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The muttering of oaths and expletives finished with two loud clonks and an expression of 

exaltation: 

‘Aw thank fuck for concrete.’  

Erch collapsed next to the bench, weary after having dragged it through flowerbeds 

and past huffing joggers for the better part of half an hour. He massaged his hands and craned 

his neck round to the park behind him. A football tumbled between two piles of jumpers. As 

the cheer faded, Erch drew a finger through one of the twin trenches the bench legs had 

gouged into the grass, then scrubbed the mud off against the pavement. 

He mumbled, ‘thank Christ he just does weekends,’ before chuckling as he scratched 

his beard. The wind picked up a little, sending an empty packet of crisps tumbling along the 

road. Erch rubbed the moisture from his fingers onto his jacket. ‘What a fog,’ he said, a 

pensioner glancing at him as she shuffled by. 

‘I was saying the weather’s a bit shit,’ he called after her.  

Erch watched the old woman for a moment, before turning to the bench. He patted its 

arm. ‘Right Cherlie,’ he said, ‘we’re moving. No worries, we’re moving.’ Erch clambered to 

his feet, put his hands on his hips and pushed forward until his back cracked. With a snort, he 

bent down and gripped the bench. Tensing his legs, he lifted the end up and began to drag it 

towards the traffic lights. He dotted the pavement as he walked, the bench legs scraping a line 

through each muddy footprint. A cyclist waiting at the crossing tightened his lips as Erch 

approached.  

‘Mind getting the lights?’ Erch asked him, still holding the bench. 

The stopped cars drove off as the light changed green. The cyclist pedalled after them. 
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‘Cheers,’ Erch muttered. The bench began to topple to the side as Erch removed one 

hand to push the button. He jerked his arm back to stabilise it, too late to stop it falling to the 

ground. Erch stepped back and flexed his fingers.  

‘You dinnae make it easy, Cherlie,’ he said to the bench, grinning. 

Across the road, a pile of leaves rose with the wind. A little girl pointed excitedly at 

the spiralling amber, looking up at her mum, who held her hand firm and told her not to faff. 

‘Tilly. Get heel,’ a man commanded. The mother pulled her pouting child closer as a terrier 

sniffed at their shopping bags. The mutt glanced back for its owner. Barks rang out as it 

leaped towards the fluttering leaves. The green man sounded; Erch blinked. He stooped for 

the bench and backpedalled across the road. A Renault honked him on as he reached the other 

side, scooting through the leaves and dragging the bench with him. He lowered it to the 

ground, then backed away to survey the mass of branches and bird’s nests that marked the 

perimeter of Possil Marsh. He clicked his tongue and approached the undergrowth, squinting 

through the brambles. He grabbed a handful of branches and pulled them back. A magpie 

cawed at the intrusion and flapped off. 

‘All good there, pal?’ a voice came from behind Erch. 

Erch crouched lower to clear out a path.  

‘Aye, fine enough,’ he said, without turning around.   

‘Aw is that you Erch?’  

Erch twitched his head round a fraction. He backed out of the scrub.  

‘Alright Sammy? Never knew it was you,’ he said, his breath a little stilted. ‘Thought 

you were just weekends?’ 

‘It’s Sunday, Erch,’ the reserve manager said. 
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‘Ah right enough.’ Erch nodded, looking at the space he’d cleared. ‘Here, you got a 

second?’ He clumped more of the branches together and twisted them towards the ground. 

‘Hold these back.’   

‘Is that from Maryhill?’ Sammy asked. 

‘What?’ Erch glanced back. The reserve manager was staring at the bench, his brow 

furrowed. ‘Oh aye, it was by the duckpond.’ He returned to the undergrowth. 

‘Right.’ Sammy paused. ‘What’s it doing here?’ 

Sammy heard the rummaging stop for a moment. ‘It’s for Cherlie, man,’ Erch 

explained, the rummaging resuming. ‘He was keen on Possil.’  

Sammy nodded slowly. He slipped his phone back into his pocket.  

‘Anyway,’ Erch said. He turned around and dusted his hands against his jacket. ‘I’ll 

be away through soon.’  

Sammy shook his head. ‘I’ll get the van; drive you round the entrance.’  

‘Aye?’ Erch raised his eyebrows. He scratched his beard, head cocked. ‘You sure? I 

can get through myself.’ 

‘I’m sure, Erch. I’ll only be a minute. Meet you back here, you understand?’  

‘Aye. Yeah no, aye. I understand. I’ll wait here.’ 

‘Right. See you in a bit.’  

‘Right enough,’ Erch said. He stood alone by the bench, moving slightly with the 

wind. The reserve manager crossed at the lights and walked past a row of tenement housing. 

Erch absently inspected the buildings. He could feel them looking back at him; he was used 

to curtain twitchers. The gardens were empty, save for a pair of trousers kicking furiously at 
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the wind. They hung alone on the washing line with out of kilter movement. The right leg 

jerked slightly as the left spasmed backwards. Erch stared at them for a long time, his hand 

rubbing against the bristles of his neck and breathing through his mouth. A high-vis jogger 

sailed past his vision. Erch looked away. The fog had lifted somewhat; the sun had even 

managed to poke a hole through the clouds. A white van came to a stop a little way down the 

road. Sammy climbed out and clicked open the side door. He gestured to Erch. 

Erch nodded back at him. He hoisted the bench up and made his way over. Sammy 

backed into the van to help bring it in.  

‘We’d better go slow,’ he said to Erch. 

Erch agreed as he clambered into the passenger seat. Sammy got in next, checking the 

mirrors before pulling out onto the road. Erch wiped specks of dried leaves and twigs from 

the seat. A half-empty cup sat by the gearstick, surrounded by loose coins and chewing gum 

packets. Erch shuffled a little and stared out the window as they drove. 

‘How’ve you been?’ Sammy asked. 

Erch watched as a man opened a garden gate. His terrier charged through and leapt to 

nip at the pair of twitching trousers. ‘No much,’ he said.  

‘What?’  

‘No much I said.’ 

‘Aw sorry, I asked how you were.’ 

‘Oh aye. Right. Doin awa.’ 

The van slowed to a stop by some traffic lights. Sammy tapped at the wheel. 

‘Saw your pals by the canal,’ he said.  
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Erch grunted.  

‘Craig an’ that. Seemed alright.’ 

Erch gave a whistle.  

‘You seen them recently?’  

‘Maybe if they werenae down the canal getting pished I would have. What do you 

think? Could have helped me with aw this, eh? 

Sammy moved in to park behind the Marsh café. ‘Aye Erch, right enough.’ 

Erch fidgeted in his seat. The two of them were silent until the lights turned green. 

Erch started chewing on the skin next to his fingernail.  

Sammy shut off the van. ‘Did you talk to him, before it happened?’ he asked, 

pocketing the car keys.  

‘Aye I told him. Cherlie, I said, go home and have a wank. Have a wank an’ that’ll get it out 

your system.’ A family of pink anoraks wandered past the van. ‘He’d been planning it, I 

think. Looking back, he’d been planning it.’ Erch stared at the dashboard, thinking back to 

the trousers on the washing line.  

Sammy unclipped himself and stepped out. ‘Dinnae put it near the path,’ he said. ‘An’ 

avoid the reeds, snipes nest in them.’ 

Erch nodded.  

‘Take care man.’  

‘Aye, you too.’ 

The two men parted ways. 
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Erch stumbled through Possil Marsh, humming tunelessly. The fog was fading quick. 

The farther he travelled, the more the marsh opened up to him. He’d ignored the perimeter 

path altogether, and had cut straight through the mud to the heart of the reserve. Erch cursed 

as his foot sunk into the fen. He shoogled his leg to wrest it free, but gave up, and took a 

second to breathe and rub his creased brow. Some bird, Cherlie would have known what 

kind, swooped overhead, its wings outstretched. As he watched it glide towards a patch of 

birch trees, a spot to leave the bench occurred to him. With a shlunk, he dislodged himself 

and backed off onto surer footing. 

Time wore on. Erch marched through the grasslands. The distant loch inched closer, 

set ablaze by the retreating sun. The ground held him back some, leeching at his shoes as he 

stumbled through another patch of reeds. Their umber heads bobbed quizzically at the 

stranger; their thin bodies rattling in the wind. Cold ran through Erch. He paused to do up his 

jacket. 

‘Mind this, Cherlie?’ he spoke quietly, thumbing with the zipper. ‘Shit,’ he said, 

catching his finger. 

A frog sprung from the reeds and bobbed across the sea of rushes. Bits of tangled 

flora shook with each spring forward. With a murmur to himself, Erch shuffled back to the 

bench and resumed the journey. Before long he could hear the faint muttering of a stream. 

Erch listened intently to it, glad to be guided through the endless brown of the marsh. The 

wind grew stronger as he stamped onwards, whistling as it weaved between the reeds. In turn, 

the reed-heads shook; by the dimming light they had turned to ochre rattles, and were now 

dense enough to be as walls. Erch approached a clearing. The mutter of the stream had risen 

to a gurgle by the time he set the bench down. Erch remembered this place. Remembered the 

time they stood here as a group and blethered on about things that didn’t matter now and 
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weren’t all that important then, could still see a crumpled can in the rushes, caked with mud, 

a pool of dirty water in its mouth. What Erch liked most about that night was the singing. A 

few football chants from the ones who wanted to hear them, a bit of Simple Minds’ 

‘Promised You a Miracle’, but mostly good, old songs. Ones they’d all have learnt from their 

grans. Cherlie’s voice had been the smoothest, which surprised Erch, and he’d said as much 

to him.  

‘When the fuck do we ever sing, Erch?’ Cherlie had laughed at him. ‘When do we 

ever sing?’ 

Wind whistled. The stream gurgled through ochre rattles. Erch thought of smooth 

singing as the evening wore on. He lingered there, caught between moments. The bench 

stood where he’d set it down, with its back to the reeds. The legs had already sunk a little into 

the mud. Maybe it was the murk, but Erch felt like the wood looked soft, and warm.  

 ‘Cherlie,’ he said. ‘I’ve been having problems with my door. The key keeps getting 

stuck in the lock. If it goes, I’m scunnert,’ Erch spoke without pause. ‘I’m thinking if that 

happens, I’ll need to stay with Malcom for a few days. Cannae wait till the last Friday of the 

month, and they’ll no bother giving me an advance. They’ll no– Just trust me, they’ll no 

bother. Malcolm has this reeking dish towel in his kitchen. Thing’s as old as I am. I can never 

think why he keeps it; I think he must ken how it stinks, how much it– you know? There’s no 

a spot of white left on it. I can’t think...  Craig has his bairn, I wouldnae be comfortable going 

to his for any length of time, even if it’s just a few nights.’ He thumbed the zip of his jacket. 

The reeds had stopped shaking with the wind. ‘Your mum told me about her sleeping tablets, 

I'm thinking I’ll have to ask for the brand.’ He shook his head and cast his eyes up at the 

night sky. I’m thinking you made a mistake with that Cherlie. She’s so fucking miserable 

now, I don’t even…’ His voice gave way to a rattling breath. 
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He wondered if they were talking about him, down by the canal. They’d have cans and a fire, 

maybe Malcolm brought his radio. He thought possibly he’d tell them where he’d been, but 

he wasn’t sure what the point was. Clearing his throat, Erch slumped forward, then – hand on 

the bench’s arm to steady himself – he moved away from the spot, and began to march across 

the marsh, made small by the sight of the moon. 
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