
Where shall I (go after I) die?  

In the least miserable way possible, death is something I have been contemplating for a number of 
years now. With each year I grow a little wiser (and a little wider), and a little closer to not being 
alive. Obviously I cannot know how and when that will happen, or if I will have any say in the 
matter, but I find myself growing increasingly preoccupied with where I should lay my body to rest. 
Not that I have any immediate plans to go dying, but you can never be too early in preparing for 
these things. My home-after-death will likely be in one of the isolated places between worlds, above 
towns and between highways. Doing a bit of field research never hurt anyone, so I picked my fields 
and off I went. 

I set off from the main road of a miscellaneous wee twee toon early in the morning, feet made 
heavy by my brown leather boots, heart light, skipping as much as I can between the smooth grey 
road and the muddy gravel. My memory of getting here is a wee bit hazy — in fact, I cannae mind 
getting here at all. One moment I was not here, and now I am. This is not the place where I grew up, 
nor the one in which I reside, but it has the middle-class sour-dough-breadwinner atmosphere that I 
hope to raise my children in one day. The kind of place we used to stop on our way to holidays in 
the Isles. It is as good a place as any to start my search. 

I begin the day’s trek through a woodland on the western edge of town, at the foot of the hill, behind 
the granite buildings. Trees touch the sky immediately and envelope me in a fresh scent I had 
forgotten about. Oaks and firs used to reach from John O’Groats to Gretna, making the whole 
country a fidnemed in times long lost to weathered stones. Folks in these parts will have collectively 
forgotten about this, but being here makes it all come rushing back, like they are my own memories. 
This corner in the centre of my world feels simultaneously on the edge and at the heart of a 
sanctuary; with the instant silence provided from the screen of trees to my left, I have entered a 
place of quasi-sacredness.  

Shielded from the view of spectators, I start my walk alone. There is no one around, though I feel 
welcomed. 

Auburn squirrels dance above me, snickering at my already heaving breaths. They are sneaky wee 
chancers; I can see their totie wee hands clenching and itching to get into my pockets, but they 
refrain from approaching. It is not as if there is anything on my person worth stealing, anyway. 
They race each other up and down the trunks, making eye contact with me and wondering who or 
what gave me the right to walk into their land. I ignore them, and continue up the path as it starts to 
gently slope upwards. 

The walk itself is relaxed. I am not against the clock. The more the path slopes upwards into the 
forest, the darker and calmer it becomes. 
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Every now and then, my mind wanders away from me, and my heart stops as I imagine a sketty 
witch with tousie black hair jumping out from behind a tree to grab me. Unintentionally, I see 
images of bones sharpened at the tips, clawing into me and unzipping my skin like it is threadbare 
cotton. From the corners of my eyes, each twisted branch resembles a hand and an arm, the trunks 
themselves forming faces. I twist my head this way and that, making eye contact with nothing but 
freckled bark. Shuddering, I blink hard, trying to focus on the soft beat of my footsteps. 

Not like this, I think, hopelessly. I’m so young, I have my whole life ahead of me, et cetera, et 
cetera. 

Then again, maybe yes, like this. There are worse ways to go than being dragged off by a witch. If I 
strike her down, she may even offer to train me in combat or magic, which would be pretty baller. It 
is easy enough not to believe in things like witches and kelpies and other worlds linked to our own 
when you have forgotten your family comes from a line of teuchters, but the immediate isolation of 
this forest makes you realise how these stories come about, and I find myself grasping at distant 
memories of curling pages and inky fairytales. 

Comforted by the sudden recollection that witches are more scared of you than you are of them, and 
in fact help us a fair bit by getting rid of beasties, my heart goes back to normal. 

On my map, the forest had looked small, but being in the thick of it makes it feel endless. Trees as 
far as I can see, in all directions. Somewhere just beyond the borders, no doubt, there is a fortress 
covered in ivy and roots, in which a strong lady awaits a strong stranger to win back her lost land 
for her, to win requited love, and then part in the most bittersweet way. Sadly, I am not quite strong 
enough to win either for anyone, so I don’t have to bother myself stressing about things like this.  

The moss is emerald, like walking on cushiony crystals. The leaves are amber and green, the wood 
a healthy-stool brown, the sky awash with blue and white; yet, I feel as though I am walking 
through grey. The air is gothic and silver, making my vision hazy. Soft brown needles begin to 
gently cover my feet every time I pause, and I start to develop roots. Sunlight filters through here 
and there, strips of heated air on an otherwise brisk day. Branches creak and birds whisper to each 
other. It feels so still; it feels like silence, deep in my ears. If I stay here too long, I may become a 
tree myself, so I un-anchor my feet and continue trudging on. 

I am certain if you peeled back any strip of moss around here, you would find a stone, and a bone, 
and then the remains of a forgotten defence or a grave, covered with enough cup and ring marks to 
make archaeologists shit themselves with delight. If you were to dig down far enough, you would 
find a broch, a cosy, affordable home for first time buyers like myself. Unfortunately, I did not plan 
on taking a shit in the woods today, and so did not pack my trowel. Next time, perhaps. 
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The trees end suddenly at a crumbling wall (so, no fortress on this side), and unceremoniously I am 
thrust into the cold sunlight. I turn a sharp left to make my way to a knocked-in gap, walking along 
a narrow strip of dirt between the trees and the wall. Walking the line between two lands makes me 
understand for the first time what a liminal space is. The thin, hairy ends of branches caress my 
cheeks and the side of my neck, and the sharp, breaking bricks scratch the backs of my wrists and 
hands. I am certain a disembodied claw will grab me, either from the trees or the other side of the 
wall, and drag me through — perhaps both at the same time, and I will be torn in twain. Certain 
enough that the pace of my heart and footsteps quickens. 

Eventually, I am permitted to step through the wall, unsure if I am re-entering my own world or 
entering a new old one. I am immediately greeted by a short, backless bench, planted in the long 
grass. A woodland throne, to look out over the A9, to put my hands on my hips and say, job well 
done, before turning my head upwards and realising I am barely halfway there. Perhaps this walk 
will be what kills me, what does my part-time smoker lungs in.  

I continue up the winding path. The heather, stalks, and sporadic jags are abundant, although it is 
hard to imagine anything thriving in the dark, rolling slopes. There are no trees here, just thatches of 
pubic bushes, and the odd portal to the below. 

Occasionally, I stoop to pluck sprigs of especially violet heather, enjoying how it looks against my 
mottled hands and silver rings. It does not smell of much, but peat and wet soil. My eyes water, 
unbidden — from the beauty of being here, alone, or from some sort of autumnal hay-fever, it is 
hard to say. A part of me desperately longs to lie among it and never get up, but I can feel that it is 
pricklier than it looks, and I did not come here to lay myself to rest today, anyway.  

At random intervals, when I need to catch my breath, I pause and squat at one of the various crystal 
clear puddles at the side of the decaying path. They are clear enough that I can see the piles of 
decomposed animal bits and shits at the bottom, and fantasise that I can also see the faces of people. 
Indeed, many of them are more than large enough for me to fit my body in, and I wonder which 
way would be better: feet first, like I am entering a bath, or should I roll myself in, head first, like a 
diver? How long would I be in there before I re-emerged, or emerged somewhere else? How much 
would a deposit be to mortgage something like this, anyway? 

They are a bit wee for my purposes, I decide, and instead continue on. Certainly, if I am to make it 
to the summit today, I need to quit fannying around poking the grass and water. 

The strain on my lungs properly begins, but I am young and fit and spry (according to my BMI), so 
I tell myself to keep going. It is a nice sort of burn anyway, one that reminds me what it feels like to 
feel.  
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The grass is patchy, reminding me of someone’s eyes; mustard yellow and brown and green. Folk 
from the south may think this grass is dead, somehow dry and wet at the same time, but I know this 
is grass at the height of life. This is what wild goats graze on, what brooding ptarmigans make 
shelter from, what people from Fort William smoke. A tattie bogle stares at me from a yard or so 
away, guarding nothing but the numerous stray bricks and short segments of wall scattered aboot 
among the blades, as if they had started to migrate from their ancient farms and got fed up of the 
journey. 

As I approach the final stretch, a dark glimmer to my left catches my eye. A few feet from the track, 
there is what I guess you would call a puddle, about thrice my height in length and twice as wide, 
resting in the solar plexus between two mini paps. As it is hard to tell from this distance if it is 
permanent or not, I dander over to it, ignoring the feeling that I am in danger of trespassing. This is 
more liminal than the smaller puddles, I shudder, and rummage around in my tattered rucksack for 
some paper and a pencil. I make a crude outline of the paps and an egg-shape where the lochan is. It 
looks more phallic on paper than in front of my eyes, but it is too cold to pretend to be romantic 
right now, drawing the landscape; I can continue it later, and take creative liberties.  

The water is black and shiny and smooth, unmoving apart from the odd ripple, and I know that 
something lives in it. Spooky places like this do not just appear, they are deliberate portals to 
somewhere else. There should be a tollbooth of sorts between myself and the water, but 
unfortunately I do not have the means or the right spiritual superstitious mumbojumbo energy to 
find the gatekeeper. I make a vague attempt to look around for the defender of the water, but they 
are invisible to me. Perhaps if I asked the grey air kindly, someone would emerge and ask to see my 
papers. 

I drop to one knee at the sharp tip of the water, leaning across and staring at my outline. Gently, I 
lay my hand flat on the water, letting it lap between my fingers and knuckles, but not pulling me in. 
A silvery golden circle lies just beyond my fingertips, the reflection of the sun, but when I look up it 
is hidden in the clouds. I want to stretch out on the water, but I’m not a complete eejit, and don’t 
fancy continuing the rest of my walk sopping wet. Still, I flirt with the idea of sitting in or on the 
lochan, sat up straight, and laying back, sinking in to it and letting the muddy bottom consume me. 
My nose would be the last thing poking out, I reckon, or perhaps my chest, depending how heavily I 
breathe, before I cannot breathe at all. 

I know that bodies of people used to be deposited in bodies of water, though I am not sure if they 
were as tragically beautiful as these (and if the people themselves were as tragic looking as me, 
pause for sympathetic aw’s). It is highly unlikely they had a choice in where they were thrown in, 
and, indeed, if they had a choice in being thrown in at all. It probably was not everyone’s first 
choice, to become a leathery, shrivelled, muddied body, surrounded by various trinkets, stubby 
knives, and other such bits and pieces and tat. I find them rather devastating and beautiful, but that’s 
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all very well for me to say when I am alive and well. There is some sort of irony (lost on me) of the 
attempt to protect sovereignty through the loss of life.  

It is impossible to know without entering if I would meet anyone down there, or if I will be more 
alone than I am now. 

I wonder who would throw me in; if any of my family would emerge from the woodworks to 
catapult me, or if a miscellaneous representative from a miscellaneous religion would have the 
esteemed honours. To be lain in this particular water, I would have to be pushed out to the middle 
and allowed to slowly sink. The edges are shallow enough that short grass still pokes out, and I 
would not be submerged.  

There’s a sudden pressure on the back of my skull, and I whip my head around. There is no one 
there. Shaken (but not stirred), I quit my ploutering. Standing back up, cracking my knees, I return 
to the snaking path. 

There are two cairns ahead, rather than one, poking up like two cold nips. I make my way to the one 
that looks minutely higher, triumphant that I have made it to the summit, and declare it lunchtime. 

I sit on the eastern side of the cairn, and help myself to my jeely pieces and pork pies. I try to light a 
loosely hand-rolled fag for pudding; made at home, with care, and packed into a wee tin with loose 
baccie and sweeties. This is done almost in vain, as the mid-autumn wind picks up and blows my 
flame away from the tobacco poking out the bottom, no matter which way I turn. Still, I persist. I 
cup my hands and crouch behind the rocks, and finally, eventually, taking her sweet time, she lights. 
The winds wraps around me, and for the first time in my sweet life I am feart that Lugh or some 
other made-up god (or their PA) will emerge from above or below to skelp me round the face, 
before dragging me into the otherworld. Perhaps they’ll emerge from the massive fuck-off puddle 
and take me to the bottom, tantalisingly close to the doorway I seek, and leave me to drown at the 
final hurdle.  

“I swear by the gods by whom my people swear,” I whisper, copyright infringement not intended, 
hoping it will appease him slash her slash them slash it.  

Nothing. 

“I’m sorry for smoking on your property,” I add, lamely, though I am not sorry at all, for if I were to 
die like that then I would definitely be happy. Death by drowning by otherworldly deity would be a 
pretty metal way to go.  
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Lugh relaxes their grip on the wind. I can tell without seeing it that my nose is bright red, and even 
my teeth are cold. I trap the smoke in my mouth for a second, before releasing it, specks of ash left 
on my lips and on the stones. The cigarette is blown out by no wind, and I pop the rest of it back in 
the tin. It is rude to smoke in someone’s home without their permission, so I shouldn’t push my 
luck. 

Having satisfied the hunger in my stomach and lungs, I scamper off back in the direction I came, 
forking right to a gorsedd, thinking I may get a sweeter view. As I lift my knees crotch high each 
step, battling through the bog, I suddenly remember you get adders in Scotland — well, I think, and 
maybe there’s one here? With hindsight, stupid, but my pace quickens. I know I long to live and die 
in a bog, but… not this bog, it’s absolutely bogging. I cannot really afford any snake-inflicted injury 
to my shins and knees, they are what will get me back down the hill, after all. 

This stretch of moorland is even more of a wasteland than the approach to the summit, and feels to 
be in a different climate and timezone. The air rapidly becomes so thick and grey it touches my feet, 
and I can hardly see my hands in front of me. There is always rain on the way in these parts, but the 
air is so uncommonly wet now, it is as if I have been submerged. The grass is watercolour, dark and 
treacle and murky, a portrait of my soul.  

There are so many eligible puddles, filled with fertile soil and crystal water, I can hardly choose 
which one I would fall in to. I gently deposit a wee bawbee into one, without touching the water 
myself, because I can really feel someone seeing me, and it is unnerving. The penny enters the 
water with a satisfying ploop, and it is lost for the next several hundred years. 

The outline of the gorsedd becomes clearer as I approach it, and without warning, I am on top of it. 
I look around, expectantly. It is not as high as the points where the cairns are, but the area around it 
is flatter and longer; the mist has dispersed. My ears prick, and I imagine I can hear a horse whinny 
in the breeze, and a woman’s voice laugh as she races through the thickets. The wind stirs up again, 
and the sound of the frenzied grass pierces my ears. Wincing, I untie my hair and let it whip around 
my face, affording me a little extra protection from the biting cold. Between the strands, I can see 
for miles, the rocky landscape looking flat as it weaves between villages and roads. I breathe out, 
slowly.  

I stay at the top for a moment, but see no woman, nor horse, or anything magic. Disappointing. I 
thought you were supposed to be able to see strange things from peaks like these. I return to the 
cairns, and continue along the flat ridge. 

Not much time passes before I am surprised to find a small wind-shelter type structure, build of 
grey, white-moss covered bricks. It is a little lower down, hidden from the view of the cairns, a 
perfect place to defend or attack. There is no way this was a home, though I instantly long to live 
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here, but perhaps somewhere to store cattle food, or for a shepherd to take a fag break. It has three 
walls, the fourth long gone (or perhaps never existent), and a bench built into the structure. It has 
been many years since this was safe. As I lower myself onto the bench, it shoogles, but thankfully 
doesn’t snap off under my weight. I relight my fag, protected from the wind, and relax into the 
stone. The view from here is like a painting, the smooth, slate-grey roofs of the village down below 
and the patchwork fields stretching beyond my periphery, extended to the distant, taller mountains. 

Eventually I stand, and start the journey down. This will be harder on my knees and thighs, and 
almost immediately my legs are bracing for the impact of each step. 

There is a beautiful man-made cyan loch to my left, too man-made to lay my body in. I decide not 
to go to it, and instead continue rolling down the heather, enjoying the contrast in colours of my 
boots, plants, and the odd pool of water. All too soon, the path starts to even out, turning from 
muddy track to worn down stones, and I enter the forest on the northern side of the hill.  

The trees on this side have golden yellow leaves. The ground and canopy is like being inside the 
Hagia Sophia, and for a brief moment I am in Constantinople. Each petal is a glassy mosaic gem, 
each tree trunk a column, and I am walking through a golden room. The rocky path has turned into 
a man-made natural staircase, smooth planks of wood and flattened earth supporting my feet and 
gait. I feel beautiful but uneasy; I feel as though I am trespassing here more than in the pagan mud. 
The breeze blows the thinner, smaller leaves, and they graze around my neck, leaving trails of 
goosebumps.  

I am still technically on the hill, although it does not feel like it. The air is thick again, this time with 
the last of the summer pollen. There are signposts at the bottom. I do not read the signs, because I 
cannot be arsed, and turn right, assuming this path will be the one to the village from which I 
started, continuing through the golden forest.  

As the forest grows slowly thicker, I feel farther and farther from home. This is a far cry from the  
cliché, gothic spookiness of the first forest stretch, but there is still a more ethereal spookiness that 
has the back of my neck cold. There are no deep boggy puddles here, making me feel almost 
claustrophobic. The ground is dry, the twigs like skeletons. 

A part of me is almost disappointed, that I did not accidentally lose myself today. Still, whilst I did 
not find the exact place I would like to live after life, the feeling of water on my dry palms stays 
with me. 

This forest really is starting to become endless. I should have reached the town by now.  
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When I turn around to see how far I have come, the golden forest is not behind me, as expected, but 
I am back on the moorland.  My head spins, and I gasp, feeling my body jerk. I reel back forwards, 
confused, and the forest is gone from before me as well. A person stands a few feet away, neither 
man nor woman. I swear violently in fright; too colourfully for me to write, I reckon. They have 
antlers, although it may just be some sort of fancy headpiece made of old branches. I swallow a 
lump of nerves and ash. 

“We know why you came here today,” they say, and I arch an eyebrow. “You now have to choose 
your doorway.” 

“This is fucking typical,” I reply, sounding bolder than I feel, “I was just scoping out eligible places 
to be laid to rest. I am still too alive to enter your world. I don’t even believe in it, really.” 

“Really,” they respond, dry and smooth, not believing me, mirroring my eyebrow. “You had no 
intention of returning ‘home’ today, did you? Do you have somewhere better to be?” 

Although phrased as questions, these sound more like facts. To be fair, they’re not wrong. Deflated, 
I look over my right shoulder. The inky black pool between the wee paps is suddenly right behind 
me, lapping at my heels, and seems larger than before. 

“I spent the best part of an hour dragging myself up this fecking hill, and you got me here in a split 
second, how is that fair?” I try, half-heartedly. They continue to stare, and maybe smirk a little. The 
‘I definitely know something you don’t know’ look on their face is infuriating; if I were from 
Dundee, I probably would have started swinging by now.  

I shift uncomfortably, deciding my next move. I don’t think I would be allowed to move, to be 
honest, even if I could; I can feel the mud slowly encroaching up my ankles, sucking me in. There 
isn’t any point in engaging this figure in argument, or even polite conversation. 

“Can I go in this one?” I eventually say, after a long, awkward-on-my-part silence, gesturing at the 
black pool behind me. 

They contemplate my request, looking me up and down to get the measure of me. They sigh. “I 
mean, I guess you can, but you’re not allowed to smoke in there, you have to do it outside. And 
wipe your feet before you go in.”  

“Fair do’s, fair do’s,” I reply, cheerfully, scraping my muddy boots on the muddy grass, achieving 
nothing. “And, um, how should I enter?”  
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They smile, beautifully, and I wish they wouldn’t. They step closer, till our toes are touching, and 
suddenly we are stood in the middle of the water, up to our hips. I feel the weight of a chain around 
my neck, a circular amulet resting above my stomach. Reaching out, they place a hand in the centre 
of my chest, pushing me down, gently, and I feel myself start to sink to my knees. They push me 
down again, and I lean back. The small of my back first, and then my shoulders, and then the water 
is lapping around the back of my neck, kissing the tops of my ears. The water is silent and peaceful. 
Endless time passes. 

The last things I see are the dark, grey clouds, and a pair of red-eyed hawks. 
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