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‘Saturday evening,’ remarked Isabel Dalhousie. ‘A time for the burning of ears.’

Guy Peploe, seated opposite her in the back neuk at Glass & Thompson’s café, looked at her blankly. Isabel was given to making puzzling pronouncements — he knew that, and did not mind — but this one, he thought, was unusually Delphic.

He stirred his coffee. ‘I’m not quite with you, Isabel. Not quite. Burning ears?’

She smiled. She had not intended to be opaque and it was Guy, after all, who had brought up the subject of Saturday evenings; she was merely picking up on the theme. He had mentioned an opening he had attended last Saturday, a show featuring a Scottish realist painter who had been ignored in his lifetime but who was now lauded as a genius. Everybody had been there; which meant, he said with a laugh, everybody who went to Saturday-evening openings at galleries. The remaining four hundred and eighty thousand people who lived in Edinburgh and its immediate environs had presumably been doing something else.

That had triggered Isabel’s remark about burning ears, which she now went on to explain. ‘What I meant is that on a Saturday evening,’ she said, ‘there are always a number of dinner parties in Edinburgh. The same people go to dinner with the same people. Backwards and forwards. And what do they talk about on these occasions?’

‘Those who aren’t there?’ suggested Guy.

Isabel agreed. ‘Exactly. And there are certain people who are talked about a lot. This is not a particularly big pond, you know. In some ways it’s a village.’

Guy nodded. ‘All cities have their villages,’ he said. ‘Even the big ones. London claims to be full of them. New York, too.’

‘But New York has a village,’ said Isabel. ‘It’s called The Village. Which is helpful, I suppose.’

Guy laughed; Isabel’s wry comments, dropped as asides, could seem so arresting even if, when you analysed them, it was hard to say why: this was an example. There was nothing exceptional about what she had said — not on the face of it - but the comment about helpfulness tripped one up.

‘Of course,’ Isabel continued, ‘to use the definite article about one’s village demonstrates — how should one put it? — a good conceit of oneself. That clan chief called The MacGregor: does he correct people who call him a MacGregor? Would he have to say “No, The MacGregor, please”?’

‘I’m sure he wouldn’t,’ said Guy. ‘People like that are usually very modest. If you’ve been on the go for five hundred years, you’re usually fairly low key about it.’

Isabel thought that was quite true. She knew a Nobel laureate who referred to ‘a little prize they were once kind enough to give me — totally undeserved, of course’. That took some doing, and some strength of character too; how many of us, she  wondered, would hide a Nobel prize under our bushel? Her friend had heard the news, she remembered his telling her, through a message left on his telephone answering machine.  This is the Nobel Committee in Stockholm and we are delighted to inform you that you have been awarded the Nobel Prize this year for . . .


But there was something else to be said about MacGregors. ‘You do know that their name was interdicted?’ she said. ‘James the Sixth, I’m afraid, reacted rather harshly to some bit of bad behaviour by the MacGregors and made their name illegal. It’s an odd notion, don’t you think? Making a name illegal. They had to start calling themselves things like Murray and so on.’

Guy knew that. Isabel had spoken about it before; she often brought up the Stuarts, for some reason that completely escaped him. People had their historical enthusiasms, he supposed, and the Stuarts were not exactly a tedious dynasty. It might have been better, he thought, if they had been; better for them, that is.

‘Mind you,’ said Isabel, ‘it has to be said that James the Sixth was a somewhat miserable piece of work. I’ve tried to like the later Stuarts, you know, but I have to say it’s an effort. Charles the First was such a weak and self-indulged man, and by the time we get to Bonnie Prince Charlie the genes had gone pretty bad. James the Sixth, I suppose, was far brighter than most of them, but he must have been rather difficult company much of the time. Interesting, though: gay kings usually are.’

‘Didn’t he have a wretched childhood?’ said Guy. ‘That’s sometimes an excuse, isn’t it? The fact that one has had an awful time as a child can explain so much, can’t it.’

Isabel reached for her cup of coffee. ‘Does it? I wonder. I  think that there’s a case for putting your early years behind you. Plenty of people have done that. They grow up and then draw a line.’

Guy considered this. ‘Yet the early years won’t necessarily go away. If you’re desperately unhappy when you’re young, aren’t you damaged goods?’

Isabel was prepared to concede this of James VI. ‘He had that awful tutor, that Buchanan man, who intimidated him.’

Guy nodded. ‘An inhumane humanist. Very grim.’

‘And James,’ Isabel continued, ‘was brought up in such a loveless atmosphere. A major case of maternal deprivation. Then his mother had her head chopped off, we must remind ourselves. That hardly leads to happiness. And his father was blown up, wasn’t he? Again not a good thing for a parent, or for anyone, actually.’ She paused, warming to the theme, which was a favourite one of hers. She thought Henry Darnley, Mary’s husband, was vain and scheming, a narcissist, and even if one would not wish an explosion on anybody, there were some who did seem to ask for it. ‘And even before he was blown up he would hardly have been a particularly good father, murdering Mary’s secretary, for heaven’s sake, and having all those affairs.’

She glanced about her. A woman at a nearby table was listening, and not bothering to disguise it; did she realise, Isabel wondered, that they were discussing events of four hundred years ago? But let her listen. ‘Then, of course, when some light comes into James’s life at last, it is taken away from him.’

‘Light?’

‘His cousin,’ said Isabel. ‘Esmé Stuart, his cousin from France. He turned up in Scotland when James was thirteen, and James fell in love with him. He was very beautiful, by all accounts, and James at last had a friend. Poor boy.’

The eavesdropper’s eyes widened involuntarily.

He wrote poetry, Isabel continued. This sad, boy-king of Scots wrote poetry. After Esmé Stuart had been forced out of Scotland by scheming nobles, James had written a poem about a rare Arabian phoenix coming to Scotland and being persecuted. ‘That was Esmé,’ she said. ‘The boy he loved. He disguised him in the poem as a female phoenix because, well, in those days . . . It was so sad. And they are lovely lines — full of sorrow and loss.’ And well they might have been, she thought. What sorrow there must be in loving somebody who does not love you back; or to love somebody whom the world says you cannot love?

They both fell silent. Then Guy said, ‘You were talking about ears burning.’

Isabel toyed with her cup. ‘Yes. There are a few people in this city who know that every Saturday their names are going to be mentioned at numerous dinner parties. They know it. Imagine that, Guy. Imagine knowing that there are ten, maybe twenty tables at which you are being taken to pieces and then put together again — if you’re lucky.’

Guy made a face. ‘Uncomfortable.’

‘Yes. Deconstruction always is. And that’s where the burning of ears comes in. If there’s any truth in the idea that your ears burn when somebody’s talking about you — and there isn’t, of course — then imagine the ears of these unfortunates. They must glow like beacons in the night.’

‘Gossip,’ said Guy. ‘Nobody should worry about gossip. There’s no need for ears to burn.’

Isabel looked up sharply. ‘Oh really? Don’t you think that gossip can be pretty wounding?’

‘Yes,’ said Guy. ‘Malicious gossip can. But a lot of gossip is mild — and really a bit pointless.’

Isabel agreed. ‘Utterly pointless,’ she said. ‘Look at those glossy magazines that publish tittle-tattle about the doings of celebrities. None of these people actually does anything of any worth to anybody. Not really. But do people like to read about their private lives? Yes, they do. And how. He breaks up with her. She buys a house in France or is seen on so-and-so’s boat. She goes to the gym, and is photographed coming out of it. And so on and so on. Why do people read that sort of thing?’

‘Do you read them?’ asked Guy.

‘Me? Of course not,’ said Isabel. She paused. Even as she gave her answer, she realised that this was not true and would have to be corrected. One should never mislead a friend, or an enemy for that matter, she thought. We owed the same duty of truthfulness to everybody, no matter what we thought of them. ‘I don’t buy them, but as for reading — well, never, that is never unless my teeth play up.’

Again Guy looked at her blankly.

‘I read them when I go to the dentist,’ she said. ‘There are some magazines that we read only when we go to the dentist. Mine has all of them in his waiting room. He also has those ritzy fashion magazines with advertisements for expensive designer sunglasses and so on, and magazines about boats. He has a boat, he told me. So I read these magazines from time to time. But only at the dentist’s.’ She looked at him apologetically. ‘Should I feel ashamed?’

Guy shook his head. ‘No. We all have guilty pleasures. Yours is harmless enough.’ He paused. ‘But back to burning ears. Who are these people whose ears burn?’

Isabel smiled. ‘The principals of schools,’ she said. ‘Listen next time you go to a dinner party. People talk about the principals of their children’s school. They do it all the time.’

Guy digested this. He frowned. ‘Strange.’

Isabel shrugged. ‘It keeps people going. Not that these teachers do anything dramatic — or not usually, although there was a good bit of gossip doing the rounds last year when one of the schools appointed a new head of French and then unappointed — or, should we say, disappointed him — before he even arrived to take up the job.’

Guy said that he had heard about that — vaguely.

‘The rumour mill went into full-time operation,’ said Isabel. ‘There were all sorts of stories going the rounds.’

‘Such as?’

‘Amazing things. One I heard was that he had applied under a false name and was wanted by the French police. The French police! I suppose to be wanted by the French police is somehow more exotic than being wanted by other police forces. It can’t be very glamorous to be wanted by the Glasgow police — rather ordinary, in fact — but the French police — now there’s a cachet.’

‘And the truth?’

‘The board had a change of heart. They had their reasons, no doubt, but these were probably pretty prosaic, and no reflection on the candidate. The French police wouldn’t have come into it, I would have thought.’

Guy changed the subject. He had a catalogue that Isabel had expressed an interest in seeing, and he had brought it to show her. There was an auction coming up at Christie’s in London and there were several paintings, including a Raeburn that Isabel said she had heard about. Now, as he put the glossy publication on the table, Isabel went straight to one of the pages he had marked with a small, yellow sticky note.

‘Sir Henry Raeburn,’ said Guy, as Isabel opened the  catalogue. ‘Look at it. Portrait of Mrs Alexander and her Granddaughter.  ’

Isabel studied the photograph that took up most of one of the pages. A woman in a white-collared red dress was seated against a background of dark green. Beside her was a young girl, of eight perhaps, half-crouching, arms resting on the woman’s chair.

‘His colours,’ said Isabel. ‘Raeburn used those fabulous colours, didn’t he? He occupied a world of dark greens and reds. Was that the Edinburgh of his day, do you think?’

‘Their interiors were like that, I suppose,’ said Guy. ‘Those curtains. Look.’

Isabel reached out and touched the photograph, her finger tracing the line of the fabrics draped behind the sitters. ‘I find myself thinking of what their world was like,’ she said. ‘When was this painted? Does it say?’

‘It’s late Raeburn,’ said Guy. ‘Eighteen-twenty? Something like that.’

‘So this little girl,’ said Isabel. ‘Might have lived until when? Eighteen-seventy, perhaps. If she was lucky.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘And then her own daughter — the great-granddaughter of our Mrs Alexander — would have lived from, let’s say, 1840 until 1900, and her daughter from 1870 until 1930 or even 1940. Though she was actually a bit older when she died.’

Guy looked at her enquiringly. ‘Oh?’

Isabel sat back. ‘My paternal grandmother,’ she said. ‘Which makes her . . .’ She pointed to the girl, ‘my four-times great-grandmother. ’

Guy’s surprise was evident. ‘So that’s why you asked me about this. You’d heard?’

‘Yes. I knew that one of my ancestors had been painted by Raeburn — two, in fact. My father told me about it when I was a teenager — he showed me some of the Raeburns in the Portrait Gallery, and he said that on his mother’s side we were Alexanders. The painting was mentioned in one of the books about Raeburn, but its whereabouts were described as unknown.’ She pointed to the catalogue. ‘Until now.’

Guy nodded. ‘I see. Well, that makes this sale rather important to you. Do you want to go for the painting?’

Isabel reached out to take the catalogue. Opening it, she turned to the full-page photograph. ‘What do you think?’

Guy shrugged. ‘It’s a fine double portrait. Everything that makes Raeburn such a great portraitist is there. The ease of it - he painted very quickly, you know, which gives his paintings a wonderful fluidity. That’s there. And the faces . . . well, they’re rather charming, aren’t they? The girl has a rather impish look to her. Perhaps she was planning some naughtiness, or Raeburn was telling her an amusing story to keep her still while he worked. It’s very intimate in its feel.’

Isabel thought that this was right, but it was not what mattered to her. What mattered was the link that existed between her and two people in the picture. My people, she thought. My people.

‘How much do you think it’ll go for?’

There could be no clear answer to this, and they both knew it. ‘It depends. It always depends in an auction. You never know who’s going to be in the room. You never know who’s going to take a fancy to a painting. Some people have deeper pockets than others.’

She wanted him to put a figure on it, and she pressed him.

‘Forty thousand pounds,’ he said. ‘Something like that. But  you could be lucky and get it for twenty-five or thirty. Interested?’

Isabel had forty thousand pounds. Not in cash, of course, but she could raise that if she needed it by selling shares. That year she had bought two paintings — one for three thousand pounds and one for eight hundred. She was not used to spending much larger sums on art, although she had done so before. This, though, was special. She nodded her assent. ‘Will you try?’

‘I’ll do my best,’ said Guy. ‘I’ll get a condition report and check that everything’s all right. Then we can go for it, if you like. Give me an upper limit.’

She closed her eyes and saw, rather to her surprise, her mother, her sainted American mother as she called her. ‘Don’t miss your chances in this life,’ her mother had said to her. And now she was saying it again.

‘Thirty . . .’ she hesitated. Her sainted American mother had something to say. Thirty-eight.

‘Yes?’

‘A hammer price of thirty-eight thousand. Let’s not go any higher than that.’

Guy took the catalogue and made a note in the margin. ‘We should be all right,’ he said.

Isabel looked at her watch. Grace was looking after Charlie for a couple of hours; she had taken him to see her friend who had a child of the same age. She would be back, she said, at two, and Isabel wanted to be at home when they returned.

‘I have to get back,’ she said, rising to her feet. ‘When is the sale?’

‘Six weeks from now,’ said Guy. ‘Plenty of time. It’s down in London, and so we’ll bid by phone. If you change your mind, let me know.’

‘I won’t change it.’

Guy knew that she would not. He knew Isabel reasonably well, and he had noticed two things about her. She told the truth, and she was as good as her word. He too rose to his feet, and as he did so, an elderly woman who had been sitting at a nearby table leaned over and addressed him.

‘Mr Peploe? You are Mr Peploe, aren’t you?’

Guy inclined his head. ‘Yes.’

‘I just wanted you to know how much I like your paintings,’ said the woman. ‘Those lovely pictures of the island of Iona. And Mull too. So striking.’

Isabel bit her lip.

‘I’m afraid they’re not mine,’ said Guy politely. ‘My grandfather. Samuel Peploe. He painted them.’

The woman looked surprised. ‘Really? Well, doesn’t time pass? My goodness. Well, I still want you to know that I like them very much indeed, even if it was your grandfather, not you.’

Guy thanked her politely; he avoided catching Isabel’s eye. Once outside, he looked at her, his eyes bright with amusement. ‘Well!’

Isabel was thinking of the Raeburn, and of the woman and her granddaughter. We were all tied to one another — ourselves and those who came before us; this had been their city too, these streets their thoroughfares, these stone buildings their homes. The curious, anachronistic mistake of the woman in Glass & Thompson merely showed that the barriers between present and past could be porous. Isabel had closed her eyes and seen her mother; as easily might she look into the mirror and see something in the shape of her nose, or the line of her brow, that she might discern in the two sitters in that Raeburn  portrait. We were ourselves, but we were others too; our past written on us like lines drawn on a palimpsest, or the artist’s rough sketch beneath the surface of a painting. And little Charlie — she saw herself in him sometimes, in the way his mouth turned when he smiled; and her father was there, too, in Charlie’s eyes, which were like two sparkling little pools of grey and green.

She looked at her watch; she would have to rush to be home when Charlie arrived. She wanted to be there in the hall, to take him from Grace and to hold him tightly against her, which he allowed, but only for a few seconds, before he began to struggle to escape her embrace. That was the lot of the mother of sons; one embraced and held them, but even in their tenderness they were struggling to get away, and would.
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The next day was a working day for Isabel. As editor — and now owner — of the Review of Applied Ethics, she could determine her own working patterns, but only to an extent. The journal was quarterly, which might have led outsiders to think that Isabel’s job could hardly be onerous. Such outsiders would be wrong — as outsiders usually are about most things. Although three months intervened between the appearance of each issue of the journal, those three months were regulated by a series of chores that were as regular as the tides, and as unforgiving. Papers had to be sent out for review and, if accepted for publication, edited. The professors of philosophy who wrote these papers were, as Isabel had discovered, only human; they made mistakes in their grammar — egregious mistakes in some cases even if in others only minor solecisms. She corrected most of these, trying not to seem too pedantic in the process. She allowed the collective plural: if you wish to reform a person you should tell them — Isabel allowed the them  because there were those who objected strongly to gendered  pronouns. So you could not tell him in such circumstances, but would have to tell him or her, which became ungainly and awkward, and sounded like the punctilious language of the legal draughtsman. She also allowed infinitives to be split, which they were with great regularity, because that rule was now almost universally ignored and its authority, anyway, was questionable. Who established that precept anyway? Why not split an infinitive if one wanted to? The sense was as easily understood whether or not the infinitive was sundered apart or left inviolate.

But it was not just the editing of papers that took up her time. An important part of each issue was the review section, where four or five recent books in the field of ethics were reviewed at some length, and a few others, less favoured, were given brief notices. Then there was a short column headed  Books Received, which listed other books that had been sent by publishers and were not going to be given a review. It was an ignominious fate for a book, but it was better than nothing. At least the journal acknowledged the fact that the book had been published, which was perhaps as much as some authors could hope for. Some books, even less favoured, got not even that; they fell leaden from the presses, unread, unremarked upon by anyone. Yet somewhere, behind those unreadable tomes, there was an author, the proud parent of that particular book, for whom it might even be the crowning achievement of a career; and all that happened on publication was silence, a profound and unfathomable silence.

That morning, four large padded envelopes were sitting on Isabel’s desk in her large Victorian house in Merchiston. She closed the study door behind her, and looked at her desk. The four packages were clearly books — they had that look to them — and several other envelopes which her housekeeper, Grace, had  retrieved from the floor of the hall were just as evidently papers submitted for publication. It would take her until lunchtime to deal with these, she decided; Jamie had a free morning — no bassoon pupils and no rehearsals — which meant that he could devote his time to his son. They were going to Blackford Pond, where the ducks were a source of infinite fascination to Charlie. Then they would go somewhere else, he said, but he had yet to decide where. ‘Charlie will have views,’ he said. ‘He’ll tell me.’

Charlie now spoke quite well, in primitive sentences with a subject — as often as not himself — and a verb, usually in the present tense but occasionally in the past. His past tense, Isabel had noticed, had a special ring to it. ‘It is a special past tense he uses,’ she said to Jamie. ‘It is the past regretful. The past regretful is used to express regret over what has happened. All gone is a past regretful, as was Ducks eaten all bread.’ He still talked about olives, of course; olive had been his first word, and his appetite for olives was as strong as ever. Olives nice he had said to Isabel the previous day, and she too thought that they were nice. They had then looked at one another, Charlie staring at his mother with the intense gaze of childhood. She had waited for him to say something more, but he had not. They had said everything there was to say about olives, it seemed, and so she bent forward and kissed him lightly on his forehead.

She thought of that now as she surveyed her desk. She sighed; she was a mother, but she was also an editor, and a philosopher, and she had to work. Settling herself at her desk, she opened the first of the book parcels. Two books tumbled out, accompanied by a compliments slip on which a careless hand had scribbled For favour of a review. Underneath was the date of publication and a request that no review should appear  before then. That, thought Isabel, was easily enough complied with, given that journal reviews were sometimes published as much as two years after publication. She herself had reviewed a book eighteen months after publication and had only discovered after her review had been published that the author had died six months previously. It was not a good book, and in her review she had written that she felt that the author’s next book on the subject would be much better. Worse than that, she had commented on a certain lifelessness in the prose. Well, he was dead; perhaps he was dying when he wrote the book. She shuddered at the memory. She had tried to be charitable, but she had not been charitable enough. Remember that, she said to herself; remember that in your dealings with others — they may be dying.

The two books looked interesting enough. One was on the moral implications of being a twin; the second was on the notion of fairness in economic judgements. She was not greatly excited by the economics book — that would be received, she thought . . . unless the author was dying, of course. She turned to the back flap and looked at the photograph of the author. He looked young, she decided, and healthy enough to write another book, which might get a full review. He could be placed in the received pile without risk of . . . she was about to say  injustice to herself, when she realised she was being unjust. Just because she was not particularly interested in discussions of fairness in economics, that did not mean that others would not be. No, she would promote the book to the Brief Notice section. That was fair. As for the twins book, on opening it, she saw this sentence: ‘Because moral obligation comes with closeness, there is a case for saying that the twin owes a greater duty to his or her twin than is owed by non-twins to their siblings.’ She frowned.  Why? She flicked through several pages and read, at random, ‘Of the many dilemmas confronting the twin, a particularly demanding one is the decision whether or not to tell one’s twin of a medical diagnosis received. If one twin is diagnosed with a genetic disease, for example a form of cancer in which there is a strong familial element, then the other twin should know.’ That, said Isabel to herself, is not a dilemma. You tell.

The twins book would have to be reviewed, and it occurred to Isabel that it would be interesting to have it reviewed by somebody who was a twin. But the twin would have to be a philosopher, and she was not sure if she knew any person answering that description. The author, perhaps, might know; she would write to him and ask him. Of course she could not commit herself to any name that he suggested — authors could not choose their reviewers — but it would be a start.

She opened the next parcel and extracted from it a slender book bound in blue. Tucked into it was a folded letter, which she extracted and opened. She saw the heading of the note-paper first and caught her breath. Then she read it.

The letter came from Professor Lettuce, the previous chairman of the Review’s editorial board and friend and collaborator of Professor Christopher Dove, the closest thing to an enemy that Isabel was aware of possessing. She had not chosen Dove as an enemy — he had assumed that role himself, and had revealed a ruthless streak in the process. He had recently accused Isabel of publishing a plagiarised article, but had been seen off. Lettuce had initially backed him, but had been persuaded by Isabel to change his ways — ‘I have been a foolish Lettuce’ was his memorable remark on that occasion. Now, it appeared that Dove and Lettuce were friends again, because here was Lettuce sending Isabel a new book by Dove and offering to review it.


Dear Isabel (wrote Lettuce),

I hope that this finds you well and that the Review is thriving in your capable hands. Our mutual friend (our mutual friend, Isabel muttered sotto voce) Chris Dove (Chris!) has, as you may know, written a rather interesting new book. I’m not sure if the publishers have sent you a copy — perhaps they have — but at the risk of burdening you with numerous copies, here is another one. I thought I might offer to review it for you, and have started penning a few thoughts, if that’s all right with you. I’ll do about two thousand words because I think that this is a work that deserves a decent discussion. I’m a bit pressed at the moment — this wretched research assessment business is such a burden — and Dolly (Dolly Lettuce, his wife, thought Isabel. Poor woman. Dolly!) is in the middle of making redecoration plans for our house at Wimbledon, so all is rather fraught on the domestic front — but I should be able to get it done by the end of the month and will send it along then. Thanks so much for agreeing to this, and please — please — do get in touch with me when you wrench yourself away from the provinces and come to London. Lunch will be on me.

All best,

Robert Lettuce.



 



Isabel felt the discomfort of being outraged but not being sure of which cause of her outrage was the more significant. Lettuce had casually insulted Scotland — which was not a province of England, but a country — and an old one at that — within a union with England. Nothing could be more calculated to annoy  a Scotswoman, and Lettuce should have known that. But that was merely a matter of personal pride, which Isabel could swallow easily enough; it was more difficult for her to deal with the breath-taking arrogance of his assumption that he could write a review without being asked. He thanked her for agreeing to publish his review — well, she had not agreed and felt highly inclined not to do so, and she would not be bought off with a breezy invitation to lunch in London.

She would write to Lettuce, she decided, and thank him for offering to review Dove’s book, but would say that she must — very reluctantly — decline his offer because . . . She thought of reasons. It would be tempting to say that it was because Dove’s book was not of sufficient interest to merit a review — that was very tempting. Or she might say that she had decided to review the book herself. That was perhaps even more tempting, because it would give her the chance to cast Dove’s book into the outer darkness that it undoubtedly deserved. ‘This slight contribution to the literature,’ she might write, ‘is unlikely to find many readers.’ Or, ‘An effort to elucidate a difficult topic — courageous, yes, but unfortunately a failure.’

She stopped herself. Such thoughts, she told herself, were crude fantasies of revenge. Dove had plotted against her and would have succeeded in hounding her out of her job had she not had the resources to buy the Review from under his nose, and then get rid not only of him but also of Lettuce, who had been his co-conspirator. Dove had planned her removal, but that did not mean that she should stoop to his level and seek revenge by writing a critical review of his book. That would be quite wrong.

She looked up at the ceiling. One of the drawbacks to being  a philosopher was that you became aware of what you should not do, and this took from you so many opportunities to savour the human pleasure of revenge or greed or sheer fantasising. Well might St Augustine have said Make me chaste, but not just yet; that was how Isabel felt. And yet she could not; she could not let herself experience the pleasure of getting her own back on Dove because it was, quite simply, always wrong to get one’s own back on another. It was her duty to forgive Dove and, if one were to be really serious about it, to go further than that and to love him. Hate the acts of Doves not Doves themselves, she muttered; they said that about sin, did they not? Hate the sin, not the sinner.

She put aside Lettuce’s letter and picked up Dove’s book. She read the title, Freedom and Choice: the Limits of Responsibility in a Role-Fixated World. She wrinkled her nose. Was the world really role-fixated? Freedom of choice, though, was a subject in which she was interested and indeed she had written on the subject when she was still a graduate research fellow. Turning to the end of the book, she found an annotated bibliography. She could see that Dove had been assiduous in his marshalling of the literature, and there, yes, there were her two papers on this subject. And after the first of these — a paper that had been published in the Journal of Philosophy, and which had been fairly widely cited — was Dove’s annotation. He had used only one word: Unreliable.


 



Jamie returned at twelve. Charlie had fallen asleep in his pushchair — a tiny bundle of humanity in Macpherson tartan rompers and green shoes. The rompers were damp across the chest with orange juice and childish splutterings; the shoes had a thin crust of mud on them. She smiled; an active morning  with his father. She kissed them both; Charlie lightly on his brow so as not to awaken him; Jamie on the mouth; and he held her, prolonging their embrace.

‘I’ve missed you,’ he said.

She looked surprised. ‘Missed me this morning?’

‘Yes. I wish that you had been with us. We saw the ducks. In fact we had a really intense time with the ducks. We watched them for half an hour.’

She smiled. ‘They’re obviously fascinating when you’re . . .’ She pointed down at Charlie. ‘When you’re that size. Think of what they must look to him. Massive.’

Jamie followed her gaze. ‘He’s out for the count. Should we leave him?’

‘Yes, let him sleep.’ She drew Jamie aside. ‘I wanted to ask you something.’

She took him into her study and showed him Dove’s book. Jamie took it from her and looked at the title on the cover.

‘Christopher Dove,’ he said. ‘Your friend.’

‘It was sent to me this morning by Professor Lettuce. Can you believe that?’

Jamie shrugged. ‘I’ve never been able to tell them apart. Lettuce is the large, pompous one, isn’t he? And Dove’s the tall one with the creepy manner?’

‘You describe them very well,’ said Isabel. ‘Yes, that’s them.’

‘Oh well,’ said Jamie. ‘So Dove’s written this book. You don’t want me to read it, do you?’

Isabel explained about Lettuce’s letter and his completely unwarranted assumptions. ‘He shows the most amazing brass neck,’ she said. ‘And I really don’t know what to do. That’s what I wanted to discuss with you.’

Jamie lowered himself into one of the easy chairs in Isabel’s  study. ‘Say no. Send the book back and tell them that you decide which books are to be reviewed. Be polite, but firm.’

She knew that was perfectly sound advice. Lettuce should not be left in any doubt as to the position; a fudge of any sort would simply mean that he would proceed to write the review regardless and it would then be difficult for her to turn it down. And yet, and yet . . . She looked at Jamie. She could not imagine his being involved in a fight of any sort — he was just too gentle for that. And too nice. He was also truthful: he said what he was thinking and rarely agonised — as she did — before coming up with a view.

‘You’re probably right,’ she said. ‘But I’m afraid that I’m worried about something.’

Jamie raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re not scared of Lettuce, are you?’

‘Of course not. No. But I’m worried about my reasons for turning him down. What will he conclude? Don’t you imagine that he’ll think me petty and vindictive? And others might think that too. If Dove goes around saying that I ignored his book for reasons of personal spite. And he could say that, you know.’

‘Yes, he could. But do you really have to worry about what Dove says? People won’t necessarily believe him.’

She thought about this. She wanted it to be true, but she did not think it was. People were only too ready to believe things that were manifestly untrue. When it came to remarks that showed others in a bad light, people were happy to believe things that showed others to be weak or flawed in some way; we believed that of them because it made us feel better; it was as simple as that.

‘You see,’ said Isabel, ‘Dove describes one of my papers as  unreliable. He says so in the bibliography to this new book of his.’

Jamie looked surprised. ‘Unreliable? Dove said that?’

Isabel nodded. Her dislike of Dove was growing; the slow-burning qualities of anger meant that she was only now beginning to feel the impact of that one, dismissive word: unreliable. How dare he? And what did he mean by it?
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