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Chapter 2 
 
 

Angus Quany Sorley Britches and 
Grandma’s Secret 

 

 

 
 

 
Mr McClafferty stamped his boots and shook the snow off 

his coat. Then he took off his large woollen hat that came 

down over his ears, making Mr McClafferty look like a cross 

between a Basset Hound and an Irish Setter. 

‘It’s blowing a hooley out there!’ he said, and it was 

true—the snow had been blowing sideways into his teeth. 

He came into the kitchen to warm his hands and feet by 

the fire and hung his hat up to dry. It dripped in long me-

lancholy splooshes that puddled on the floor. 

Mrs McClafferty felt his nose. 

‘Rael, you’re absolutely freezing!’ she said. 

‘You’ve got to ask that horrible Mr Britches to put on 

the heating. You’ll freeze to death in there!’ 

Karma McClafferty always tried to find the good in 

people, but it was almost impossible in the case of Angus 

Quany Sorley Britches. Angus Quany Sorley Britches was 
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Mr McClafferty’s employer, and you couldn’t find another 

man in seventeen counties who acted quite so much like he 

didn't care about anyone or anything, except making oodles 

and oodles of money.  

Only once had Mr McClafferty seen Mr Britches looking 

tender. It was the time his boss was leant over one of the 

trays of baby button mushrooms he grew in a large tent, his 

shiny bald head glistening like a mushroom cap. Mr 

Britches was whispering encouraging words and very gently 

stroking their soft skin. When he saw Mr McClafferty loo-

king at him, he scowled, jumped up and zipped shut the 

dark green flap of the tent.  

Angus Quany Sorley Britches sold handkerchiefs out of 

an old warehouse in the tiny village of Stow. Even on the 

coldest winter nights when icicles hung from Mr McClaffer-

ty’s nose, he refused to turn on the heating and Mr McClaf-

ferty would go home shivering like a wobbly three storey 

lemon jelly. 

Today was one of those days. Mr McClafferty took off 

his wet socks and wiggled his toes in front of the fire. Then 

he eased back into his armchair and sighed. 

‘AAAWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!’ 

The hairy thing howled outside the kitchen window 

again. 

This time everyone jumped and baby Rowan wailed 

once more. 
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‘AAAWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!’ 

‘It’s the fairies!’ yelped Uncle Patrick through the cloud 

of burnt sausage smoke. 

‘Nonsense!’ snapped Mr McClafferty, ‘it’s just a bad 

wind blowing from the North Pole.’ 

‘Shushhh,’ hushed Mrs McClafferty. ‘You’ll wake the 

baby.’  

Baby Rowan had only just fallen asleep and Mrs 

McClafferty was more frazzled than the pan of burnt sau-

sages. 

‘It’s the Old Man of Smoo!’ Grandma hooted. 

Mr McClafferty dropped his cup. Mrs McClafferty 

whelped. Everyone stared at Grandma. Grandma rarely 

spoke these days and when she did it was usually in a whis-

per. 

‘Something’s up with the Old Man of Smoo!’ Grandma 

shrilled. 

Lucy almost let out a giggle, but it vanished as soon as it 

left her mouth. 

‘You see! Lucy, you’re trying to laugh, but you can’t!’ 

Grandma croaked, 

‘None of us can. Think back. When’s the last time 

anyone laughed?’ 

Grandma was shaking. 

Everyone was shocked. Ben wondered if Grandma had 

finally gone mad. 
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‘No one’s laughed for months!’ Grandma continued. 

Lucy stopped to think about it, and realised Grandma 

was right. No one had laughed since the summer. In a 

house which was usually full of giggling and chortling, 

something creepy was going on. A shiver ran down Lucy’s 

spine.   

‘Something has happened to the old man of Smoo,’ 

Grandma insisted. 

‘That’s why the hounds are howling too.’ 

‘Who’s the old man of Smoo?’ asked Ben, who relished 

awkward conversations as much as he delighted in peeling 

plastic off new devices.  

‘Ukk! Ukk! Ukk!’ Mrs McClafferty coughed and started 

dusting under everyone’s feet.  

‘It’s just an old wives’ tale,’ muttered Mr McClafferty. 

Grandma humphed. 

‘I’m just an old wife, am I? Listen... I’ll tell you all about 

him.’ 

She leant forward, creaking slightly, letting off wafts of 

Dunsyre cheese.  

Ben and Lucy leant forward to hear her. Byron the cat 

leant so far forward she fell right off her chair. Ben sus-

pected Byron’s falling was the effect of the Dunsyre cheese. 

They were about to laugh… nothing... no sound. The 

room was as silent as a bowl of Aunt Agatha’s cabbage 

soup. 
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Things were serious—far too serious.  

Everyone turned to look at Grandma. She looked bigger 

than usual and her eyes were glowing.  

Grandma lowered her voice to a storyteller’s whisper. 

‘His secret name is Gabel Lylhu.’ 

The electric hum of suspense in the room squealed to a 

halt. 

‘Gabel Lylhu?!’ exclaimed Ben. ‘What kind of name is 

that?’ 

‘It’s an anagram,’ Grandma replied. 

‘What’s an a-na-gram?’ asked Ben, rolling the word 

around his mouth as if it was a marble. 

‘An anagram is when you jumble up the letters of a 

word and it makes another one. Gabel Lylhu jumbled up 

spells Belly Laugh,’ Grandma paused, before delivering the 

punchline. ‘Belly Laugh is the name of one of the ticklers of 

the world!’ 

Brains boggled. Mugs of tea spluttered. Somewhere on 

the horizon, chaos did a Highland fling. 

Ben and Lucy had never heard of tickling the world. 

Mrs McClafferty began talking about the weather to try and 

change the subject. Uncle Patrick leapt up to say 

something, knocked his head off the mantelpiece and sat 

back down again. 

‘What do you mean, one of the ticklers of the world?’ 

said Lucy, who always wanted to know how things worked. 
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‘How can you tickle the world?’ 

‘Why not?’ said Grandma.  

‘The world is a living thing. It breathes, it sings, it sighs. 

If you tickle it, it laughs, just like you or me.’ 

‘But how can you tickle it?’ asked Lucy again. 

‘Ah, that’s the secret,’ said Grandma, with a gleam in 

her eye. 

As if on cue, the cuckoo shot out of the cuckoo clock 

and honked ten times, a sad, low honk. 

‘Ten o’clock. Time for bed,’ said Mrs McClafferty. 

‘But…’ Lucy began to protest. 

‘Butts in bed!’ barked Mrs McClafferty, and she herded 

Lucy and Ben upstairs towards their bedroom. 

Lucy and Ben flopped onto their beds and wriggled into 

their pyjamas.  

‘There’s no way I’m sleeping,’ whispered Lucy, ‘Not un-

til we find out more about the old man of Smoo, but we’ll 

have to wait until Mum and Dad go to bed.’ 

Lucy and Ben lay in the dark, their soft ears keen to 

every creak and drip and their velvety green eyes stretched 

wide open. The chestnut trees were groaning in the wind, 

and a deep har settled over the farmhouse, hiding the stars 

from view. 


