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At the Window, with Binoculars


Standing at her kitchen window, Domenica Macdonald, cultural anthropologist, denizen of Scotland Street, citizen of Edinburgh, lowered the binoculars that for the last fifteen minutes she had trained on the street below. She had owned the binoculars for over twenty years, having been given them by her first, and late, husband. Domenica had been married to a man she had met while working in South India, a member of a prosperous family who owned a small electricity factory outside what was then called Cochin, in Kerala. Her husband, a mild and somewhat melancholic man, had been electrocuted, and Domenica had returned to Scotland to pursue an academic career. That had been a success – or “sort of success”, as Domenica described it – but she had gradually slipped out of full employment in the University of Edinburgh to the status of independent scholar, which enabled her to undertake various anthropological research projects in various parts of the world, while keeping her base in Edinburgh. That, of course, was at 44 Scotland Street, a comfortable address in a sharply descending street – “only in the topographical sense”, as Domenica amusingly pointed out – towards the eastern limits of Edinburgh’s Georgian New Town.


Domenica’s anthropological field trips had included an eventful spell in Papua New Guinea, where she studied kinship patterns and friendship networks amongst a tribal group living along the upper reaches of the Sepik River. These people, known for their worship of local crocodiles, had become accustomed to academic interest, and alongside their important spirit house maintained a lodge specifically for visiting anthropologists. This lodge, known in Pidgin as Haus bilong anthropology fella, had hot and cold running water and copious supplies of mosquito repellent. Anthropologists could stay there for as long as they liked, as the locals enjoyed talking to them and recounting ancient legends, many of which were made up on the spot in return for cartons of Australian cigarettes.


Domenica’s small monograph, Close Friends, Distant Relatives: Patterns of Contact Amongst the Crocodile People of the Sepik River, had been well received, being shortlisted, but eventually not being awarded, the Prix Claude Lévi-Strauss, one of the more sought-after awards in the world of cultural anthropology. That was enough, though, to ensure that her next project, Marriage Negotiations and the Role of the Astrologer in Madhya Pradesh, was given adequate funding by the Royal Society of Edinburgh, the British Academy, and the Carnegie Trust. That led to an article, rather than a book, but it was still widely quoted in the footnotes of other anthropological papers, the measure by which, in an age of quantification, the success of a scholarly paper tends to be measured.


Thereafter, there had been only one overseas project of any significance. That had involved a period living with a community of contemporary pirates on the Malacca Straits. These pirates lived at the mouth of a river, in houses surrounded by thick mangrove. They spoke an obscure dialect, but Domenica had been able to communicate with them reasonably effectively in a variant of the Pidgin she had acquired in Melanesia. She concentrated on the home life of the pirates, taking a particular interest in their domestic economy. For their part, the pirates’ wives had given her a generous welcome, and had been only too happy to discuss with her their housekeeping issues. Domenica had been taught how to cook the dishes local to that part of the country, and over the months that she spent there she had developed a taste for the coconut curries dominating pirate cuisine.


At the end of her stay, of course, she had made a discovery that somewhat overshadowed the entire project. That had come about one morning when, out of curiosity, she had slipped a small boat of a mooring and discreetly followed the pirates as they set off for work in their larger vessels. She had followed them round the headland that marked the end of the river mouth, and then, straining her small outboard engine to keep up, she had trailed them into another river system a few miles up the coast. There all was revealed: the pirates, it transpired, were employed in a pirate CD and DVD factory, and it was to this plant that they travelled each morning and from which they returned early every evening.


That discovery had been slightly disappointing to Domenica, but it did not compromise any of the data she had assembled on domestic economy issues and formed no more than a footnote in the paper she later published on the subject. When she left the Malacca Straits to return to Scotland she was given an emotional send-off by the pirates’ wives, whom she had taught how to make shortbread and clootie puddings. She was still in touch with them years later, sending them a copy of the Scotsman calendar each December and a gift subscription to the Scots Magazine, which they assured her they so enjoyed reading.


On her fiftieth birthday, Domenica decided that there would be no more research trips in the field, or, rather, that the field could be visited, provided that it was local. Her scholarly time was now largely spent on freelance editing for a number of anthropological journals, occasional lectures, and work on a project that she had long nurtured – a study of the networks and customs of Watsonians, the graduates of George Watson’s College who played an important part in Edinburgh life and whose influence extended into the furthest reaches of the capital city. This research was different from that which she conducted on the Crocodile People of New Guinea, but it had risks of its own. It was also a project that would require far more time to be completed – Domenica was thinking of years, rather than months – as access was an issue and the layers of association and meaning in Watsonian affairs required a great deal of semiotic analysis.


But there she was – standing at her window overlooking Scotland Street, lowering her Carl Zeiss binoculars and turning to her husband, Angus Lordie, who was seated at the other end of the kitchen, his dog and familiar, Cyril, at his feet. Angus, a portrait painter, was wearing his studio clothes – a paint-spattered jacket that Domenica wished he would throw away, a shirt of faded tartan material, and a pair of trousers that was slightly too large for him and that was kept from falling down by an improvised belt – a tie threaded through its loops. This tie was that of Glenalmond College, a school tucked away in Perthshire, where Angus had been all those years ago a moderately unhappy boarder and member of the school pipe band. Whenever he heard Mist-Covered Mountains, that most haunting of pipe tunes, he saw Glenalmond under soft veils of rain. He saw his friend playing the pipes beside him in the ranks of the band; and they smiled at one another, because that friendship had been such a profound one, and we must keep alive the happiness we experience before the world closes in on us.
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Épater la Bourgeoisie


Domenica said to Angus, “Nothing yet. They’re certainly taking their time.”


Angus laughed. “Patience is required of the curtaintwitcher. It’s like fishing, I think. You have to be patient.”


Domenica defended herself: no anthropologist could ever be a curtain-twitcher. “I am not that at all,” she said. “For a start, we have no curtains – on this particular window, at least. Curtain-twitchers operate behind lace curtains, and their motives …”


Angus waited. “Yes? Their motives? Curiosity?”


“Idle curiosity,” Domenica corrected him. “I am not indulging idle curiosity here. It’s important we should know who’s going to move into that flat. It could be anybody. They might be turning it into a party flat, with hen parties coming up from places like Manchester to spend the weekend here. Imagine that. You’d soon take an interest if that happened.”


“That’s not what we heard,” said Angus. “I told you: I bumped into the agent in the Wally Dug and he said that it was likely to be students. He said that they could charge students more rent than they could charge ordinary people …”


“Ordinary people,” interjected Domenica. “By that …”


“By that I mean respectable people,” said Angus. “Students are, by definition, not respectable.”


They both laughed.


“Nobody talks about respectable people any longer,” said Angus. “Perhaps that’s because it has become unfashionable to be respectable.”


“Respectable people disapprove of things,” mused Domenica. “And Edinburgh used to be very disapproving. Now it’s only moderately so.”


“Do you remember that councillor?” asked Domenica. “The one who hated the Traverse Theatre because it represented a threat to public decency.”


Angus smiled. “That was a long time ago. Nobody can be shocked these days.” He thought about the effect of that. “Of course, that’s a matter of great regret if you’re a cutting-edge artist. How can one épater la bourgeoisie if the bourgeoisie declines to be shocked? That rather takes the wind out of the sails of the artist.”


Domenica agreed, and wondered what the definition of a cutting-edge artist might be.


“One who can’t paint,” said Angus. “Nor draw. Nor sculpt. The real cutting-edge types are distinguished by their inability to do any of these things. And now, to make things worse, they’re finding it increasingly difficult to épater the bourgeoisie.


“How sad for them,” mused Domenica. “I suppose the bourgeoisie is unshockable now. It has seen everything there is to be seen.”


“And has no energy left to express disapproval, even if it felt it,” remarked Angus. “Except when the Turner Prize is announced each year, and there’s a ritual huff and puff in the press about the mind-numbing banality of what’s served up.”


At the mention of the Turner Prize, Cyril stirred in his sleep, and uttered a barely audible, somnolent growl. He had been trained to lift his leg at the mention of the Turner Prize, one of the few terms that Cyril recognised, along with walk, biscuits, sit, and bad dog. Domenica had disapproved. “You can be very childish, at times, Angus,” she said, adding, “like many men.” But Angus did not mind, and enjoyed demonstrating Cyril’s trick to people he bumped into in the street. Childish it may have been, but we were, after all, homo ludens, and if we couldn’t have a bit of fun at the expense of an artistic establishment that took itself so seriously, then what could we do? If anybody needed to be épated, it was that cultural establishment with its shibboleths, obsessions, and deadening, Pravda-like conformity.


He looked down at Cyril, still fast asleep at his feet, occupying the subfusc rug that was his undisputed territory. Then he transferred his gaze to the blue Spode teacup on the table in front of him. This teacup was as powerful a trigger of memory as the Madeleine cake had been to Proust. In this case, the memory evoked was not one of a room, like that in the house at Combray, but of an unfortunate incident that had occurred several years previously and that had involved their neighbour, Antonia Collie. Antonia had experienced an episode of Stendhal Syndrome in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence and since then had become closely involved with an Italian socialite nun and aphorist, Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna. Relations between Antonia and Domenica had long been prickly, owing to a long-running dispute as to the ownership of a room that Antonia believed had been wrongly incorporated into Domenica’s flat despite its belonging, in Antonia’s eyes, to her own flat. In spite of this argument – every bit as significant, in the mind of both parties, as the dispute between Peru and Ecuador as to the ownership of a contested section of the Amazon Basin – the two women had continued to recognise the normal incidents of good-neighbourliness, including a willingness to lend each other things needed at short notice. One such loan had involved a blue Spode teacup that, in Domenica’s view, Antonia omitted to return. That had led to Domenica and Angus secretly letting themselves into Antonia’s flat to repossess the cup. It was some time later that Domenica discovered that she had two blue Spode cups in her flat, which meant that they had, in fact, wrongfully taken one that Antonia possessed legitimately. It was because of this background that Angus always felt uneasy when drinking his coffee out of the blue Spode cup. And it was a guilty unease that he felt, although of course it was now far too late to remedy the situation. If they took the cup back, then it would be noticed by Antonia, who might suspect them of involvement. Doing nothing, although strictly speaking the wrong thing to do, was in this case exactly the right thing.


His thoughts were interrupted by a cry from Domenica. “There they are,” she alerted him, lifting the binoculars to her eyes. “They’re coming out.”


Angus rose to his feet and joined Domenica at the window. “He looks like a student,” he said.


Domenica squinted into the binoculars. “He looks very … very respectable. Neat hair. Not at all scruffy.”


“Appearances can be deceptive,” Angus warned her.


Domenica lowered the binoculars. “I shall go out while they’re standing there,” she said. “In that way I shall be able to strike up an acquaintance and get the measure of our new neighbour.”


Angus had taken the glasses from her and was conducting his own assessment of the young man on the street down below. “Red trousers,” he said. “That tells us a lot.”


Domenica burst out laughing. “Is it all in the genes (jeans)?”


Angus looked at her. He gave a shrug. “I d(i)na ken.”


That was a highly sophisticated response, although the difficulty of rendering parenthesis in speech meant that the joke fell quite flat.
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Student Neighbours


Outside in the street the letting agent was finishing off his conversation with the young man whom Domenica had spotted from her window. The viewing of the flat had been entirely satisfactory from the point of view of both parties. The agent had proposed a rent that was fifteen per cent above the going rate for such a property, and this had been accepted without demur. From the point of the lessee, the agent’s flexibility as to date of entry and willingness to countenance a sub-let during the Festival – subject, of course, to a rent increase during that period of thirty per cent – made the entire deal an attractive one.


“We’d like to move in tomorrow,” said the young man. “I know that’s not much notice, but we’re all sleeping on friends’ couches and you know how that is.”


The agent thought for a moment. When had he last slept on somebody’s couch? A long time ago, and he had been woken rudely when somebody came into the room and sat on him. As luck would have it, though, the person who sat on him was very attractive, and that made all the difference … It was at this point that Domenica appeared from the door at the foot of the No. 44 common stair. She smiled at the agent and offered her hand to the young man. “I take it,” she said, “that you’re our new neighbour in the ground-floor flat. I thought I’d come and say welcome to Scotland Street.”


The young man nodded his head and smiled. “I’m Torquil,” he said. “And I am. Or will be tomorrow.”


The agent looked at his watch. He had business to attend to, and so, after hurriedly agreeing on the collection of the keys, he left Domenica and the young man standing at the front door.


Domenica looked at Torquil. He was a tall young man, with a neat haircut and a broad, friendly smile. His features were immediately appealing; in fact, she thought, this was a remarkably good-looking young man.


“I take it you’re a student,” she said.


Torquil inclined his head. “Classics.”


Domenica’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know anybody still studied classics,” she said. “Well, I suppose some must, but it’s a bit unusual, isn’t it?”


Torquil fixed his warm smile on his new neighbour. “Maybe. But there are more of us than you might imagine.”


“My husband will be pleased to hear that,” Domenica said. Angus was in favour of classics, and enjoyed quoting snippets of Horace and Virgil. She gestured towards the windows of the ground-floor flat. “I imagine you’ll be sharing.”


“Yes,” said Torquil. “There are going to be five of us.”


Domenica made a quick mental calculation. She knew the flat in question, and as far as she could remember there were only three bedrooms. Of course, there was a living room at the back that could be used as a bedroom, but even then, somebody would have to share.


“I hope it’s not going to be too crowded,” she said. “These flats are not as big as some in Drummond Place or further up the hill.”


Torquil grinned as he replied. “We’re not fussy,” he said.


“The other boys?” she asked. “They’re students too?”


“Two of them are boys,” said Torquil. “Two of them apart from me, of course. Three boys and two girls.”


Domenica continued with her calculation. If they kept the living room as it was, as a common room, then they would have three bedrooms at their disposal. If the girls shared a room, that would mean that one other room would have to be shared by two boys, and one would then have a bedroom to himself. Or it could be that one of the girls was in a relationship with one of the boys – possibly Torquil – and that would mean that the two of them could share, the other could have a room to herself, and the two remaining boys could share the third bedroom.


Domenica put the sleeping arrangements out of her mind and asked what the others were studying. “Well,” said Torquil, “there’s Rose, for starters. She’s in her third year of architecture. She comes from Kelso. Then there’s Dave, who used to go out with Rose but doesn’t any more. They’re still good friends, though, and I think Rose might want Dave back, except I don’t think that’s going to happen. Because Dave … well, it’s just not going to happen.” He looked bemused.


How could he be so sure, Domenica asked herself. Had Dave said, I’m not going back to Rose – and that’s final? Or was it because Dave was enamoured of somebody else – and Rose was unaware of this? Could there be something between Dave and Torquil? If there was, then Torquil could be reasonably certain that Rose’s chances were slight, but why would Dave have been involved with Rose in the first place if his inclinations had been otherwise?


“Dave is studying environmental science,” he continued. “Third year – we’re all third year, actually. Dave is a good friend of Alistair – they were at school together in Stirling. Alistair is doing mathematics, which he doesn’t like very much but which he’s going to have to stick with because you can’t change just like that in your third year. Anyway, I think Alistair is too thick to be doing mathematics. You shouldn’t do mathematics if you’re thick. You should do something like estate management or sports science. Sports science is a really good course for thick people – it’s made for them, really.”


Domenica raised an eyebrow. She was not sure whether he was being playful. “I’m not sure everybody would agree,” she said.


Torquil did not argue. He moved on to Phoebe. “She’s a bit odd,” he said. “We all love her – don’t get me wrong – but she’s definitely not your average person. She comes from Findhorn and some people say that they’re all weird up there. I don’t think that’s necessarily true. But I think that Phoebe definitely has weird parents. She admits it. She says, ‘My parents are seriously weird.’ That’s what she herself says.”


So that’s that, thought Domenica. “I mustn’t keep you,” she said. “We’re two floors above you, but I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot of one another. It’s a very pleasant street.”


Was it? She thought, on balance, it was. But the problem with a pleasant street was that it could rapidly become less pleasant if difficult or noisy neighbours moved in. Students were, on the whole, difficult neighbours, but she would give Torquil and his friends the benefit of the doubt and welcome them. Build a silver bridge and it will be friends who will cross on it. That was probably true, even if it had about it the ring of a Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna aphorism.


She looked at Torquil again. He really was very striking, an Adonis in every respect, and she found herself wondering: who does he share a room with? It was not an appropriate thought – at least, not one for her to think – but she was certainly pleased that the new neighbours would be interesting. Life would be dull, Domenica reminded herself, if we all ended up living next to people who were just like ourselves.
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That Dreadful Woman


The following day was a Saturday. In the Pollock flat in Scotland Street, one floor below Angus and Domenica, Stuart’s mother, Nicola, was making breakfast for her son and two grandsons. She had spent the night in the flat rather than return to her own flat round the corner in Northumberland Street; she would usually do this if babysitting in the evening for Stuart, as she had done the previous night. Stuart was reluctant to ask his mother to babysit in the evening, as she gave up most of her days to look after Bertie and Ulysses, but on this occasion he had arranged to have dinner with his new friend, Katie. That was something that Nicola was keen to encourage; in the earlier days of Stuart’s marriage to Irene, Nicola had done her best to keep good relations with her daughter-in-law before eventually realising that it was just impossible. After reaching that conclusion, she had simply kept out of Irene’s way, not doing anything to provoke a matrimonial split, but being immensely relieved when the fault lines in the marriage eventually made themselves clear. And when Irene announced that she was leaving Edinburgh to pursue studies for a PhD in Aberdeen, Nicola found it impossible to conceal her glee.


“I can’t say I’m exactly devastated,” she said to Stuart. “Much as I admire Irene …”


Stuart had looked at her balefully. “You don’t admire her, Mother. You may as well be honest.”


Nicola hesitated, but then she said, “No, you’re right. I can’t stand her. I’ve never been able to. Sorry about that, darling, but she really is the most dreadful cow.”


It was not the language of a tactful mother-in-law, but at least it was direct, and Stuart knew that his mother was at heart completely devoted to him. Like so many mothers, all she had ever wanted in this life was that her son should be happy. That was her raison d’être, he had decided, and it was a humbling thought – that another should devote herself so wholeheartedly and unconditionally to your interests. Mothers loved; mothers plotted; mothers turned a blind eye to the most egregious defects in their sons. Daughters were different, and were often judged more severely by their mothers, but when it came to sons, mothers could forgive anything.


And yet this maternal objective of Nicola’s was clearly incompatible with Irene and all her works. Something had to give, and that, it transpired, was Irene. Up until her announcement that she was going to Aberdeen, she had seemed invincible, a stubborn fact of life, as immutable and solid as the Hoover Dam or the Great Wall of China. Well, stone and cement will last, while our human arrangements may prove less firm of foundation. Irene, whose shadow he thought of as a long one, was suddenly no longer there – except for the occasional weekend – and he was like a prisoner suddenly released from durance vile. It was heady, it was exhilarating, even if he was still in the foothills of freedom.


“I’m sorry it’s come to this,” he said to his mother. “I tried to make it work – I really did.”


“Of course you did, darling. You tried and tried. I saw it. I would never have had the patience you showed. I would have poisoned her long ago … Sorry, darling, I don’t really mean that. What I should say is that I would have been tempted to poison her.” She smiled as she remembered something. “Speaking of which, I read something terribly amusing the other day. It was about the way in which the CIA made plans to dispose of various leaders they considered to be hostile. You’ll remember the exploding cigars they tried to get Castro to smoke?”


Stuart had read about those.


“They had various committees to plot that sort of thing,” Nicola continued. “And they gave these committees code names. One of them was set up to plan the poisoning of the then Prime Minister of Iraq – that was back in the early Sixties. They called it the Health Alteration Committee.”


“That’s a bit scary,” said Stuart.


“Indeed,” said Nicola. “But there we are. I really am sorry you’ve had to put up with that dreadful woman … sorry, your wife … for so long. But now, at long last, freedom!”


“To an extent,” said Stuart.


“She hasn’t changed her mind, has she?” asked Nicola anxiously.


“No, but she always said that she’ll come back for weekends from time to time – to see the boys.”


“As she should,” said Nicola. “As long as she doesn’t stay too long.”


“She’s coming back today,” said Stuart flatly. “She sent me a message. She said: Back today. Get boys ready.”


“That was all?”


Stuart nodded. “That was all.”


“Oh well,” said Nicola. “It takes a very low mind to talk in telegraphese. However, be that as it may, I shall make myself scarce. I can come back tomorrow – if she’s gone by then.”


Stuart explained that Irene had announced she would catch a three o’clock train back to Aberdeen the following day – Sunday. Nicola did a rapid calculation. That meant that she would only be in Edinburgh for twenty-six hours or so – and there was a limit to the psychological damage one could do in twenty-six-hours.


That Saturday, as it happened, Bertie had with him his friend, Ranald Braveheart Macpherson. Ranald had been brought over to the flat after school on Friday by arrangement between Nicola and Ranald’s mother. Ranald’s father had been subject to a significant Community Payback Order, imposed on him by Edinburgh Sheriff Court after pleading guilty to an offence relating to company accounts. It was not an offence of dishonesty as much as one of negligence, and the Sheriff had thought that community service would be a fitting punishment. With this he had imposed a period of two hundred hours of Scottish country dancing, and it was this sentence that Ranald’s father tackled each Friday evening when a variety of country dance enthusiasts descended on the Macpherson house in Albert Terrace and clocked up the necessary hours in the doing of “Gay Gordons”, “The Dashing White Sergeant”, and “Dukes of Perth”. Ranald found these evenings tedious, and so was relieved when Nicola had suggested to his mother that there should be a Scotland Street sleepover.


Now Bertie and Ranald were in Bertie’s room, poring over a previously clandestine copy of Baden-Powell’s Scouting for Boys, when Bertie suddenly looked at the clock on the wall and said, “My mummy’s coming soon, Ranald – we’d better look out.”


Ranald looked disappointed. His hours with Bertie were the highlight of his life. They were the firmest of friends; they were blood-brothers, the bond having been sealed by the stabbing of two palms with a pin; they were comrades-in-arms in all the battles that went with being seven. “My dad says your mummy is a real minger,” said Ranald. “I’d never say that, Bertie – it’s my dad. But I think lots of people agree with him, you know.”


Bertie bit his lip. “I can’t help it,” he said, struggling to keep his voice even. “You can’t help your mummy, Ranald.”


“Maybe she isn’t your real mother,” offered Ranald, helpfully. “Maybe there was a mistake at the hospital and they gave her the wrong baby. Maybe you really belong up in Morningside or somewhere, rather than down here in Scotland Street.”


“Maybe,” said Bertie. Morningside, or even Glasgow, he thought, allowing himself a vison of freedom enshrined, distilled, apotheosised.
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The Speaking of Italian, etc.


Irene cast her eye about the kitchen in the Pollock flat on Scotland Street. Stuart and Nicola had tidied it before her arrival, but even so it was clear that she was ready to find fault.


“I see you’ve moved the breadbin,” she observed. “Whose idea was that?”


Stuart, who was far from relaxed, gave a nervous start. “Whose idea? My ma’s, I think. But …” He realised, too late, that this was not a wise answer. “Or me,” he added lamely. “It might have been my idea. Who knows?”


“Your mother’s?” crowed Irene. “I didn’t expect her to come in here and start moving the breadbin. Not that I don’t appreciate her help with the boys, but still …”


Stuart felt the back of his neck getting warm. It always did that when he was under stress; it had done that yesterday in a meeting at the office when the chairman of the finance company he now worked for questioned a report he had written. There was nothing wrong with the report – Stuart knew that – but there was everything wrong with the chairman’s grasp of the figures in it.


“It doesn’t matter,” he blurted out to Irene. “It doesn’t matter whether the breadbin is on that table or this one. What difference does it make?”


Irene pretended to be placatory. “Oh, it makes no difference, Stuart. Don’t be so sensitive. It’s just that there’s an obvious place for the breadbin – the place it used to occupy – and then there’s a place that’s not so intuitive. That’s all I’m saying.”


He should have let the matter drop – he knew that – but there was something that made him persist. This was a symbolic rather than a real battle. What was at stake here was the principle of autonomy. Nicola did not have to accept Irene’s way of doing things; she had the right to move the breadbin around if she so wished.


“I don’t think,” he began, “that you should come down from Aberdeen and start going on about the breadbin the moment you set foot in the house.”


Irene glared at him. “May I remind you, Stuart: this is still my house. I may be located in Aberdeen at present, but I still live here, you know.”


“A funny sort of living,” Stuart muttered.


Irene would not let that pass. “Oh yes? And what do you mean by that, Stuart?”


“I mean that you now live in Aberdeen. You went there. I didn’t say to you Go and live in Aberdeen, did I? You went to Aberdeen because you wanted to be with that shrink. It was your decision. And that implied loss of control over any breadbin in Edinburgh.”


“Don’t be so ridiculous,” snapped Irene. “And don’t call Hugo a shrink. That’s a very demeaning word.”


“Well, that’s what he is, isn’t he?”


Irene sighed. “Listen, Stuart, I haven’t come down to Edinburgh to argue with you about matters in respect of which I am quite clearly right. I’ve come down to Edinburgh to see Bertie and Ulysses.”


Stuart made an effort to control himself. “All right. Ulysses is sleeping at the moment …”


“Good,” said Irene. “I’m pleased that at least something is being handled properly. His afternoon sleep is very important.”


Stuart ignored the implication that there was much else that was not being properly. He would let that pass because he knew, from experience, that arguments with Irene could go on for ever, were inevitably bitter, and were never won by anybody but Irene herself.


“And Bertie is with Ranald Braveheart Macpherson. They’re in his room – reading, I think.”


“Reading what?” asked Irene.


Stuart shrugged. “I don’t know. They go in there and play with trains and read. They like reading to one another – or Bertie does the reading because Ranald can’t exactly read yet.”


Irene was silent for a moment, and then said, “I thought you’d know what Bertie was reading. It could be something unsuitable, you know.”


“Unsuitable? Of course it won’t be. It’s probably that scouting book he’s so fond of.”


No sooner had he uttered these words than he realised that this was going to lead to trouble.


“Scouting book?” asked Irene. “You’re not letting him read that dreadful book I confiscated, are you? That Baden-Powell book?”


Stuart was defiant. “There’s nothing wrong with it. That’s the sort of thing that boys like to read.”


The effect of this was immediate. “Excuse me, Stuart, there is no such thing as what boys like to do. That sort of talk is no longer acceptable. It’s as simple as that – no longer acceptable.”


Stuart took a deep breath. “But that, I’m afraid, is just the way it is, Irene. You may not like it, but there are certain differences between boys and girls. They often have different interests.”


Irene closed her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” she said. “Not today, not after all the conversations that this country has had over gender.”


“Conversations?” said Stuart. “I thought a conversation implied the free exchange of ideas.”


“I shall ignore that,” said Irene icily. She moved towards the door. “I shall go and see Bertie. We can talk some other time, Stuart.”


She left the kitchen and walked across the hall to the door that led into Bertie’s room. “Knock, knock,” she said. “Guess who’s here, Bertie.”


The door opened and Bertie appeared. He stood still for a moment, and then rushed to embrace his mother.


“Bertissimo,” Irene whispered. “Bertissimo mio.” Then she added, “Have you been practising your Italian, darling?”


Bertie disengaged. “A bit. Not actually speaking it, Mummy, but thinking it – a bit.”


“That’s good,” said Irene.


“Granny says that French is more use than Italian,” said Bertie.


Irene ruffled his hair. “Does she now? I wonder why Nonna would say something like that.”


“She says it’s because Italian is a one-country language. She says that they speak French in other places too. She also says that Spanish is a good language to learn as there are lots of countries that speak it. Did you know that they speak Spanish in South America, Mummy? Did you know that?”


Irene said that she had heard this to be the case. “But it’s not just a question of how many people speak a language, Bertie,” she said. “It’s what the language represents. You and I know – don’t we, Bertie? – that the Italian language is the language of the Renaissance. The language of Petrarch and Dante, of Michelangelo and da Vinci – not that your granny has probably heard of them, but still.”


Irene went into Bertie’s room. She smiled at Ranald and asked him when he was going home.


“But can’t Ranald stay?” asked Bertie.


“We all get back to our own houses, Bertie,” said Irene. “Ranald’s house is over in Morningside or Church Hill or somewhere like that, Bertie. We mustn’t monopolise him.”


“When are you going to go back to Aberdeen?” asked Bertie. “I’m just asking, Mummy. You can stay as long as you like, of course, but I just wanted to know.”
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You Tattie-bogle


That night, while Irene conducted a lengthy telephone conversation with a friend from the Carl-Gustav Jung Drop-In Centre, Stuart put Bertie to bed. The ritual was always the same: with the main lights out and the room lit only by the glow of a small night-light, Stuart would ask Bertie about his day, listen to the reports of activities down amongst the children, as he thought of it, and then he would tell his son a story. That story did not have to be a new one: stories that had been repeated many times were still appreciated, even more so, perhaps, than those that were new. Like so many children, Bertie was, at heart, a traditionalist – in the broadest sense of the word: he did not want things to change. Which is perhaps not such a surprising position: the child, for whom all things are new, might be forgiven for not wanting to abandon that which is only recently experienced and, for the most part, found good – because anything better has not yet been experienced.


A few days earlier, Bertie had asked about kelpies. His interest had been piqued by a newspaper photograph he had seen of the great metal kelpie statues near Falkirk – towering horses’ heads that had become so popular. “Were there really any kelpies?” asked Bertie. And then answered himself with a further question, “They’re mythical, aren’t they?”


Stuart had been relieved. Kelpies were typical water spirits, and there were few water spirits that were consistently benign. From what he remembered of the Scottish folklore on the subject, kelpies were particularly unpleasant. If you unwittingly climbed on a kelpie’s back, you would be stuck there, unable to get off, and would in short order be taken into the water and drowned. Thereafter the kelpie would eat you. This, after all, was folklore, and folklore is generally not for the faint-hearted. In that respect, the kelpie barely differed from the sirens whose charms lured sailors onto the rocks. With sirens, one must avert one’s gaze to have any hope; but there was only one way in which the kelpie could be mastered, and that was by seizing their bridles. It was for this reason that the Clan MacGregor was said to possess a potent bridle, passed down from generation to generation, exclusively for use on troublesome kelpies.


Stuart was happy to allay his son’s concerns. “Kelpies definitely do not exist,” he said. “Nor do many of those other creatures people talk about, Bertie. There’s no need to worry.”


From his drowsy pillow, Bertie muttered, “And tattie-bogles, Daddy? What about tattie-bogles?”


Stuart smiled. He knew all about Scottish scarecrows. “Oh, they exist, Bertie. But they’re just tattie-bogles – nothing more. They can’t chase you or do any of the things in stories. You won’t find any tattie-bogles walking about.”


He remembered a poem he had learned as a child. Now it came back to him, dredged from the recesses of memory. It was by Willie Soutar, a bed-ridden Scottish poet who had had such a short life – a little longer than Robert Fergusson’s, but still curtailed. Now he recited it to Bertie:




The tattie-bogle wags his airms:


Caw! Caw! Caw!


He hasna onie banes or thairms:


Caw! Caw! Caw!


We corbies wha hae taken tent,


And wamphl’d round, and glower’d asklent,


Noo gang hame lauchin owre the bent:


Caw! Caw! Caw!





(The tattie-bogle wags his arms: Caw! Caw! Caw! / He hasn’t any bones or insides: Caw! Caw! Caw! / We crows have taken heed of this and flown around, and looked sideways at him, and now go home in fits of laughter over the moor: Caw! Caw! Caw!)


Bertie listened quietly, and then, his voice increasingly drowsy, he asked his father to recite the poem again. Stuart did so, and by the time he finished, he realised that the little boy was asleep. He gazed at him for a few minutes, fascinated by his son’s face in repose. There was such vulnerability, as there was in the face of any sleeper, although in the case of a child that vulnerability can surely break any heart. Could surely melt ilka heirt …


He thought of Willie Soutar’s poem. His English teacher at school – one of those inspiring teachers who can arouse a love of poetry in even the most sceptical of young people – had told them about Soutar, reading to them Douglas Young’s touching tribute to the young poet. Twenty year beddit, ran that poem, and nou the mort-claith … Twenty years confined to bed, and now the shroud … Was his life warth livan? Ay, siccar it was. He was eident, he was blye in Scotland’s cause …


He returned to the kitchen, where Irene was finishing her telephone call.


“We need to bring that up with the committee,” she was saying. “They have to face reality.”


Stuart stared at her. It was typical of Irene that she should be more concerned with the affairs of the Carl-Gustav Jung Drop-In Centre than with her own small son, that little boy with all his anxieties about kelpies and his thoughts of tattie-bogles. But there was no point in going into that now. There was no point in talking to Irene about anything, really, because she simply did not hear what you said to her. Everything was filtered through a belief system that excluded any opinions – or evidence – that she did not want to hear.


Irene tucked her telephone back into a pocket and looked expectantly at Stuart. “Well?” she said.


“Well, what?” Stuart countered.


“What are you up to, Stuart?”


Stuart gave a gesture that embraced the flat about them. “Running this place,” he said. “Getting Bertie to school in the morning. Taking Ulysses for his inoculations. Earning the money to pay for all this.” He wanted to add, “Using up my life in keeping our heads above water,” but he did not. Irene was quick to detect self-pity and Stuart did not want to give her any ammunition.


“Are you happy, Stuart?”


He thought for a moment before he answered. He could say that while he was not sure that he was as happy as he might be, he was certainly happier than he used to be. “Enough,” he said. “I’m happy enough, I suppose.”


Irene looked at him quizzically. “I suppose one gets accustomed to failure,” she said.


He said nothing.


“Ambition is not for everyone,” Irene continued. “There are those who want to get ahead, and those who are content with staying where they are.”


Stuart held her gaze. “I suppose you’re putting me in the second category. Division two.”


“If that’s where you see yourself,” said Irene. She paused, as if waiting for a mea culpa to emerge. “Surely you know in your heart of hearts that it doesn’t matter what you do or don’t do. Nobody much is going to notice it.”


Stuart bit his lip. She was a tattie-bogle – that’s what she was. A real tattie-bogle.


Now she lowered her voice. “I’d be most interested to hear if you’re seeing somebody, Stuart,” she said.


He looked at her. Why would she want to know that? Their marriage was over and he regarded himself as perfectly free to see somebody if he wanted to; and the same was true of Irene.


He affected surprise. Surely she could not know about his romance: it was far too recent, too discreet, to have registered with anybody whom Irene might know.


“I might be,” he said. “But I feel that we don’t need to inform one another of this sort of thing. There are no requirements, I would have thought, of full disclosure …”


Irene drew in her breath. “I take it that means yes,” she said.


“I didn’t say that,” protested Stuart.


Irene spoke as if ex cathedra. “Often what you don’t say is more important than what you say.” She paused. “Who is she?”


Stuart did not reply, and Irene moved on.


“I’ve made up your bed on the sofa,” she said.


He closed his eyes. She was the visitor; she should sleep there. She was the one who had left, and he saw no reason why she should now feel she could return and put him out of his bed.


The injustice of it, he thought, the sheer injustice.


“Tattie-bogle,” he whispered under his breath.


“What?” said Irene.
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More Than Anything Else in the World


On Monday morning Matthew planned to arrive at his gallery in Dundas Street earlier than usual. It was the day on which he would be hanging the paintings in his new exhibition, and he was single-handed; Pat, his part-time assistant, had an interview for another part-time job and would not be able to get into work until after lunch. The task of hanging was difficult enough with two people doing it – with one, it became even more demanding. And yet Matthew was looking forward to it: as he drove into town from Nine Mile Burn, he reflected on how fortunate he was to be doing a job that he loved so much, in an incomparably beautiful city, in a country that, for all its faults, was an interesting and kind place to live. Scotland was a kind place because people still worried about one another and believed in the good of community, and in a rough – and reassuring – equality too. Only read Robert Burns to understand what that is about.
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