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Prologue




The Society existed not only to gratify the aficionado, but to introduce the pleasures of whisky to the novice

The Scotch Malt Whisky Society – An Honest Tale





My best friend, Flora, is a professional whisky connoisseur. For around three hundred pounds you could spend some time with her at the Whisky Society in Edinburgh, sampling fine single malts while she explains the art of nosing and tasting. For free, she gave me some advice on how to appreciate a fine dram. ‘Nose it first and think about the aromas – vanilla and flowers, for example, or pear drops or peat smoke. Taste it, add water, nose it again, taste it again. Keep going. Then, if you want, you can add ice. In fact, mix it with whatever you like and don’t let anyone tell you you’re doing it wrong.’

Most whisky drinking takes place between midnight and sunrise among young people in clubs, who drink it with ice. They generally live in warmer climates than Scotland – around the Mediterranean or in South America or the Far East. There is more whisky drunk in Paris than in Glasgow; there is more whisky drunk in Spain than in Scotland.

In Scotland, you’re supposed to drink it ‘properly’ – no ice, no mixer, no DJ and if you’re a girl, don’t even bother. In Scotland, we live in a bracing northern climate and whisky is seen as a man’s drink.

Don’t you believe it. Flora and I are a bit sick of being told that girls don’t drink whisky.

Flora says that in a proper whisky tasting, you should sample five different single malts. Start off with a plain, dry lowland, move on to a flowery, fruity Speyside, then a rich, dark, sherried kind of Speyside, then something more robust from the highlands, and finish off with a heavy, smoky, deeply satisfying Islay. It’s important to taste your whiskies in the right order. Never start with a powerful, dizzyingly heady malt because after that you won’t be able to taste anything else. You’ve got to work up to it gradually. Start with the lightweights. Flora likens her current boyfriend to a fourth whisky – a satisfying highlander, but not the last one she intends to try.

She says that when I got married I did everything in the wrong order. I missed out all the other interesting men I should have tried before settling on Andrew. It was like starting with the really serious whisky you’re meant to save till the end. ‘And he’s so much older than you, Emily,’ she told me. ‘You should have worked your way through some of the younger ones first.’ I did – sort of – but their immaturity only disappointed me and I got bored. I was looking for something more challenging, something that could sustain my interest, something that would take my breath away.

When I found Andrew, there was just no going back. Everyone else became a poor substitute for the real thing. This is an absolute truth. Once you’ve tried the real thing – a very fine, properly matured single malt – everything else pales in comparison. You look back on the sticky whisky blend of callow youth that you cheerfully mixed with Diet Coke and you think: ‘yuk’. How much more interesting it is to love a complex, darkly promising whisky whose first taste leaves you reeling.

You can make up your mind about a man very quickly. I married Andrew six weeks after we first met and our marriage was a shock to everyone. As Flora pointed out, the only thing we had in common was a reputation for commitment phobia.

Eighteen months of happy wedded bliss later, I went for an interview for a marketing job at the Whisky Society (Flora prepared me with intensive private coaching). It was a very convivial panel interview held along the bar and it went on for hours until I could barely remember why I was there in the first place. I didn’t do too badly, though, and I know I definitely drank my whiskies in the right order. At the end of the evening the woman chairing the panel ordered me a taxi and as we shook hands at the door she said: ‘Oh, Emily – before you go – you will take the job, won’t you?’

My husband was delighted by my news. He said he was proud of me. I could really make a go of this new career and wasn’t the staff discount excellent? That weekend he bought me flowers and we went out to dinner. It was a double special occasion: my new job and our First-and-a-half wedding anniversary. We were still untouched by disaster then and deeply in love. I can get achingly nostalgic when I think about it.

Before starting my new job, Flora, happy with her highlander, asked me if I ever wished I could try some of the things I’d missed. What would I do if I met someone else and found him irresistibly attractive? ‘What would you do, Emily, if you really, really wanted him?’

But I could never imagine wanting anyone but Andrew.

At the start of my story, I was living happily ever after.



taken from Flora’s notes


The First Whisky:
LOWLAND
an apéritif

good for beginners

light & refreshing, keep it chilled

take it with ice

great to sip when you’re getting ready for a night out

try it with Canada Dry and don’t let

your average barman put you off

Some Lowland Malts:

Rosebank

(rare, distillery closed)

St Magdalene

(very rare, closed & bulldozed)

Bladnoch

(closed and reopened – hurray!)

Glenkinchie

(our local, just off the city bypass)





‘Whisky-tasting is something of a misnomer, since most of the work of evaluation is done by the nose, and not the palate. Professional whisky tasters are themselves called “Noses”’


Malt Whisky, Charles MacLean





Chapter One


I worked in a Georgian townhouse on Charlotte Square, which was busy night and day, cellar to attic. The Whisky Society operated like an upmarket club with its bars and sitting rooms, library and dining rooms and flats on the top floor for overnight stays. However, most people joined in order to buy from the society’s list of rare single malts which was sent out by mail order to its twenty thousand members all over the world. It was a very specific kind of Edinburgh club – a whisky warehouse with Adam interiors. The closest we ever got to being like the clubs I had known in Paris or Barcelona was in the smoky, crowded lower basement which played music long after midnight and always kept ice on the bar. The availability of ice was kept secret from the older, more sedate members who were settled in front of the fireplace in the drawing room three floors above.


I liked it that, in the evenings, we held whisky-tastings in the drawing room and people would come along and sample what was on offer and chat to the staff. It wasn’t usually me who did the talking. Flora did. We had been close since we were little, and it was fun working in the same place. In the two weeks since I had started my new job, I had made new friends too. There was Dolores, the receptionist, who was the same age as me and knew everything that was going on and everybody’s comings and goings. She always sat at her little desk near the entrance on the ground floor, whereas I was on the top floor, in the main office.


It was the end of January now and very busy because of all the Burns Suppers. Private dinner parties went on all the time, but in January, Robert Burns took over. When I arrived at work that wintry morning, I could see that the whole place was glowing. The hall was warm with red roses. ‘You have to have roses for Burns Suppers,’ said Dolores. ‘It’s traditional. “My love is like a red, red rose.”’ She buried her nose in the bouquet on her desk. ‘These are from Graeme,’ she told me. ‘I bought them on my way to work so he could give them to me.’ Poor Dolly; love always fell very far short of her expectations.


I climbed the spiral staircase that swept grandly round the hall all the way up to the top floor. I could hear the noise of the office before I saw it. There were too many people crammed into too small a space. The place was humming with activity and all the phones were ringing. A brand new list of whiskies had just been mailed out and everyone was phoning in with orders. Flora had told me it could be frenetic when a new list ‘hit’, as she put it, and it would be a few weeks before we could resume a quieter rhythm of work. I made my way to my desk.


A whisky office is just like any other office, only with more whisky. I started my day by selling it on the phone. Longish conversations about oak casks and age and types of maturation and special bottles for presents and all sorts of questions and chat and gossip. There was also a lot of corporate business to attend to – phone calls about private tastings for private dinner parties and all the ordering and organising that went with that. Everyone around me was busy, rushed and animated, and I wondered whether that meant we were all very hardworking and successful or just disorganised and panic-stricken. I hadn’t quite worked it out yet.


The company was owned and run by one Kitty Gillespie, an indefatigable whisky enthusiast who loved her work so much she stayed here most of the time. She actually liked the office to be chaotic because she believed chaos was creative. The Accounts department did not always agree with her and often stayed late just to try to restore some order. Although Kitty was a successful businesswoman, I was beginning to realise that the Whisky Society had always operated on a whim and a prayer.


Mid-morning, the phones seemed a little quieter and I caught up on some admin. I went to my filing cabinet and began nosing whiskies. I had to write a short comment on the smell of each one as part of my training. I was supposed to do a few each day, but here I was in a mad rush to catch up. Rosebank, St Magdalene, Linkwood, Glenmorangie, Knockdhu. I stopped for a rest. You can’t really try more than four or five whiskies without having to stop and rest your nose. (Well, I couldn’t, but then I was still a novice in the whisky industry.) I wrote some emails, made some phone calls, typed a few letters and went back to it. Highland Park, Ardbeg. Then Kitty appeared and looked at my list. Kitty was in her late fifties, tall and thin with red hair and bright, alert eyes. She wore chiffon scarves and flowing skirts and bold, modern silver jewellery. She reminded me of an actress I had seen in a production of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie at the Royal Lyceum.


‘How far have you got, Emily?’


‘I’m up to Ardbeg.’


‘Don’t try the ten-year-old until after you’ve tried the seventeen-year-old. The ten-year-old is much more pungent. Always remember you have to work your way up to the heaviest malt. I’ll help you out,’ she said. ‘Here, pass the bottle.’


Kitty was a very hands-on sort of manager. We took turns and did two more and got as far as Laphroaig. ‘That’s enough for the time being,’ she said. ‘I think Flora wants a word with you. She’s wandering round the building looking for a quiet place to sit and test some samples. Give her a call on her mobile.’


Kitty left, walking purposefully through the office on a wave of red chiffon and I rang Flora. ‘Where are you?’ I asked.


‘Downstairs in the blue sitting room. We could get through this batch in an hour. Are you free to come now?’


‘I think so.’


‘Bring my notes, would you? I left them on your desk.’


I pushed several bottles aside to get to my in tray. There was a selection of miniatures in it. Empty. We were only looking at labels today. And there were Flora’s notes, together with some clean tasting glasses – proper tulip-shaped ones for nosing spirits. ‘Can you bring them with you?’ asked Flora on the phone. ‘I might not have enough here.’


When I found her, she was sitting with her feet up on the chaise longue, happily rootling through her box of samples. She was smiling to herself and the dimples appeared in her cheeks. Flora’s baby photos must have been cherubic because even now she seems to retain a miraculous, wide-eyed sense of wonder as if she is thinking: isn’t the world an amazing place? She hates her dimples, but I think they suit her. ‘Emily!’ she exclaimed. ‘There you are!’ She reached for the first little bottle stacked in a row beside her on the table. ‘Come on, let’s test these.’


I watched while she poured. ‘Lovely colour,’ she said. ‘Bright and clean. Matured in an ex-bourbon barrel.’


Even I knew that much. You can tell by the colour. Rich gold means it could be a first fill. With each subsequent filling, the whisky grows paler. And then the really important moment: Flora held the glass to her nose. I copied her, trying to learn. After the initial nose prickle had worn off it smelled of vanilla.


‘Definitely first fill,’ said Flora. ‘Come on, Emily,’ she added, ‘what else would you say about it?’


‘Lemony?’


‘Lemony, grassy, herby … ’


Flora said she could discover eighty per cent of a whisky’s identity just by looking at it and nosing it. Flora was a connoisseur; I only did sales and marketing. Occasionally our paths crossed. Kitty Gillespie was keen that we should work together more often and so Flora was trying her best to teach me a bit more about the job.


‘Typical Linkwood,’ she announced, putting her glass down.


‘What does the label say?’


‘Linkwood. I’m right. Lucky guess. I love that Linkwood. Spit it out, Emily.’


I shook my head and swallowed. ‘I can’t. It’s so disgusting, spitting it out.’


‘You can’t taste eight cask strength whiskies and expect to touch-type the tasting notes afterwards. Use a spittoon. And make sure you nose it with water. It makes all the difference, you know.’


Flora had an exceptional nose, originally trained by a Grand Nez at a famous French institute of perfumery in Grasse. Not one of the very fine noses in the whisky industry could identify a Diorissimo or a Dolce e Gabanna, although they were all very good on Dufftown. Experienced whisky industry men had declared themselves awestruck at Flora’s ability to name an elusive element in a complex malt, but a good nose is a good nose. No argument. They just quietly admitted to themselves that the girl can nose.


She poured me another glass. ‘Do you like this one? I do. Robust, fresh, good. Try it and then nose this one. It smells like custard.’


‘I don’t get the custard. Condensed milk?’ I suggested hopefully.


‘I get rice pudding.’


‘If you say so.’


‘I do. With nutmeg.’


For Flora, talking about scent was part of her everyday professional conversation, but it applied to more personal subjects too.


‘How’s Ben?’ I asked.


‘Somewhere in the Bay of Biscay. It won’t be long before he’s home now.’ She hugged herself happily.


Flora had fallen in love with Ben because he had the right natural balance of ambergris, dark fruit, fresh air, musky saltiness and surprising floral notes. The only problem was he spent a lot of his time at sea.


‘And how’s Andrew?’ she asked.


‘Very well, apart from the usual long hours. I’ve painted the whole house just waiting for him to come home in the evening. But at weekends we do the decorating together.’


She looked at me carefully. ‘Is your nose a bit tired? After several whiskies, it can get confused. I’m not saying you haven’t got a good nose. We could walk round the block, stop for coffee?’


‘No, I’m fine. Let’s keep going. Next box. Is this the dodgy lot?’


‘It is indeed. Don’t think we’ll find anything in here, but we ought to check, just in case.’


This particular box of samples had not come to us via a bona-fide whisky broker; instead it had been abandoned on the hall table, left there by one of those over-confident young men from the Home Counties known in the whisky industry as ‘wine boy’. Piers (for that was his name) had come up to Scotland on a shooting trip and had fancied doing a bit of whisky business on the side. Regrettably, he had been fobbed off with a box of dodgy samples in a bar in Aberdeen. Whiskies with green highlights from copper intrusion; orange highlights from rusty nails penetrating the cask; old sherried whiskies with a lot of sulphur; spirity whiskies that had refused to mature.


‘Not very nice at all,’ said Flora. She quickly discarded nine of the little glass bottles and then stopped and looked very hard at the final sample. ‘Wait till you see this,’ she said quietly.


‘What is it?’


‘The odd one out.’ She held it up to the light, putting a sheet of white paper behind it to see the colour more clearly.


‘It’s pink!’


‘Yes, it’s pink.’


It was the colour of pale rosé wine, and in other lights perhaps salmon pink, blushing in the glass. ‘What kind of whisky is that?’


‘It’s a real find,’ said Flora happily. ‘It’s turned pink because it was re-racked – you know, poured into another cask – and in this case the cask was a port pipe. It picked up some of the port character from the wood and some of the colour as well.’


‘Is that bad?’


‘No, not at all. It’s good, I’d say. It certainly noses well. Icing sugar and vanilla and almonds,’ she said, eyes half-closed. ‘Thick slices of Battenburg cake.’


‘I get the vanilla.’


‘A rare, very fine rosé whisky. Beautiful. No one has ever marketed pink whisky, you know. You never usually get it this pale anyway. No one sees the point of selling it as it is. It’s generally hushed-up and blended away.’


‘But it’s so pretty.’


‘I know, but whisky has a very traditional, masculine image and the belief is that if pink malt was ever put on sale on the open market, it could undermine the status of whisky as a man’s drink.’


I added water and sipped my cool, pink scotch. ‘And nobody wants that to happen.’


Flora drained her glass without spitting. ‘We’re buying this,’ she said decisively. ‘We’re definitely bottling this one.’


‘How do you know people will want to buy it?’


‘Would you buy it?’


‘Yes, but I’m a girl.’


‘Precisely. I think this would be great in the summer list as a long, cool drink. With ice.’


‘The old barman might not like that.’


‘No, but the bar manager will. She’ll love it. Can you put together some notes on it for the boss to take to that sales meeting next week?’


‘What sort of notes? Tasting notes?’


‘Yes, and a few lines on how it came to be pink. Just keep it very simple because I know there are going to be vodka people at the meeting and vodka people know nothing about maturation. You can make vodka in the morning and drink it in the afternoon.’ She shuddered slightly. ‘Unlike scotch whisky, which takes years to mature. The vodka company will be taking the notes back to Vodka HQ for a meeting with their alcopop team, so keep it in short, simple read-aloud sentences. Just say something about how this particular whisky has spent most of its life in an American barrel before it was finished in a port cask.’


‘An American barrel?’


‘Yes, because scotch whisky is matured in casks that have already been used to mature something else. You can’t make scotch in fresh oak, remember? You need secondhand wood or there’s too much vanilla and you’d end up with something more like Kentucky bourbon.’


‘When will we be bottling it?’


‘As soon as we can, before the port influence gets any stronger.’


Flora tidied away the glasses and I went back upstairs to my desk and got down to work. All around me, people were wrapping up last-minute special bottles that had to go out with the courier. All those corporate gifts for Burns Night. The courier was an hour late and, beside me, Maisie and Fiona were taking it in turns to ring up and find out where he was.


In the middle of all this, Andrew phoned. ‘How’s it going?’ he asked.


‘Great. I’m really busy.’


‘How many bottles of whisky have you got on your desk today? I always love to know.’


‘Er, seven. No, eight. How many have you got?’


‘Believe it or not, I do have a bottle today because a new client is being nice to me. How many bottles of whisky have you got in your filing cabinet?’


The courier arrived. ‘Andrew, I’m really, really busy, you know.’


‘Oh, go on, just tell me.’


‘At least forty in each drawer. About a hundred and twenty bottles.’


There was always a little silence at this point while he enviously considered my whisky collection.


‘I’ve only got paper in my filing cabinet,’ he said.


‘What would you like?’ I asked. ‘The courier’s finally got here. Can’t you hear the cheers? I’ll send you a bottle as a corporate gift from me to you. Old sherried? First-fill ex-bourbon cask? That’s the one with lots of vanilla. There’s a good chewy Laphroaig here. What about a lovely, fudgey, smoky Highland Park? I suppose we’ve got that at home already.’


‘What was the first one I tried when I met you after work last week?’


‘That’s Flora’s favourite to headline the next Bottlings List.’ In a hurry, I yanked open the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet and the bottles clanked together. I could hear him laughing down the phone. ‘It’s a twenty-four-year-old from St Magdalene distillery which closed in 1983. Excellent lowland, now extremely rare. Here’s Flora’s note about it. She says it was originally made with water from a holy well dedicated to St Magdalene, patron saint of repentant sinners – so it’ll be good for your soul, Andrew. The official tasting note for the Bottlings List has a very long title. It’s called “The Elusive Scent That Lingers After An Elegant Woman Has Gone”. I’ve told Flora we can’t get all of that on the label so she’s going to have to think of something else. And according to my own tasting note here—’


‘Are you doing those as well now?’


‘At the tasting sessions. When we get a new list, we taste everything and make notes in the margin and I said that it was very tingly at the start and faintly smoky around the edge with a very long finish, and Flora said that it was a very sophisticated whisky and rather alluring.’


‘Alluring?’


‘Yes, and if we’re being blunt about it you could say it was rocket-fuel strong, being natural cask strength, that is sixty-two per cent alcohol by volume and an old-fashioned one hundred degrees proof.’


‘You’ve sold it to me.’


‘Good. It’ll be with you in about an hour – if I can get it to the courier in the next ten seconds. I’m stuffing it in a box right now. I’m writing your name and address on the front: for the attention of Andrew Drummond. To Andrew, love from Emily. Kiss, kiss, kiss. There. Done. Right, I’m giving it to the courier as we speak. And these others too – same building on George Street. Thank you! And remember, Andrew, don’t leave it lying around the office or you’ll lose it. Keep it in a safe place. You know what lawyers are like.’


The last thing I did before leaving work was to check my emails and find another message from him: St Magdalene arrived safely and is now under lock and key in my filing cabinet. See you tonight. xxx


I got home at seven and, unusually, he was home before me. His coat was thrown over a chair and his keys and change scattered on the hall table. My footsteps echoed as I walked down the hall on the newly exposed floorboards, bare light bulbs hanging from the ceiling. I couldn’t go anywhere in our new house without thinking: lighting, curtains, carpets, paint that wall, sand that floor, must get rid of that old junk. I turned the corner into the living room (hideous flowery wallpaper that was definitely coming off tomorrow) and there was Andrew, sitting on the matching flowery sofa, flicking through a newspaper. (Must get rid of that sofa.) He got to his feet when he saw me. ‘Emily,’ he smiled.


My husband, Andrew Drummond, was tall and broad with thick dark hair which he aimed to keep short but kept forgetting to get cut, and the kind of face that is described as having character. In other words, he had a broken nose and a scar on his chin (only rugby, a long time ago). I always thought he looked – to use an old-fashioned word – handsome.


‘So how was the whisky today?’ He smiled broadly. ‘Had a good day at the office, dear?’


‘Oh, it was really good again! We tried this very rare pink single malt.’


‘Pink whisky?’ he laughed. ‘You’ve only been there a few weeks and already our national drink has become very girlie.’


‘Yes, it’s pretty. You’d like it.’


‘Pink whisky.’ He shook his head and pushed his fingers through his hair, the way he always did when something baffled him.


‘It got re-racked into a port cask,’ I explained. ‘That’s why it’s pink and there’s port on the nose as well. I think we’re going to bottle it, even though it is a bit too girlie for the established market.’


‘I don’t think my dad could cope with a pink malt. I don’t see it going down well at the golf club.’


‘Golfers are not the target market, to be honest.’


‘Pink whisky … ’ He still looked very amused by the idea. ‘So when are you going to launch that? Gay Pride Week?’


‘We want more girls to try whisky.’ I walked over to stand beside the fireplace. He had come home early and bothered to light the fire. What a desirable quality in a man. ‘Traditionally, women just don’t drink whisky. The industry would love to unlock that market, and they’ve done quite well in other countries but failed spectacularly in the UK, especially with single malts which at the moment is the only growing sector. Here, marketing teams just stand around like spotty adolescent boys at a party, wondering how to chat up the girls.’


‘So, is this your pet project now? You and Flora are going to show the whisky industry how to talk to girls?’


‘We can try a few ideas out at the Whisky Society. It’s a small place and perfect for this sort of experiment. Nothing may come of it but it’ll be fun to try. Anyway, I really do like the pink whisky. It’s quite robust, despite its girlie appearance. Very strong. There is a bit of nose prickle.’


‘Is that a technical term?’


‘It is, actually. Then quite hot in the mouth and really good with ice.’


‘Ice? That’s sacrilege.’


‘No, it’s not, honestly.’


‘Did you bring any work home?’ he asked, hopefully.


‘Not tonight. I’ve caught up on the ones I needed to taste for the list.’


‘You can try some of my St Magdalene if you like.’ He dis- appeared into the kitchen and came back with two glasses of the special bottling of rich lowland. Single cask, first fill. We sat down together on the sofa. I put my feet up and made myself comfortable. ‘This is just overtime for you, isn’t it?’ he said.


‘I’m really excited about the pink whisky. Wait till you taste it.’


‘Emily, you’re turning into a complete workaholic.’


‘I’m not as bad as you. How was your day, anyway?’ 


‘Clearly not as much fun as yours.’ 


‘How come you’re home early for a change?’ 


‘I was supposed to have a meeting with my opposite number on a case but her firm postponed it. Great relief, I can tell you.’


‘Is your opposite number a real pain?’


‘She wants my head on a plate.’ He drank, then lay back and stretched out on the sofa. ‘But she cancelled,’ he said cheerfully, ‘and it’s Friday night so we can forget about it.’


I sipped from the glass he had given me and felt deeply contented. ‘I like coming home when you’re here.’


We moved here a month ago. It’s a large Victorian house with a lot of original features. When we first got the keys, we walked around it holding hands like children in a strange place who are told to stick together and look after each other. This was our first real home together. I can’t count the penthouse flat – that was definitely his. There, he had lived in lofty splendour with sleek metal furniture and smoky glass tables and a couple of kitsch leather sofas.


I turned to look at him in his new environment, surrounded by flowery wallpaper, and there was a dazed expression on his face and a faint smile, like a sportsman playing on with mild concussion and doing his best to keep up. ‘I live here,’ he said to himself. ‘I actually live here.’


‘But we don’t have to live with the wallpaper.’


He’s been repeating it often and surely it won’t be long now before it finally sinks in. ‘I live here with Emily, my wife.’ Then the customary pause while he makes a show of pinching himself. ‘My wife.’


‘You must be used to that bit by now.’


‘No,’ he said, ‘it still amazes me. Emily, I think we should change the alarm code to something more memorable like 1980. That year is burned into my memory.’


I knew what he meant. The burning moment had happened as he’d watched me write my date of birth on the form for the marriage licence: 27th February 1980. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t known my age but he hadn’t actually worked out the year, and seeing it there in black and white really brought it home to him. I remembered him saying, ‘You can’t have been born in the eighties.’ (Pause, calculation.) ‘Christ, you were, weren’t you?’


When I was at primary school, Andrew was being a twenty-something lawyer in London. I think he may even have been one of the original yuppies. In fact, of course he was, because he still had all the furniture when I met him. He brought it back to Edinburgh with him the summer I took my A levels. By the time we met four years after that, his style had still not moved on, but it would have to now because I was hoping for some light and airy redecoration. Some new ideas.


‘Shall I get us ice for this whisky?’


‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘I know you’ve had an intensive few weeks, but believe me, Emily, you’re just a beginner. I’ve had years of practical drinking experience.’


‘It’s nice with ice.’


‘Persevere without.’


‘I accept that you’ve had years of practical experience, but maybe you could do with a change.’ I made a half-hearted attempt to get up and he stopped me. ‘Stay here, Emily,’ he said, kissing me. ‘Why not just stay here a bit longer? Drink your whisky,’ he added, ‘before it gets cold.’


I subsided back into the cushions. Kissing him, I remembered something Flora had said once about how it was possible to fall for a man just because he smelled right behind the ears. It was, she said, a primitive but aromatically complex indication that he would prove to be a good match.





‘This whisky is rich in every sense of the word and resolutely high in alcohol despite its respectable maturity. A generous whisky with a wealth of experience to offer. The nose is deeply satisfying – a swirl of vanilla, orange, honey and dark fruits soaked in brandy. Take a sip and all these flavours emerge in concentrated intensity. Mouth-feel is delicious. Develops and lasts’

Cask No. 55·11 A Wealth of Experience

Alcohol: 61.2% Proof: 107º Outturn: 190 bottles

The Scotch Malt Whisky Society Bottlings,
Winter 2000





Chapter Two

The weekend didn’t get off to a great start in that Andrew had to leave early Saturday morning to play golf in some kind of corporate competition. Lawyers versus Surveyors. I spent the morning ‘playing houses’ as Flora called it, turning our chintzy living room into a paler, more interesting place. The last of the wallpaper came off in satisfyingly long strips, then I pottered around with a tub of Polyfilla, poking at the pock marks in the plaster and smoothing over the cracks. It was an absorbing sort of job and I made slow, minutely detailed progress. At lunchtime, Andrew phoned from the clubhouse to say that the surveyors had won and all credit to them, but they did have a lot more time to practise than lawyers. If he could knock off work early like most surveyors he knew, it would have been a different story. ‘I should have stayed at home,’ he said ruefully. ‘I should have stayed at home with my lovely wife instead of embarrassing myself on the golf course.’

‘Come home now, then.’

‘I can’t. We’re here as guests. I’m supposed to be enjoying myself for hours yet.’

‘Oh, just come home, Andrew.’

‘I ought to stay a bit longer – at least for the presentation.’

‘You know you’ll be bored to tears.’

‘But I’m being officially entertained.’

‘I wish you were here with me.’

There was the pretence of a pause while he wrestled with his conscience, which immediately hit the floor and gave up. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘You’ve persuaded me. I’ll skip the presentation and come home now.’

‘What will you tell them? Will you have to make an excuse?’

‘It’ll be a very thin, transparent one. Apparently I have a reputation for being uxorious.’

‘For being what? Is that an insult?’

He hesitated. ‘Sometimes.’

‘Don’t listen to them.’

‘Right. I’m leaving now.’

I went back to work and found myself thinking that there were very few occasions when Andrew and I could have come across each other. It’s not as if I like golf. Even if I had wanted to take up the game, his club would not have allowed me to play at weekends as he did. The rules were quite clear: at weekends, you couldn’t play without a penis. Those lacking in the essential golfing organ were offered a discount on the fees by way of compensation. These unfortunates could play golf, but only on weekdays and only if accompanied by someone with the right sexual organ. Women were not allowed in the clubhouse under any circumstances, no matter how many male members might be there to accompany them on this the most hallowed part of the course.

The scrape of the knife down the long, slow length of a hairline crack. I searched the walls of our living room for faults and I filled in the gaps.

Andrew always said that before he met me, his life had been very predictable: a straightforward progression from infant school to high school, from university to law firm. In those forty years, there had been very few surprises: been there, must have missed that. His social life had revolved around after-work drinks on Fridays, married friends’ dinner parties on Saturdays and golf on Sundays (handicap: 12). Weekends could also be punctuated by hill-climbing and late-night whisky-fuelled drinking sessions with people he knew from school. If you are a male, forty-year-old Edinburgh lawyer, your world can be very neatly arranged. However, such a world can be thrown into fantastic, tumultuous chaos by a chance meeting with ‘a naïve, pretty girl, half your age, who knows sod all about what you’re really like’. (This according to Kate, his fiancée – or ex-fiancée – who had committed her feelings to paper and hand-delivered them with a slap across the face that I had heard all the way upstairs in the bedroom.) Kate’s bracingly angry letter had told Andrew exactly what sort of a man he really was. He had shown it to me before we got married, just so I would know.

I met Andrew at his cousin’s wedding at the Dalmahoy Hotel. I was a bridesmaid in a strapless, candy-pink flouncy dress. I didn’t notice my future husband until we came face to face during an eightsome reel called ‘The Kelso Fling’. This is one of the more hazardous Scottish country dances where everyone gets to dance with everyone else and there’s a lot of fast spinning involved and people fling each other all over the place, but if you use the best hand-hold (thumb hold, not finger clasp) then you can spin around very fast in total confidence. As each new partner reaches for your hands, you know instantly whether or not he knows how to do that thing with the thumbs. On a dance floor of forty wedding guests, maybe only two people will know, but if one’s a man and one’s a woman and they’re dancing ‘The Kelso Fling’, eventually they will meet. And that is how I remember Andrew. He was the only completely secure, really fast spin I had all night. Unfortunately for me, after that I came up against my Uncle Donald, who was a keen but clumsy hand-clasper. We took a corner far too quickly and I twisted my wrist. I had to sit out the rest. Andrew came and talked to me while I nursed my hand in an ice bucket. He brought champagne. He said that if I had to sit with an ice bucket, I should at least have the champagne to go with it.

I didn’t think anything would come of my attraction to him, this admittedly older man, but I still found myself trying to impress him. I made out that my life was wonderfully exciting. When I wasn’t tramping through the jungles of Papua New Guinea, or bungee-jumping off cliffs in New Zealand, I was assessing an attempt at eco-friendly tourism on a beach in Bali. I had returned to Edinburgh to take up a great job offer, but a sudden change of plan had had me flying straight out to Paris where my current unfixed abode was a flat on the Rue Soufflot, with friends from school. I love Paris, don’t you?

Andrew admitted he was very impressed. I was clearly a talented young woman with a brilliant future. I had felt myself positively glowing at the praise. When I asked him if he had been anywhere himself recently, he apologised in advance for being boring. He said that, compared to me, his life had been pretty unadventurous. He didn’t do sudden changes of plan. ‘What’s stopping you?’ I asked.

He kept glancing around. I realise now that he was looking out for Kate. She never came, although she had been at the wedding service that afternoon. I think they had had an argument. When it got to ten o’clock, Andrew finally began to relax. It must have been Kate’s deadline. I could just imagine her saying: ‘Look, Andrew, I’ll see how I feel. If I’m not there by ten, I’m not coming.’ By eleven, we were getting on famously.

‘Would you say you were flirting with me now, Emily?’

‘You’ve got to flirt if you’re a bridesmaid,’ I said quickly. ‘It’s stated in the wedding handbook that flirting is the bridesmaid’s most important function, whereas you –’ I poked my finger at his chest – ‘have no excuse!’ I told him this was the last Scottish event I would be going to for a long time. I told him I was emigrating to New Zealand.

‘Friends of mine wanted to do that,’ he said, ‘but they were turned down. Not enough points to get in. They were too old at thirty-two.’

‘It’s easier when you’re twenty-one, like me.’

‘Twenty-one?’ he echoed.

‘Yes, I’ve just graduated. Well – a few months ago.’

‘Right,’ he said slowly. ‘Good for you. Well done. Let’s drink to that.’ And he raised his glass of champagne to me and took a big gulp. ‘Just graduated,’ he repeated.

For a moment he sounded like my Uncle Donald (who was by this stage drunkenly playing air-guitar on the dance floor): ‘Well done, Emily,’ Uncle Donald had slurred to me earlier. ‘Of course, exams aren’t the same as they were in my day. I did O levels. What do you call them now? GCSEs? Highers or Higher Still or some such crap? Oh, you’ve got a degree! You’re kidding! But now that you mention it, you do look older than I remembered.’

‘What’s your degree?’ asked Andrew.

‘French and Marketing.’

‘And now you’re living in Paris. How long do you think you’re going to stay there?’

‘I don’t know. I was doing a course in Teaching English as a Foreign Language but I’ve dropped out. I don’t think I want to teach in New Zealand. I want it to be a whole new start. A whole new life.’

‘Sounds good. I wouldn’t mind one of those.’

I held out my hands in a gesture I’d seen the university careers advisor use: ‘There’s a life,’ I said, cupping the air in front of him. ‘It’s yours. What are you going to do with it?’ and I opened my hands as if to drop it into his lap.

He made a wry little smile and watched his imaginary life plummet to the ground. ‘Splat,’ he said. ‘What a mess.’

‘Imagine you didn’t drop it,’ I insisted, ‘and it’s still there in your hands. Now, what are you going to do with it?’

He groaned. It was as if he’d asked himself the same question a million times before. ‘Well,’ he sighed, ‘if that’s my life, I’ve already used up half of it, haven’t I? So all I’ve got is this … ’ and he stared at his empty right hand.

It was broad and strong-looking. ‘It’s a perfectly good right hand,’ I said.

There was a long silence while he contemplated it, then said, sadly: ‘It’s my birthday today, you know.’

‘Is it? Happy birthday!’

‘Thanks.’

‘I know what we’ll do,’ I told him firmly.

‘What will we do?’

‘You will let me write my phone number on your hand.’

He laughed out loud, and while he still found it funny, I got a pen out of my pink satin bridesmaid’s bag. He started to mumble about how I didn’t need to make my point quite so literally, but he let me open his fingers and write my way into the palm of his hand. ‘Emily,’ he said, watching me, ‘how old do you think I am?’ He said it quietly and seriously.

‘I don’t know. Does it matter?’

‘I’m nineteen years older than you.’

‘You’re forty?’

‘Yes. Forty.’

‘Well, happy birthday, because honestly, you don’t look that old.’ He cringed when I said that. ‘What I mean is, age is irrelevant, isn’t it? If you enjoy each other’s company.’

‘I don’t think age is irrelevant.’

‘Don’t you? Well, I suppose it might be relevant in some ways. Here, I’d better write my name down as well, in case you’re suffering from memory loss. Emily. There. Done.’

He looked at my name written on his right hand – all over the second half of his life – and he seemed bemused by it. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘You’d better wash it off before your fiancée sees it.’

‘Yes, I’d better. She might not realise it’s a joke.’

I wasn’t very sure what to say to that, so I said nothing. And then he pressed me, just a little. ‘It’s a joke, isn’t it?’

I drained my glass of champagne. ‘Well,’ I tried, ‘it’s meant to make you smile.’ I poured out the dregs of the bottle. ‘What I mean by it, really, is that … well, I suppose what I mean is that I’ve enjoyed your company. There. That’s all it is. And you’ve enjoyed being with me – at least I think you have.’

He smiled, kind of sadly. ‘I have,’ he said, ‘although that’s not necessarily a good thing.’

‘Why not?’ I leaned towards him. ‘Listen, Andrew, I’ve got an aunt who’s thirty-five. Would that meet your age requirement? Would you rather it was her you fancied instead of me?’

He was taken aback when I said that. (So was I, to be honest. He’s engaged, I told myself. He’s forty. Pull yourself together!) Andrew kind of jerked his head up and looked at me differently. ‘No,’ he said, eventually. ‘I wouldn’t.’

I started back-tracking quickly. ‘But you do have a fiancée, remember.’

‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘Kate.’

‘Yes, think about Kate. She’s your fiancée. If you fancy me, it’s only a passing fancy.’ (Oh God, what do I sound like? That’s it. I’m not going to drink any more.) ‘I mean, you love Kate, don’t you? You don’t just fancy her, you love her. Think about Kate.’
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