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Indisputably, the best two-player game in the world 

The Right Way to Play Chess by D. B. Pritchard

Have you ever seen The Thomas Crown Affair? Faye Dunaway (sugar pink lips, fabulous nails, playing Black) utterly destroys Steve McQueen (blue eyes, playing White). It’s a dazzling performance. A spectacularly effective annihilation of a man’s defences. Steve just falls apart. It’s a wonderful moment when she says, ‘Check.’ He’s lost and he knows it; he goes to her side of the board, lifts her to her feet and says, ‘Let’s play something else.’ And then they kiss.

I remember that kiss best of all, sitting in the dark in the Odeon. It was a kiss that lasted as long as the toffee I sucked all the way through it. It was a kiss as spinning as my adolescent dreams. That film made me get out the chess set I’d abandoned three years earlier. It made me search throughout East Anglia for a blue-eyed boy suffering from wealth-ennui. I never found one, but my chess and my nails were outstanding for a thirteen-year-old.





Preparing for the Game


It is surprising that many who have a real desire to learn chess give up the study of the game in the face of disappointing experiences … Our task, therefore, is clear. We must seek to remove the difficulties, and to convince the reader that there is such a thing as ‘chess made easy’

The Right Way to Play Chess by D. B. Pritchard





Chapter 1



There are some areas in life where one can, without shame, simply own up to not having the knack – mental arithmetic, for example, or gardening. ‘Can’t add up to save my life.’ ‘Wouldn’t know a pelargonium if it hit me in the face.’ But one may not say: ‘Sex? Never got the hang of it!’

Given the choice between a reputation for financial or sexual incompetence, most people would rather live with an overdraft. As far as I was concerned, Profligacy and Celibacy followed me around, chastely, hand in hand – although I sometimes wondered if the two might have a deeper, guiltier connection …

Draped across the sofa, my sister Helen, a gifted geneticist, shared with me her discoveries on human sexual fulfilment. ‘It’s down to compatibility,’ she declared, crossing her long, tanned legs. ‘Sexual compatibility is a happy coincidence. It’s serendipity. It’s meeting the person who turns you on and realising the feeling is mutual.’

Simple as that.

But then she reckoned she was good at it herself, got the hang of it straightaway (a very positive first-time experience on the Côte d’Azur).

‘A happy coincidence?’ I wept, exhausted by twelve hours on the overnight bus. ‘I thought it was all supposed to be about give and take!’

Serendipity and reciprocity.

My ex-boyfriend had had a ‘my turn, your turn’ approach. He had been very assiduous about it and yet during our parting row he had confessed that I did nothing for him. He certainly never did anything for me. That, too, is reciprocity. He used to say ‘I’m coming’ and say it with all the passion of a man summoned to collect his dry-cleaning. It was always a relief to get him off my chest, like owning up to guilt. When it was my turn, I used to stare at the ceiling feeling sorry for myself, then curl up in the recovery position for a silent cry.

‘Now, Rose,’ said my other sister, glancing up from her work. ‘You mustn’t let one bad experience put you off.’ Catherine smoothed her sleek, dark hair and made a brief note in the margin of her company’s cash flow forecast. I knew that tomorrow, Paul in Finance would be awestruck by the ingenuity of his employer’s accounting adjustment.

‘It’s not just one, Catherine. It’s everyone I’ve ever slept with.’ ‘How many’s that?’ asked Helen, quite interested.

‘My complete romantic history.’

‘How many?’

‘Pointless asking,’ said Catherine. ‘She can’t add up to save her life. She can’t count past three, can you, Rose?’

‘How many?’

‘Three.’

Catherine turned a few more pages, speed-skimming. I ignored her. ‘All three of them met by chance at a special vodka promotion.’ I shut my eyes and sank back on the sofa next to Helen. ‘They discussed my sexual ineptitude.’

‘No!’

‘Puerile slander,’ said Catherine, briskly.

‘It’s not slander if it’s true,’ I choked. ‘Is it, Helen?’ Helen’s big blue eyes opened wide and her long lashes radiated surprise. ‘And they laughed about me so much, they thought their reminiscences deserved a wider audience. Oh Helen!’ I cried. ‘They wrote this horrible little sketch about me and they did it on the stage!’

‘They didn’t!’

‘They did!’ I cried. ‘At the end of term party. Oh God! Oh yes, they did. They didn’t know I was there. I wasn’t supposed to be there. I’d told everyone I couldn’t go because I had to give a lecture.’

‘What on?’ asked Catherine.

‘“The Dynamism of the Diphthong in ‘Phwoar!’” It’s one of the new words in the Oxford English Dictionary, defined as “appreciation of the opposite sex by the inarticulate”.’

‘I see.’

‘Forget about that,’ said Helen, impatiently. ‘What about the sketch?’

‘I got there late. I didn’t realise it was me the audience was laughing at. For a while, I was laughing too. Then somebody shouted: “There she is!” and I turned round to see where she was and one of my students asked if I’d directed it and then someone on the stage shouted that I’d only inspired it. I was a muse.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I felt sick. People I see every day in the department. My own students!’

Helen leaned closer, all sympathy and curiosity. ‘What did they say made you inept?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it any more.’

‘It’s always better to talk about it.’

I hesitated, fiddling nervously with my beads, twisting them round and round my fingers. ‘Leave that alone,’ she said. ‘Now, what did they say?’

I decided to tell her.

‘They said research had proved I was frigid, but wasn’t it hilarious how I could be insatiably mad for it at times? They said I was boring, yet wasn’t it weird how alarming I could be with those funny things I suggested? They said are we sure she’s normal? And they said isn’t it bizarre the way she laughs out loud when she should be moaning in ecstasy?’

‘Laughter is spontaneous,’ said Catherine.

Like revulsion, I thought, miserably.

‘What they did was in poor taste,’ she went on. ‘It must have been deeply embarrassing for you, but it was only a joke.’

‘Next day, everyone was saying it was Art!’

‘They’d just had a lot to drink.’

‘In vodka veritas. The truth is: I do it wrong.’

‘But Rose,’ said Helen, confused, ‘what about that subscription to Cosmopolitan I bought you?’

‘It expired.’

It had been an angry expiry. I had fled from the party and run up the seventy-two steps to my little study at White Tower College. There, I had written a letter of complaint to the editor of Cosmopolitan:


… the trouble is, dear Cosmo, my sexual credibility has been shattered and I believe you’re partly to blame. You have decreased my inhibitions and raised my expectations. Are you insured against this sort of thing? In my romantic relationships I have hitherto used both my common sense and my imagination, but I think it should be stated in a future issue that if you do whatever you like in bed, you run the risk that no one will know what to do with you. I feel I have no option now but to take control of my sense of abandon. Please refund my remaining subscription; I intend to take the Literary Review.

Yours sincerely

Rose Budleigh Ph.D.




Helen was thinking. You would never have known it to look at her. She wriggled in her seat, tossed her blonde curls, pouted and said, ‘I’m dying to know, Rose, who were the boyfriends?’

‘There was Graham—’

‘But Graham is gay!’

‘He only decided that at the end of our relationship.’

‘That’s a difficult one for you,’ said Catherine, ‘but you must conduct yourself with poise and dignity.’

‘I don’t have your poise.’

Catherine was so poised she could wear a linen trouser suit without it creasing (she was doing it now). ‘Graham’s input on your supposed ineptitude should be regarded as irrelevant.’ She sipped from her teacup neatly, leaving no trace of lipstick round the rim. ‘Discount him.’

‘But I can’t discount Mark.’

‘The one you broke up with last week?’

‘Yes.’

‘Isn’t he the one who said you were kinky?’

‘Yes,’ I cringed.

‘Football-mad Mark?’

‘Yes. He’s a real man.’

‘Season-ticket Mark?’

‘Yes. Slept with it under his pillow.’

‘Mark who used to shout out all the answers to A Question of Sport?’

‘Yes. And he got them all right, too. Every single one. Amazing memory!’

She eyed me, coolly. ‘He’s a total wanker, Rose.’

I caught my breath, shocked.

‘Who else?’ asked Helen.

‘I bet I know who else,’ said Catherine, replacing her cup soundlessly in the saucer. ‘Dimitri from the Chess Club.’ I nodded, guiltily.

Helen was exasperated. ‘But he looks just like a little pink pig!’ 

‘You’ve met?’

‘What on earth made you go out with him?’

‘He has this fatal way with compromising pawn structures – just aroused my curiosity.’

‘You’re hopeless, Rose.’

‘I always won!’

‘I wish you’d give up the chess. It’s such a liability.’

‘I can’t help it. It’s just the way I am.’

‘Why didn’t you join the Backgammon Bacchanalian Society or something like that? Bound to be lots of nice people there.’ ‘I thought he was sweet.’

‘Sweet?’ said Helen, disgusted. ‘You don’t want sweetness! You want strength, tenderness and firm, masculine beauty. You want bravery and passion. You want intelligence, charm, wit and—’

‘That’ll do, honestly.’

‘—and you want sensuality.’

‘Do I?’

‘Oh, yes!’

Helen believed in the quest for perfection. She worked in the field of genetic engineering – literally in the field since her specialism was open-air experimentation at top-secret locations. She was quite earthy, Helen. She liked to be at one with Nature – modified.

‘You must persevere on the sensuality,’ she went on. ‘Take that as your starting point. You’ve just been unlucky. Your only problem is that you choose badly and you’re very consistent about it. It’s as if you’re programmed to pick unsuitable partners.’

‘Never mind, Rose,’ said Catherine. ‘Why don’t you try the Russian edition of Cosmopolitan? Similar articles but in lovely Cyrillic script. Chess puzzles too. That’s more you, isn’t it?’ She smiled, knowingly.

I had, in the past, confessed things to Catherine – confessions I had later regretted. Out of the corner of my eye I could see that despite her poise she was trying not to giggle.

I fidgeted with my necklace; warm amber beads, all the little mysteries trapped inside, slipping through my fingers. ‘You’ll get over it,’ she went on. ‘Stay a few days here in Edinburgh, cheer yourself up. You’ll soon be ready to face them all again.’

She returned to her reading. A few seconds’ hiatus while I screwed up my courage almost as effectively as I had my career. ‘I can’t go back; I’ve resigned my post.’

Helen’s glossy mouth rounded into a big ‘O’. ‘Ooh, Rose!’ she exclaimed. ‘You haven’t!’

Catherine pressed her lips into a firm line and set aside Cybersecurity’s accounts. ‘You’ve done what?’

‘Resigned. End of term. Seemed like a good time to go.’ I tried to look her in the eye and failed. ‘I can’t face them, Catherine.’

She sat composed, thinking. ‘You’ve resigned because of this … this minor embarrassment?’

‘It’s not a minor matter,’ said Helen, being supportive.

‘But Rose, you enjoy your work! You even claim to have a sense of vocation; at least, that’s always been your excuse for having a low-paid job.’ I looked at the floor, miserably. Catherine didn’t have a low-paid job. Experts formed an agitated queue to beg for her expensive advice. ‘Can’t you explain that you resigned in the heat of the moment, at a time of personal crisis?’

‘No.’

‘Won’t they take you back?’

‘No. The Dean won’t forgive my campaign for the use of the imperative in the department’s mission statement. He wanted the subjunctive and nothing ever got done. It’s too late to go back now, Catherine. I’ve got to make a new start. I’ve come to ask a favour.’

‘Well, heaven forbid that one should throw oneself on the mercy of one’s sisters!’

‘As if!’

We sat together: Catherine-the-Clever-One, Helen-the-Pretty-One, and me. I waited for their merciful offer of a place to stay.

Their flat was certainly spacious enough. Serene white walls, long Georgian windows, shelves devoid of anything but pacified space. It was a calming sort of place, the kind of decor that could never unwarrantedly force itself on a cohabitee; instead, one was soothed into submission. My sisters sat tidily on the white sofa, like two well-dressed installations, and stared with distaste at the spot where I had thrown my two holdalls full of clutter.

‘We’d get on all right, wouldn’t we?’ I heard a little voice say.

‘You’d certainly make a difference to the place.’

‘Oh, come on! A minimalist can’t have everything! And it’s great to be home in Edinburgh,’ I burbled. ‘Wish I’d come back years ago, like you. You enjoyed going to university here, didn’t you, Helen?’

Edinburgh, where no one but my sisters knew me. Edinburgh, where my only public embarrassment had been to wet my knickers in the sand-pit at Sciennes Primary School when I was four. After twenty-four years in England I had come home – ignominiously, with no money and the wrong accent.

‘How are you going to find a job?’ asked Catherine. ‘There can’t be many openings for an unemployed lexicographer.’

‘I’ll be fine. Haven’t you heard about the New Scots Dictionary for the New Scottish Parliament?’ I cheered up just thinking about it.

‘They’re having a specially commissioned dictionary as well?’

‘Oh yes. It’s a huge project. Massive investment – but necessary, I think. It’s a lexicographer’s dream job and they’re bound to want me on the staff. I’ve been in touch with the man in charge of the project and he said that they’re very busy doing “F” all through August and are consequently fully staffed, but they’ll definitely be recruiting again and maybe I could get involved with some interesting work on “O”.’

‘“O”?’

‘I have my fingers crossed.’

At that moment, the fiddling with the amber beads became quite agitated and I heard the familiar ‘ping’ of a necklace snapping. The beads bounced on to the floorboards and rolled off in all directions. Being deliberately cool and organised, I started picking them up. ‘You won’t notice I’m here,’ I called airily from behind the sofa. ‘I’m going to be working long hours. I’ve got a massive overdraft to clear. I’ll sign up with an agency, do some temping or whatever.’ I crawled round the side of the sofa. ‘Watch the bamboo!’ called Helen.

‘What bamboo?’ A bunch of twigs slapped me across the face. It didn’t look like bamboo to me. It had leaves on and everything. The leaves were sharp. I rubbed my cheek. Catherine handed me an amber bead. Her face was a mixture of pity and irritation. She often looked at me like that. ‘So can I stay?’ I sat up on my heels, hopefully.

‘A week, but not any longer.’

‘What?’

Helen mouthed a little, pained ‘sorry’ at me, then disappeared into the kitchen saying she’d make us all some more tea.

‘The thing is, Rose,’ said Catherine, ‘I’ve always helped you out in the past, but …’ I stared at her, dumbfounded. ‘You can’t just turn up and expect …’

‘But you’re my sister. I’d help you.’

‘And I’m not going to lend you any money.’

‘I’ve never asked you for any money. I hate loans.’

‘I’m not going to give you any money either. I’m not going to provide the soft, easy landing you’ve come to expect.’

‘Don’t be so patronising!’

‘It seems to me you’ve always quite enjoyed patronage, Rose, but it’s time you looked after yourself. You’ve never even lived in a proper house! You’ve either stayed with Mum and Dad or in some glorified hall of residence! It’s about time you lived in the real world.’

‘But that was my real world,’ I said, pathetically.

‘Well it’s not any more, is it?’

There was an awkward silence. I could feel a nasty ache around my vocal cords and didn’t trust myself to speak. ‘You can stay a week, but you’ll have to sleep on the floor – tidily – over there behind the white shelf unit.’

‘On the floor?’

‘We don’t have the spare bedroom any more; we knocked the wall down. Didn’t you notice the place looks bigger? It shouldn’t take you long to find somewhere else. It’s for the best,’ she concluded. ‘Best for you, that is.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous! How is it best for me?’

‘You have to learn to stand on your own two feet. How could you resign from your job like that? You live in a dream world! You have to face the consequences.’

‘This is the only time I’ve ever asked you for a favour.’

‘I know,’ she replied. ‘It’s not your style to ask. Usually, you just inspire acts of charity.’

I bit my lip. Catherine sighed and said she’d go and see what was taking Helen so long.

Left alone to face the consequences of my actions, I couldn’t bear to look. Perhaps I shouldn’t have resigned so hastily. I had no contingency plan if the research post at Dictionary House failed to materialise. The prospect of a job in the real world outside academe did not attract me at all. I liked working in the kind of rarefied environment where I could spend years rootling through the correspondence of previous centuries in order to explain the development of the semi-colon in this one. I never earned much as an academic, but I enjoyed the life; it was me. Reality very rarely impinged. I had been happy in my round of libraries, tutorials and long vacations. And I’d been good at it! How could I have thrown it all away? Perhaps all I had really wanted was a change of scene. A different library, a new set of old books.

Feeling lost, I reached for the novel in my bag (comfort reading). I had been reading it at six-thirty that morning, in a café by the bus station, thinking it best not to surprise my sisters too early on a Saturday. Tea and toast and Charlotte Brontë were all I needed to retreat into a soothingly fictional world. I opened the book and found my place again: ‘An age seemed to have elapsed since the day which brought me first to Lowood, and I had never quitted it since.’ The cover felt sticky; I must have got some jam on Jane Eyre. It was sticking to my fingers. ‘… such was all I knew of existence. And now I felt it was not enough.’

‘We’ll lend you the money for your first month’s rent,’ said Catherine, returning with the teapot.

‘No, don’t even think about it,’ I said, putting away the book. ‘It’s not as if I need a big place.’

I looked at the bags at my feet. When I had packed them in Cambridge, I had been very surprised that all my possessions fitted into two big holdalls. Since I was permanently in debt, I had always thought I must have acquired a lot of things. On the bus to Edinburgh, I had spent the whole of Yorkshire working out where my money had gone. (If you’ve ever done that bus journey, you will know that Yorkshire, in particular, goes on for a very long time.) I had whiled away the hours by remembering ‘you only live once’ holidays and ‘as much as that?’ antiquarian books. I thought of ‘so much for so little’ silk lingerie and ‘what the hell?’ bottles of wine.

No regrets; only debts.

I consoled myself with the thought that some of those things had turned out to be very practical: silk underwear packs very well and collectable books are an investment. When The National Westminster Bank suggested I sell my valuable books in order to bring my overdraft back from the realms of fantasy, I had reluctantly agreed. I missed my books, but at least I still had my knickers. Nat West didn’t know about those.

‘I’ll find a flat and clear my debts,’ I told my sisters confidently. ‘By the time the Dictionary is ready for me, I’ll be settled and solvent and …’

‘Why don’t you try to find a proper job, Rose?’ said Helen, arriving with the Recruitment section from The Scotsman. ‘Why not re-train? Make yourself more marketable. Think of all the skills you have.’

‘Dead languages,’ suggested Catherine. ‘A detailed knowledge of eighteenth-century slang.’

‘You’ve forgotten my expertise in Medieval Latin shorthand.’

‘Why not build a new career?’ asked Helen.

‘I like being a lexicographer.’

‘So how much does a lexicographer make these days?’ asked Catherine.

‘Not as much as a software geek, I should think.’ (Geek, I thought – well established as a word by now.) ‘How much do you get for all your computer geekery?’ (Is that a new word?) As far as I could work out, Catherine made a living by playing computer games. ‘How’s My Little Princess’s Power Ponies coming on?’

‘It’s just a sideline,’ she said, defensively. ‘Secure systems, that’s our priority. People invest in security. Games and entertainment – simply a useful money-spinner. As soon as we find a friendly buyer for GirlSoft, we’ll sell out quick. Rose, I know what! You could work for me. Be a game tester.’

‘No, thank you.’ Not after all she’d just said about patronage and so on.

‘It would be a real job, I promise. We’re expanding fast.’

I had no doubt whatsoever that Catherine would one day be rich. I would never be rich, but at least I would know the meaning of the word. (Interesting links with the Celtic ‘rix’ and the Latin ‘rex’, both meaning ‘king’.) My big sister had decided to be rich; therefore, it would happen. I had always had complete faith in her abilities; she was officially a genius – there had been a formal declaration of it by Edinburgh Education Board when she was only three. She had floored their educational psychologist with a piece of sophistry over whether her infant ability should be classified as ‘gifted’ or simply ‘precocious’. She had graduated, aged twelve, having read Computer Science and Maths, plus a study of Chaos Theory and Random Distribution (somehow the extra subjects just slotted into her timetable). After that she’d done Pure Unsullied Maths and Sordid Financial Services Computing, and got all sorts of awards, scholarships, doctorates and sponsorships, but she stopped putting all the letters after her name when she decided it made her company stationery look vulgar. She admitted it all came easily to her. Sometimes she asked to play me at chess, just so she could remember how much she hated defeat. Didn’t want to lose that competitive edge, you see. (The first time I beat Catherine, she was seven and I was six. She had sulked for days over her A level Maths revision.)

‘I’ll find my own job, thank you,’ I said, getting up. ‘I’ll find a job this morning and this afternoon I’ll find a nice flat.’

They both looked a bit conscience-stricken. ‘You know you can stay until you find somewhere else,’ Catherine protested. ‘Don’t keep rushing into things, Rose.’

‘Why can’t Rose stay here?’ whined Helen. ‘I always wanted her to stay. It was just you who said she shouldn’t.’

‘We agreed!’ snapped Catherine. ‘She can stay until she gets somewhere else. Rose, stop being so bloody-minded.’

‘I’ll do what I like!’

Sometimes, with sisters, your behaviour can really regress.

As we said our sulky goodbyes, the buzzer sounded on the front door. It was a whole gang of friends to see Helen – Andrew, Jonathan, Chris, Paul, Steve and Joe. They said they’d been having a drink at the pub round the corner, conversation had turned to Helen and it wasn’t very long before they decided to see their pints off and call round – just on the off-chance she might be in. I suppose that sort of thing happened all the time to Helen-the-Pretty-One. She kissed each and every one, face sunny with smiles, and led them into the living room. I felt a sudden overwhelming relief that I wasn’t going to be sharing a flat with her.

‘I’m leaving straightaway,’ I told Catherine.

She nodded, understandingly. I was halfway out the door when I remembered I might need my purse and my A–Z of Edinburgh. I’d left them behind the white shelf unit. When I walked into the living room, I found Helen surrounded. Everyone was laughing at something she’d just said. They turned to look at me. There were some irrepressible broad grins. I wished I hadn’t told her my dark secret about being sexually incompetent. ‘I’m just leaving!’ I said brightly, heading for the door.

‘Come back!’ called Helen. ‘I’ll introduce you. This is Rose, my other sister.’

‘I have to go.’

A great big ‘Ah!’ from the assembled crowd. ‘Don’t go!’ ‘I’ve really got to go.’

Helen followed me along the hall to the door. Behind us, I could hear loud, male laughter. ‘I think I could fix you up with someone,’ she smiled.

‘Please don’t.’

‘But you mustn’t give up, Rose. With a bit of luck you’ll meet the right man, fall in love and have gorgeous, prolonged, repetitive, sensual sex!’

I opened the door quickly and stepped outside. ‘Bye-bye, little sister,’ I said, just to annoy her.

‘Bye-bye, Rosie-Posie,’ she coo-ed. (Hate that!) ‘We’ll go out tomorrow and do some flat-hunting together.’

She shut the door. I stared at it blankly, then, full of shame, started to cry.


Chapter 2



My Job Seeker’s Advisor told me I should expect to change career five times in my working life and flexibility was the key. I thought about the dilettante hours spent in research and I certainly didn’t want to give it up. Being a professional academic had always seemed a good idea to me – long holidays, flexible hours and being paid to read books. Five years ago, when I told my parents my career choice, they hadn’t been so sure. My father, a world expert on tenth-century Byzantium, said that throughout human history many disasters had started off disguised as good ideas at the time and that I would never earn any money and had I considered the consequences of that? My mother, a respected philosopher and feminist theologian, said that if one had a sense of vocation it might, arguably, be right to follow it and that I shouldn’t let my father put me off.

‘What if you’ve got a sense of vocation?’ I asked my Job Seeker’s Advisor.

‘You want to be a nun?’

I offered to do some bar work in the meantime.

‘You’d earn more doing tele-sales,’ he advised.

‘Okay then. Sign me up for that.’

‘That’s three nights a week.’

‘Nights?’

‘Is that a problem? I thought you were available for work any time, any place, anywhere – or is that against your vocation?’

As long as I ignored my sense of vocation, my Job Seeker’s Advisor was able to help me. He put my name forward for the tele-sales job and asked if I would consider work as a part-time cleaner. ‘Cleaning?’

‘And I can get you on the early shift at Scot Burger.’ He looked satisfied.

‘But,’ I said, giving it one last try, ‘I have a degree in Medieval Literature. What I’m really looking for is a research post.’

‘Could you do some market research, maybe? It’s outdoor work, but the pay isn’t bad.’

‘But I’m a lexicographer.’

‘You’re a what?’

‘It’s to do with making dictionaries, defining words, researching their origins.’

‘Filing and such like?’

‘Filing is involved, yes, but …’

‘Sign up with a temp agency. That’s the best way to get office work.’

‘But I want a—’

‘A proper job. I know. Now, here’s the number of the telesales recruitment helpline and here’s the number of Market Research International. MRI are looking for someone who can speak English and stand about for hours with a clipboard. Could you do that? I can’t help you any more than that, hen, sorry. You might have a degree in Medieval Literature, you might even have a sense of vocation, but right now tele-sales is your best option. That or the convent.’

I was determined that I would not be unemployed when I next saw Catherine, so I signed up for the four part-time jobs my advisor had suggested. That afternoon, I also found a room in a flat. When I went back to my sisters’ place, I was feeling almost smug.

Helen was out having fun, but Catherine was waiting for me, passing the time by trying to hack into a client’s computer system, testing out the security.

‘I’ve got a cosy little place in a shared flat just off Easter Road.’

‘Box room?’ she asked, eyes on the screen.

‘It’s not that small.’

‘Does it have a window?’

‘Well, no, but …’

‘Box room.’ She did a triumphant little tap at the keyboard, sat back and admired her criminally good handiwork. ‘You’re sure you won’t stay just one night?’

‘No, got to be up very early tomorrow. Pre-dawn shift at Scot Burger. All those Scot Breakfasts to fry.’

She wrinkled her nose, but held back from a full expression of distaste.

‘I’m only on morning shifts for a week.’

‘Drop by tomorrow afternoon?’ she offered. ‘I’ll be working from home then.’

‘That might just be possible. I’ll check my engagements …’ I scrabbled around in my pockets for the list of jobs. ‘At four o’clock, I’m cleaning the flat above you. Number six. It says: “Number six. Kitchen: floor and bench tops; living room: horizontal surfaces only; bathroom: whole lot; bedroom 1: hoover floor; bedroom 2: hoover floor, polish mirrors; study: don’t touch the desk.”’

‘That’s us,’ said Catherine. ‘Not number six.’

‘It’s not, is it?’ I laughed. ‘What a horrible coincidence.’

She looked at the scribbled note. ‘Yes, that’s a five, not a six. So you’re the cleaner, now? I don’t believe it. Bloody Cinderella!’

‘You’d better tidy up before I come. Tomorrow I can spare you thirty minutes before I have to leave for my next new job doing market research on Princes Street.’

‘Three jobs, Rose?’

‘Four. I’m going to start a tele-sales night shift in Livingston, too.’

I had almost turned down the tele-sales job. It seemed too far to travel in the middle of the night, but the hourly rate was the highest on offer at the Job Centre and I had forced myself to remember the harsh reality of my overdraft. ‘They said I had a lovely telephone voice.’

‘And when are you going to sleep?’

‘On the bus.’

‘Oh, Rose!’ she said, exasperated.

‘What else am I supposed to do? I’ve got to earn some money. I’ve got all this debt! I’m sick of letters from the loans manager, the debt restructuring manager! I’ve got no credit any more. I’ve got to earn some cash.’

I went to pick up my bags. She sighed, leaned elegantly back in her chair and watched me. A gentle summer breeze lifted the muslin blinds at the windows. I couldn’t remember Edinburgh ever having been so hot. It gave me a headache.

‘I’m looking for a personal assistant,’ said Catherine, coolly. ‘Someone intelligent; touch-typing, good telephone manner.’

‘Try the Job Centre.’

‘Must look smart – say, someone who wore her sister’s designer cast-offs.’

‘Only the good ones. And my underwear has always been my own.’

I slung my rucksack across last season’s well-cut jacket.

‘What’s your new address?’ she asked, opening her personal organiser. I told her. ‘Basement,’ she noted, ‘never mind. Phone number?’

‘There isn’t one.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ve got your mobile.’

‘Cut off.’

‘Oh, Rose, you’re completely feckless! Here, let me pay the reconnection charge.’

‘No.’

‘How are we supposed to get in touch with you?’

‘I’ll be round tomorrow to dust your white shelf units.’

Weighed down, I tried a haughty high-heeled stalk in the direction of the door. I nearly made it, but tripped over something. You’ve got to be really unlucky to trip over something in a minimalist interior. She helped me up, concerned about the skid mark on the parquet, and we gathered together the bits and pieces that had tumbled on to the floor with me.

‘Will you be all right?’ she asked. ‘All by yourself?’ ‘I won’t be by myself. It’s a shared flat, remember?’ ‘What are they like?’

‘I don’t know. I only met the landlady.’ My arms full, I elbowed the front door open and squeezed through the gap. ‘See you tomorrow, Catherine. Four o’clock.’

‘Here’s the spare key,’ she said suddenly, dropping it into my pocket. ‘In case I’m late.’

‘You’re never late.’

‘In case I’m late,’ she repeated.

The jobs were no better and no worse than I had expected, but the basement flat was a disaster. My three very sociable flatmates had a lot of friends to stay (from Australia mostly) and I never knew, when I got back from tele-sales at dawn, who would be sleeping in my bed. And you can’t really crash out on the living room floor if you work night shift, not when other people want to watch surfing from Sydney on cable, so it wasn’t long before I packed my bags and moved on.

I became a kind of serial flatmate, addicted to answering small ads in an attempt to find somewhere I hoped would be nicer, cleaner, warmer – somewhere where I wouldn’t have the windowless boxroom or the sofa-bed. I told myself it didn’t really matter where I lived because I was nearly always out at work, but I was also trying to escape increasingly bizarre flatmates; it never occurred to me that I might be a bizarre flatmate myself – I thought everybody declaimed poetry in the shower and dried their silk knickers on the back of the TV.

I felt very sorry for myself. I felt as though life had nothing more to offer me than half a shelf in someone else’s foetid fridge. I yearned for a well-stocked, shiny new fridge to call my own. However, I put on a stoical front, even though stoicism was not a quality I wished to cultivate. Stoicism is what happens to optimists when they have to steel themselves to look on the bright side. It wasn’t really me.

My world became a horrible blur of hard work and nasty smells. Early morning bleach and cleaning smells, afternoon frying burger smells or market research exhaust fumes. Night shifts were sleepless but not smelly because the tele-sales in Livingston was air-conditioned. Now and then I got office jobs doing filing or word processing. And despite all my efforts, all my jobs, I wasn’t reducing my debt as much as I had hoped. Interest is so tedious, isn’t it? Nat West was not impressed with my resignation from what Catherine had called ‘a proper, low-paid job’. And as if that weren’t bad enough, I became Scot Burger Employee of the Month, Tele-sales Top Executive Helpliner and I was given a mixed bag of free samples from Market Research International. (The cleaning agency didn’t have an incentive awards scheme.)

‘How do you do it?’ Helen asked, after my third consecutive week of burger glory.

‘I don’t know,’ I replied, bewildered. I couldn’t help feeling it was a bit of a comedown for someone with a Ph.D.

‘Why do you do it?’ asked Catherine, more pointedly.

But I was just biding my time, waiting for the promised call from The New Scots Dictionary (Parliamentary Inaugural Special Edition), and at last, six weeks after I’d arrived in Edinburgh, the call came. I was summoned to an interview with the famously erudite Professor Mungo Mackenzie. Catherine suggested I take her laptop and give him a multi-media presentation, but I told her I didn’t think that would be appropriate. Helen offered to lend me her red tartan mini kilt and kitten heels but, sensibly, I declined. I was confident the professor would offer me a job simply because I deserved it. My work was known in lexicographical circles. My most recent paper had been successful enough to cause an academic backlash. I was intelligent, enthusiastic and right.

In my neat and eager navy blue suit I sat before Professor Mackenzie in his study at Edinburgh University, watching while he turned the pages of the article I had been asked to write especially for the occasion. It was intended to show my range and potential as a lexicographer of the Scots language. I had included a comparison of the meanings of ‘skite’ and ‘skit’, a survey of spelling on ‘drookit/droukit’, a bit on ‘braw’, and a thorough exploration of ‘rubbage’ (the latter, an eighteenth-century noun and an interesting hybrid of ‘garbage’ and ‘rubbish’, is still used in the Shetland Islands and parts of Kirkcudbrightshire [pronounced Kur-Coo-Bri-shire for non-Scots readers]).

Books lined the room. Mungo Mackenzie had one of the most precious antiquarian collections in the world. I had read books about his books. And here I was, surrounded by them. Dark oak shelves with roman numerals in gold heading each case. Wall to wall words. The letters of the alphabet, arranged in almost infinite variety. How many ways can you arrange the letters of the alphabet in pronounceable words? I must ask Catherine, I thought. It was the kind of maths she liked: esoteric, theoretical and with a very slim chance of an answer. She would need my linguistic knowledge to help her, though. The alphabet used to include the letters ‘thorn’ and ‘yog’, but they both disappeared in the Middle Ages. I had read Professor Mackenzie’s discussion of how ‘yog’ had been supplanted by ‘y’, and his thesis on the mystery of why ‘thorn’ had ceased to exist. Thorn stood for ‘th’ and you’d have thought that a letter for ‘th’ would be useful, wouldn’t you? But it just vanished from the alphabet.

The great mind who had written so masterfully on The Obsolescence of Th was now reading my own work. So far he had made no comment. Just the quietly fateful sound of pages turning, from earnest beginning to inevitable end. I had been so sure he would jump at the chance to take on a bright, young Cambridge lexicographer, but he was frowning.

I should have put more effort into my submission, I told myself. I wished I had spent more time on it! Especially when I considered, nervously, what I knew of Mungo Mackenzie’s reputation. It was he who had fought for the New Scots Dictionary, he who had loftily demanded and received funding from the new Parliament. He had that patrician air which still commanded respect in some Edinburgh circles. (He commanded it very successfully among the new MSPs, anyway. At a special debate, he had eloquently stated his case in Gaelic and in English, but it was at the Jolly Judge afterwards, in very plain Lowland Scots, that he had actually sealed the deal.) Mackenzie was feared for his mordant wit. He had a talent for criticism, especially of young, professional academics whom he felt had silly ideas above their station and beyond their abilities.

At last, he raised his eyes and fixed me with a cool look through steel-rimmed spectacles. I shivered. The room was slightly chilly – the right temperature for rare books and probably the temperature of Mungo Mackenzie’s blood. ‘Thank you for your rubbage, Dr Budleigh,’ he began. ‘A definitive work, I think.’ I tried not to squirm. ‘As for the rest …’ He lifted the flimsy pages. ‘To what extent is your knowledge of Scots influenced by your reading of Oor Wullie annuals?’

‘My Scottish granny sent one every Christmas – alternating with The Broons of course – and my mother has some fine early editions.’

‘I rather assumed you were the proud owner of a complete set.’

He interrogated me briefly about my understanding of the word ‘scunner’, then suggested I spend time in the more diligent pursuit of my chosen subject. ‘Come back in the spring. We might be able to offer you … some other little project.’

Outside, I disposed of my rubbage carefully. Keep Scotland Tidy. Then I walked miserably back to my latest box room, lay on the bed and wept.

Catherine called me up on the mobile phone she’d given me for the day. ‘How did it go?’ she asked. I told her. ‘Oh, poor Rose! What are you going to do now?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What are you doing right now this minute?’

‘Lying down.’

‘Don’t stay in bed. Bad idea.’

‘I suppose so.’

I went to John Lewis. There, in the window, was a beautiful red silk scarf, blazing defiance in a display full of grey. After having been frugal for such a long time, the urge to be profligate became too much for me. The silk slipped through my fingers, like cash. At the counter, the assistant asked, ‘How are you going to pay for this?’ Overwhelmed by guilt, I stammered, ‘I don’t know … I just don’t know.’

‘Cash or account?’

An hour later, I was standing on Princes Street, in dreich November weather, doing a market research survey. The clock of the Balmoral Hotel hung low in the sky like a pale winter sun, beaming the time all the way down to Boots the Chemist. The survey this time was on pain-killers: paracetamol versus aspirin. Three hours later I had earned twenty-one pounds, cash in hand.

Spent it on a good bottle of wine.

I went round to my sisters’ so I could drink it in the bath, by candlelight.

‘You’re hopeless, Rose!’

At the bottom of the bottle, I arrived at the decision that I couldn’t leave Edinburgh because that would be too much like losing. I had to stay until something else came up. I would stick it out until the middle of March and then I could leave knowing I’d given it my best shot. What I really ought to do was try to write a decent piece for Mackenzie and persuade him to give me another chance. How could I have blown it so badly with that ‘rubbage’ dissertation? What on earth was I supposed to do now? Here I was, drunk and stupid in my sisters’ bath-tub, when I should have been celebrating my return to a proper low-paid job as a lexicographer. How often did lexicography jobs come up? Very rarely. What if I never got work as a lexicographer again? Perhaps I should face the brutal facts and re-train for a different career. Perhaps I should go and work for Cybersecurity, but being my big sister’s PA was too humiliating a prospect. There had to be something else.

‘How much longer are you going to be in there?’ called Helen.

I had to stay. There was nowhere else to go. No better ideas. No money. I lay down and went under. What to do? What to do? Perhaps I should learn Pitman shorthand? I came up for air. Perhaps I should put a message in this bottle by the side of the bath and watch it float about in the water. I wrote ‘HELP!’ in blue eyeliner on a sheet of toilet roll and stuffed it down the neck of the bottle. Couldn’t find the cork. The bottle bobbed up and down then sank.

‘Rose! It’s Catherine.’

I suppose that, apart from my career problems, I was glad I’d come back to Edinburgh.

‘Rose, it’s not the end of the world. Please get out of the bathroom.’

Edinburgh always looks good – some sustaining architectural loveliness and scenic beauty to keep my spirits up. I needed that panoramic sense of perspective. I needed dense city, green hills, broad sea and big sky, and all at the same time. I needed the view from the top of Arthur’s Seat and the great northern vistas between Georgian terraces in the New Town, the width of the streets filled by seascape and landscape. The bigger picture kept me going when I got depressed by minutiae.

‘Rose, please!’

I pulled the plug.

The next day, my sisters asked me very nicely if I would like to move in with them. They said they’d talked it over and it wouldn’t be an act of charity – it wouldn’t be doing me a favour at all. ‘We’d pay you to be a cook-housekeeper,’ said Catherine. ‘You already do the cleaning and,’ she wheedled, ‘you’re a very good cook.’

‘Do you think so?’ I asked, pleased.

‘You know you are.’ She turned to Helen. ‘Wouldn’t it be lovely if Rose had the tea ready when we came home from work?’

‘Yes,’ said Helen. ‘And she could do all the ironing as well.’

‘What d’you think, Rose? Sunday could be your day off.’

‘My day off?’

‘We’d have to do it properly or not at all.’

‘I don’t think I want the job.’

I stayed with them over Christmas and Hogmanay. Mum and Dad came for a visit and said how they missed me in Cambridge and asked if I felt any better for the change of scene. They knew, of course, the real reason I had left. Someone would have told them about my public humiliation at the end of term party – academics are a gossipy lot. Wisely, Mum and Dad didn’t question me too closely. They concentrated, instead, on telling me about Mungo Mackenzie. My mother had met him only the week before at a Lexicography Luncheon. ‘He does like you,’ she said, ‘but he’s looking for certain criteria in a candidate.’

‘Like ability.’

‘You are able and Mungo knows it, but you didn’t give him your best work and he’s not interested in second best. You know his reputation. You’ve got some distance to make up.’ Mum waved her arms to indicate the sheer distance I had yet to make up; it was demonstrably long. The gold bangles on her left arm clinked wildly (memento from a lover in Kerala). Her right arm silver bangles (Carnaby Street, 1968) didn’t move much because she was holding a coffee cup, but she had made her point. ‘Do your research properly and try again.’

Dad said he was glad Catherine was looking after me. Mum asked if I would keep an eye on Helen.

Over the holidays, The Clever One and The Pretty One insisted on including me in their busy social life (no tele-sales on Friday night), but I wasn’t a great deal of fun. They seemed to have a lot of dazzlingly successful friends and I dreaded the ‘What do you do?’ question. For a little while I was quite good at brazening it out: ‘I’m a cleaner, but I read a lot.’ However, it wasn’t long before I lost my nerve. I stopped joining in at parties. I retreated to the kitchen and washed glasses.

It wasn’t just my career that was worrying me. It was that other, unmentionable thing that I couldn’t possibly talk about, no matter how many double-strength margarita cocktails Helen mixed for me. The subject was an absolute minefield, surrounded by ‘Keep Out’ signs, but if you’d flown over it in a helicopter you would have seen the letters S-E-X clearly visible. There was no way I was going to talk about it again. Helen, being crudely practical, said I’d just got to get back on the horse. She arranged blind dates, only telling me about them at the last minute. Of course, I always refused to go and she had to go in my place. Catherine, on the other hand, had a different approach: she favoured the old-fashioned, chaperoned introduction. I would turn up to clean the flat and she would be sitting there with a male friend who was supposedly dying to meet me. It could all be very awkward.

Eventually my sisters lost patience and gave up. I was relieved; it meant I was allowed to lead a life of maidenly retreat. Helen had one last attempt to fix me up, in honour of her birthday at the end of January, but her efforts were wasted. ‘He came highly recommended,’ she complained after her party. ‘And he really, really liked you!’

Despite the social embarrassment of a poor, celibate sister baking filo pastry parcels in the kitchen, Helen had enjoyed her birthday. Catherine and I had given her a framed copy of her favourite painting, Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, and hung it in her bedroom as a surprise. And at the party she had met someone whom she now proclaimed to be the most perfect man on earth. His name was Gordon and he was some kind of travel writer. He got to go on free trips abroad to test out the bedrooms in luxury hotels.
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