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In memory of Wilkie Crawford, 2006–2007

And for his parents



Suppose therefore a person to have enjoyed his sight for thirty years, and to have become perfectly well acquainted with colours of all kinds, excepting one particular shade of blue, for instance, which it never has been his fortune to meet with. Let all the different shades of that colour, except that single one, be placed before him, descending gradually from the deepest to the lightest; it is plain, that he will perceive a blank, where that shade is wanting, and will be sensible, that there is a greater distance in that place betwixt the contiguous colours, than in any other. Now I ask, whether it is possible for him, from his own imagination, to supply this deficiency, and raise up to himself the idea of that particular shade, though it had never been conveyed to him by his senses?

David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature

  


And the abyss? The abyss?

The abyss you can’t miss:

It’s right where you are –

A step down the stair.



Theodore Roethke, ‘The Abyss’
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At the start, there was nothing to indicate that I would become involved in their lives as I did, so deeply, so irrevocably. Up till then I had lacked the talent for friendship. Later I would sometimes wonder what it was about the Sandersons that made the difference, what it was that sucked me in and held me there, even through the difficult times.

The friendship itself was unlooked for. The reason I had gone to Edinburgh was to work. And the reason behind that – behind everything, more or less – was my father. I knew that as long as I drew breath I would feel bound up with him.

One way and another most of my life has been spent in books, reading other people’s stories, living vicariously through characters that don’t exist. Fiction feels safe – you know where you are with it. In a black-and-white film, for example, you can rely on the shape of things: there is the shrill ring of a telephone, or a knock at the door, and you can happily sink back into your seat knowing that the story has begun. That’s the way it is with films. Books too. Every beginning an artifice. But that thing we call real life is actually a continuum, awkward and unedited. And with your own story it’s hard to know where to start, or even what to tell.

*

When Sanderson first mentioned to me that his wife was seeing someone, we were driving through the Scottish Borders on our way once more to spend the day fishing. It was a Saturday morning, the first in October, and the journey to the river was already quite familiar. The bracken on the hills had turned brown, and I remember thinking as we whooshed past that the berries in the hedgerows looked like splatters of blood. I had been in Edinburgh for just over a month, but already it felt as if Sanderson was an old friend. Whenever I thought of this, it seemed like a small miracle. Sanderson had his eyes fixed on the road ahead. He hardly spoke at all when he was fishing, but a good deal of what he thought about the world, or chose to reveal about himself, was discharged at the wheel of his elderly Renault.

To begin with, I misunderstood what he meant by ‘seeing someone’. Not because I am French, or because the phrase was new to me, but because I took the context to be medical rather than extramarital. Sanderson had once or twice hinted that his wife’s mental state was not entirely sound. And just the day before, my own suspicions had also been aroused. ‘Seeing someone’ made me think at first that his wife must have been persuaded to seek professional help for her problems. With Sanderson it was unusual to take something the wrong way. He was generally quite precise, and his meaning seldom in doubt – partly because he used his whole body to communicate. But when he said: ‘My wife is seeing someone, Eddie,’ he was rigid in his seat and his poor disfigured hands were firmly attached to the steering wheel. Also, there was no intimation – as there might have been if he had prefaced the words with an I suspect or even an I believe – of the significance of the sentence, or indeed the pain and loss of self that were to come.

‘Seeing someone?’ I repeated. ‘You mean a doctor?’

‘No, Eddie, no,’ said Sanderson, making a strange sound halfway between chuckling and gagging. ‘Another man, that’s who.’ After which for a minute or so there was silence, which I didn’t try to fill, sensing that he would say more when he was ready.

When I look back, this seems to mark the beginning, though in time I came to understand that there must have been other beginnings before this one.
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I arrived in Edinburgh on the last day of August. Everyone has heard unfavourable accounts of summer in Scotland, but it was easy to doubt them that day. The heat I had left behind in Paris was the kind that choked you and made you feel only half alive, but on that Monday in August the city that was to be my temporary home stretched out gloriously beneath a vast blue sky. When I got off the airport bus in the centre of town, there was a fresh breeze that stroked the skin and filled me with a sense of possibility. It was one of those rare moments when the outer physical world seemed perfectly in tune with the inner self. Edinburgh was conspicuously a city en fête: the streets were filled with jugglers and men on stilts, and every surface seemed to have a poster on it, each promising a different cultural thrill – Japanese drumming, comic opera, Russian ballet, reduced Shakespeare (whatever that was). Already it felt good to be there.

I was to spend six months in Scotland, working on eighteenth-century manuscripts held in the National Library. A publisher in Paris had recently signed me up to do a French edition of the essays of David Hume. The idea of going to Edinburgh to work on Hume had been forming in my mind for years, and now that it was finally happening, I felt quite lightheaded with anticipation. I would be able to consult the original manuscripts in the library where David Hume himself had once been the curator, and in fanciful moments I liked to think that Hume’s spirit would infuse the project. The decision to go to Edinburgh also contained an element of personal pilgrimage. Quite apart from being the city in which Hume had lived and died, it was also where my own father had studied.

The preceding months had been taken up with sorting out the practicalities: establishing that the National Library in Edinburgh would make Hume’s manuscripts available to me, applying to various cultural foundations for extra funding, writing to Edinburgh University to request an honorary fellowship in the philosophy department – this way I would have access to libraries and staff facilities. Everything had fallen into place quickly and smoothly. It remained only to let out my apartment in Paris and fix up accommodation in Edinburgh. Here again the university helped out, putting me in touch with an academic called Martin Blandford, with whom I was lucky enough to do a straight swap. He wanted to spend his sabbatical leave at the Sorbonne writing a book on Jean-Paul Sartre. The neatness of this arrangement – Sartre in exchange for Hume – was a delight, there being no doubt in my mind as to who had got the better deal.

Martin Blandford’s place in Edinburgh turned out to be in a charming little terrace, horseshoe-shaped, just off Calton Hill to the east of the city centre. The taxi driver had said: ‘Ah, that’ll be a mews cottage,’ and in my mental lexicon I saw it as

‘muse cottage’ – surely just the thing for a literary adventure. Later, when I came to know the city, I discovered lots of mews, built in the early nineteenth century to complement the grand houses nearby. The ground floors had been used for stabling horses, with the grooms and coachmen sleeping upstairs. As far as I knew there was no equivalent of a mews cottage in Paris – at least none that I’d seen. Which made me wonder where all the French horses and coachmen had spent their nights.

My mews – my muse – suited me perfectly, beyond anything I could have imagined in the middle of a city. Like a doll’s house, it was one of a set of about a dozen, in a cobbled courtyard with a raised pear-shaped garden full of trees and shrubs in the centre. A secluded little hideaway, like a miniature village, that seemed to have no obvious connection with the rest of the city, it could have been a child’s drawing of a street, quaint and lopsided with the perspective all askew. The little house itself was covered in ivy, and to the right of the door was a built-in garage (the old stable), painted blue. Inside, there was a hallway with a narrow table, with the rest of the ground floor given over to an open-plan kitchen and dining room. Off the kitchen there was a small utility room with a washing machine and dryer, and, bizarrely, a bicycle hanging from a hook on the ceiling. Another door, presumably connecting with the garage, was firmly locked. Upstairs there was a sitting room, a double bedroom and a small study with a table and two empty bookcases – ideal for my purpose. In the corner of the sitting room a colourful batik cloth was draped over something large and square. I half expected to discover a sleeping bird in a cage, but no, it was a television set, hidden from view like piano legs in Victorian England. The room was sparsely furnished, and the walls were bare, apart from a solitary painting. It seemed to have been arranged for someone who might be passing through rather than staying for half a year. Blandford had been very considerate. Everything smelled fresh and clean, and there were even cut flowers in a tall vase on the hall table. There was a softness to the colours, a palette that people sometimes call feminine. Almost certainly gay, I decided, though it was quite possible that Blandford would be making the same assumption about me, based on my own carefully arranged apartment in Paris. In truth I knew nothing of Blandford’s circumstances, but everything pointed to his living alone and liking order: no domestic clutter, no children’s toys, no evidence of the messiness of ordinary living, no ghastly ornaments or objets, just here and there one or two tasteful ceramic bowls, and a single black-and-white photograph of a wedding couple, presumably his parents. Apart from the photograph and a few reference books on a shelf, the rooms were quite impersonal. I liked that. Personal could be so distracting, even disturbing. My preference was for something like a motel room, a place it would be easy to move into, and just as easy to disappear from overnight without leaving any mark. I looked round at my new surroundings and could hardly believe my luck. This was a place that held out the possibility of contentment.

On the table next to the flowers, Blandford had left a note.


Dear Edgar,

Welcome to Edinburgh. I trust you will find everything in order here. There is a spare set of keys at No 16 in case you lock yourself out, and a set of explanatory ‘House Notes’ in the drawer of the hall table. You are welcome to use my bicycle – it’s hanging in the utility room. The garage contains my own personal effects and is therefore locked. Mrs Bannerman (cleaner) comes every Tuesday at 8.30 am for two hours. You don’t have to be here – she has her own key – but you should leave £15 in cash on the hall table each week.

With best wishes for a productive few months.

Yours sincerely,

Martin Blandford

PS I’ve left an invitation that might interest you. Please feel free to go in my place.



The invitation – for later that day as it happened – was to a lecture entitled ‘The Humanity of Hume’, followed by a reception. I had planned to unpack and settle into my new lodgings, but this sounded too interesting to miss. The unpacking could wait. With hindsight, this was perhaps the first of several decisions that were out of character. Edinburgh was already having a liberating effect.

The lecture was to take place in the David Hume Tower – evidently Hume was something of an industry in these parts. The printed card had the letters SUPA at the top, and in brackets underneath Scottish Universities Philosophical Association. Oddly enough, there was another card just next to it with a similar acronym in bold – a notification from SEPA, the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency, advising that a test of the water supply would be carried out during the following week. SUPA and SEPA – I spoke the strange new words aloud, trying them out for size.
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I had imagined that a building bearing the name David Hume Tower would be an elegant eighteenth-century affair, with an ornate roof and a grand entrance, something like the Château de Bagatelle in Paris. But no, it was a huge block of concrete, whose ugliness made me gasp. Of course, there are tower blocks like it in any metropolis, even in complacently beautiful cities like Munich, but generally they are hidden away on the outskirts, housing the disadvantaged high above ground level and protecting the civic conscience. By contrast, the David Hume Tower seemed like a terrible blemish in the heart of Edinburgh, and brazen with it.

The lecture theatre was full. Noisy chatter suddenly gave way to an expectant hush as two characters appeared on stage and took up their positions side by side in throne-like chairs. One was the guest lecturer, a man called Whitebrook, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Cambridge. The other, dressed in colourful robes, was a grand-looking specimen who got to his feet and proceeded to list in a dreary monotone the achievements of the visiting speaker: long distinguished career, international reputation, impressive list of publications, and so on. After a polite ripple of applause Professor Whitebrook stood up and moved to the lectern, taking a few moments for the careful placement of his spectacles, which were attached to a lanyard round his neck. He cut an impressive figure: tall, boyish-looking despite a thick crust of white hair, his face like geometry, all regular lines and angles, and under his voluminous gown an ivory waistcoat and yellow bow tie.

He began his lecture by placing Hume in the context of eighteenth-century Scotland, a time of Calvinist faith and other brands of revealed religion, he explained, going on to detail the strength of the attacks on the philosopher in his own lifetime. These attacks, said the professor, came mostly from prominent theologians, although later, when Hume began to question the basis of natural religion too, fellow philosophers joined battle. According to Whitebrook Hume had not set out with the intention of being an unbeliever. Rather he had followed the arguments for religion and found them wanting. He was a man primarily interested in explaining our place in the world so that we might live better lives; and the art of living well, he soon discovered, did not sit happily with clinging on to illusions. In Hume’s view the world was painfully disturbed by what he called superstition and enthusiasms, and he set about trying to dispel them with characteristic elegance and humour. The religious arguments given such prominence over the centuries had been dismantled one by one, to the fury of their adherents. ‘And their fury was heightened,’ said Whitebrook, ‘by the fact that Hume seemed to be laughing at them, albeit in his good-natured way. It did not seem to have occurred to them that the reason he was laughing at the arguments was because they were inherently risible.’

Whitebrook spoke with an air of innate authority, his tone beautifully modulated, his delivery perfectly timed. His voice was rich and creamy, with a crust to it, like a perfect crème brûlée. From his body movements I fancied I could visualise the full range of punctuation of his text: a slight lift of the eyebrows for a comma, higher still for a semi-colon, and a bowing of the head for anything more substantial, like a full stop or a colon. Every so often he gave a furtive look to the side of the stage, as if expecting someone to appear from the wings, and when he raised his arms to make a point, the folds of his gown rose with him, giving him the appearance of a bird of prey about to swoop on its next meal. I pictured him as a peregrine falcon on account of his white breast (waistcoat) and yellow beak (bow tie), together with the mass of black plumage (academic gown).

It is fatal to have these thoughts in lectures. Once you allow them even a tiny space in your mind, they can quickly get out of control. You start – as I did then – seeing everyone around you as a different kind of bird, and before you know it several minutes of fanciful frivolity have passed, during which you haven’t taken in a word of the lecture. As soon as I got back to concentrating on Whitebrook, however, the rewards were huge. He spoke with such good sense and clarity that it was almost as if some of David Hume’s own qualities had rubbed off on him. The dangers involved in criticising religion in the eighteenth century were very great, he told his audience, so much so that Hume had been forced to use sophisticated rhetorical devices to disguise his most extreme scepticism. Textual examples of these were beamed up on overhead slides, each one neatly decoded by the professor, who paused every now and then to salute Hume’s courage and ingenuity. This great man, he said, had ascribed the origin of religious belief to ‘the incessant hopes and fears, which actuate the human mind’. Whitebrook paused for a moment, and after removing his spectacles and fixing his gaze at the back of the hall, he ended with a sombre reminder that although God had been pronounced dead many times in the intervening two hundred and fifty years or so, these hopes and fears were still alive and more pernicious than ever.

The reception afterwards was held in a smallish room off the lecture theatre with no natural light. Inside there were about thirty or forty people, most of whom I judged to be academics. Clutching a glass of red wine (cool and rather too acidic), I hung back near the doorway, anticipating a need to escape. Large groups of people make me uneasy, unless they happen to be on the streets of Paris or on the metro or at the market, where there is rarely any obligation to interact. (I put this down to being an only child – a convenient explanation for almost everything problematic in adult life.) The company in the room divided into listeners and talkers – the ratio was probably about five to one. It was noticeable that the talkers seemed to be enjoying themselves more than the listeners. I could make out only the odd word, usually when it was italicised, as in derision or disbelief perhaps, but it was impossible to make sense of the connecting passages. Loud babble in English sounds very different from loud babble in French. In French, you can still tell it’s a language, that people are communicating in meaningful sentences and using the full tonal range. But here on the ground floor of the tower block, the homogenised sound being bounced off the low ceiling seemed more animal than human, like cattle being crammed in a truck on their way to the slaughterhouse.

After a short while, someone whose name I failed to catch tapped me on the arm and ushered me into a small circle of about six people, all men, philosophy teachers at the university. As a student I had come across only individual philosophers, and never socially. Was there perhaps a collective noun for philosophers? I made a mental note to look it up. During my abiding love affair with the English language I had once become sidetracked into the fascinating array of collective nouns – a pontificality of prelates, a chaos of children, and so on. Based on the group of people before me, I decided it would have to be a pomposity of philosophers. They competed openly with one another, keen to talk, loath to listen. Another distinctive feature was their curious eagerness, the moment I was introduced, to demonstrate a familiarity with French. Before long the air was thick with de rigueurs and billets-doux and even bien-pensants. This surely couldn’t be normal. At least, it was hard to imagine that this was how they usually spoke amongst themselves. One man with a lofty look kept saying au contraire every few seconds, just dropping those two words into the conversation, ostensibly in response to whatever had just been said, but inanely all the same. Another – again I think he meant well – offered to put me in touch with some French people he knew. I thanked him warmly, desperate not to commit myself to anything. You can never be too careful in this sort of situation. Yet another, a round-faced man with a bulbous nose, raised his glass to the assembled company and exclaimed: ‘Après moi le déluge!’ What on earth was wrong with everyone? The most charitable diagnosis was nervousness, or muddled kindness perhaps, but as soon as it was decent to do so, I gave a must-get-away smile and made for the exit.

Which was where I met Sanderson, who was also on the point of leaving. He was a man of about sixty, I guessed, slightly dishevelled, with a large head and a solid face that looked as if it could have been cut from lumps of iron and hammered into shape by a blacksmith. His hair, thinning and slightly wild, hinted at W. B. Yeats in later life, and beneath his eyes there were pockets of rust that suggested bloodhound. He held out his hand – the skin was broken and flaking – and introduced himself. His handshake felt damp – not sweaty, but curiously oily. Harry Sanderson, he said, which made my spirits dive, Harry being one of the hardest names for a Frenchman to pronounce, even a Frenchman who feels quite at home in English. Everything about it is difficult – the aspirated aitch, the rolled ‘r’, the deceptive brevity and simplicity. Harry is the sort of name that squirms around in a French mouth and can end up sounding like the clearing of phlegm.

‘Edgar Logan,’ I said, shaking his hand and thinking how much more considerate my own name was for him.

‘Ah, the man who’s exporting Hume across the Channel,’ he said.

It could have been an unfriendly remark, but the inflection was warm and open. Even so it’s always unsettling to learn that you exist in the mind of strangers, especially if you’re used to anonymity. Noticing my surprise, he explained that he taught philosophy at the university and had seen my application for honorary membership of the department.

‘Does everyone call you Edgar?’ he asked. His voice was Scottish, fresh and crisp with a touch of gravel. It reminded me of my father’s.

‘Yes, except for my father. He always called me Eddie.’

‘Well,’ he said, taking a pipe from his pocket and tapping it against his shoe, ‘if you don’t mind I’ll call you Eddie too.’

‘Fine,’ I said, seeing the chance of making a deal. ‘You call me Eddie – I’ll call you Sanderson. I’m not sure I can manage Harry.’

And so began a conversation that would continue for several months and change us both.
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As we walked across George Square, Sanderson stopped, turned round and nodded towards the building we had just left. ‘What do you think of our monument to Scotland’s greatest philosopher?’ He was filling a pipe, tamping down the tobacco with his thumb.

‘Well, it was a bit of a shock.’ I smiled, not wishing to offend someone I had only just met.

‘Don’t hold back,’ he said. ‘It’s one of the finest examples of architectural	megalomania	around.	Cultural	vandalism, Sixties-style. We lead the world in it.’

He turned out of the wind to light up, a lengthy process involving several matches and expletives, during which he asked through teeth that gripped his pipe what I thought of the lecture and if I had enjoyed the reception. It was so unusual for me to be asked my opinion about anything that if ever it happened my tongue would usually tie itself in knots. But I felt oddly relaxed with Sanderson, perhaps because he had not been part of the awkward group of academics. I told him how much I had enjoyed the lecture, how I was looking forward to the rest in the series, how I wished there had been lectures like it in my student days. As for the reception – well, I wasn’t much good in company, especially a room full of philosophers.

‘Ah, philosophers,’ said Sanderson, looking into the middle distance. ‘Well, they’re all pretty much up themselves.’

‘Up themselves?’

‘You know, up their own arses. Their own fundaments.’

‘Oh, I see,’ I said, not seeing anything at all, except for a faint twinkle in his eye.

‘It comes from all that navel-gazing.’

I waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. We walked on in silence for a bit. Then, as if a new idea had just occurred to him, he said:

‘An unhappy breed. Yes, that’s what they are!’

‘Is it perhaps the study of philosophy that makes them unhappy, do you think?’ I surprised myself with this question.

‘Well, that is an interesting point,’ said Sanderson. His eyes were liquid black and swam brightly above the rust pools.

‘Almost worthy of its own philosophical inquiry in fact. Does philosophy attract unhappy people, or is it that there is something in the nature of philosophical engagement that leads to unhappiness?’

It was a matter he had never considered, he said, despite the fact that he had just written a whole book on the subject of happiness.

‘And believe me, there’s nothing that saps the spirit quite so much as writing about happiness.’

It must be one of those chicken-and-egg questions, he said, the point being to work out which came first. Like, say, pondering the prevalence of sexual deviation amongst the clergy.

Did the seminaries actually produce sexual deviants, or did they merely provide a protective environment for those whose deviant nature was already well formed? His manner was playful and self-mocking, but with a certain edge. I wondered what it betokened. My guess was that he was a man ill at ease with himself.

I asked him about his book on happiness and when it would be published, but all he would say was: ‘Soon, much too soon.’ 

‘You’ve finished it?’

‘Yes, I’ve finished it, and it’s finished me.’ He gave a rueful laugh and said he thought that happiness as it was commonly understood had very little to do with philosophy. It was all psychology. ‘And it’s a psychological fact, albeit a kind of conundrum, that thinking too much about happiness and how it might be achieved can grind you down.’

At eight o’clock the light was still excellent. The sun had just gone down but it had left an afterglow the colour of champagne. We walked together through the Old Town, over George IV Bridge, and down the Mound. When you meet a sixty-something-year-old for the first time, it’s hard not to think of the huge hinterland, the colossal number of events and experiences that have gone into the making of the man you see next to you, in which you played no part and of which you have no understanding. This was the thought that was uppermost in my mind as, during that first exchange, we did what people do when they first meet: get the usual stuff out of the way – inconsequential matters, the things strangers say to one another.

After which Sanderson talked a little about his colleagues, from whom he seemed keen to distance himself. He had grown rather tired of philosophy, he said, and one of the effects of this had been to create a gulf between him and his fellow philosophers. Quite simply, they didn’t animate him any more. He spoke in generalities – vague disappointments, frustrations, resentments – and his sentences had a curious weightlessness. His criticisms, however, though not cruel or explicit, were cumulatively damning, his manner of speaking an odd mixture of rushes and hesitations. It made me think of a jerky driver, unsure of the gear shifts, modifying a decisive move with a softening adverb or a slight shilly-shally, as if questioning his own judgement at the same time as underscoring it. His speech patterns suggested a man weighed down by life and with no prospect of deliverance. What he talked about seemed to confirm this. He was out of kilter with the modern world, he said. It was full of catastrophe and calamity – nothing new in that, of course, but to have everything made into media events, turned into entertainment and eagerly consumed like packaged meals – well, that was more than he could bear. ‘TV programmes full of weeping interviews, pouring out emotion everywhere you look. Makes me feel like a relic from a more rational age.’ Every so often he gave a selfdeprecating laugh, as if he had just been taken unawares by his own foolishness.

At the foot of the Mound we stopped for a moment or two before going our separate ways. Sanderson said he lived ‘over there’, pointing vaguely to the northwest. I myself was heading east to Calton Hill. We shook hands again and were exchanging the usual niceties, when Sanderson, still gripping my hand in his, suddenly said: ‘You know, if you’re not doing anything, you could come and have a bite to eat. Meet my wife. She’d like that. We don’t see many people these days.’ 
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The flat was on the top floor of a four-storey Georgian terraced house in a quiet street in the New Town. It had a grand entrance with iron railings, up four stone steps and through a huge wooden door with a brass knocker. Inside it wasn’t quite so grand, but the stairway was attractively curved and the stone treads worn away in the middle by two centuries of human traffic. Sanderson went ahead, lumbering wearily up the stairs. From behind I noticed his dirty scuffed shoes, worn at the heel. A man with dirty shoes, my father believed, is a man who has lost self-respect.

Inside the flat there was a warm cheerful aroma, fresh bread and asparagus perhaps, plus something I couldn’t quite identify – mint possibly. There was certainly no trace of the cooking smells that give Scotland a bad name – the long-boiled vegetables, the deep-fried everything.

Sanderson’s wife – a younger woman than I was expecting – appeared in the hallway. Her face was open and alert, eyes set wide apart. There must have been twenty years or more between her and her husband. She had a natural elegance – nothing to do with clothes or cosmetics. When she saw me she tilted her head to one side, slightly quizzical and with a half-smile, leaving everything about her to be guessed at. Her white trousers floated as she walked, giving her an ethereal quality, beautiful and unsettling. Sanderson did the introductions.

‘Cary?’ I repeated, thinking immediately of Cary Grant in North by Northwest. I must have watched it ten times or more.

‘Actually, it’s C-A-R-R-I-E,’ she said, spelling it out in a way that suggested she was used to being asked. ‘It rhymes with Harry.’ Her voice was soft and lilting.

‘It’s a lovely name,’ I said.

Sanderson told her he had invited me for supper – was that OK? Yes, of course it was, she said. The food was in the oven and it would be ready any minute. And in fact Alice had phoned to ask if she could drop something off – she would also be staying to supper. Sanderson didn’t seem surprised to hear this, yet he had told me just a few minutes before that they didn’t see many people.

We were in the main room now – the drawing-room they called it – which ran the whole breadth of the building and took light from both sides through large bay windows with wooden shutters folded to the side.

‘On a clear day,’ Sanderson said, ‘you can look north over the rooftops and out across the water to Fife, and on the other side, through the windows at the back, you can see Arthur’s Seat in all its glory.’ He explained that they had taken the flat mainly for the light.

‘The north light is important for an artist,’ he said, nodding towards Carrie as he opened a bottle of wine. ‘My wife has her studio across the hallway.’

Over drinks we talked mainly about Carrie’s work. The drawing-room was filled with large paintings, all hanging from the picture rail beneath an elaborate cornice, some of them in gilt-edged frames, others on unframed canvases stretched over wood. There were several full-size portraits, mainly female nudes in various attitudes. At the time I knew hardly anything about painting, but these pictures exerted a strange pull on me. They were unusually vivid – it was possible to sense the blood beneath the skin, the heartbeat behind the ribcage. The adjective that came to mind was truthful, normally a word best avoided and certainly not one I had ever considered in the context of painting. Nearly every square centimetre of the surface was filled with naked, ample flesh, not in the least stylised, but raw and blemished and natural. With a different painter the effect might have been crude, but these paintings came over as bold and celebratory. I viewed each one in turn, wishing I could say something clever or knowledgeable, something sophisticated that would suggest being at home with pictures of naked women. Instead I said: ‘These are very good,’ which was meant to be admiring, but in my own ears sounded feeble and patronising.

In the corner by the door there was a painting that stood out from the others – a portrait of a man, just the head, not the body. The features struck me at first as exaggerated: the eyes and nose and lips, taken singly, were fantastic specimens, but together they looked like a mistake, a face put together in a hurry. And yet it was an interesting face, the different features not quite blending, but the overall effect captivating. It held me there in a kind of wonderment. Curiously, I had a faint sense of déjà vu: the longer I studied the face the more familiar it seemed. Suddenly Carrie was at my side.

‘I can’t help feeling I’ve seen this face before,’ I said.

‘You have,’ she smiled. ‘It’s Harry. He was younger then, mind you.’

Of course!’ A slow inexorable blush.

‘I used to paint him a lot in our early years together, but he doesn’t let me now.’ She described how satisfying it had been to do Harry’s portrait because of what she called the ‘strong lineaments’. She said it was a sort of Cubist face. ‘You know, like one of those Picasso self-portraits.’ Sanderson sat in an armchair on the other side of the room and gave a loud artificial cough, pretending to be offended. Carrie laughed.

‘No, no,’ she protested, ‘Cubist is good,’ and at that moment I felt sure I could hear love in her laughter. ‘Better than Dadaist, for example. A Dada face would be completely random – it would have to abandon any recognisable aesthetic form.’

‘Well, thank you,’ said Sanderson, pouring himself another drink. ‘It’s good to know one has contributed to modern art in some small way.’

At first sight – in ways to do with outward appearance and charm – they had looked an improbable couple. But this brief exchange between them seemed to open a small window onto their marriage, and those first impressions were of goodhumoured ducking and weaving, the sort of teasing I imagined could come only from a rock-firm base. Through the window, I liked what I saw, though as always in my case it was not anything I identified with, nor anything that could ever have been reflected in my own being. To me, looking in, the shape and contours of their relationship seemed to fold and bend in all the right places. But what did I know? I was no expert in marital pairing.

The entryphone buzzer sounded, and Carrie told Alice to come straight up. It was obvious, even before she spoke, that Alice was American – something to do with a kind of undefiled look and the gleam of her perfectly straight teeth. It turned out that she and her husband were the owners of a small gallery in the New Town. Several of Carrie’s paintings had sold recently, and she had come to deliver a cheque. There was something theatrical about Alice, not just the heavy make-up – so thickly applied that she might have undergone some sort of embalming process – or the dress that could easily have come from a costume play, but the way she stood quite far back from everyone as she spoke, like an actress delivering her lines from upstage. She was also someone who held your attention, though it was hard to pinpoint anything that was obviously fascinating about her. She simply gave off an air of composure that made you want to look at her.

As we took our places at the kitchen table, brief biographies were exchanged and we learned a little about each other. Sanderson and his wife had lived in Edinburgh for the whole of their marriage. Carrie, originally from the Hebrides, had studied art history and moral philosophy at the university. Which was where she first met Sanderson, one of her philosophy lecturers, although years had passed before they had got together, she said. Before graduating she had transferred to the College of Art, specialising in drawing and painting, and now she taught there one day a week, the rest of her working time divided between private commissions and experimenting with different things ‘just for my own amusement really’. Alice declared this to be modesty in the extreme – Carrie was ‘a huge talent’, she said.

Meanwhile I enthused about Edinburgh – my accommodation in particular, how quiet it was and yet how near to the city centre. My hosts were evidently acquainted with Martin Blandford (he was a colleague of Sanderson’s), and they also appeared to know the cottage. Carrie praised its charm and mentioned that if ever Martin acquired anything new, something for the kitchen perhaps or even a book, he always removed an article of roughly the same size and took it immediately to a charity shop. In this way clutter was avoided. ‘He has learned how to be disciplined,’ she said, stopping abruptly, as if she’d heard herself say too much. At which point I thought I saw the corners of Sanderson’s mouth tighten.

Tell me more about your book on happiness, I said, but he would disclose nothing of its contents, only how it had come about. He claimed he had been dragooned into it by his head of department. ‘That’s all anyone cares about nowadays – getting a book out. Doesn’t matter what you publish, or whether it’s any good.’ Publications were the single thing that mattered when it came to rating a university department – such a mistake. Five Star was the best rating, he said, just like a hotel, and during the last Research Assessment Exercise – RAE it was called – their department had been given only a Four. And without a star – something the new head was determined to improve on. Before long his colleagues were falling over each other in their haste to produce books. Not works of careful scholarship – no, no, that would have taken far too long – but new editions of this or that, or an introduction to a reprint, dressed up with a few learned notes – anything at all just as long as it was between hard covers. All in pursuit of a star, just like at primary school. And so they busied themselves with writing more and more about less and less, he said. ‘Do you remember the fly on the axle wheel in Aesop’s Fables?’ He jabbed the air with his pipe. ‘See what dust do I create! See what dust do I create! Well, my colleagues are all pretty much flies on the axle.’

Meanwhile he himself, unwilling to join the unseemly rush to print, had done nothing. Everyone else was furiously scribbling, but he stayed aloof. Eventually, during a difficult exchange with the head of department, he was told he was at risk of being deemed what was termed Research-Inactive. ‘What a load of bollocks, I told him. What about Socrates? Had he been Research-Inactive? Presumably yes, since he never wrote – far less published – a single word.’

But the head followed it up with a letter, explaining the implications of being Research-Inactive. ‘RIA he called it.’ Sanderson pulled a face. ‘Can you believe it? Like the bloody IRA, and just as dangerous!’ He hadn’t wanted to write a book just for the sake of it, he said. Why would he, why would anyone? But with another RAE looming he had no choice. So, what to write? SUP – the Scottish University Press – had started a series called Philosophical Reflections, each title on a different theme, and designed to appeal to a popular as well as a specialised readership. (I made a mental note to add SUP to SEPA and SUPA.) The series already included volumes on Religion, Death, Liberty, Virtue, Aesthetics, and so on. By the time Sanderson put himself forward for the series they had only Truth, Lust and Happiness left. ‘I tried to get Lust or Truth, of course, but some other buggers got there first, and I was stuck with Happiness.’

After this prolonged tirade, an odd mixture of self-doubt and self-importance, he fell silent for a while. Wondering what to make of it all, I stole a glance at Carrie and Alice. But they were impassive. No doubt they had heard it all before, perhaps many times. It occurred to me that if I had met Sanderson in a novel he might have been difficult to like – slightly repellent, even. He wasn’t a naturally sympathetic character, and there was no obvious reason to care about him or what happened to him. And yet I did. There was a curious off-centre attraction to him. And while his flaws were there for all to see, shouting the odds and drawing attention to themselves, the real man was surely in a place of deep concealment – this at least was my sense. Or perhaps it was something to do with the fault lines in myself, and recognising them in someone else. Whatever the reason I found myself wanting to stick with him, if only to discover what had caused him to be this way.

Carrie had cooked vegetarian food – as splendid and colourful a meal as you could ever lay eyes on. But Sanderson, for whatever reason, seemed to feel the need to make fun of it. He made a big deal of sharpening a knife, his arm movements exaggerated like semaphore, as if preparing to carve a wild boar, then feigning a struggle as he sliced into a nut roast. More than once he tried to catch my eye, as if the performance were purely for my benefit. I wasn’t sure about the etiquette of conniving with one host against another. Best to concentrate on the food. There were stuffed peppers and several bowls of exotic salads and vegetables, all magnificent feats of peeling and grating, chopping and stuffing, and all quite un-French. Sanderson passed round the plates and, just as we all began to eat, he explained that until three years ago Carrie had been enthusiastic about meat.

‘In days gone by my dear wife even eschewed the neat sanitised packages in the supermarket in favour of the local butcher’s bloody carcasses.’

I noticed that Sanderson tended to say ‘my wife’ or ‘my dear wife’ instead of using Carrie’s name. And he used a particular tone, close to a sneer – quite removed from his earlier good will. There was no way of telling what it signified. The internal workings of a marriage are never shown to an outsider. You just have to wonder and guess.

‘Then,’ continued Sanderson, pausing for dramatic effect, ‘with the suddenness and fervour of a Damascene conversion she switched to greens and pulses.’

He had been drinking his wine quickly, and he took another gulp now. ‘I didn’t mind in the least,’ he continued, his tone suggesting it wasn’t possible for a man to be more reasonable. ‘I felt it might give her an interest in life, something to talk about.’

‘Hmmmm,’ said Alice on cue. ‘These peppers are so-oh sweet! Did you roast them with brown sugar?’

‘Actually no. A dash of lime juice in the stuffing seems to bring out their natural sweetness… ‘

‘Have you noticed?’ Sanderson turned again to me. ‘Exchanges between women about food can go on indefinitely. When I first observed this, I used to think that they couldn’t really be talking just about food, the ingredients of recipes, the preparation, the method, and so on. Their conversation must be in some way encoded, I thought, a strange language designed to exclude men, intelligible only to women. But no!’ He repeated the No several times, seeming to get stuck on it until, like an actor suddenly remembering his lines, he declared: ‘You see, there really is no subtext, no hidden message. They are, quite simply, talking about food. Now, that is the real mystery.’

‘But men do it too,’ I said. ‘In France anyway… all the chefs are men… more like gods, some of them.’ Was I making things better or worse? I had no idea.

After a constrained silence Alice announced to no one in particular: ‘I’m not sure I would want to cook vegetarian the whole time, mind you. It must be quite a palaver, quite an effort.’ Alice’s stage presence had the effect of giving a kind of make-believe quality to the evening – the rest of us had been hired by a casting agency to act out a scene.

‘But that’s the point,’ said Carrie. ‘It should be an effort, the more effort the better. With a bit of imagination we can eat really well on things that can be grown. And then we wouldn’t need to kill things in order to eat.’

‘Pleading and reproaching at the same time,’ said Sanderson. ‘This is my wife’s speciality.’

The smell of danger began to mingle with the other smells. For a few moments there was no sound apart from the munch of collective mastication. As we slowly tamed the roughage into something manageable, it struck me that the effort of eating must be on a par with the difficulty of preparation. The food was delicious, yet a mysterious law seemed to apply: the more you ate, the more seemed to be left on your plate. How could this be?

Sanderson picked up his glass of red wine and drained it. ‘Well, if cooking is all about effort, what about you going to the trouble to produce, say, osso bucco for your carnivore friends?’ He looked straight at Carrie. No answer.

He was not yet done. He went on to describe how the vegetarian ethic had seeped into other areas of his wife’s life. There was reflexology, a whole lot of new-age nonsense, and a worrying flirtation with Buddhism.

‘Oh Harry, you make perfectly harmless things sound wicked,’ said Alice, coming to the rescue.

‘Well, I feel queasy in the presence of religion. As you well know.’

‘It’s not a religion,’ said Carrie. Her neck was blotchy now, a little pink doily at her throat.

‘So what is it?’

‘It’s about accepting the fact’ – she picked her words slowly – ‘that there is suffering in the world, and finding ways of coping with it.’

‘But that’s surely what religions do.’ He gave a fiendish laugh. ‘They’re designed to help us cope. That’s the whole point of religion. To dress things up. To make death bearable.’

‘Well, what’s wrong with that?’

‘Huh!’ Sanderson spluttered. ‘What’s wrong with that? Where would you like me to begin?’

Carrie gave an uneasy laugh. ‘Harry, please. Why do you have to do this?’

It wasn’t a real question, but it was enough make him break step. I wondered how many of their conversations started out promisingly, and ended badly. In the few moments of silence that followed, Carrie folded and refolded her napkin. Then she smiled at him forgivingly – he might have been a naughty child – while he pulled a face that could have been read as remorse.
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A week or more later, when Sanderson took me fishing for the first time, I had reason to recall this conversation. While we sat having a sandwich by the loch, he told me how his wife had taken up meditation, about a year ago, he supposed – ‘quite without warning, and without, well, seeming to be the type’. At first he thought it might be a phase, but it had lasted longer than a phase and shown no sign of stopping. When he had tried to express interest, she was defensive, mistaking curiosity for criticism. One day she asked him to try it with her, and he did. But he found it too intimate, too unnatural. Bordering on the deviant almost, he told me.

‘Deviant?’

‘Well, you know, not natural. Not normal.’

He had felt embarrassed, he said, not just for himself, but also for her. The sort of embarrassment you felt when people you cared about suddenly started behaving oddly. When he couldn’t manage staring at the wall, Carrie said he should try concentrating on an image – something really hard, something impossible. Like what, he asked. She had told him to think of a wine bottle – narrow neck, wider body. Imagine filling it with water and putting a small fish inside, she said. Then you turned the bottle on its side and it became a sort of goldfish bowl. And then what? He had found this very trying. You feed the fish and the fish grows bigger, she said, until one day it is too big to be able to swim out of the neck of the bottle. This is my wife, he had told himself. With whom I live. I must try to understand her.

‘Don’t you see?’ she said, making him feel like an imbecile failing to grasp the simplest concept. ‘That’s what you have to concentrate on! The impossibility of getting the fish out. Except you mustn’t hold on to the idea that it’s impossible. You have to try and think of a way of doing it, without breaking the bottle. Do you see now?’ But Sanderson didn’t see.

‘No, I don’t bloody see,’ he had told her. ‘I don’t see how you could ever do it without breaking the bottle. And I also don’t see why it would be a tragedy to break the bottle, rescue the fish and put it in a bowl or a tank, or whatever. And I really don’t see why anyone would waste time on thinking about this sort of thing. How could it possibly help? What good could possibly come of it?’ She had told him then that it was pointless talking to him further, and they had left it at that.

In truth, Sanderson confessed, he had no real objection to Carrie’s new enthusiasms. He had even hoped that they might turn out to be good for her, and good for their marriage. But he no longer thought this possible. While it was true that in their early years together there had been a smooth and honeyed period during which there was a sense of deepening and ripening – like the getting of wisdom, he said – it had been followed by a much longer period in which the days and the disappointments piled up, and there was the ominous sense of one difficult thing finished and another about to begin. And now, since she had become so strange to him, the lentils and brown rice approach had seeped into all the little cracks of their relationship. There was no blood and guts any more, it was all husks and coarse pulses and flatulence.

With sex, he said, the problem went deeper. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear this, but equally I wasn’t sure how to prevent it, since he was clearly intent on telling me. In any case, part of me wanted him to continue so that I could get a sense of who this man was, and why he was troubled. ‘You lose confidence over the years, Eddie,’ he said, shoving a pipe cleaner up the spout of his pipe, and twisting it round and round. ‘Either that, or something external, something not connected with the sex, gets in the way.’ The pipe cleaner emerged, sludge-brown. His voice was gentle now, not straining for effect. He could, he said, just about recall a time when the world was purified and rendered new by marital sex. Now he felt like a dog eating grass to make itself sick. ‘Can’t quite help it, can’t quite not help it.’

By the time Sanderson told me this, a picture was beginning to emerge of a man whose psyche was precariously balanced, like the inner workings of a carriage clock. Left to himself, undisturbed, I imagined he would have managed to keep the various parts in some kind of harmony. But circumstances – whatever they were – seemed to have pressed in on him and threatened the balance.

Back on that first evening, however, there was no clue as to what lay behind Sanderson’s rage and gloom – only that they were sometimes hard to tell apart. His tone was by turns embattled and resigned, and what he said seemed to conceal as much as it revealed. Sometimes he spoke like the professional philosopher he was, dropping words like empirical or epistemological into the pot, stabbing the air with his pipe as he challenged the premises of this or the validity of that, and with a facial expression that seemed to say: This is going to hurt me more than you. At other times, his tone was soft, almost tender, and at these times he cradled his pipe in his hand as if it were a tiny bird with a broken wing.

He drank heavily throughout the evening, and perhaps this explained why he did most of the talking. It was doubtful that he was enjoying himself, but he seemed unable to stop. Sometimes he glanced at Carrie as though he held her personally responsible for his disaffection. I wondered what Alice thought of him, but it was impossible to tell. She met his eyes only momentarily before lowering her own and gazing into her wine glass, which she nursed in her lap. Like a trained actor, she never let her mask slip.
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