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      [image: 1] ‘Gossip?’ asked Isabel Dalhousie, philosopher, wife, mother, and editor of the Review of Applied Ethics. With the first three of these roles she was unreservedly happy; the editorship, though, she would at times gladly have passed on to somebody else – at particularly stressful moments to anybody at all – except that there was nobody to take it on, or at least no one who would do it unpaid, without complaint, and with the enthusiasm and wit that Isabel devoted to it. All of which seemed to suggest that Isabel was the editor of the Review of Applied Ethics for life.

      She was sitting in the kitchen of her house in Edinburgh, a glass of chilled white wine on the table before her. It was a warm evening, at least by the standards applied in Scotland, where summer is sometimes no more than a promise, an aspiration. On the side of the glass small beads of condensation had appeared, some of which were now becoming tiny rivulets, hesitant at first but growing in confidence. Isabel had a tendency to get lost in her musings, and now the thought came to her that this was the way in which all rivers started: a single drop of water somewhere joined up with another and became something altogether more significant; as with the Ganges, for instance, from whose banks people still bathed in the hope of spiritual gain, indifferent to the coliform load of each drop of that lethal water. Or the Limpopo, the river so alliteratively described by Kipling as great, grey-green, and greasy, all set about with fever trees – though apparently it was not like that at all, she had been told by a friend who had actually seen it. ‘The Limpopo was somewhat sluggish,’ her friend had said. ‘There was no sign of grease, and it was more brown than green.’ But that was not the issue: what interested her was the observation that a large river starts with a tiny drop. There was a tipping point, it seemed, for everything: fame, fads, political careers – and water.

      On the other side of the kitchen, paging through a recipe book, undecided as yet as to what to cook for dinner that night, was her husband, Jamie: bassoonist, father, occasional composer, incidental tennis player, and, in the view of virtually every woman who ever met him, the perfect man. That last encomium was one Isabel herself readily would have bestowed, but only after a third or fourth meeting. When they’d first met, Isabel had been recovering from an uncomfortable divorce and was still wary of her ability to judge men. Some years earlier she had taken up with John Liamor, an Irishman she had met in Cambridge and whom she had then married, to the dismay of her father and just about all of her friends. They had seen what she had not, and over the next few years she learned what it was that she had missed.

      There had been another reason why Isabel might have been cautious of Jamie on first meeting: at that time he happened to be the boyfriend of Isabel’s niece, Cat, owner of a delicatessen a short walk from Isabel’s house. They may have been aunt and niece, but the age gap between Isabel and Cat was small enough for them sometimes to be taken for sisters. But there were limits to such sisterhood as existed between them, as they were very different characters. Both were sociable, but Cat was rather inclined to fall for people – particularly men – before she had any real chance of getting to know them properly. This meant that her boyfriends – of whom there had been a steady succession – tended to be chosen without adequate attention to compatibility. She liked handsome men, and also seemed to cultivate men about whom there was a slight whiff of danger. Isabel was far more cautious in her friendships, and tended to show a certain reticence before she opened up to a new acquaintance. Cat could at times be a bit moody, whereas Isabel usually made an effort to keep bleak feelings to herself. Cat was decisive – a useful quality when running a small business – whereas Isabel was inclined to worry about the pros and cons of any particular action. Isabel reflected on things before she acted; Cat acted and then – sometimes, but not always – reflected on what she had done. Isabel took the view that if one made a mistake, one should be careful not to make it again. Cat’s view of any mistakes she made was to regard them as water under the bridge and to move on as cheerfully as possible. Sometimes, of course, that meant she moved on to the next mistake rather than anywhere else.

      Cat’s life, then, was not an example of the examined life of which philosophers have long written; Isabel’s life, by contrast, was a life lived under a moral microscope. In their different ways, both these approaches worked for the two women. Both were happy with their lot; each felt that the other had the wrong approach to things, but tolerated the contrast. Sometimes, though, matters became fraught, and the relationship was tested in an uncomfortable way. That had happened with Jamie, Cat’s former boyfriend, and now Isabel’s husband.

      When Isabel was introduced to Jamie, she imagined that he must be just one more of Cat’s unsuitable boyfriends – as unreliable as he was good-looking. She was wrong; Jamie was quite unlike any of Cat’s previous men and it was perhaps for this reason that she ended her affair with him after they had been together for little more than a few months. Jamie, it seemed, was not what Cat was looking for. He was simply too safe. Not that Jamie was ever dull – far from it – but if you were somebody like Cat, looking for a man who had just a touch of wildness about him, then Jamie was not that. Jamie was decent – ‘heart-meltingly decent’, as one of Isabel’s friends had once described him. ‘And dishy,’ the same friend had added, ‘knee-weakeningly dishy.’

      After Cat had broken up with him, Isabel had continued to see Jamie, whom she had considered a friend. This friendship had in due course become something more, and Isabel and Jamie became lovers, and eventually spouses. Not surprisingly, Cat took this badly – with a complete lack of grace, in fact: no niece expects her cast-offs to be taken on by her aunt, and there ensued a period of chilled relations between the two women. The birth of Isabel’s son, Charlie, had made matters even worse, although eventually a thaw set in and Cat accepted the existence of Charlie – huffs can be demanding, even to the huffiest. What was more, Cat needed Isabel’s help in running her delicatessen and now Isabel regularly, and generously, provided cover over busy periods or when Cat was short-staffed.

      As for Jamie, willingness to cook was one of the qualities that made him the perfect man. He was versatile in his approach, perhaps a bit more adventurous than Isabel, and he had a particular appetite for vintage cookery books, of which he had built up quite a collection. That evening he had extracted a first edition of Julia Childs – signed by Julia herself to one of Isabel’s American aunts in Mobile, Alabama, and passed on years earlier as a special birthday present. He was planning a chicken dish, and was taking an inventory of ingredients before he embarked on the recipe.

      They were by themselves, enjoying that blissful period of calm so familiar to parents when the children have been put to bed, the scattered toys rounded up and put away, and quiet reigns in the house. Both Charlie and his younger brother Magnus were now asleep, each broadcasting, from their separate monitors, a reassuring sound of breathing, punctuated by occasional snuffles, into the kitchen. Charlie had taken some time to settle, insisting on the re-reading of a book that Isabel had found in the Morningside Library. She rather wished she had left the book there on the library shelf; there was a tiger in this book, and he had no discernible redeeming qualities. He was fortunate, she felt, to avoid the fate of the tigers she remembered from her own childhood reading of a book now suppressed for reasons unconnected with tigers, but that had entailed the transformation of encircling tigers into ghee, Indian butter. As a small girl she had loved that ending, and had imagined that the fate of being turned into butter might be extended to other threatening creatures or even people. In fact, one might even have a ‘butter list’ of such persons, who, even if they saw their names on it, would be unaware of what it entailed. Having an enemies list was too overt, as more than one politician has discovered: the existence of an enemies list could be embarrassing if it fell into the hands of the press – or a fortiori into those of the enemies it listed; a butter list, by contrast, would attract no adverse attention.

      Jamie looked up from his recipe book. ‘Gossip?’

      Isabel took a sip of her wine. The glass was cold to the touch; she liked that. ‘Yes, I was wondering what you thought of gossip.’

      Jamie smiled; he was used to Isabel’s non sequiturs. ‘That’s an odd question, don’t you think?’

      She shook her head. ‘Not really. Gossip is a pretty important subject, even if gossip itself is about things that aren’t all that significant.’ She paused, before adding, ‘If you see what I mean.’

      He laid aside Julia Childs, marking his place in the book with a small sprig of parsley. ‘If you’re interested in gossip,’ he said, ‘have you met that woman who’s just started taking her son to Charlie’s nursery? The little boy’s called Basil. He’s got freckles.’

      Isabel and Jamie shared the task of taking Charlie to nursery school, and they knew most, if not all, of the other parents.

      Isabel thought. There had been a freckled child, but she had not taken much notice of him. And the mother? She wasn’t sure. ‘I think I’ve seen the child. I don’t know about her, though. What’s her name?’

      ‘Patricia. She’s Irish. Rather tall. She wears her hair piled up at the back of her head, like Princess Anne. It wouldn’t suit everybody, but it looks good on her. She’s a musician, actually. Viola.’

      ‘Oh, yes, I think so… Have you worked with her?’

      Jamie nodded. ‘Yes. She stood in for Robbie the other day. The usual thing.’ Robbie was the viola player in Jamie’s regular ensemble. He had a reputation for calling off engagements at the last minute for reasons connected with a complicated, and unfathomable, love life.

      ‘Is that it? Is that the gossip?’

      Jamie hesitated. ‘That boy – Basil – is the son of Basil Phelps.’

      ‘Basil Phelps the organist?’ Two weeks earlier, they had both gone to hear Phelps play Messiaen at a concert in one of the city’s large churches, and had talked to him briefly afterwards. He was a slender man with piercing blue eyes – eyes alight with intelligence.

      ‘Yes. The gossip is that she had an affair with him. They say he didn’t want the baby – she did.’

      Isabel winced. ‘Awkward.’

      ‘Very,’ said Jamie. ‘They split up over it. It became acrimonious. She then went and had the baby and called him after his father, although he didn’t want anybody to know about it.’ He paused. ‘He – Basil Senior – plays the organ at a church over on the other side of town. She took Basil Junior to be baptised there during the Sunday service the other day. Basil Senior wasn’t told – and he was on duty playing the organ when the son he’s had nothing to do with was brought up to the font and introduced to the congregation.’

      ‘Oh no…’

      ‘Just imagine the scene. The minister always holds up the child to show to the congregation. So he held up this one and said: “This child we welcome today is Basil Phelps.”’

      Isabel gasped. Public humiliation could be very cruel, but if men refused to shoulder their responsibilities…

      Jamie agreed. ‘Why should she be the one to pay all the bills?’ said Jamie. ‘He should know what children cost.’

      Isabel thought of what lay ahead for the child: how would he feel about a father who refused to acknowledge him? She had read recently of the experience of adopted people using their legal right to discover the identity of their biological parents. It was not uncommon for them to be rebuffed. One woman she heard about had found her mother and been given a half-hour appointment to meet her. ‘I’m dreadfully busy,’ the woman had said, which was worse, in a way, than a flat refusal to meet.

      Jamie picked up Julia Childs once more. ‘You started the conversation,’ he said. ‘But I’m not sure if I feel entirely comfortable telling you that story. It’s gossip, isn’t it?’ He found his recipe and extracted the sprig of parsley. ‘In fact, I’m sorry I mentioned it.’

      Isabel understood. ‘You feel a bit guilty about it? As if you’re taking pleasure in tittle-tattle?’

      ‘I suppose so.’ He paused. ‘But you did ask, didn’t you?’

      She explained herself. ‘I’ve been reading about gossip. There’s a book about vices that we’re going to review. It has a chapter on gossip – how it’s a form of social grooming – glue to hold groups together. Gossip also plays a big part in friendships, we’re told.’

      ‘Some of it might,’ said Jamie. ‘Innocent gossip, perhaps. That’s all about who’s been doing what. Who’s going out with whom. That sort of thing.’ He wondered about the book. ‘What are the other vices?’

      ‘There’s an interesting discussion of snobbery.’

      ‘Which everyone agrees is a vice,’ said Jamie.

      ‘Of course. But, come to think of it, what exactly is snobbery?’

      Jamie put down Julia Childs again. It was difficult to plan a recipe at the same time as talking about the sorts of issues that Isabel chose to discuss.

      ‘I suppose it’s treating somebody as inferior,’ he said. ‘Looking down on people. Or looking down on things, too. Musical snobbery’s alive and well.’

      ‘So, what do you think?’ asked Isabel. ‘I mean you, personally? You bring up musical snobbery: what do you think of a teenager who knows four guitar chords and calls himself a musician?’

      Jamie laughed. ‘There are plenty of those. Some would-be guitarists know only three.’

      ‘And what do you think of them?’

      ‘They’re harmless enough,’ said Jamie.

      Isabel pressed the point. ‘But what about somebody who said of such a person’s music, “It’s worthless rubbish”?’

      Jamie grinned. ‘I’d say they had it about right.’

      ‘And that’s not being snobbish?’

      He shook his head. ‘No, because it is worthless rubbish. Speaking the truth is not being snobbish – not at all.’

      ‘And what about somebody who’s crude and vulgar? Let’s say a man who makes derogatory, insulting remarks about women. Would you look down on somebody like that?’

      Jamie was not sure about looking down. ‘I wouldn’t actually look down on him – but I’d not think much of him.’ He frowned. ‘There is a difference, I think.’

      ‘And that’s not being snobbish?’ asked Isabel.

      Jamie felt more confident now. Being philosophical, he decided, was not as hard as it sounded; all that it required was clarity… and common sense. ‘No, not really. After all, we have to disapprove sometimes or we wouldn’t be able to distinguish between those who are… well, frankly, bad, and those who aren’t. We wouldn’t be able to distinguish between Attila the Hun, and people like that, and… St Francis of Assisi.’

      Isabel smiled. ‘Who exactly was Attila the Hun?’ she asked.

      Jamie looked puzzled. ‘He was… well, he was this… well, I suppose he was some sort of Hun – whoever they were. I think he was into rape and pillage.’

      ‘In a big way?’

      Jamie nodded. ‘Oh, a very big way. That’s why he’s become a sort of gold standard for dreadfulness.’

      ‘Along with Tamburlaine and Genghis Khan?’

      Isabel thought for a moment. She realised that she herself knew very little about Attila. What were his dates? Fourth century? Fifth? Was there anything to be said in his favour? Sometimes tyrants introduced enlightened codes of law or encouraged the arts, or even built enduring buildings. Might Attila complain, ‘Nobody seems to remember the sonnets I wrote’? She recalled that famous crossword clue – her favourite, in fact – the anagram used by Auden in one of his poems: He conquers all, a nubile tram. A nubile tram: absurdity was the quiddity by which an anagram was identified – though one should never judge people by their anagrams, the letters of Isabel Dalhousie themselves resolving unflatteringly into hideous bile alas. A nubile tram was obviously Tamburlaine, an emperor who, after all, numbered intellectual pursuits amongst his interests – along with wide-scale conquest, of course.

      Jamie sighed. ‘I really must concentrate on dinner – if you want to eat this evening.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Isabel. ‘Chicken Tamburlaine. That sounds quite credible, doesn’t it? Omelette Genghis.’

      ‘I think I’ll stick to Julia,’ said Jamie.

      That night, as she waited to drop off to sleep, Isabel thought about Patricia and the boy with freckles. She saw them alone in a small flat, sparsely furnished, a bit chilly perhaps, waiting for their life to become better. Jamie’s words came back to her: This child we welcome today is Basil Phelps. Suddenly she wanted to do something for Basil Phelps. But she was not sure what it could be, nor why she felt she had to do it. Basil Phelps, she whispered drowsily; and Jamie, asleep before her, stirred slightly in his sleep, his head upon the pillow, his hair slightly curled, as if painted by Raphael.
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      [image: 2] Isabel spent the following morning editing. She had been released from childcare by Grace, whose job had changed since the birth of Magnus. Prior to that, she had still considered herself a housekeeper who occasionally helped out with Charlie. When Magnus arrived, though, she did less and less house cleaning and had correspondingly more to do with the baby. Nothing was said formally, but Isabel had recognised the shift in roles by increasing Grace’s salary. This was generous enough; Grace had been employed by Isabel’s father and Isabel accepted the duty incumbent on her to look after a family retainer. She did not really need a housekeeper, and would not have chosen to find one had Grace not simply come with the house, so to speak; but Grace was there, and expected to be kept on. Isabel did not argue, and now, with Magnus to cope with, she was relieved to have her. Isabel’s job – editing the Review of Applied Ethics – was really a full-time one; she needed support in the house. Grace loved children and was only too happy to oblige, but it did mean that the house had become progressively untidier and, in its remoter and less accessible corners, more in need of cleaning. Jamie agreed: a cleaner would need to be employed; willing as he was to do his share of the household tasks, he was too busy with his career – playing the bassoon and teaching it too – to be able to spend much time wielding the vacuum cleaner.

      The printer’s deadline for the next issue of the Review of Applied Ethics was fast approaching and something had gone awry with the footnotes in one of the articles. This could be remedied by comparing the copy-edited version with the author’s original – a straightforward enough process normally, but now made more complicated by the fact that the original file appeared to have been corrupted. Electronics made editorial work a great deal easier in some respects, but in others it had introduced new ways for things to go wrong. The old certainties of typescript, of pen and ink, of queries pencilled in along the margins, had been replaced by computer files that usually worked but could be subverted by a tired user pressing the wrong key late at night. Hours of effort might be hidden or even deleted by such a mistake, and not every program had the forgiveness necessary to allow one to undo what had been done.

      The forgiveness of machines, thought Isabel, and the phrase triggered an idea. There had been plenty of discussion amongst philosophers of the ethics of robotics – about how we treated robots, and they us. Human-like robots were already with us, and could be abused and mistreated – or loved. But did it matter what people did to them? Could one be cruel to a machine, even one as clever and as life-like as a robot? Or were human–robot relationships an entirely private matter, beyond any moral evaluation? Nasty people would be nasty to their robots, and nice people would be nice to them. Nothing changes.

      Isabel’s Review had already ventured into that territory with several articles. There had been ‘My lover, my robot’, by an Australian professor of machine intelligence, who felt that what went on between a robot and a human behind closed doors was no business of anybody else. That had drawn a response in the shape of a paper entitled ‘As you are to a robot, so you are to persons’, by a firm Kantian from the Free University of Berlin. ‘Killing a robot of human appearance makes a person a killer in his heart,’ wrote this author. ‘Such an act – along with any other act of contempt for the robot – discloses a mindset of contempt for humanity in general. If you can plunge a knife into the breast of what looks and acts like a human, then might you not do the same with a real, living and breathing being? Morally speaking, you are just as vicious in your attitude.’ But were you? Isabel had disagreed with this – she thought that there was a real distinction, based on actual harm, but she understood the author’s point of view and she was glad, after all, that such morally scrupulous people existed. It was the same with fiction: the suffering of people in books was not real suffering, but the tears we might shed for them were real enough, and that said something about the ethics of fiction. An author who subjected a fictional character to cruel treatment, and then showed no sympathy, would soon incur the disapproval of readers.

      There had been no discussion yet – in the Review, at least – of the issue of how robots might treat us: the reverse side of the coin. A special issue of the Review could be dedicated to the question of whether robots would be capable of understanding human limitations, of showing mercy, of bending rules that seemed too harsh for the circumstances. She thought they would not; already there was a big difference between a computer and a clerk. Human clerks forgave, might understand a spelling error, might work out what you meant; computers tended not to do that, and what were robots if not computers with arms and legs? There were no excuses in the robotic world – only algorithms.

      It took her several hours to deal with the problem of the corrupted footnotes. By the time she had finished, Grace was at the door asking whether she should collect Charlie from nursery school.

      ‘You look far too busy,’ said Grace, pointing to the papers on Isabel’s desk. ‘Why don’t I go?’

      Isabel thanked her, but explained that she had finished and was looking forward to the walk around the corner to the nursery. There was another reason, too; the story Jamie had told her the previous evening had intrigued her as much as it had shocked her and she wanted to take a closer look at Basil Phelps and his mother, Patricia.

      She set off early, although the nursery school was only a block away. Parents often arrived ten minutes or so before the end of the school day and would chat to one another before the doors opened and the children streamed out. It was the equivalent of the old parish pump, thought Isabel: people had traditionally exchanged news and views while drawing water for their households. All the business of a village could be transacted at the parish pump: feuds mended, understandings reached, marriages arranged – there was nothing that could not be transacted by neighbours. The parish pump, she reflected, was also the way typhoid and cholera spread.

      There were two fathers already there when she arrived. Isabel knew both of them slightly, but did not interrupt their conversation. Instead, she parked herself on a bench the nursery had provided for waiting parents and from there surveyed the small front garden created by the owners of the nursery. The children had decorated this with coloured stones they had painted themselves – these were bright red and yellow against the surrounding greenery.

      Her eyes were half closed. The warm weather had continued and the air was languid and unmoving, making it a day for doing exactly what she was doing – sitting on a bench, looking at the world, allowing time to slip through her fingers. From the corner of her eye, she became aware that two other people had arrived at the same time: a woman who was the mother of one of Charlie’s particular friends at nursery – a rather discouraged-looking woman whose second child was in the pushchair she brought with her – and Patricia.

      Isabel looked up. Patricia had not come into the garden, but was standing just outside the gate. The two fathers standing nearby had nodded a greeting to her but were continuing with their private discussion; one was demonstrating something with his hands – an exaggerated chopping motion, as if he were talking about an obscure martial art.

      Isabel rose from the bench and made her way over to join Patricia.

      ‘You’re Basil’s mother, aren’t you?’

      Patricia turned round and smiled. ‘Yes, I am. And you’re…’

      ‘Charlie’s.’

      ‘Of course. Basil said something about Charlie the other day. I think they’ve played together.’

      Isabel shot a discreet glance at Patricia. She was an attractive woman, rather tall, with the hairstyle that Jamie had mentioned. Isabel recognised her colouring as what she thought of as typically Irish: the pale, almost translucent skin, the green-grey eyes. Isabel found herself thinking of a phrase from Homer’s Odyssey – Athena, in her many forms, was always described as the grey-eyed goddess. This was Athena. And Homer’s sea was the wine-dark sea; the wine dark sea.

      Behind them, the doors opened and the children emerged. There were squeals and there was chatter. Isabel saw Charlie holding something that he’d obviously made – a papier mâché object painted, like the stones in the garden, in vivid primary colours. One could never guess what such creations were – in much the same way that one could never guess what some contemporary sculpture represented. (‘Nothing,’ a sculptor might say; ‘that’s the whole point. It’s not representational at all.’)

      She saw the little boy with freckles. He ran towards his mother and wrapped his arms around her legs. Patricia looked up, caught Isabel’s eye, and smiled. On impulse, Isabel said, ‘I live just round the corner – would you like to drop in for a cup of tea? The boys could play.’

      Charlie was now thrusting his artistic efforts at her, and she did not hear Patricia’s reply.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Isabel. ‘I was distracted.’

      ‘I said thank you – I’d love to.’ She reached into a pocket of the lightweight jacket she was wearing. ‘I’ll just have to make a quick call.’

      Isabel had not intended to invite her there and then; it had been an invitation to drop in some time, although she had not said that. It was too late now to explain that she had been planning to finish her editing. That would have to wait.

      Patricia spoke briefly into her phone. ‘Something’s cropped up,’ she muttered to the caller. ‘Phone me later, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘We could make it some other time,’ offered Isabel. ‘Any time, really.’

      ‘No, that’s fine,’ said Patricia, reaching for Basil’s hand. ‘Come on, sweetie, you’re going to play at Charlie’s house.’

      Basil struggled to escape.

      ‘It’ll be fun,’ said Isabel, leaning down to smile at Basil. ‘Charlie has lots of toys.’

      Basil looked at her suspiciously. She noticed how freckled he was – like a scone dotted with light raisins, she thought. A spotted child.

      ‘Come on, Basil darling,’ said Patricia, taking hold of the child’s hand once more. She shot Isabel an apologetic glance.

      ‘Oh, I know all about resistance,’ said Isabel. ‘We had a little episode the other day…’ She glanced to see if Charlie was listening, but he was busy struggling to do up the catch on his lunch box. ‘We went to the doctor and…’ She looked again at Charlie. ‘And we kicked him, I’m afraid. I felt so embarrassed.’

      Patricia laughed. ‘Basil bit the dentist. It was at his first check-up, and he sank his teeth into the dentist’s fingers. She had to prise his jaws apart to get them out. She was so good about it.’

      ‘I suppose that’s an occupational risk for dentists,’ said Isabel. ‘Charlie occasionally bites. Not often, but now and then he’ll give you a little nip.’

      The children gathered up, they began to walk back towards Isabel’s house, barely five minutes away. Isabel noticed that Patricia was looking at the houses as they passed, and she felt a momentary embarrassment. These were well-set Victorian villas, tucked away in gardens, surrounded by trees. Everything about them was expensive, even if there was nothing ostentatious in their appearance. Discretion reigned here; there was no flaunting of wealth, and yet to live here was out of reach of most; a house in Isabel’s street would cost as much as several flats put together. She winced at the thought. Her instincts were egalitarian – as the instincts of most Scots were – but the facts of her situation were inescapable: she had more than others – considerably more.

      ‘I’ve walked down this street before,’ said Patricia. ‘I love leafy places like this.’

      The trees, thought Isabel – the trees at least are free. ‘I was brought up here,’ she said, as if in explanation; why, she thought, should one apologise for where life placed you? ‘It was my parents’ house.’

      She wondered why that should make a difference. If you lived in a house your parents lived in, then you would not have had to buy it. But the house itself represented inherited wealth, and in some eyes, that was somehow tainted.

      ‘You’re lucky,’ said Patricia.

      That was precisely it, thought Isabel. Luck. It was luck that her mother – her ‘sainted American mother’ as she called her – had happened to have inherited an interest in the Louisiana Land Company, and that this had filtered down to Isabel. That was pure luck, as was all inheritance, genetic or financial. You were lucky if you had regular features, or a dimple in the right place, or a fine brow. That was just the result of a particular pattern of repeats in a sequence of DNA, an instruction somewhere in that long code that made you what you were. There were only four letters in the code, yet the order in which they followed one another determined everything, or just about everything. There was still a small role for individual effort, but even then you could argue that people would only make an effort to change their fate if their DNA endowed them with the ability to do so.

      She looked down at Basil, walking hesitantly beside Charlie, who was eyeing him up as a possible friend. She saw the freckles. Somewhere in the little boy’s DNA there was an instruction – added, perhaps, as an afterthought: oh, and on the skin there will be little blotches of pigment (appealing; ginger), just a fraction of an inch apart – but just on the face and perhaps the shoulders. What accident lay behind such a precise chemical instruction, unless, of course, there lay an intelligence… That was another matter – not one to be thought about as she walked down the street with a stranger she had only a few minutes ago inadvertently invited to tea.
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      ‘I’ll look after the wee ones,’ she said, grabbing Charlie’s hand. And to Basil she said, ‘Who are you, young fellow?’

      Basil was initially tongue-tied, but on maternal prompting managed to answer, ‘Basil.’

      ‘Good, well come with me, Charlie and Basil. We’ll find something to build.’

      ‘A fort,’ shouted Charlie.

      Basil looked puzzled for a moment. Then he, too, shouted ‘Fort!’

      ‘A fort it will be,’ said Grace.

      Isabel smiled. Grace’s manner with children was such that they complied. There was only one word for it: compliance, and Isabel, acknowledging it, felt slightly envious – as any parent accustomed to asking numerous times for things to be done would feel.

      She led Patricia into the garden room – a room that looked out over the lawn to the high stone wall bounding the back garden. Against this wall Isabel had encouraged fruit trees to grow in candelabra style: apple trees, figs, a couple of pears.

      Patricia went to the door, which was ajar, and looked out. ‘You wouldn’t think we were in a city…’ She left the sentence unfinished. ‘So much work.’

      At first Isabel said nothing. But then, ‘We have help. There’s a man who comes for a couple of hours a week. He does three gardens in this street.’

      She could not take credit for the garden, but she did not want to create the impression that she was attended on all sides by staff. Grace had looked after her father and had simply stayed on; George, the gardener, tended over fifteen gardens in the area and was paid by the hour.

      She thought: I don’t have to justify myself. I support a lot of causes; I give my money away; I don’t indulge myself. I vote for people who support public goods. She stopped. Self-justification was tedious and usually rang hollow.

      ‘You’re very lucky,’ said Patricia. It was the second time she had said this.

      ‘Yes,’ said Isabel, adding, quite forcefully, ‘And I know it.’

      Patricia glanced at her, and Isabel realised that her response had possibly sounded sharp. She changed the subject and asked how Basil was settling in at the nursery.

      ‘He loves it,’ said Patricia. ‘He wakes up at six, regular as clockwork, and says, “Time for nursery.”’

      Isabel laughed. ‘Charlie needs no persuading either.’

      Patricia sat down while Isabel went off to make tea. After she returned with the tea things, for a few moments there was silence, as if they were both assessing the tenor of the forthcoming conversation. Then Isabel said, ‘You’re by yourself, I’ve heard.’

      It was a potentially awkward question, but Patricia seemed happy to answer. ‘Yes. I’m a single mother.’

      ‘I can imagine that it’s…’

      Patricia took over. ‘Hard? Well, yes, it is – some of the time. Childcare’s the big issue, particularly if you’re working. What do you do? I’m lucky – I have a cousin who lives in Edinburgh. She doesn’t work – her husband’s an offshore engineer and he has an odd schedule. They’ve tried for kids but…’ She shrugged.

      ‘She must love Basil.’

      ‘She can’t see enough of him. I just have to lift the phone.’

      Isabel remarked that this must make life much easier. ‘I’ve heard that you’re a musician. Jamie – my husband – said he’d —’

      ‘We’ve worked together occasionally. I stand in for one of the ensemble.’ She paused. ‘Basil’s father’s a musician too. You probably know him – everyone seems to.’

      Isabel nodded. ‘Not very well, though.’

      Patricia was watching her. Her tone, now, was more guarded. ‘I’m afraid he doesn’t see Basil. I tried, but…’

      ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘He does support him, though,’ continued Patricia. ‘Financially, that is. I’ll give him that.’

      Isabel was keen to move the conversation on. They talked about the nursery school and the new assistant who had started work there the previous week. They talked about early musical education – Basil was already learning violin according to the Suzuki method. They discussed the age at which the recorder could be started – Patricia suggested that three was not too early: the soprano recorder was small enough for their little fingers, she thought, and they would pick it up quickly enough if they had a good ear. They talked about Ireland, about where Patricia had come from in Dublin, and this somehow led on to the decline of the power of the Catholic Church in Ireland.

      ‘The Church asked for it,’ said Patricia. ‘They wanted to keep an iron grip on education. They set out to exclude everybody else, including the Irish state itself. So the state ended up entrusting Ireland’s children to organisations that were riddled with distorted, unhappy people. Made unhappy because they themselves were made to suppress their natural instincts.’

      Isabel shook her head. ‘How did it happen?’

      Patricia did not answer the question. ‘They locked young women away, you know. Committed them to psychiatric institutions – or places that purported to be psychiatric institutions.’

      ‘I’ve heard of that.’

      ‘My mother’s sister – my aunt – was one of them, you know. She was effectively locked up for five years because she became pregnant at the age of sixteen. They didn’t punish the boys, of course. My aunt never recovered. She was on the verge of tears for the rest of her life.’

      ‘But it’s a different country now, isn’t it?’ said Isabel. ‘All that’s over.’

      ‘Yes. The Church’s power drained away like… like snow off a hillside. It just went. Those men in their clerical collars, those bishops, they just folded up when people stood up to them and started to talk about what they’d suffered at the hands of various nuns and brothers.’

      ‘All those ruined lives,’ said Isabel.

      ‘And I must say that I’m pleased to be out of it,’ Patricia continued. ‘Sure, I’m fond of the usual things about Ireland, but I’m pleased not to be living there, and instead bringing up Basil in a country that doesn’t have such a long history of murderous hatreds.’

      Isabel looked thoughtful. ‘Murderous hatreds… yes, but didn’t we – the British, that is – create so many of those? Look at the way Queen Elizabeth – the original one – treated Ireland. We stole their land. Did our best to crush them. Who can blame the Irish for resenting British colonialism? I don’t think I can.’

      Patricia sighed. ‘Oh, of course – the past, the past… But Ireland’s had almost one hundred years of freedom. And what have they done with it? Allowed themselves to be treated as a theocracy for a good part of that. That was de Valera for you. Signed over control of their lives to a religious hierarchy run by embittered men with a lot of hang-ups about practically everything? Allowed gunmen to pursue their agenda while the state turned a blind eye? Then spent European Union money with gusto.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know —’

      Patricia cut her short. ‘Well, I do. I feel ashamed of my country. There’s the small matter of the Second World War. Where were we then? I learned an odd version at school in Dublin. They explained that we were neutral and did not want to get involved in England’s wars. Great. So while the Nazis were overrunning Europe, whose side were we on? Don’t ask that question.’

      ‘Plenty of Irish people fought…’

      ‘Oh yes, as individuals. There were volunteers, all right. And even deserters from the Irish army who went over to help the British. But the Irish state? Who signed the condolence book in the German embassy in Dublin when Hitler died? De Valera himself. Him again. Can you believe it? Condolences. And even after the war, he never once admitted that the Allied cause was just. Maybe he didn’t see the photographs of Belsen and places like that.’ She paused. ‘The Catholic Church taught us to be hypocrites and boy, were we good at it.’

      Isabel felt uncomfortable. ‘Didn’t the Irish government apologise a few years back?’

      Patricia was dismissive. ‘Eventually. They pardoned the men who had fled the Irish army to fight with the Allies – most of them were dead anyway. The Minister of Defence made a big speech. He said that our failure to do anything in the face of the Holocaust amounted to moral bankruptcy – I think those were his words. But rather late, I thought.’

      There was an anger in Patricia’s voice that disturbed her. And yet, Isabel wondered, should it? The problem with living in Edinburgh was that it was so rational, so considered. Edinburgh had never been oppressed in the way that other places had been; there was no inheritance of resentment.

      ‘So, you’re going to bring Basil up as Scottish?’

      Patricia nodded. ‘Looks like it.’

      ‘I suppose he’s half Scottish, anyway.’

      Patricia looked away – just for an instant. Then she turned to face Isabel again. ‘I’m sorry if I sound strident,’ she said. ‘You pressed a particular button there when you started talking about Ireland. I can’t help myself – it all wells up, all of it, and I know it can sound as if I see only one side of it.’

      Isabel was quick to reassure her. ‘One need not apologise for feeling strongly about something. What did Yeats write in that poem of his? About the best lacking all conviction?’

      Patricia made a dismissive gesture. ‘Oh, Yeats was part of all that flim-flam – that romantic rubbish. I’ve no time for Yeats.’

      ‘None at all?’

      She looked a bit sheepish. ‘Well, very little.’

      From within the house there came the sound of high-pitched shouting. ‘They’re enjoying themselves,’ said Isabel.

      ‘I’ll have to be going before too long,’ said Patricia. ‘My cousin’s coming to the house. I have to play in Glasgow tonight and so she’s looking after Basil.’ She looked at her watch. Isabel noticed that it was made of rose gold; it was not inexpensive.

      ‘Basil will be very welcome to come again.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Patricia. ‘And perhaps Charlie will come to us.’

      ‘I’m sure he’d like that very much,’ said Isabel.

      ‘We live in Albert Terrace,’ said Patricia.

      Isabel struggled to disguise her surprise. Albert Terrace, which was only ten minutes’ walk away, was an address that might be thought to be out of the reach of a struggling single mother.

      Isabel thought that Patricia noticed her reaction.

      ‘My parents had a house in Dublin,’ she explained. ‘They gave it to me when they went to live in Donegal. You know how expensive Dublin is. I sold it and bought Albert Terrace outright.’

      ‘It’s very convenient for the nursery,’ said Isabel, embarrassed.

      ‘There are any number of single mothers worse off than me,’ said Patricia. She hesitated, and then continued, ‘I don’t need people to pity me.’

      Isabel struggled. ‘Oh, I wasn’t pitying you. Of course I wasn’t.’

      Patricia rose to leave. ‘Tomorrow? Would he like to come tomorrow?’

      Isabel felt that she was being rushed. The invitation to tea had been accepted with alacrity, and now the return visit was already being proposed. Was this spontaneous hospitality an Irish trait?

      ‘Of course, if you’re too busy…’ said Patricia.

      ‘No, I’m not,’ said Isabel. She felt vaguely irritated at the thought of being tied down with this invitation. ‘I’ll bring him round. Same time? After nursery?’

      ‘That would be fine.’

      Grace appeared with the two boys. ‘They were asking where you were,’ she said. ‘But they seem happy enough to go on playing together.’

      ‘Tomorrow,’ said Isabel. It occurred to her that Grace was a convenient solution. ‘In fact, would you be able to take Charlie to Basil’s house, Grace? I’ve just remembered I have some work to do.’ It was, strictly speaking, true; she had just remembered the book on vices. She was going to review that herself and the following afternoon would be the time to do it.

      It was just the sort of commitment that Grace liked. She was inquisitive by nature, and there was nothing she liked more than seeing the inside of other people’s houses.

      Isabel turned to Patricia. ‘Is that all right with you? May Grace come in my stead?’
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