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Belgian Shoes


Angus Lordie, portrait painter, citizen of Edinburgh, husband of Domenica Macdonald and owner (custodian, perhaps, according to modern sensibilities) of Cyril, the only dog in Scotland to have a gold tooth; that Angus Lordie stood in a room of his flat at 44 Scotland Street, wondering what to wear.


All the clothing he possessed was either hanging from a number of wooden hangers or was neatly folded and stacked away in a series of drawers within a large wardrobe, called in the second-hand trade, brown furniture. Nobody, apparently, wanted brown furniture any longer, as it was considered too cumbersome, not to say too dull, for contemporary tastes. If the Scottish diet had become Mediterranean, then Scottish furniture had become Scandinavian – light and minimalist, consigned to its owners in flat boxes and requiring to be assembled before use – and then reassembled, once the instruction booklet had been read. This was the very opposite of Angus Lordie’s wardrobe, as gloriously over-engineered, in its way, as the Forth Railway Bridge, and of similar vintage.


This wardrobe consisted of a series of drawers in which Angus kept what he called his accoutrements: his shirts and socks, handkerchiefs, ties, vests and so on, while jackets and trousers were hung from a railing on the opposite side. His kilt, along with his sporran, hose, kilt pin and sgian dubh, were also in one of the drawers, protected, ineffectively, by moth-repelling balls of cedar.


He had two suits – a dark one that had been made for him twenty-two years ago and that was described by Domenica as his kirk suit, and a three-piece, tweedy outfit that Domenica had disparagingly labelled his bookie’s suit. Neither of these descriptions was entirely helpful: the kirk suit was well-made and discreet, rather than Calvinist; the bookie’s suit was not in the least bit flashy, being made of Harris tweed and designed to withstand Hebridean weather – the horizontal rain and Atlantic gusts that beset the West of Scotland, and the North, South, and East for that matter. There was nothing wrong with these suits, although Angus seldom wore them. Suits, he thought, might be going the way of men’s hats and ties – both of which were now seen only infrequently on any man under forty. This was a matter of regret, Angus felt, even if he himself was doing nothing to stem that particular tide of fashion.


Alongside the suits were hung four jackets, all of them in frequent use. Two of these were linen, and formed the core of his summer garb, while the others were of an unidentified fabric that Angus referred to as one hundred per cent unnatural. They were comfortable enough, though, and went with virtually anything, but particularly with the crushed strawberry corduroy trousers by which Angus signalled his status as a resident of the Georgian New Town, as a member of the Scottish Arts Club, and as a man of artistic bent. If these trousers raised eyebrows amongst the ranks of the staid, then Angus did not care in the slightest. There was no fixed ordinance stipulating that men should wear sober trousers: fund managers, lawyers and accountants could dress in grey and black if they wished – he, as an artist, preferred something livelier.


On the floor of the wardrobe was the shoe rack on which Angus kept shoes other than those in regular use. His regular shoes – described by Domenica as his daily boots – were a pair of brown brogues made by the Northampton shoemaker, Joseph Cheaney. English shoes, Angus maintained, were second to none. They may not be as elegant as Italian footwear, but Italian shoes would never stand the rigours of Scottish conditions. English shoes were made to last; they were modest, often understated, and they were, above all else, honest shoes. That quality of honesty was difficult to define – in shoes at least – but one knew it when one encountered it. That was why English shoes were still sought after when everything else, as far as Angus could see, was being made in distant, unspecified workshops. Designed in X and made in Y . . . Angus had never fallen for that particular attempt to sugar the pill of local deindustrialisation and the deskilling that went with it.


The English shoes of which he was proudest were a pair of black brogues, made of soft and supple leather, and bought by his father from the London firm of John Lobb. Lobb made shoes to measure, and while Angus could not afford the expense of bespoke shoes – the price tag ran effortlessly into thousands – his father, a Perthshire sheep farmer, had been able to do so after a particularly good season at the Lanark stock sales. His prize Scottish Blackface tup, Walter of Glenartney, renowned for his noble bearing, his fine Roman nose, and his contempt for lesser sheep, had broken all sales records and had provided him with the funds to order a pair of Lobb shoes.


By great good fortune, Angus and his father had near-identical feet, and when Angus left school, his father passed his shoes on to him. Angus accepted the gift with a degree of concealed embarrassment: at the age of eighteen, when one is busy shaking off parental influence, who wants a pair of bespoke Lobb shoes? At the Edinburgh College of Art at the time, shoes were being worn, of course, but these shoes were concepts or statements, rather than shoes simpliciter. So Angus relegated the Lobb brogues to a cupboard and wore, instead, a pair of Hush Puppies of tobacco-coloured suede, threaded with red laces – a touch that met with the wholehearted approval of his fellow students. “Radical,” they said – high praise in those innocent days.


At a crucial stage in life – somewhere in one’s mid-thirties – the merits of well-made shoes dawn on one, and that was what happened to Angus. He wore the shoes to his father’s funeral, and as he and farming neighbours carried him to his final rest, a tear fell from Angus’s eye onto the cap of one of the shoes. Not every man, he thought, will live to see such a thing: his tears falling onto a shoe into which he had, both metaphorically and otherwise, stepped.


Alongside the Lobb shoes, in as complete a contrast as could be imagined, was a pair of Belgian shoes, those lightweight, indoor shoes that are made only in Belgium and are completely unsuitable for active use. Angus had been given these by Domenica, whose eye had been caught by them on a trip to London.


“You can’t wear them out of doors,” she said, as she presented him with them. “The Belgians, it would seem, don’t get out much.”


Angus smiled. “How drôle,” he said.


Domenica accepted the compliment with an inclination of her head. “Belgium is a bit of a mystery to me,” she said. “I don’t feel I’ve ever really grasped it, if you see what I mean.”*





*Angus Lordie, it may be remembered, was the author of the hymn God Looks Down on Belgium, the first verse of which is: God’s never heard of Belgium/ But loves it just the same;/For God is kind and doesn’t mind/ He’s not impressed by fame.









[image: Illustration]


2


Galileo, Orthodoxy, Dinner


Angus was choosing his clothes for a specific purpose – he and Domenica had been invited by Matthew and Elspeth to have dinner at Nine Mile Burn. Matthew had stressed that it would be a casual evening – “kitchen supper”, as he put it – but even so, Angus wanted to make an effort in order to show that he appreciated the invitation.


“People like you to dress up a bit,” he said. “It shows that you regard them as worth the trouble.”


Domenica was in complete agreement. As an anthropologist, she understood the significance of uniform, and of the way in which clothing sent signals. “When I go to my dentist,” she had once remarked to Angus, “I expect to find him in one of those natty blue jackets with buttons down the side. Such outfits reassure those facing the drill.”


Angus nodded. “And pilots should wear blue uniforms with a bit of gold braid. That, too, is reassuring. I would not feel confident if I boarded a plane to find the pilot wearing jeans with rips in the knees.”


Domenica rolled her eyes. “Rips in the knees! Have you ever worked out what’s going on there, Angus?”


He shook his head. “It’s very fashionable. You buy them with the rips ready-made. It’s most peculiar.”


“Perhaps it signals indifference to formality,” suggested Domenica. “Rips proclaim that you don’t care about being smart.”


“And that you’re not ashamed of your knees,” added Angus. “Rips say: I don’t mind if you see my knees.”


Domenica looked thoughtful. “Are the knees an erogenous zone?”


Angus was not sure. “I’ve never been attracted to knees myself,” he said. “But there may be some who are.” He was not sure whether gallantry required him to say something here about the attractiveness of Domenica’s knees, but he decided to say nothing. Anybody could tell the difference between sincerity and insincerity when it came to comments about their knees.


Domenica did not seem interested in pursuing the subject of knees, as she now asked, “What about trousers that hang down low, and display the wearer’s underpants? I saw a young man at Waverley Station once who was wearing trousers with the crotch roughly level with his knees. He was finding it very difficult to walk. He did a sort of penguin waddle.”


“Another statement,” said Angus. “But I’m with the prudes on that one, I’m afraid: underpants are definitely private. Exhibitionists may not agree, of course.”


Now, as Angus reflected on what he was to wear to Matthew and Elspeth’s dinner party, Domenica had already changed into her favourite trouser-suit that she found fitted the bill for just about every occasion except those specifying evening dress. And she had few such invitations, she thought, with a momentary regret. Her full-length dress, with its optional tartan sash, lay folded away, and she had no idea when it would next be needed.


While Angus chose between his two linen jackets, she stood before the window from which, by craning one’s neck, one might look up towards Drummond Place Garden, which were touched at that moment – it was six o’clock – by summer evening light. She was not looking in that direction, though, but was gazing, rather, at a patch of empty blue sky. She was contemplating something that she had put off thinking about until that very moment – a request to write a letter that she did not want to write.


Domenica still considered herself to be a practising anthropologist. She held no institutional position – and had not done so for some years – being one of those rare private scholars who pursue their subject without the comfortable safety-net of an academic salary. It was not easy being a private scholar: for one thing, you had to overcome a certain scepticism rooted in people’s assumption that if you were any good you would have a university post. Why, after all, do research for nothing when there were institutions that would pay you to do the exact same work, give you grants to attend conferences in exotic places, and, if you stayed the course, dignify you with a professorial title?


The private scholar also had to put up with the condescension of those holding academic positions. When applying for research grants from public bodies, he or she had to write none in that part of the form that demanded disclosure of institutional affiliation. It was a statement of independence, but one that had long borne considerable risks. And yet the private scholar was now being recognised as being of increasing importance, for all this marginality. In an age of intellectual conformity, the private scholar could ask questions that probed received ideas. That was what Galileo had done, and yet there was no room for contemporary Galileos, it seemed. If those who called the tune, which now meant those who could shout loudest, said that the sun revolved around the earth, then the sun really did behave in that way, and it was no use echoing Galileo’s eppur si muove – and yet it moves.


She sighed. It was precisely because she was a private scholar that they had written to her and asked for a letter. She would have to respond, although not just yet. She would do that tomorrow, for now they were about to go out to dinner and there were other things to think about.


And one of these was what Bertie was up to, because there was the small boy from the flat below, leaving the front door of No. 44, accompanied by his grandmother, Nicola, and that spindly-legged little friend of his, Ranald Braveheart Macpherson. They paused briefly, as Nicola bent down to say something to the two boys, and then continued their way up the sharply sloping street.


Angus came into the room and stood behind her.


“I’ve decided not to wear a tie,” he said. “Matthew won’t be wearing one – not in his kitchen. But I’m going to wear this jacket, I think.”


She did not look round. She knew his clothes off by heart. One day she would replace them, lock, stock, and barrel. She would buy him an entirely new wardrobe and throw out those two dreadful suits and those threadbare jackets. Wives had to do that sort of thing from time to time, as that was the only way husbands could be kept looking vaguely presentable.


Then Angus said, “I’m going to take Cyril for a quick walk around the Garden. Then I think we should think of setting off for Nine Mile Burn.”


Domenica nodded, without turning round. “I see that Nicola has had the same idea with the boys,” she said. “Boys are just like dogs, don’t you think, Angus? They need to be exercised.”


Angus laughed. “Possibly,” he said.
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The Terraces of Purgatory


With Cyril straining at the leash, Angus made his way up Scotland Street towards Drummond Place.


“You don’t have to be quite so impatient,” Angus said to Cyril. “Festina lente, remember . . .”


Cyril looked up briefly, but then leaned forward with renewed enthusiasm. He was aware that Angus had addressed him, but there were none of the words that he recognised, his vocabulary being a poor bag of words such as wall and biscuits and sit; and, of course, he had no Latin to speak of. The limited range of canine understanding, though, does not stop people from talking at considerable length to their dogs – a fact which had always amused Angus, even if he himself did exactly that with Cyril. The day before he had overheard a woman in the Garden berating her West Highland terrier at length for his over-exuberant behaviour.


“You really need to bark less, Douglas,” she admonished. “There’s no point in barking at chimeras, is there? Don’t you understand that?”


Angus, who was walking past her at the time, almost stopped to answer that question for her. “He doesn’t, I’m afraid,” he might have said. “Or perhaps try him in Gaelic.”


And yet dog owners persisted in these long one-sided conversations as if the dog really did grasp what they were saying, some even enunciating their words particularly carefully in order to give the animal every chance to get what was being said.


But here he was doing it himself, as he unselfconsciously remarked to Cyril, “It’s a very nice evening, don’t you think, Cyril?”


Cyril looked up at him again, and then continued to pull on his leash. His world was one of smells, delectable and tantalising, rather than sounds, and he was picking up intriguing hints of what lay ahead. There was something dead somewhere – a rat probably – and a discarded, half-eaten ham sandwich further up wind. And seagulls – an acrid, annoying scent he did not like at all. And car fumes. And squirrels somewhere or other – an infuriating scent because they always got away. And what was that? Cat? That was an outrage, pure and simple, a challenge that could not be ignored. He would get that cat one day. He would teach it to be superior. He would teach it about arrogance. There was no place for cats in the new Scotland, thought Cyril . . .


They reached the gate to the garden and here Angus extracted the key from his pocket. A key to Drummond Place Garden was highly sought-after in the area, as the garden was private, and access to it was a constantly contested matter. Those with a Drummond Place address had a clear right to a key, as long as they paid their share of the upkeep charge, but the occupants of flats just a few doors away, in Dundonald Street or Scotland Street, were ineligible. That had been long settled, after lengthy internecine struggles, but what about those who lived in one of the surrounding streets, but who had a window overlooking Drummond Place? Dante, contemplating the terraces of Purgatory, might have addressed just such a question of boundaries, but even he – or Solomon, perhaps – might not have reached a decision that was acceptable to all, and there were many who were disappointed at not being able to avail themselves of the garden.


Angus had a key by the application of the overlooking window rule, and the same applied to Bertie’s parents. So Angus and Cyril frequently came across Bertie in the garden, just as he met other local residents, such as the Italian socialite nun, Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna, and her friend and flatmate, Antonia Collie. The two women had garden access on the strength of their occupation of a flat on the north side of Drummond Place, and in fine weather they were often to be seen sharing a picnic served from a large wicker hamper and laughing at some recherché witticism from Antonia or aphorism from Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna’s seemingly limitless store of such observations.


Once inside the gate, with Cyril’s extending leash played out to its maximum length, allowing him to investigate the undergrowth, Angus made his way slowly round the perimeter pathway. He soon met Nicola, who was standing underneath a tree, gazing up at a couple of wood pigeons that had alighted on a branch above her.


“Such lovely birds,” she remarked. “Altogether more engaging than those troublesome feral pigeons.”


Angus nodded. “I see that you have young Bertie’s friend with you.”


Nicola smiled. “Ranald Braveheart Macpherson? Yes, he is a funny wee boy, isn’t he? He and Bertie are the greatest of friends. Do you remember how important those childhood friendships were? They meant the world, didn’t they?”


Angus did remember. “And we never find them again, do we?”


Nicola thought about that. Angus was probably right; we never recovered the things of childhood – we were never readmitted to that lost Eden.


From behind some bushes came the sound of children’s voices raised in what sounded like a dispute.


“That’s Olive,” said Nicola. “Olive and Pansy. Bertie doesn’t quite see eye to eye with those two.”


“Olive and Pansy?”


“Olive is Pansy’s great friend,” said Nicola. “Pansy’s family has just moved into Drummond Place. Olive lives on the South Side but comes over to see Pansy. Bertie was dismayed when he realised they had descended on his turf, so to speak.”


Angus felt sorry for Bertie. He had had his mother to contend with, and now this. He looked at Nicola, trying to gauge whether he could speak directly about Irene. She was Nicola’s daughter-in-law, of course, and he would have to be careful, but he had heard that there was no love lost between the two of them.


“How is Irene?” he asked. “Any news from Aberdeen?”


“She’s busy with her PhD,” Nicola said. “And long may that continue. A PhD should not be rushed – particularly that one.”


Angus smiled. “Scotland Street isn’t the same without her,” he said.


“It’s vastly improved,” muttered Nicola, and then, looking contrite, added, “Not that we should be uncharitable.”


“Of course not,” said Angus.


“She’s impossible,” said Nicola.


Angus said nothing.


“Although I’m sure she has her good points,” Nicola added.


“Of course.” Angus was relieved at this sign of charity. Irene was difficult, but, like the rest of us, she was probably just doing her best.


But then she said, “Not that I ever noticed them.”


Angus looked at Nicola. There was something worrying her, and he wanted to ask her what it was. But how to put it? “Are you troubled?” Could one say that to somebody one did not know very well – in Drummond Place Garden, out of the blue?
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Debtors and Creditors


In another part of Drummond Place Garden, separated from Nicola and Angus by a yew hedge and a cluster of rhododendrons, Olive and Pansy presided over a game they were trying to inveigle Bertie and Ranald Braveheart Macpherson into playing. They were unwilling victims: the two boys had been dismayed to discover Olive and Pansy in the Garden, and would have scurried off had they not been spotted by Olive and prevented from escaping.


“We can see you, Bertie Pollock,” Olive shouted when she first spotted them. “Stay where you are – it’s no good trying to run away.”


“You’re surrounded,” cried Pansy. “And don’t pretend you can’t see us, because you can, and we know you can, don’t we Olive?”


“Yes, we do,” Olive confirmed. “You must come over here and play with us. We need two more people for our game, don’t we, Pansy?”


“Yes,” said Pansy. “And if you don’t do as we say I’ll report you to the Gardens Committee.” She paused, and then uttered a final shot, “You’re history, Bertie.”


Ranald looked at Bertie, who lowered his eyes. “We’ll have to do as they say, Bertie,” he said, adding, “I hope Olive gets struck by lightning.”


Unfortunately, Olive heard this, and uttered a cry of outrage. “I heard that, Ranald Braveheart Macpherson! You’re in trouble now!”


“Big time,” said Pansy.


Ranald looked flustered.


“You mustn’t pick on Ranald,” said Bertie. “He didn’t mean it.”


“It sounded like he meant it,” countered Olive. “But I’ll let him off this time, Bertie, as long as you both come and join in our game.”


Bertie walked slowly over towards the bench on which Olive and Pansy were sitting. Ranald Braveheart Macpherson followed him reluctantly.


“What is this game?” asked Bertie.


“Debtors and Creditors,” Olive replied. “This bench is the Abbey at Holyrood, and where you’re standing now is the Cowgate.”


Bertie waited for further explanation. “And so?” he said.


“You must be patient,” said Olive. “I was about to tell you, Bertie, before you interrupted me.”


“I didn’t interrupt you, Olive,” protested Bertie.


“Don’t argue with her,” snapped Pansy. “You think that just because you’re boys, you can argue with people who know better than you do.”


Olive gave him a scornful look. “I’ll tell you the rules,” she said. “And you should listen to them carefully, because I won’t repeat them.” She paused. “Are you listening, Bertie?”


Bertie nodded.


“Right,” Olive continued. “Did you know that in the old days – that’s over twenty years ago – the Abbey of Holyrood was a place where you could go and be safe if you owed people money? They couldn’t get you there, Bertie, and send you to debtors’ prison. They called it a sanctuary.”


“That’s right,” said Pansy. “A debtors’ sanctuary. For people like you.”


“But you had to stay there all week,” Olive went on. “The only day you were allowed to go out was on a Sunday. Your creditors weren’t allowed to get you on a Sunday.”


“So you could go swimming if you liked,” interjected Pansy. “Tell him about how one of the debtors went swimming, Olive.”


“He went swimming on a Sunday,” said Olive. “He went down to Cramond. But his creditor came and took his clothes while he was in the water.”


Bertie was intrigued. “So what happened, Olive?”


“The poor debtor had to stay in the water until people took pity on him and gave him some clothes to get back to Holyrood.”


Bertie and Ranald looked at one another.


“You’re going to be the debtors,” said Olive. “Pansy and I are going to be the creditors. You have to stay on the bench and then try to get out. If we catch you, you’re in trouble.”


“Why can’t we be the creditors?” asked Bertie. “Why do we have to be the debtors?”


“Because you have to,” said Pansy. “So just shut up and play.”


“I’m not going to play,” said Ranald. “I don’t see why we should always be the debtors.”


“I don’t care,” Olive retorted. She had lost interest in the game and wanted to talk about something else.


“You know that you’re going to have to marry me, Bertie Pollock,” she said. “You promised. I’ve got it in writing. You’re going to have to marry me when we’re twenty.”


“That’s right,” said Pansy. “And I’m going to be a bridesmaid. It’s the bridesmaid’s job to make sure that the groom doesn’t run away. You know that, Bertie?”


Olive wagged a finger at Bertie. “I’ve been looking at venues for the reception, Bertie. I’ve been considering Dundas Castle. That’s just outside town, and it has a marquee for dancing. I’ve been looking at that. And then there’s the Signet Library. Do you know the Signet Library, Bertie?”


Bertie was silent.


“The Signet Library is a very good place for weddings,” said Olive. “You can dance afterwards, once they clear the tables away. I’ve been looking at bands, Bertie.”


“And at wedding cakes,” Pansy chipped in.


“Pansy’s aunt knows somebody who makes those cakes,” Olive said. “If we put in our order soon, we’ll get a discount.”


Now Pansy changed the subject. “I see your granny over there, Bertie,” she said. “What a pity. I feel really sorry for her.” She paused. “My mummy knows her. She feels sorry for her too. And your granny told my mummy something that you’re not going to like one little bit, Bertie. Do you want to know what it is?”


This was the signal for Olive to intervene. “He may not be ready for it yet, Pansy. Not yet.”
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Being Aeneas


At the wheel of their custard-coloured car, Domenica drove herself and Angus through the West End of Edinburgh, through bustling Tollcross, and on towards the polite braes of Morningside. Angus had a driving licence, but he did not particularly like driving and was pleased that Domenica should actually relish it – even to the point of her donning completely unnecessary driving gloves. He had held his licence since the age of nineteen, and it was valid, he assumed, in spite of a misprint. He was described as Aeneas Lordie instead of Angus Lordie, and although he had intended to correct this bureaucratic mistake, he had given up after a single unsuccessful attempt.


Angus had written to the driving licence authorities, pointing out that he was Angus rather than Aeneas, and asking for a new licence to be issued under the correct name. He had received a reply two weeks later, which began, “Dear Aeneas Lordie, I have received your recent letter, which is receiving attention. We shall contact you when the matter to which you refer has been resolved.” And with that the official had signed off. At the top of the letter, printed in large type above the address, was the mission statement of the government department in question: Working for You and for the Community.


No further letter was received, and Angus had decided to leave the matter at that. He knew that in Scotland you could call yourself whatever you liked, provided you did not do so in an attempt to commit fraud. There were no necessary formalities – and all you had to do was to start using your new name. A lawyer friend had confirmed this when Angus had asked him, but had pointed out that you could make a formal declaration, authenticated by a notary, in which you asserted the new name. In Angus’s case, though, he had never been Aeneas, and so it seemed that no declaration should be necessary. The lawyer considered this, and suggested a declaration with the simple wording: I, Angus Lordie, do hereby state and affirm that I am Angus Lordie.


“That should do the trick,” he said.


Angus had smiled. “I, Franz Kafka, do hereby state and affirm that I am Franz Kafka.”


The lawyer looked at him blankly. “I don’t see what Franz Kafka has to do with this,” he said.


Angus had not pursued the matter. He rather liked this alter ego, this shadowy Aeneas Lordie, who led a parallel life in a government computer somewhere. He liked the classical associations of the name, and imagined the complications that Odysseus may have faced in his own documentation when required to linger on Calypso’s island for years because his boating licence described him as Aeneas, instead of Odysseus.


Now, sitting in the front passenger seat of the car, he crested the brow of Church Hill and descended into Morningside. He liked Morningside, which was not only a geographical area but a state of being, a state of looking at the world. That could happen to neighbourhoods – their name could become associated with a particular set of attitudes and might stand thereafter for a world view rather than a bounded collection of streets.


“Morningside,” he remarked to Domenica.


She smiled. “We should not mock, Angus. It’s unseemly for us to come over from the New Town and condescend to Morningside.”


“I was not mocking,” said Angus. “I was simply muttering the word . . . as one might say om, for example, in incantation. Om induces a state of peaceful acceptance.”


“Om,” intoned Domenica, as she drew up at the lights at the Morningside Clock, and then, in much the same register, “Morningside.”


Angus looked out of the window. Not far from where they were was the street on which Ramsey Dunbarton had lived. He had been a partner in a firm of lawyers, a man of a certain dryness, with an interest in amateur dramatics and singing, whose great moment of glory had come when he played the part of the Duke of Plaza-Toro in the never-to-be-forgotten Church Hill Theatre production of The Gondoliers. Poor Ramsey, thought Angus, as they waited for the lights to change; poor Ramsey . . .


Domenica distracted him. “Are they having anybody else tonight?” she asked.


Angus shook his head. “Not as far as I know. Matthew said that they like having just one couple. I think it will be just us.”


Domenica was pleased with that. “We’ll have the chance to catch up. I haven’t seen Elspeth for ages. Of course, the triplets must take up most of her time.”


“It can’t be easy,” said Angus. “Sometimes Matthew looks exhausted when he comes into Big Lou’s for morning coffee. He said to me the other day he’d been up since four in the morning, coping with the boys. By the time he got into work he was already finished.”


“They have an au pair, don’t they?”


“Yes, so I believe. A young man – James. They share him with Big Lou. He works half the day in the coffee bar and the rest of the time he’s the au pair out at Nine Mile Burn.”


“It’s rather exciting – going out to a dinner party,” said Domenica. “Remember how we used to go out to dinner parties almost every weekend? Remember?”


Angus did remember. “And then suddenly people stopped having them.”


“Or stopped inviting us.”


That was an unsettling possibility. “Do you really think . . . ?” he began.


“No, I don’t,” said Domenica. “I suspect that the formal dinner party just became too much for most people.”


“People became too busy?”


“Yes,” said Domenica. “Everybody is busier than they were, say, ten years ago. Our lives have expanded to embrace the increased possibilities of our times. There is more information, to start with. We simply get more messages – all the time. We have more to think about. And we can move about more easily too. Places are cheaper and more accessible.”


Angus thought this was probably true. Of course, he went nowhere, but he imagined he could go to all sorts of places if he chose to do so. He could go to Iceland, for instance, which he had never visited, but which he would like to see. There was a line of poetry about Iceland that stuck in his mind . . . where the ports have names for the sea. It was a haunting line – a typographical mistake that had been left as it was. The poet – WH Auden – had written where the poets have names for the sea, but had liked the typographical error, which gave the line greater poetic impact, and had kept it. It was rather like being called Aeneas by the driving licence authorities and keeping the mistake for its poetic possibilities. It was the same thing, really, Angus decided.
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Blue Remembered Hills


They parked beside the house. As Angus got out of the car, the sun had just dipped below the top of East Cairn Hill, casting a lengthening shadow over Carlops and the winding road to Biggar. In the distance, across a landscape of wheat and barley, of secret lochs and hidden glens, the Lammermuir Hills were still bathed in evening gold.


Angus turned to Domenica. “This view always makes me feel sad. I don’t know why, but it does.” He drew in his breath, savouring the freshness of the air. Freshly mown grass was upon it, and the smell of lavender, too, from Elspeth’s kitchen garden. “Well, perhaps not sad – more wistful, perhaps, which is one notch below actual sadness.”


She followed his gaze over to the hills. “What’s the expression? Blue remembered hills? Where does that come from?”


“It’s Housman,” said Angus. “I happen to know that because I used it as the title of a painting I did once – a long time ago. I painted those very hills we’re looking at, as a matter of fact.” He had been an admirer of William Gillies, who had visited those hills in watercolour time and time again, in all their seasons and moods.


Domenica gazed at the hills. They were blue, just as watercolour hills should be.


“What are those blue remembered hills?” Angus recited. “That is the land of lost content,/ I see it shining plain.”


She looked at him; the moment of shared feeling had arisen unexpectedly, as such moments sometimes did. It was the beauty of the country before them that had done it. Scotland was a place of attenuated light, of fragility, of a beauty that broke the heart, as MacDiarmid had said it would, with its little white rose, sharp and sweet. And sometimes she felt this Scotland slipping away, which was why Angus should feel sad, she thought, and why she should feel that too.


She reached out and touched his forearm, gently, without words, to show that she understood what he felt. Then she said, “We should go in.”


And as she said that, the front door opened and Elspeth came out to greet them. “Perfect timing,” she said. “Matthew has left drinks on the terrace.” She made a show of looking relieved. “James is cooking. I’m off-duty.”


Domenica smiled. “I’m sure you deserve it.”


Elspeth said, “Sometimes the boys can be a bit . . . demanding. Triplets tend to go through the same stages together, and all the challenges are multiplied by three. They’re currently going through the biting stage – so Tobermory bit Rognvald, who bit Fergus, who in turn bit Tobermory. They all ended up screaming.”


Domenica’s eyes widened. “Red in tooth and claw . . .”


“Yes,” said Elspeth. “That’s exactly what little boys are. It’s the way their brains are wired. They are impulsive, violent, endlessly energetic, and prone to bite. That’s just the way they are.”


“And yet . . .” said Angus. “When you see them, butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths. I could use them as models for putti, if I were ever to paint something like that. Will we see them this evening?”


Elspeth glanced at her watch. It was eight o’clock. “They’ll be dropping off to sleep. Next time, perhaps. Matthew has been upstairs reading to them. He’ll be down soon.”


She led them into the house and then out through French doors onto the terrace. Four chairs ringed a table on which a tray with glasses had been placed. There was a sparkling wine for Angus and Elspeth, and a soft drink for Domenica. As driver, Domenica was to restrict herself to bitter lemon, which she enjoyed anyway; in general, she was not one for alcohol.


Elspeth raised her glass to her guests.


“Slàinte mhath,” said Angus.


Domenica touched her glass against Elspeth’s. “God blesim yu,” she said, adding, “That’s cheers in Melanesian pidgin. In Chinese pidgin, it’s chin chin, which is what you might have said in Shanghai in 1925.”


Elspeth smiled. “Lovely! God blesim yu, too. I suppose you used that on your fieldwork.”


Domenica nodded. “All anthropologists went to Papua New Guinea in those days – if they could. It was the real thing – the copper-bottomed experience of fieldwork that enabled you to outstare anybody at an anthropological conference. If you were really lucky, you were able to study a cargo cult. Less fortunate people ended up dealing with initiation ceremonies or rain-making rites. Have you read The Innocent Anthropologist, by any chance?”


Elspeth shook her head.


“It’s by an anthropologist who went as a young man to spend some time with a remote people in Cameroon. It caused a bit of a stir.”


“Oh? And why was that?”


“He was too frank. Anthropologists take themselves immensely seriously. He didn’t.”


Elspeth laughed. “Isn’t that a fault of many academics? Don’t they think that everybody is hanging on their every word?”


Domenica looked thoughtful. “Some of them are like that, I suppose. And I suppose they never realise that people may actually not pay much attention to what they say and just get on with their business. I think I understood that. I was never under any illusions that my conclusions on the societies I studied were of much interest to anybody – other than fellow anthropologists.”


Elspeth looked at her. “But you completed your fieldwork rite de passage?”


“Yes. Papua New Guinea – I wrote a book about it – eventually. Nobody read it, as far as I know. At least, I never met anybody who had done so. Except my cousin in Melrose. She read it, I believe.”


“And you learned pidgin for that?” asked Elspeth.


“Yes. I haven’t used it for rather a long time, of course, but it comes back. Languages don’t disappear altogether; once you know them, they tend to become embedded in the mind, like fossils in rock.”


Matthew arrived from upstairs. The boys had gone to sleep, he said, and he had called in on the kitchen on his way out to the terrace. “James is rustling up something pretty tempting,” he said. “He loves his garlic. Smell it?”


Domenica sniffed at the air. “Delicious,” she said.


“It has to be handled carefully,” said Matthew. “But you won’t be disappointed. He is very creative in the kitchen.”


“Will he eat with us?”


Elspeth shook her head, rather firmly, thought Domenica. “He wants to go into town after he’s served us,” she said. “He’s up to something. I have no idea what it is, but he’s planning something. That boy has a secret – I’m sure of it.”


Angus was curious. “Have you asked him?”


Matthew shook his head. “It’s not our place.”


“Yes, it is,” Elspeth contradicted him.


Matthew sighed. “The point about secrets is that people don’t talk about them.”


“We could try,” said Elspeth.


“What possible secret could a nineteen-year-old have?” asked Angus.


“You’d be surprised,” said Elspeth. But she did not answer his question.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		1 Belgian Shoes



		2 Galileo, Orthodoxy, Dinner



		3 The Terraces of Purgatory



		4 Debtors and Creditors



		5 Being Aeneas



		6 Blue Remembered Hills



		7 The Holy Family Boxing Club



		8 Students Eat Anything



		9 An Orcadian Spell



		10 Scotsmen Can Skip



		11 Fat Bob



		12 The Story of Mags



		13 Great Lass, Big Quads



		14 The Wolf Man Again



		15 Dear Little Argonaut



		16 Aberdeen Beckons (or Threatens)



		17 The Coolest Boy by Far



		18 An Incident in Crieff



		19 The Money Rolls In



		20 Torquil at the Door



		21 Aunts and Spies



		22 Oedipus, the Minotaur, Guilt



		23 Torquil and Domenica Converse



		24 Agrippina and Nero



		25 Bertie’s Fate



		26 Stuart Goes Out



		27 Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori’s Secret



		28 Bruce Prepares



		29 The Merits of the Double-Upper



		30 What Tam Didn’t Do



		31 Garlic Naan



		32 Harry and Josephine



		33 Sleeping Rough



		34 Bertie’s Outing



		35 Bertie’s Farewell to Ranald



		36 Retro’s In



		37 Bruce Snubbed



		38 In the Elephant House



		39 The Omnipresence of Hierarchy



		40 Poppadoms and Theology



		41 Given Lodging



		42 Bruce Reflects, and Conducts



		43 Against All Medical Odds



		44 ‘You are troubled in your soul’



		45 The Road to Aberdeen



		46 My Ordeal, by Bertie



		47 Edinburgh Past; Glasgow Future



		48 Sister Maria-Fiore Confides



		49 A Martini Is Planned



		50 Post Martinis Omnia Animalia . . .



		51 Room Issues



		52 Elspeth Reflects



		53 We’re All of Us Lost



		54 At Doddie’s Hoose



		55 Ranald Leaves a Note



		56 Thank You for Having Me



		57 Bless You



		58 A Thursday Meeting



		59 Pluscarden Abbey



		60 Ca’ the Yowes



		61 How the Cyclops Felt



		62 Let the Games Begin



		63 A Hammer Hurled



		64 Love, Simpliciter











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		179



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Cover





OEBPS/images/f0vii-01.png
|
|

EH|

=

EH|

A1

_:—‘m ! ‘. 3






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
ALEXANDER McCALL SMITH

LOVE IN THE TIME
OF BERTIE

A 44 Scotland Street Novel





