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The Hot and Happy Chips 

 

She is totally oblivious to the chaos she’s creating, and stands in the narrow entrance surveying 

the makeshift auditorium at her leisure. Behind her the press of bodies is backed up to the foot of 

the escalator from the ground floor. The dyed black hair and dead pan make-up create an odd 

impression, she’s managed, somehow, to look vulnerable and terrifying at the same time. Her 

panda eyes sweep along the derelict front row and she marches to a seat just to the left of the 

centre aisle. When she turns to sit down there’s something really bizarre going on at the back of 

her head, a weird geometric pattern. Looking closer you can see that she’s pulled her hair into 

four little ponytails. It’s half an inch of grey roots exposed at all the partings that is creating the 

effect.  

 She’s sitting almost knee to knee with the writer when he arrives on the tiny stage. He is a lot 

older, and balder, than his photograph which the bookshop staff have displayed poster size on the 

wall behind him. 

 All through his talk she takes copious notes. If she carries on like that she’ll have the entire 

thing down word for word. She nods her head in furious agreement with all his key points and 

when he touches on anything unfamiliar she becomes transfixed – visibly trembling with 

attentiveness. The writer is painfully aware of her, but he avoids eye contact, instinct tells him 

that if he succumbs for a second to her overreaction he’ll lose his thread. At the end, before he 

has even finished his invitation for questions, her hand is up.  

 She angles herself so that she can address the audience and him at the same time. 

 ‘Ah’ve done lots a different things in ma life. Ah’ve done acting, an improvisation, an stand 

up, an warm ups for other acts in clubs an things. An a lot of it is just oot ma own heid, made up 

on the spur of the moment. An when ah was wee, playing wi the other weans in the back court, ah 

was aye telling stories. Ah used to have them aw like that . . .’ 

 Here she demonstrates her acting skills by cupping her chin in her hand and doing a gawping-

mouthed impression of a spellbound child. The audience must be stunned by its accuracy, judging 

by the row upon row of blank faces. 

 ‘An when ah was at school ah used to love writing stories. But you never got any 

encouragement fae the teachers. Just wee bitchy comments in red ink pulling ye up for yer 

spelling an yer grammar. Ah remember ah wrote a brilliant story once, aw aboot ma dad when he 

came back to us. An at the end of the story ah wrote how ma dad sent me oot for chips for us aw, 

an that ah walked back fae the chip shop cradlin’ the hot an happy chips. An the bitch of a teacher 
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wrote in big red letters – you can’t have happy chips.’ 

 The writer seizes his chance. ‘Oh but you can,’ he says, and looks about to expand on this 

notion of happy chips in that dreamy, rambling way that writers’ love. He’s too slow. He’s left 

gaping-mouthed like a goldfish. 

 ‘But the thing is ah’ve had these stories runnin’ aroond in ma heid for years an ah just cannae 

get them on to paper. It’s what you were talking aboot earlier. The tone. Ah just cannae get that 

right, an it’s driving me mad. How can ah no write it?, ’cause as you’ll have noticed ah’m a great 

talker.’ 

 She stops, but the writer isn’t sure if this is just for dramatic effect and waits till he’s certain 

that she’s finished. The tension in the audience is palpable. 

 ‘Well . . .’, behind the calm expression you get the idea his brain is whirring away like a 

computer on start up trying to process some response to all this, ‘it all depends on the effect you 

want.’ 

 ‘Ah just want it to be bloody brilliant.’ This is followed by a piercing shriek of laughter that 

sends a genteel titter through the audience. 

 The writer freezes. He’s sensed, quite rightly, that he is no match for this polished crowd 

pleaser. 

 ‘You have a natural way with words . . .’ He thinks he can smarm her. 

 ‘Ah’ve got a big gob you mean.’ This is delivered straight to the audience and gets a hearty 

laugh. She’s decided they’re a double act. Any second now she might join him on the tiny stage. 

The writer’s eyes and mouth tighten – he’s made a snap decision. 

  ‘The six rules of writing,’ he announces in a nervous staccato. He’s dropped the casual, 

meandering approach. He raises his index finger in the air. 

 ‘One, write crap, and lots of it,’ he tells us, hammering home his point like some demented 

trade fair demonstrator. 

 ‘Nae problem,’ his comedy partner confesses, and gets another laugh. 

 ‘New writer’s need to write a lot to exercise the writing muscles,’ he persists. ‘The first 

version is always crap. Your job as a writer is to dig the story out of all that crap.’ 

 ‘It’s hard, though, when yer up to yer neck in it.’ 

 The audience is loving it now. There is even a smattering of applause for that one. The writer 

is forced to acknowledge the contribution with an appreciative smile. He’s learning the ropes fast. 

 ‘Two’, he shouts, and up goes another finger, ‘steal and copy’. 

 For this one she turns to the audience and puts her hand over her mouth in an expression of 

mock horror. The writer misses this and can’t understand the gales of laughter. He soldiers on, 
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baffled. 

 ‘If you love a writer do what they do, but for your own time. Write the kind of book that you 

want to read.’ 

 ‘But ah want to write the kind of book they’ll want to read,’ she pipes up and sweeps her arm 

over the audience, taking us for a tiny portion of her future vast readership. 

 ‘That, hopefully, will be a natural corollary,’ says the writer. 

 She mouths the word ‘corollary’ to herself and pulls a dumb-cluck expression that has the 

audience in fits. 

 ‘Three’, he shouts, ‘KISS.’ He lets this hang in the air for a while.  

 She leers at the audience and puckers her lips. 

 ‘Keep it simple, stupid,’ he explains. 

 She pretends to take this personally and looks suitably subdued. 

 ‘Four’, bawls the writer, and up goes a third finger, ‘install a sure-fire bullshit detector.’ 

 ‘Bloody thing wid be burning hot wi over work if ye fitted it on me.’ 

 The room erupts. There are cheers and whistles and the people at the back stamp their feet. 

The writer is forced to join in the general applause while she gets to her feet and does little 

curtseys to all sides of the room. 

 ‘Five,’ offers the writer with wilting conviction, ‘cut, cut, cut. Overwrite at first . . . just get . .  

it . .  all . . down . . . and then cut back later . . .  Take out all the ornamental description . . . and 

unnecessary narrative . . . and you’re left with the story.’  

 She has him spooked. He keeps waiting for her to jump in, but she just sits there like a demure 

little angel. It’s psychological warfare. 

 ‘Six,’ he says, with obvious relief, ‘buy a dog.’ 

 She appears stumped by this one too, and when he sees she isn’t going to interrupt he gets into 

his stride. 

 ‘Take the dog for walks and talk to it. Make it your character. Interrogate the dog about its 

age, what it works at, what it likes and what it dislikes. Build up the character that way.’ 

 She’s suddenly transported back to primary school, her hand shoots straight up and she snaps 

her fingers. 

 The writer raises one eyebrow, quizzically. 

 ‘Ah know exactly what you mean. Ah had this story and ah could’nae decide who should be 

the narrator. Ah tried every character in it: the mother, the father, the boy, the lassie, the social 

worker, the polis man, the parole officer. In the end, ah decided to use the wee boy’s white 

mouse. An ah described everything as the wee mouse would see it through the bars of its cage, 
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while it was on its wee wheel an that. An ah used tae pretend that ah carried the wee mouse about 

in ma handbag. An ah used tae talk to it in the supermarket an at the bus stop. An see sometimes 

when it was hard going getting ideas ah got right stroppy with the wee bugger. You should have 

seen some of the looks ah got.’ 

 In the deathly hush that follows the writer twice opens his mouth to say something and the 

words desert him, his eyes plead for deliverance. The audience are on the edges of their seats. 

Eventually some wag up the back comes to his rescue. ‘Turn round, Doll,’ he shouts ‘and see the 

bloody looks you’re getting now.’ 

 The audience erupts and she turns round laughing like a hyena. ‘Aye, got  yous aw going 

there,’ she shouts over the uproar.  

 The only one not laughing is the writer.  

  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

   

  

 


