasn’t 
sure I did. My fingers stung with numbness and sweat was 
dripping from the tendrils of hair that escaped my hat. The 
waterfall was dry, but the cove was still there and I could see 
the tiny halos of light from the candles as I rounded the cor-
ner at the end of the field.
 “Annie!” I yelled as I clambered up the first few rocks, 
my feet slipping, scrambling. “Annie!” 
 It was easily fifteen, twenty below out in the night and 
I was afraid I’d find Annie dying, or dead, frozen solid, stiff 
and hard like the fairy on the rocks. I’d seen animals frozen 
to death in the snow, their faces paused on their last breaths, 
their eyelids sealed with ice. I didn’t dare picture Annie like 
that, in case it was true and if it wasn’t, I would never be able 
to unsee it.
 And if she wasn’t there, where was she? She’d been 
there for sure, the candles and their weak little pinpricks of 
light proved it, but what if she’d moved on by now? Sick to my 
stomach, I crashed up those rocks, my fingers scrabbling at 
the muddy snow to get a hold as I called her name again, my 
voice hoarse and thready.
 She was there, barely visible, wrapped up in blankets so 
thick that they obscured all of her except her face. I exhaled 
all of my breath in a relieved mist and dropped to my knees in 
front of her.
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 “It’s bloody freezing lass, you need tae git hame.” 
She shook her head, the whole bundle moving with her. 
 “I cannae go back,” she whispered, her teeth clicking as 
she talked, her breath stuttering. I wrapped my arms around 
her bulk and looked her in the eyes. 
 “Uncle Reg?” I whispered.
 She stared at me, her eyes swollen and bloodshot, stark 
against the grey of her cold skin. 
 “He’s at our house now, with my Granny. He wouldna 
hurt ye there.”
 Annie shook her head. “Ye dunnae understand!”
 “Annie, they’ve all been oot searchin’ for ye, please!” I 
could feel fear and exasperation creeping in to my voice and 
my fingers stung so badly they had begun to throb. I squeezed 
my eyes shut and tried again.
 “Granny’s makin’ soup. Ye must be starvin’.” I looked up 
at the little figurine, glinting yellow in the sparse candlelight.  
 “Ye cannae eat the fairy!”
 I saw a little tremor of a smile on Annie’s lips.

***
 When we got closer to the house, we realised some-
thing was seriously amiss. At first it was the raised voices, 
coming like static across the fields, louder and louder until 
we reached the hay barn at the back of the yard. 
 On the cobbles was Aunt Jessie, illuminated by the 
light spilling from the open farmhouse door. She wasn’t 
laughing like she was in my memories. Uncle Reg faced her 
and I didn’t know if it was a trick of the light or what, but he 
seemed taller and straighter and stronger. 
 “Look at ye!” he was shouting. “Look at ye! What are 
ye now?! What kind of woman, mother, are ye?!” His shout-
ing mixed with choking sobs that seemed to come from his 
stomach. Aunt Jessie stumbled, landing hard on her knees 
and collapsing to one side. Had I missed the punch? Aunt 
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Jessie coughed and heaved on the floor and a string of saliva 
dripped from her mouth, glinting in the light. For a moment, 
everything was still with anticipation, the dog’s faint barking 
the only proof that time had not frozen too.
 Next to me, Annie trembled and I found her hand with 
my own, even though I couldn’t feel anything. I barely dared 
to breathe.
 My Granny came out them, stern and brisk, yanking 
Aunt Jessie to her feet. “She’s drunk, Reg. Now isn’t the time.” 
But Uncle Reg was aflame, his anger still growing, and I could 
almost see the heat of it radiating out in to the icy night. 
“Aye, it’s the bloody time! She drinks like this and beats the 
livin’ bloody daylights out of our Annie while I’m oot workin’! 
I’ve had about enough and now me girl is oot there and I dun-
nae know if she’s alive or bloody deed!” 
 The last word was strangled, compressed in to a 
strange, gutteral cry and as it left Uncle Reg’s mouth, he 
slumped back against the doorframe, exhausted. My Granny 
held Aunt Jessie up under one arm, pushing her inside. Aunt 
Jessie’s hair was matted to her overcoat, orange and unkempt 
like spilt paint running in messy rivulets down her back. An-
nie unlocked her hand from mine.
 “I didnae want tae tell ye. I’m sorry.”
 “I never asked.”
 She went then, trudging up to the farmhouse and I 
stood for a moment in the new silence, watching my breath 
escape in white, wet clouds, before following her.


