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1. Life’s Narrative Arc


Do you have an arc in your life? An arc takes you from A to B, ascending and descending like a wave. It takes you from childhood, by way of what happens to you and what you do, to a point that occurs much later, to an ending, a resolution. That is what arcs are meant to do. They are contours, lines on the map of our lives – they are our narratives.


Not all lives, though, proceed quite like that. Some of us have no narrative arc at all, because our lives, much as we may enjoy them, meander along in an unremarkable way. And then there are those whose lives are not linear at all. They start in one place, go to another, change their mind and then end up back where they started from. An example of this progression is that of those who meet somebody, fall in love, marry that person, fall out of love, separate, but then return to their original partner at the end of the day. That is not much of an arc, it would seem; it is more of a circle.


But the point of such circularity is that it happens, and rather more often than one might imagine. And so it is not beyond the bounds of possibility that Irene Pollock, wife of Stuart Pollock, and mother of Bertie and the unfortunate Ulysses, should have left her husband, gone to Aberdeen to pursue PhD studies under the supervision of her lover, the celebrated psychotherapist Hugo Fairbairn, but should now be thinking of returning to Edinburgh, at least for several days a week, spending the remaining days in Aberdeen.


Nor should we be surprised that Stuart, who had been encouraged in the most persistent and persuasive way by his mother, Nicola, to rid himself of his termagant wife, should now apparently be prepared to take Irene back for part of each week. What sort of arc is that? Not a very satisfactory one, Nicola would say. Her own progress through life had been far more structured. She had been married to a Portuguese wine producer, who had left her for their young housekeeper – allegedly on the direct instructions of the Virgin Mary; some men, Nicola observed, will prove extremely creative in their excuses.


Reacting to this decisively – with all the confidence of one who feels she has a satisfactory arc – Nicola had returned to Scotland and to a flat in Edinburgh’s Georgian New Town. There she lived in a degree of comfort, thanks to a generous divorce settlement and falling heir to an estate that included in its assets the successful Glasgow pie factory previously known as Pies for Protestants, but now renamed – with the sensitivity of the times – Inclusive Pies.


Nicola had been generous in the arrangements she made for this factory, engineering a worker management scheme, along with a profit-sharing regime markedly in the employees’ favour. The factory prospered, and was widely cited as an example of liberal and enlightened capitalism, even if the pies it so successfully made – known as Scotch pies, and built in such a way as to create a reservoir of grease on the top – could hardly be described as healthy or enlightened.


Nicola felt that her son was weak, and had told him so on a number of occasions. She knew that it was not appropriate for a mother to interfere in a son’s marriage, but there were circumstances in which a failure to do so amounted, in her view, to the moral equivalent of failing to wrest somebody from the coils of an encircling python. It would be as if Laocoön’s mother, on that fateful day in Troy, had simply ignored the sight of her son and two grandsons toiling to defeat the serpent in which they were entwined.


Stuart was Laocoön, and had at long last come to understand that he was being suffocated by Irene. Since then, he had had one or two dalliances from which nothing had come, and he had returned to being single. He did not particularly mind that, but had eventually decided to try to meet somebody through internet dating, the method by which he had been told virtually everybody now met those with whom they became romantically involved.


The gods of internet dating – and there must be such in any modern pantheon of deities – must have been in a playful mood. Stuart had concealed his real name – out of a certain old-fashioned embarrassment – and had made a date to meet a woman in a bistro on Queen Street. When she arrived, he – and she – experienced a moment of utter disbelief: the woman he had arranged to meet turned out to be none other than Irene.


Such was the cosmic scale of this coincidence that both of them agreed that they might try to make a go of it again. Irene had changed: she realised that she had been, perhaps, a little bit too domineering, and this humility endeared her to Stuart. At the back of his mind, of course, was a desire to do his best for his two sons, and Irene, after all, was still their mother, even if she was a somewhat unusual one. Stuart was not a selfish man, and if it was in the best interests of Bertie and Ulysses that he should try once more to live with their mother, then that was something he was prepared to do, even at the cost of his recently won freedom.


They agreed that Irene would return to Edinburgh. She had made a certain amount of progress with her PhD, but she confessed to experiencing some difficulties in her relationship with Hugo Fairbairn. These were largely of an academic nature: they had disagreed on a number of points of Freudian theory, and their interpretation of certain Lacanian texts had diverged widely. More seriously, Dr Fairbairn had announced that self-analysis on his part had revealed to him that he was beginning to think of Irene as his mother, and that this had triggered Oedipal complications that were proving difficult to resolve, given that his father was already dead and could not therefore be the subject of repressed homicidal wishes. She had contested this, and they had then drifted into an acrimonious exchange in which reference was made to anxieties relating to castration. It was at that point that he had suggested that she might consider returning to Edinburgh. ‘I’m not trying to get rid of you, carissima,’ he said. ‘It’s just that I think you should go back to Edinburgh, where you belong.’


‘Incroyable!’ Irene had blurted out in riposte. ‘And where do you come from yourself, Hugissimo? Edinburgh, n’est-ce pas?’


Dr Fairbairn had sighed, but had given no answer, and Irene had left the room. In the heat of the moment, her Italian had deserted her, and she had lapsed into French – a sign that not only was she losing the argument, she had already lost it.
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2. Circe, Jason etc.


After an initial foray back to Edinburgh, on which she had stayed with Antonia and Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna, Irene had returned to Aberdeen, and to her PhD research. There was not much to do at the university there: she and Hugo Fairbairn had found that their new status as former lovers suited them rather better than had their previous, somewhat fraught relationship. Apologies were made on both sides for intemperate remarks about castration anxiety, and Dr Fairbairn was kind enough to suggest that Irene’s thesis, as far as it had got, showed every sign of being publishable, and that he himself would recommend it to an academic publisher on whose editorial board he served. A new series was being proposed – ‘Fresh Directions in Psychoanalytical Theory’ – and Irene’s work appeared to fit that rather well.


It was agreed that Irene could continue to work on her thesis even if she was from now on to divide her time between Aberdeen and Edinburgh.


This proposal struck Irene as being entirely satisfactory. She was looking forward to being back in Edinburgh – at least for part of the time – although she had not been unhappy in Aberdeen. ‘I don’t regret anything,’ she remarked one day. ‘Do you, Hugo?’


‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Je ne regrette rien. Regrets are the traps into which the old self lures us. We must be wary of that – every bit as much as Jason was obliged to beware of the Sirens.’


‘Indeed,’ said Irene. She was not sure about this reference to Sirens. Was he suggesting, even subtly, that she, Irene, was some sort of Siren? Or even a Medusa-like figure? That would have been deeply insulting, and she quickly discounted the possibility. However, it was certainly true that our language is littered with unintended references to our real feelings, and that we give ourselves away in overtly innocent allusions. Perhaps he felt that she was a distraction, and that her influence had somehow to be resisted. For a moment she imagined Dr Fairbairn tied to the mast while the Argo navigated a narrow passage, if not off the coast of Capri, as suggested by Virgil and Ovid, then perhaps in the Sound of Mull; while she, seated on a rock near Lochaline or Tobermory, lured him shoreward with her singing, possibly of the ‘Mingulay Boat Song’ or the ‘Eriskay Love Lilt’.


Dr Fairbairn had taken to peppering his remarks with classical references, and was currently working on deep structure in the story of Circe. This gave his observations an added depth, and indeed authority, but it was difficult for Irene, who had only recently acquired any familiarity with Greek mythology. She had been particularly pained, not to say embarrassed, to discover that Ulysses, after whom she had inadvertently named her younger son, was, in fact, such a vindictive, unreconstructed man. He had behaved appallingly to his female retainers when he arrived back on Ithaca, and she could not understand why Penelope had not finished her weaving and gone off with one of the young men who frequented her palace. Now, in response to this unexpected reference to Jason, she asked, ‘What was he looking for, do you think? Was it really just a golden fleece hanging on a tree?’


Dr Fairbairn sighed. ‘More or less certainly not. Most of us who embark on a search are unaware of the thing for which we are really looking. That is hidden from us – in most cases.’


‘Very true,’ said Irene. ‘I sometimes feel that I have almost found what I am looking for, and then I see that it isn’t there after all. Do you find that too?’


‘Almost invariably,’ said Dr Fairbairn. ‘And I feel that Scotland, too, is engaged on just such a search. We are, as a nation, looking for something. We feel that we have lost something that we need to recover.’


‘Our sense of ourselves?’ asked Irene. ‘Our sense of who we are?’


‘Possibly. We are all Argonauts, you see – in our individual ways. Perhaps we imagine that we are looking for our sense of ourselves while at the same time we are really looking for something else.’


The discussion had gone no further. Irene would have liked to continue to explore the question of what people in Scotland were looking for, but Dr Fairbairn had had another appointment and had taken a glance at his watch. Their love affair, she thought, had been a great and noble one: they had been two souls that had briefly glimpsed a sense of completeness in which alienated and separated moieties had achieved a completeness, a healing that the world did not readily give. That had been something special, something important, and she was grateful for it. But that sense of discovery had worn thin, and she felt now that it was time to move on . . . she almost said this to herself, but stopped just in time. That was not an expression that should be used, she thought, by somebody like herself: that was the language of pop psychology, the cheap, ersatz terminology that lay people used to give voice to their psychic dramas. You could never really move on, Irene pointed out to friends who had talked of moving on: we are what we are, which is an accumulation of experiences and attitudes, and we can never rid ourselves of our past. Nobody can abandon the baggage on which her name is written, she pointed out. It is our baggage, and it accompanies us no matter how hard we try to . . . to move on. There! She had thought it, and it had been a necessary thought: there were no other words for the process. We moved on, whether we liked the term or not: one may as well accept the demotic. We moved on, we reached out, we did all the things for which such clichéd expressions had been coined. Our language limited us, no matter what our aspirations to nuance and subtlety might be: perhaps the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis was correct after all: the extent of our inner lives depended on having the words to describe it.


Now, though, was not the time to reflect on the extent to which language constrained us: Irene had started to take an interest in cold-water therapy, and it was time for her to make her way to the beach, where she expected to find her Aberdonian friend, Jan Finnan, a fellow devotee of the benefits of swimming in the North Sea in every season. That required a certain hardiness, and a commitment to the curative properties of cold water. Aberdeen was a perfect place for a cold-water therapist to practise, and she and Jan had an appointment that very afternoon to accompany their therapist into the sea at the two-mile-long beach not far from the city centre. It would not do to be late for cold-water therapy, lest one find the instructor frozen to death by the time one arrives. That is particularly likely in Aberdeen, which is a cold city, at least in its externals, although at heart it is full of humour and love, similar in spirit to Naples and Sorrento. (There are some differences between Scottish cities and their Italian counterparts, of course: Irn-Bru is unknown in Italy, and head-butting as a means of settling disputes – or, indeed, creating them – is rare to non-existent in those Mediterranean latitudes. Apart from that, the similarities are striking. In Scozia si trova un cuore Italiano, they said – or at least some of them did.)
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3. Cold-water Therapy


Irene reached the beach shortly before two that afternoon. She had agreed that she and Jan would meet their cold-water therapist, Mark Carnoustie, at two fifteen, and they would then immerse themselves in the waves for approximately twenty minutes, the optimum time of exposure, he said, to the chilly temperatures of the North Sea at that latitude.


It was Jan who had introduced Irene to cold-water therapy and who had induced her to join her one day in the ice bath she had had installed in her back garden. She had given Irene a full explanation of the scientific basis for the treatment, detailing its beneficial effects on the circulation and the relief it provided for conditions ranging from muscular discomfort to depression.


‘Cold water increases the blood supply to certain important parts of the body,’ she said. ‘This can reduce inflammation. It also lowers your core temperature, which invigorates you and tones up your immune system.’


Irene had listened with interest. ‘I’ve heard that you sleep better if you take a cold shower before you go to bed,’ she said.


‘You absolutely do,’ said Jan. ‘And some also say that it helps them lose weight. It’s nothing new, you know. People have been practising this for centuries – it’s just that we forget about these things and then we rediscover them.’


Irene had enjoyed her first ice bath – at least she enjoyed it in retrospect, after she had emerged from the ice tub, blue and shivering, and had rubbed herself dry with a rough towel provided by her friend.


‘Better?’ asked Jan.


Irene nodded. ‘Much better,’ she said. ‘I feel I have a renewed focus.’


Jan had introduced Irene to Mark Carnoustie, who planned a programme of what he called ‘guided therapy’. Together they had regular sessions in pools of varying temperatures, followed by prolonged meditation sessions. Any scepticism that Irene might have entertained at the outset soon evaporated, or froze, perhaps, and she now became something of a proselyte for this new approach to well-being. With the zeal of the convert, she was looking forward to enrolling Stuart, Bertie and Ulysses in a cold-water programme once she returned to Edinburgh. She would start with the boys’ regular evening bath, a time of great splashing and shouting: that could continue, but would take place in cold water rather than warm. A few ice cubes would be added from the freezer, which would take the temperature down further, and bring Bertie and Ulysses additional benefits. Stuart, she thought, could begin by taking cold showers, although she anticipated that she might need to exert some pressure on him to comply – at least at the beginning. He could be contrary at times, and she feared that his recent experience of single life might have pushed him further down the road of resistance to reason. No matter: he would be brought round, once he began to enjoy the feeling of enhanced well-being that cold showers would bring him.


Irene had travelled to the beach by bus and now stood in the car park, waiting for Jan to arrive. Jan was usually punctual, but that afternoon they had not arrived by ten minutes after the appointed time, and Irene was becoming impatient.


At two thirty she telephoned Jan to find out what could be causing the delay. The answer was simple: Irene had mistaken the date. When she had called to make the arrangement, she had, in fact, suggested the following Tuesday, exactly a week later.


Irene apologised. ‘I take it you’re not free to come down here now,’ she said.


Jan was not. She was a piano teacher, and she had two pupils coming for their lessons. ‘I can’t cancel,’ she said. ‘So sorry.’ Then she added, ‘Why don’t you take a dip by youself? Careful, though . . .’


Irene accepted that it was her fault. She felt disappointed, though, that having prepared herself psychologically for an immersion, this was now not to take place. She looked out over the beach, out to the line of grey-blue sea, out towards Norway. Not far offshore, a trawler ploughed a furrow in the watery field that was the sea, a line of white wake behind it, and circling, optimistic gulls waited to swoop on scraps from the fishermen’s table.


She filled her lungs with air. She thought she could smell the salt, and the iodine of the tangle. She closed her eyes and saw herself in the waves, the foam around her, buoyant in the water’s embrace.


She made her decision. She would have her cold-water therapy session by herself; she did not need others to be there to hold her hand. She would stick to the shallow water and not go too far out. It was perfectly safe, even though the beach was almost entirely deserted. Off in the far distance there was somebody else – a woman walking a dog – but there was no risk if one kept close enough to shore to stand up in the water if necessary. And the waves, although slightly higher than they had been the last time she was there, were nothing to worry about. After all, she was not intending to surf; she was here to wallow, to immerse herself.


She had her swimming costume on under her clothing, and now she placed her clothes in a neat pile, along with her towel and kit bag. Then, stepping out onto the beach, she ran down towards the line of the incoming tide. Irene believed it best to throw oneself into the water straightaway, rather than venturing in slowly. In this way the shock of the cold was encountered, and mastered, more quickly.


She gasped as she felt the cold envelop her. Then, launching herself forwards, she struck out for slightly deeper water. As she did so, she glanced up at the sky, high, empty, immense above her. An aircraft vapour trail intersected the expanse of blue; a gull mewed into the wind, dipped and wheeled.


She began to turn back, but she felt the water resist her change of direction. She persisted, but the current fought back. She looked back towards the beach, now receding fast. Irene was being carried out to sea, and there was nobody to witness her plight.


She gave a cry – a sharp, curtailed cry, half-swallowed, inaudible against the sounds of the waves and the wind that had now sprung up. She wondered what it would be like to drown. Was it peaceful, as people sometimes said it was? Did oblivion come quickly after the first gulp of water reached the lungs? This is happening to me, she thought – not to somebody else – to me. Personal extinction, she thought: the dissolution of self. And then she thought: if I survive this – somehow – I will be a much better person. I really will. I’ll try; I’ll try.


On the deck of the Aberdeen Belle, a fishing trawler based in Peterhead, returning from the fishing grounds east of Shetland, a young man pointed towards the shore. ‘There’s a wifie in the water,’ he shouted to the skipper. ‘Look.’


‘Aye,’ said the skipper. ‘Ging ower to port a wee bittie, Doddie. An ca canny. The peer soul looks fair founert.’
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4. A Personal Statement


Far to the south, Bertie’s teacher, Miss Campbell, was introducing the class to a new member who was joining it for the first time that morning.


‘This, boys and girls,’ she said, ‘is our new member. This is . . .’ She hesitated. She was used to unusual names – after all there was a Tofu in the class, as well as a Valentina and a Brexita – and so no eyebrow should have been raised by the arrival of one Galactica MacFee, a girl of seven and a half with neatly plaited blonde hair and a pert, retroussé nose.


‘Galactica,’ Miss Campbell continued, ‘has come to us from Stirling. Her parents are now living in Edinburgh – that’s so, isn’t it, Galactica, dear?’


‘That’s correct,’ said Galactica. ‘We’ve moved to Ann Street. Do you know where that is?’


The teacher shot her a glance.


‘It’s the best street in Edinburgh, my mummy says. Miles better than Heriot Row. She says that Edinburgh is full of streets that are suitable for people like us.’


‘I see,’ said Miss Campbell, through clenched teeth.


‘My daddy has taken a job in Edinburgh,’ Galactica continued. ‘He’s a neurologist. Neurologists are very clever. They know all about nerves and brains and things.’ She paused. ‘I shall be a neurologist when I grow up. I already know quite a bit about it.’


The class remained silent as they eyed Galactica.


‘There are so many things we can become when we are grown-up,’ said Miss Campbell, breezily. ‘Sometimes the choice is just too great, I fear.’


Galactica lowered her voice, as if to impart a confidence. ‘I don’t have to worry about any of that. They’re keeping a place for me at Edinburgh. It’s official.’


‘Well,’ said Miss Campbell, ‘I think you’ll still have to apply for medicine in the fullness of time. That’s a long way away, though.’


Galactica stared at her. ‘We’ll see,’ she said, enigmatically.


‘Galactica can sit next to Bertie, I think,’ said Miss Campbell. ‘You can put your things in the desk, dear. We’ll find you a peg later on.’


‘This is a bit of a dump,’ said Galactica.


Miss Campbell frowned. ‘We don’t say things like that, Galactica. It’s not nice to call other people’s classrooms dumps.’


‘Even if they are?’ asked Galactica.


Miss Campbell ignored the question. ‘I think you’ll find this a very friendly school, Galactica. We are all here to support one another.’ She gave Galactica a warning look as she said this, and then went on, ‘Everyone can be what they want to be here. Everybody has a chance. Do you see what I mean?’


‘Yes, I do,’ said Galactica. ‘I was in the Brownies. I would have been a Sixer if I had stayed. I played hockey for the school under-ten team. I can write my name. I can spell Edinburgh and Callander. I have started to write a book that I will finish when I am fourteen or fifteen. I have plenty of time. I can speak fourteen words of Catalan. I’m going to get a pilot’s licence when I’m seventeen. That’s my personal statement.’ She paused, and then added, ‘That’s my truth, you see.’


‘Very good,’ said Miss Campbell. ‘It’s so nice that you’re a busy wee soul.’


And she thought: Why did I get these children – and their mothers? This one’s going to be an ocean-going little madam – no two ways about it. And just think of her mother . . .


Galactica took her place, next to Bertie, who smiled at her encouragingly, even if with a measure of caution. For a few minutes she busied herself unpacking her satchel, placing an array of sharpened pencils on the desktop before her and opening a small blue jotter at a page already headed by the day’s date, carefully lettered in red. Then she turned to scrutinise Bertie.


‘So,’ she began. ‘So, you’re Bertie, then.’


Bertie nodded. ‘My full name is Bertie Pollock. I live in Scotland Street.’


Galactica absorbed this information with a curt nod. ‘I see,’ she said. ‘And have you got any brothers and sisters?’


‘I’ve got one brother,’ said Bertie. ‘He’s younger than me. He’s at nursery school. He often gets projectile vomiting.’


Galactica reached for a pencil. ‘Do you mind if I take notes?’ she said.


Bertie frowned. ‘Why?’ he asked.


Galactica tapped her pencil. ‘Because I like to keep a record,’ she said. ‘You never know, do you, Bertie Pollock?’


Bertie said that he did not mind. His voice was wary. Olive and Pansy were difficult enough, but this new girl seemed to be in a wholly different league. Why were girls so demanding? Why did they have to make it so hard for boys?


‘And what is your brother’s name?’ asked Galactica.


Bertie hesitated. Other boys had brothers called Bill or Jim, or Harry, even. He had Ulysses.


‘He’s called Ulysses,’ he answered, almost apologetically.


Galactica began to note that down, but gave up on the spelling. Now she looked about her, which gave Bertie a feeling of relief.


‘Who’s that girl over there?’ she whispered, as Miss Campbell had begun to address the class about something.


Bertie followed Galactica’s gaze. He knew at whom she must be looking, even before his glance confirmed it. It had to be Olive. This was destined to be.


‘That’s Olive,’ he whispered back.


Galactica’s verdict came quickly. ‘That’s a stupid name. An olive is a little green thing that people eat. You may as well be called Tomato.’


Bertie allowed himself a smile. That was a line that he might take with Olive, had he the courage. That would show her. But of course that would be to invite retribution on an unimaginable scale and he would never do it. Not even Tofu would dare, and Tofu was, for the most part, fearless.


‘And that girl next to her?’ Galactica continued. ‘The one with the thin arms. Who does she think she is?’


Who does she think she is? Bertie’s eyes widened as he played with the words in his mind. This was monumental. Olive and Pansy were . . . they were the Kremlin – not that Galactica was to know.


‘She’s called Pansy,’ he said. ‘She’s Olive’s . . .’ He searched for the right word. ‘She’s Olive’s assistant.’


Galactica made a quick note, which Bertie tried to decipher before its author placed a concealing hand over the words. He transferred his gaze to the other side of the classroom, where Olive, he noticed, was staring back at Galactica. Bertie sensed trouble. It was as clear to him as if there had been an official declaration of war, complete with sounding trumpets and unfurled battleground banners. He did not welcome this. Bertie wanted only that people should be kind to one another; but they never were. That was not the way the world was, it seemed, and sometimes, as he thought about it, his small soul, composed as it as was of pure goodness, felt overwhelmed by the nature of the world in which he was obliged to live.
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5. Glasgist Attitudes


In Scotland Street itself, in their flat with its view up towards Drummond Place and down towards Canonmills, Domenica Macdonald, anthropologist and wry observer of Edinburgh life, sat with her husband, Angus Lordie, and contemplated the morning’s post. There was a leaflet from a rug shop, advertising a forthcoming exhibition of lion rugs from Iran; a renewal notice from an insurance company; and the latest copy of Scottish Field, to which Angus had for years been a subscriber.


Angus picked up the rug shop leaflet. This was headed by a colourful picture of a kilim, on which a stylised lion was depicted, its head and mane strangely angular, as if constructed from children’s building bricks.


‘The Persian lion is extinct, I believe,’ Angus said. ‘And yet they still like them as symbols.’


‘Everyone likes symbolic lions,’ said Domenica. ‘Real lions are trickier. They smell, I believe, rather like tomcats. They have voracious appetites, and are quite happy to eat us if there’s nothing better on the menu.’


Angus agreed. ‘I have no particular desire to see a lion in the wild,’ he said. ‘I like the idea of lions, but that’s as far as it goes. Lions are useful for metaphor, I suppose. Richard Coeur de Lion, the Lion of Kashmir, being lionhearted – and so on.’ He paused. Other animals had metaphorical work to do: pigs certainly did – and sheep, too, when it came to the analysis of voting habits.


‘I was reading about lion imagery in Auden’s poetry,’ Domenica remarked. ‘He refers to lions in various poems. And yet there’s no evidence that he ever actually saw a lion.’


‘I loved Born Free when I was young,’ said Angus. ‘I thought that idea of forging a friendship with a lioness was just so exciting.’


‘I came across somebody who met her,’ Domenica remembered. ‘Joy Adamson – not Elsa. They said that she was a rather strong character, which was putting it mildly. Some of that Happy Valley set were somewhat colourful. What was her name – that other one? Diana Delamere? The woman who was friendly with Lord Erroll, who was so unfortunately shot in his car. The person I knew who knew Joy Adamson also knew her, apparently. She said to me that Diana Delamere did not shoot Erroll, and nor was it her husband, Jock Delves Broughton. He was very deeply in love with his wife, who nonetheless had an eye for other men, I’m afraid.’


‘They were a racy lot,’ Angus said. Then she remembered Gavin Maxwell and his otters. ‘Of course, there was Ring of Bright Water?’


‘Yes,’ said Domenica. ‘It’s a powerful genre. Person meets an animal. They communicate with one another and then the animal goes back to the wild. Everybody’s sad. The animal doesn’t forget the human friend. It’s an ancient theme. Androcles and the lion, in Aesop, for example. The lion was grateful to Androcles and declined to eat him when the slave was tossed into the ring.’


Angus changed the subject. He had been out for a walk that morning with his dog, Cyril, and they had seen Stuart. Cyril liked Stuart, whom he associated with Bertie, and had bounded up to the other man and licked his hands enthusiastically.


‘Stuart told me that Irene’s coming back to Edinburgh part-time.’


Domenica put down the lion rug exhibition circular. ‘I see,’ she said.


‘Yes. Apparently, they’re going to try to patch it up.’


Domenica sighed. ‘I’m not sure that will work. Poor Bertie.’


‘Stuart’s mother won’t be pleased,’ said Angus. ‘She’s settled in downstairs. She still keeps her flat round the corner, but she’s here most of the time.’


‘Nicola has never had any time for Irene,’ Domenica said. ‘And who can blame her? I know that we’ve all tried to look at her in a different light recently, but what worries me is that she’ll simply revert to her old ways.’


‘What do they say?’ said Angus. ‘You can take some people out of Glasgow, but you can’t take Glasgow out of some people.’


Domenica looked at him reprovingly. ‘I’m not sure you should say that sort of thing, Angus.’


‘I wasn’t saying it,’ he protested. ‘I was simply reporting what some people used to say. I wasn’t endorsing it.’


‘Even so,’ said Domenica. ‘You’ll be accused of Glasgism – of being prejudiced against Glasgow.’


‘But I don’t think that way at all,’ he said. ‘I’ve never been stand-offish about Glasgow. It’s a great place – for Glaswegians, that is. No, that didn’t sound right. I didn’t mean that. I meant to say: as Glaswegians will point out, Glasgow’s a great place. That’s what I meant.’


Domenica did not pursue the matter. She was careful about what she said – Angus was less so. And, of course, he was being honest about his feelings for Glasgow: he liked the city and its ways, particularly when he was tired of the slightly disapproving side of Edinburgh. Glasgow was robust and direct-speaking; it did not mince its words and it knew how to enjoy itself. It was warm and welcoming, and Angus would have been happy enough to live there – had he drawn one of life’s short straws. But he had not; he lived in Edinburgh, and did not feel that he had to apologise for that. There was nothing worse than somebody who lived in Edinburgh affecting Glasgow attitudes. We are what we are, thought Angus – and no amount of desire to be something different made us what we might like to be. If you’re bourgeois, get over it. It was a question of authenticity: Jean-Paul Sartre was right about that, he thought.


He looked at Domenica. ‘By the way,’ he began.


It was a classic Glaswegian expression, he reminded himself. They were always saying ‘by the way’ over there. ‘By the way, I had a very strange experience in Drummond Place Gardens yesterday. I meant to tell you yesterday, but I forgot.’


‘You saw something strange in Drummond Place Gardens?’ asked Domenica. ‘How very Stella Gibbons!’


It was a moment or two before Angus took the reference to Cold Comfort Farm and Aunt Ada Doom. ‘I didn’t see something nasty in the woodshed,’ he said.


‘I’ve often wondered what Ada Doom saw,’ said Domenica. ‘Freud’s primal scene?’


‘Let’s not go there,’ said Angus.
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6. We Must Love One Another


‘I was taking Cyril for his evening walk,’ Angus began to tell Domenica. ‘It was rather later than usual. About half past ten. You’d gone to bed already, but Cyril was a bit unsettled and I decided that he might benefit from a circuit or two of the gardens. You know how he whines if he feels the day hasn’t been brought to a satisfactory conclusion.’
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