

[image: The Subtle Pleasures of Indiscretion by Alexander McCall Smith. A colourful illustration of a fox walking into a greenhouse with trees, hedges and blue skies in the background.]







By Alexander McCall Smith


THE NO. 1 LADIES’ DETECTIVE AGENCY SERIES


The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency


Tears of the Giraffe


Morality for Beautiful Girls


The Kalahari Typing School for Men


The Full Cupboard of Life


In the Company of Cheerful Ladies


Blue Shoes and Happiness


The Good Husband of Zebra Drive


The Miracle at Speedy Motors


Tea Time for the Traditionally Built


The Double Comfort Safari Club


The Saturday Big Tent Wedding Party


The Limpopo Academy of


Private Detection


The Minor Adjustment Beauty Salon


The Handsome Man’s De Luxe Café


The Woman Who Walked in Sunshine


Precious and Grace


The House of Unexpected Sisters


The Colours of all the Cattle


To the Land of Long Lost Friends


How to Raise an Elephant


The Joy and Light Bus Company


A Song of Comfortable Chairs


From a Far and Lovely Country


The Great Hippopotamus Hotel


In the Time of Five Pumpkins


THE ISABEL DALHOUSIE NOVELS


The Sunday Philosophy Club


Friends, Lovers, Chocolate


The Right Attitude to Rain


The Careful Use of Compliments


The Comfort of Saturdays


The Lost Art of Gratitude


The Charming Quirks of Others


The Forgotten Affairs of Youth


The Uncommon Appeal of Clouds


The Novel Habits of Happiness


A Distant View of Everything


The Quiet Side of Passion


The Geometry of Holding Hands


The Sweet Remnants of Summer


The Conditions of Unconditional Love


THE 44 SCOTLAND STREET SERIES


44 Scotland Street


Espresso Tales


Love Over Scotland


The World According to Bertie


The Unbearable Lightness of Scones


The Importance of Being Seven


Bertie Plays the Blues


Sunshine on Scotland Street


Bertie’s Guide to Life and Mothers


The Revolving Door of Life


The Bertie Project


A Time of Love and Tartan


The Peppermint Tea Chronicles


A Promise of Ankles


Love in the Time of Bertie


The Enigma of Garlic


The Stellar Debut of Galactica MacFee


Bertie’s Theory of Ice Cream


THE CORDUROY MANSIONS SERIES


Corduroy Mansions


The Dog Who Came in from the Cold


A Conspiracy of Friends


THE VON IGELFELD ENTERTAINMENTS


The 2½ Pillars of Wisdom


Unusual Uses for Olive Oil


Your Inner Hedgehog


The Lost Language of Oysters


THE DETECTIVE VARG NOVELS


The Department of Sensitive Crimes


The Talented Mr Varg


The Man with the Silver Saab


The Discreet Charm of the Big Bad Wolf


La’s Orchestra Saves the World


The Forever Girl


My Italian Bulldozer


The Private Life of Spies









The Subtle Pleasures
of Indiscretion


ALEXANDER
McCALL SMITH




[image: ]












ABACUS


First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Abacus


Copyright © 2026 by Alexander McCall Smith


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-349-14887-8






	Abacus


	The authorised representative







	An imprint of


	in the EEA is







	Little, Brown Book Group


	Hachette Ireland







	Carmelite House


	8 Castlecourt Centre







	50 Victoria Embankment


	Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland







	London EC4Y 0DZ


	(email: info@hbgi.ie)








An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









This book is for Colin Mumford









Contents


1: I love you more than Parmesan


2: The unfortunate Andrea Dowde


3: Three kisses


4: Instant dislike


5: What is it like to be Isabel Dalhousie?


6: Not to be trifled with


7: Et tu, Columba . . .


8: Flambé bananas


9: Danger of death


10: Box University


11: Brother Fox watches


12: The kissing disease


13: I never went to your house


14: Louis calls


15: Isn’t the world terrific?


16: Potato dauphinoise









1


I love you more than Parmesan


[image: ] ‘I have never bitten anybody,’ said Isabel Dalhousie. And then she added, as is sometimes necessary, given the unreliability of human memory, ‘At least, as far as I can recall.’


She addressed this remark to her husband, Jamie, a bassoonist, her soulmate and the father of her two children, Magnus and Charlie, both of whom now had a history of biting other children at nursery school.


 Jamie was inclined to be tolerant. ‘Who among us has not bitten somebody?’ he asked. ‘And according to Freud – I think – biting is a normal feature of the oral stage.’


Isabel looked thoughtful. ‘The id can quote scripture for its own purposes,’ she said. ‘Normal, yes, but still resistible?’


‘Magnus is impulsive,’ said Jamie. ‘All small children are. We can’t expect him to resist his impulses.’


‘But he has to learn,’ insisted Isabel. ‘That’s what socialisation is all about.’


They were in the kitchen when this exchange took place. Jamie was busy preparing a cheese soufflé that he intended to serve with a broad-bean salad, it being his turn to do the evening meal. There was a rota pinned on the back of the kitchen door, and cooking duties were shared equally. He, though, tended to do more than his fair share, frequently offering to make dinner when it was really Isabel’s turn.


‘I don’t mind,’ he said. ‘You have much more to do than I have. I’ve only got to play a few notes from time to time . . .’


Isabel smiled at the self-deprecation. Jamie was modest – unduly so; she knew how demanding it was to be a professional musician. There were long hours spent in practice and in poring over scores; there were protracted rehearsals with difficult conductors. It was work that was quite capable of taking a physical toll.


‘Cooking is relaxing,’ Jamie continued. ‘Particularly after a stressful day. One can always chop onions mindfully.’


Isabel agreed, although she felt that it was important to bear in mind that for the majority of women, preparing family meals was an unrewarding chore, to be repeated day after day – and without much assistance from men. She was careful, though, to remind herself that there was nothing to complain about in her own circumstances. On the contrary; she and Jamie lived in a comfortable house in a leafy corner of Edinburgh; he had a job he loved, doing what he really wanted to do, which was to make music with others; and she, for her part, was her own boss as editor of the Review of Applied Ethics, a journal she happened to own. If that were not enough, Isabel had inherited from her late father the services of a housekeeper, Grace, who kept the house clean, helped to look after the boys, and seemed to enjoy routine supermarket shopping.


 Professional housekeepers have their quirks, but even by the standards of her profession, Grace was markedly unusual. Not only did she have esoteric reading habits – she had recently made her way through a two-volume biography of the Russian mystic Madame Blavatsky – but she was also a long-term member of an enthusiastic spiritualist group. This met each Wednesday in the Spiritual Dimension Centre in the city. There, the members of the group communicated through a guest medium, with what she called ‘the other side’. The precise location of the other side was never made clear – it was referred to as a place, even if, as Grace insisted, notions of time and physicality were largely otiose in that dimension. ‘We prefer not to think in physical terms,’ she reminded Isabel, in a tone of slight reproach. ‘Place has no meaning in the world of spirit. That dimension is . . . is all spirit, you see. It involves complete disembodiment.’


‘So, we leave everything behind?’ Isabel asked. As a philosopher, she had no difficulty in grasping the notion that concepts had no physical form – although Plato spoke of ideas existing in their own realm, a ‘place beyond heaven’ as he put it. More prosaically, Isabel wondered whether Grace believed we ourselves might look the same on the other side. Did our physical imperfections survive? Did we age, or were the young forever young once they crossed the Styx? The beautiful might remain the beautiful, perhaps, while the less favoured stayed, disappointingly, just as they were. Of course, we might all be miraculously transformed into equal beings, shimmering presences freed of our earthly burden, or we might simply become ideas, devoid of bodily form.


Grace considered Isabel’s question and then nodded. ‘Everything is left behind.’


Isabel pondered this. ‘And men and women – are they the same on the other side?’


Grace had the answer. ‘They are beyond all that. That’s earthly business that makes no sense in the world of spirit.’


Isabel looked thoughtful. ‘There’s a case for that approach – even on this side,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think life might be easier if we spent more time on shared identity than on our differences?’


No, Grace did not think it was that simple. ‘We have to inhabit bodies,’ she told Isabel. ‘We cannot just be spirit – on this side.’ She paused. ‘But I agree with you that we should spend more time on what we have in common rather than on what keeps us apart. We’re all Jock Tamson’s bairns, after all.’


Isabel understood the reference. Jock Tamson, in Scottish parlance, was the ordinary man, the person in the street, the average citizen – Joe Average, Everyman – he had a number of names, but in Scotland he was Jock Tamson. Jock had no side to him – no pretentions to be anything other than what he was. None of us, therefore, was any better than anybody else. To say that we were all Jock Tamson’s bairns was to make a statement of egalitarianism that resonated at a fundamental level with Scottish sentiments. Nae nonsense – no nonsense – was another way of putting it in the Scottish vernacular.


‘The bottom line,’ Grace continued, ‘is that everybody deserves to be treated with respect . . .’


‘With decency,’ Isabel interjected. You currently heard more about respect than decency, but she felt the idea of decency still had work to do. Her mother – her sainted American mother, as she referred to her – had spoken to her of decency. ‘It was decency,’ she said, ‘that simple word, that put a stop to Joe McCarthy. That lawyer said to him Have you no sense of decency? And the American public heard that, and knew in its bones what decency meant. And that was the end of Senator McCarthy and his bullying.’


Grace agreed with Isabel. ‘Decency, yes. Respect – same thing. But nobody is anything special. That’s the bottom line.’


Isabel bit her lip. She had banned the expression the bottom line from the Review of Applied Ethics. It had become a cliché, she felt – a substitute for more nuanced expressions. It also reminded her, subversively, of things with which it had nothing to do: the red mark in the flesh that came from wearing a bikini that was too tight – there was that, of course; and then there was the line round the hull of a ship, just above water level. That was the Plimsoll line, and it marked the point beyond which a cargo ship should not be loaded. Isabel knew that because for some reason she had been taught it at school when she was eight. Many of the things we learn at that age we forget, but it seemed to her that everyone remembered this piece of knowledge that few of us are ever likely to need; and remembered, too, that it was named after Samuel Plimsoll, an earnest Victorian whose life’s ambition was to get that line painted on all British ships. What a strange cause to espouse, Isabel thought. But how satisfactory to believe in something to the extent that it becomes a lifetime campaign.


Did she herself have a sustaining cause of that sort? What did she believe in? What threat could move her to chain herself to the metaphorical railings? Climate change? That was something she imagined she would willingly protest about, although there would be limits that she would not exceed. She was wary of damaging public property in order to draw attention to a cause. Apart from anything else, that could be counterproductive, as the public turned against those who resorted to such measures. She did not approve, for instance, of people who threw tomato soup over paintings in public galleries. Nor would she care to glue herself to any roadway or sit down in the middle of an airport runway – both of which struck her as positively dangerous.


Peaceful protest was another matter, and there were plenty of causes that could potentially get her out on the streets. Serious injustice might do it. Isabel disliked unfairness of any sort. Fairness was not a difficult concept to master – even Charlie and Magnus seemed to understand it intuitively – and so there was no excuse for treating others unfairly. It was all there in the works of John Rawls, who had been a professor of philosophy at Harvard and who had proposed a theory of justice that Isabel had always found attractive. Imagine the society in which you are going to have to live, although – and this lay at the heart of the idea – you have no idea which position in that society you will occupy. As you work out what will be the opportunities offered to every member of that society, you will obviously bear in mind that you could be any one of those. You would therefore want everybody to have a fair chance – because that everybody could be you. Generalising from this, it becomes the moral duty of every society to do all that it reasonably can to help those who are disadvantaged and try and ensure they have a fair chance.


It was such a clear and defensible position, Isabel felt, and yet there were plenty of people who would disagree with Rawls. But not President Clinton, Isabel reminded herself – he gave Rawls a medal. She approved of that. Medals were the grown-up equivalent of the gold stars she awarded her boys if they behaved themselves. Three gold stars, stuck to the refrigerator door, brought the reward of a chocolate bar. It was a system that worked – the carrot element in the carrot-and-stick approach. And it would be a happy day she thought, when the stick could be put away; carrots were always preferable.


This mention of bites had its roots in the day’s events. That morning, on delivering Magnus to the infant department of the nearby school, Isabel had been told that the principal wanted to have a quick word with her, if she did not mind. No parent would dare ignore or put off such an invitation, and Isabel certainly did not. After handing Magnus over, and receiving a slightly disapproving look from the teacher, she made her way to the large door marked Reception behind which, in an inner sanctum, the school authorities conducted their interviews with parents. She did not have long to wait, as within a few minutes a door along a corridor was thrown open and from it emerged the imposing figure of Mrs Catriona Laurie, head of the infant department. She invited Isabel to join her in a room further down the corridor where they might have what was described as ‘a brief but serious chat’.


‘Is this about biting?’ Isabel asked Mrs Laurie.


The older woman looked at her in surprise. ‘As it happens,’ she said, ‘it is. And the fact that you anticipated that suggests the problem is one with which you are already familiar. Of course, Charlie was also inclined . . .’ She did not finish the sentence. Charlie, older brother to Magnus, had in his day bitten several of his classmates and was obviously remembered for the effect that he had had on the equanimity of the class. They think we’re a family of biters, Isabel thought, as she listened to Mrs Laurie. She sits in judgement on me . . .


She had to defend herself, and her boys – any mother would. ‘Charlie hasn’t bitten anybody for a very long time,’ she said. ‘I think he’s got well beyond that stage now.’


She looked at Mrs Laurie, trying to fathom what her intentions were. It was not fanciful to imagine that Magnus might even be expelled – that was a rarely used weapon but it was still there in the school armamentarium, ready to be used when psychology and all its ploys had failed. There was a limit, Isabel thought, to what manoeuvres were available when one was dealing with bad behaviour in the under-sevens. Isabel had never claimed to be a great psychologist – it was difficult enough being a philosopher, without having to master a whole new discipline – but she did remember a few details from a couple of lectures in developmental psychology attended out of curiosity in her student days. And what stuck in her mind was the fact that seven was the age at which awareness of the feelings of others began to manifest itself in the childish mind. Before that, our world revolved around us in such a way as to allow very little room for other centres of consciousness. Jean Piaget had said seven was the milestone, and Isabel had remembered that long after she had forgotten all else from the great French psychologist’s writings. And more recently, there had been a lengthy article in the New Yorker about the unfinalised nature of the teenage male brain. In some cases, the article said, seven came and went without any notable improvement in sensitivity, and in these cases things might be more serious. ‘Teenage boys,’ Isabel had read, ‘do stupid things because that is how their brains are wired.’


It was all a question, she was told, of imbalance between the rate of development of the prefrontal cortex – the responsible part of the human brain – and the reward system, particularly the ventral striatum. She had never before heard of the ventral striatum, but was quite prepared to regard it as being responsible for a great deal of young male impetuosity and bad judgement. It might be that the urge to bite others – controlled in the case of adults – was too much to overcome when you were a five- or-six-year-old boy. If that were the case, then no matter how much one scolded the likes of Charlie and Magnus, or attempted to reason with them, one would be unlikely to eradicate undesirable behaviour until their still-developing brains had matured.


The article in which Isabel had read about the neuroscience behind this had gone on to deal with wider issues of responsibility. The younger male brain, it argued, was wired in such a way that many young males were not fully responsible for their actions until they were in their late twenties – or possibly even beyond. That was ridiculous, thought Isabel. Theories of responsibility had to be practical – they had to make sense in the real world. She was prepared to accept that young men behaved inconsiderately simply because they were young men, but it would be impractical to shield them from blame until they were in their late twenties. What did the French say? Tout comprendre c’est tout pardonner – to understand all is to forgive all. Well, aphorisms often sounded better in French – a language that could clothe the banal in impressive language – but one still had to be practical. Wrongdoing had to be met with a reaction, or life in society would become impossible. Determinism, which implied that everything we did was the result of factors beyond our control, might be theoretically supportable, but would simply lead to chaos if applied in the real world of human affairs.


Now, as she sat in the kitchen with Jamie, a glass of New Zealand white wine on the table in front of her, she recalled her conversation with the teacher that morning in the school office.


‘I’m afraid we have to take incidents of this nature very seriously,’ Mrs Laurie had intoned, fixing Isabel with a look that seemed to imply that she, Isabel, had bitten somebody.


Isabel looked out of the window. Did the teacher imagine that she was indifferent to the fact that her son had bitten somebody? She almost said as much, but stopped herself, and uttered an apology instead. ‘I really am very sorry about this. I’m not saying that this is the first time—’


She was not allowed to finish. ‘He’s biting at home?’


There had been an allegation – from Charlie, who had accused his brother of biting him in the course of some minor argument of the sort that all children had. Magnus had denied the charge and accused Charlie of spitting at him in the first place. No physical evidence had been produced – there were no teeth-marks.


‘You know how little boys are,’ Isabel had replied. ‘They can be very physical.’


Mrs Laurie sighed. ‘We have to deal with this sort of thing all the time,’ she said. ‘We know that boys, in particular, can be somewhat physical. We find it helpful, though, to enquire as to the reason for instances of bad behaviour. Often, this is a result of something happening at home . . .’


The sentence was unfinished, leaving the unexpressed question hanging in the air.


Isabel drew in her breath. She felt extremely uncomfortable. The unstated implication was clear: marital tension.


‘Everything’s fine at home,’ she said quietly.


Mrs Laurie was at pains to reassure her. ‘Oh, I did not imagine that there was anything,’ she said. ‘It’s just that we often find that . . . domestic difficulties of some sort or other lie behind behavioural issues at school. Not always, of course, but it’s common enough.’


‘Well,’ said Isabel, ‘I don’t think that’s the case here.’


There was a brief silence. A large clock on the wall marked out the seconds with a loud tick. Then Mrs Laurie said, ‘Sometimes these things are genetic. We have to bear that in mind, I suppose.’


Isabel now told Jamie about this exchange. He turned to her, away from his task of grating cheese for the soufflé. ‘She said what?’ he exclaimed.


‘She said that sometimes these things are genetic.’


Jamie shook his head in disbelief. ‘Was she implying that Magnus gets it from us? From you and me? That we have a history of biting people – a sort of family tradition?’


Isabel laughed. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I find this so funny. That’s the way I took it – when she first said it. I wanted to say to her: are you suggesting that my husband and I have a tendency to bite others? Of course, I didn’t say that.’


Jamie smiled. ‘One never says these things. They always occur to one far too late.’


‘I think,’ Isabel continued, ‘that she meant innate rather than genetic. In other words, that a tendency to bite may be a feature of the general human genome – or the genome that is particular to small boys in general, rather than the general genome – if you see what I mean.’


Jamie looked thoughtful. ‘Possibly.’


‘Anyway,’ said Isabel. ‘We left it more or less at that. She said they would watch the situation and let us know if there were any further incidents. She said that we should talk to him about it and try a bit of positive reinforcement.’


‘In other words,’ Jamie suggested, ‘we need to reward him for not biting?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Or tell him that if he bites people,’ said Isabel, ‘then somebody might bite him back?’


Jamie considered this. ‘There’s something to be said for that.’


Isabel wondered if there was anything in Aesop’s Fables that might help. Simple morality tales were a powerful way of getting a message across to children. It was, in her view, a large part of what children’s stories were all about. Virtue was rewarded; selfishness punished. It was the central plot of so many of the stories we told children. And of thought experiments in philosophy, too, she reminded herself. Peter Singer’s shallow pond was a famous instance – he asked us to imagine what we should do if we walked past a child drowning in a shallow pool. Were we morally bound to rescue the child – even at the cost of ruining our clothes? To which question, Isabel had never met anybody who would fail to rescue the child, although such people possibly existed. But when one substituted starving people in a distant country for the child in the pool, the duty to act was by no means so universally accepted. The dilemma rumbled on through the pages of philosophical reviews, and Isabel herself had once devoted an editorial to it in the Review.


Now, thinking of moral tales, she remembered that Jamie had started reading Charlie and the Chocolate Factory to the boys. It was going down well. Charlie inherited the chocolate factory because he was modest and respectful. The other children met a fate appropriate to their vices. The thought prompted her to ask Jamie, ‘What happened to Augustus Gloop?’


He was not expecting the question, and was surprised. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘I was thinking of moral messages.’


He nodded. Isabel was always thinking of some moral conundrum or other – it was part of who she was, and he found it appealing, if sometimes a bit frustrating when it prevented her from acting decisively.


‘He was very greedy,’ Jamie replied. ‘He got sucked into a chocolate machine.’


‘Thereby joining a long list of characters from children’s stories who come to an unfortunate end,’ said Isabel.


‘Yes.’


‘Such as Hilaire Belloc’s Matilda,’ Isabel continued. ‘She was the girl who told dreadful lies. Remember her?’


Jamie frowned. ‘Vaguely.’


‘She was burned to a crisp,’ said Isabel. ‘Nobody believed her when she shouted Fire, Fire! They simply answered, Little liar!’


‘Poor girl,’ said Jamie.


‘Indeed. But every child who heard that story reached the same conclusion, you know. Don’t tell lies.’


‘I don’t think you should frighten children,’ said Jamie, returning to the grating of cheese. Then he said ‘Parmesan. I love it so much.’


Isabel looked at him. My beautiful Jamie, she thought. She loved him. She loved him so much. I love you more than Parmesan, she thought – and imagined, for a moment, a thought experiment in which she was faced with an awful choice between saving Jamie’s life and wiping out the world’s future supply of Parmesan cheese. It was a ridiculous notion – not the sort of thought on which any time should be wasted. And yet intrusive thoughts like that did occur from time to time, sneaking into the mind, past all defences, past all barriers. They were difficult to dispel, although there were various psychological tricks that worked, such as counting backwards from one hundred, or reciting, in reverse order, the names of Canadian prime ministers as far back as one could remember. She could get to William Lyon Mackenzie King – in his third term in office – although she often stumbled over one of them who served only a few months. She liked Mackenzie King because he was so peculiar. He was obsessed with contacting his deceased mother – turning to her at times for guidance on the running of the country. He also believed that he could communicate with his deceased dogs, seeking their advice, at séances, on a range of spiritual matters and also on important affairs of state.


‘The just society,’ Isabel once said to Jamie, ‘is created here – in the heart.’ And she placed a demonstrative hand on her chest.


 Jamie agreed, although he felt that he had to point out that she had been above the middle lobe of her right lung rather than her heart at the time. A small point, he said, but one might as well get it right.
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The unfortunate Andrea Dowde


[image: ] Three days went by without any further reports from school of biting incidents. Isabel was relieved: she had spoken to Magnus and he seemed to have understood the gravity of his situation.


‘You see, darling,’ she said. ‘We don’t bite other people in this family. Do you ever see Daddy biting anybody? I don’t think you do. And Charlie doesn’t bite, does he? That’s because big boys don’t bite, and if you want to be a big boy, you will have to stop biting people.’


Magnus listened attentively. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘Won’t.’


Isabel smiled. However, Magnus then went on, ‘Can I hit them instead?’


Isabel struggled not to laugh. ‘No, you can’t hit them,’ she said. ‘Hitting is like biting. People don’t do either of those things.’


But they do, she thought. You only had to look about you; you only had to watch the news, or read the papers, and you saw people hitting one another. That was what war was about: one side hitting the other. Ultimately it came to that: behind the familiar terminology of war, the talk of troop movements and strikes and so on, lay the simple infliction of force, of violence. There was no real difference between the blows and bites of warring primates in the jungle and the pulling of triggers and launching of missiles that occurred in human conflict.


Magnus looked sullen – a sign, thought Isabel, that he accepted defeat. Now she switched her approach and promised him two helpings of ice cream at dinner – a promise that immediately had the desired effect. She reported this resolution to Grace, who said that she had also spoken to Magnus and that she thought that there was little danger of a recurrence. And when she had taken him to the school on Isabel’s behalf the day before, Magnus’s teacher had assured her that he seemed to be playing happily with his classmates and that there had been no further incidents.


‘So you can get on with your work without worrying,’ Grace said.


Isabel was grateful for the clear time. The next issue of the Review was due to be sent to the printer in ten days’ time, and the proofs were waiting on her desk. Isabel had an editorial board to advise her on issues of policy and, in appropriate cases, to read submissions, but she had no day-to-day editorial assistant to whom she could delegate minor tasks. As a result, she herself did many of the small things that, in a publishing company, would not be done by an editor. Not that she objected to this: that she undertook such duties herself meant that Isabel could justify having Grace as a full-time employee. To some that would be a luxury, but it was obviously justified if it was a way of ensuring that she had time to perform her editorial role.


Now, with Grace back from walking the boys to school, Isabel secluded herself in her study and began to tackle the task of checking the proofs for the forthcoming issue. The Review employed a freelance proofreader, Annabel MacGillvray, an actress who supplemented her earnings by taking on proofreading. One of the journals for which she worked was a publication devoted to agriculture, and the other was Isabel’s Review of Applied Ethics. ‘I am very well informed now,’ Annabel said, ‘when it comes to all matters to do with tractors and harvesters, and to neo-Kantian theories of moral responsibility.’


Annabel had made a number of amendments to the proofs that Isabel had on her desk, and Isabel was now working her way through them. It was a slow process, as Isabel had to laboriously correct the text on the master file and make sure that everything made sense. Annabel was eagle-eyed and quick to spot any inconsistencies or deviations from house style. Although not asked to check facts, her innate respect for accuracy meant that she occasionally investigated an author’s references and found issues that needed to be addressed. Very little got past her.


By ten o’clock that morning, Isabel had been at her desk for an uninterrupted two-and-a-half hours. And was ready for a break. It was not that time dragged while she was working – anything but: she could spend four or five hours absorbed by her editorial tasks and it could seem to be no more than a brief few minutes. Yet she found that she needed to get up from time to time to stretch her legs and take her mind off her work. Now, as she stood up and glanced at her watch, she decided that she would walk into Bruntsfield to pick up an order she had placed at the 181 Deli for half a dozen small quiches. These were a good standby for occasions when she did not have the time to prepare anything herself: Jamie always appreciated quiche with salad, and, rather surprisingly, Charlie and Magnus enjoyed that combination too, even if their regular fare was rather different. ‘I do not understand the objection to quiche,’ Jamie said. ‘There’s nothing weak about quiche.’


Isabel agreed, although she understood how quiche might perhaps be taken to represent sensitivity. ‘After all, quiche, by definition, can’t be tough, can it? It’s soft.’


‘And real men can’t be soft?’ asked Jamie.


‘Of course they can. And I’m not sure, anyway, that I’d use the expression real men. All men are men, after all. The idea of a real man seems odd to me.’


‘A real man,’ said Jamie, ‘is the embodiment of whatever idea of masculinity you have in mind.’


Isabel thought about this. There were certain attributes that people linked with masculinity – there was no point in denying that. Firmness, strength, willingness to engage physically with the world – these were all qualities that men were thought to possess . . . or used to be thought to possess. Everything was changed now in our androgynous world: the old stereotypes were being abandoned.


She thought about Jamie. He was masculine enough for her, and she did not want him to be more . . . she searched for the right word to express what she was thinking . . . She did not want him to be any rougher . . . No, that was not the word. To be any more male . . . Perhaps that was the only way of putting it. There was maleness that we recognised quite easily when we saw it. We could generally tell at a glance whether a face was male or female – but what was the distinction? Softness of skin? Delicacy of feature? The question of what went into maleness was a complex one, and perhaps no single definition would capture it all. You sensed maleness without thinking of what lay behind it.


She moved to the window. She decided that she would go to 181, buy the quiches and treat herself to a short coffee break while she was about it. Then she would return refreshed to face the work that remained to be done on the proofs. The walk would do her good as well – everyone said that if you sat at a desk for long periods you should make sure that you took regular breaks for physical activity. Grace had views on that, and had recently been taking a keen interest in the vagus nerve, which, she said, suffered if one sat in one position for hours on end. ‘People forget about their vagus nerve,’ she said to Isabel. ‘They don’t know how important it is.’ Isabel had nodded her agreement; she was one of those people, she feared – in fact, she had never even thought about her vagus nerve, which is worse, she imagined, than merely forgetting about it. ‘A cold shower each morning,’ Grace went on, ‘is a great tonic for the vagus nerve. You know that, don’t you?’


Jamie was spending the day in Glasgow, at concert rehearsals, and Grace was upstairs, tackling a pile of laundry that had built up and needed ironing. Isabel let herself out of the house and began to make her way to the shops in Bruntsfield, less than half a mile from the house. Her route took her along a quiet residential street with houses set back from the roadway, houses that had been built in the final years of the nineteenth century as Edinburgh had spilled out into the surrounding countryside. They were solid Victorian buildings, stone-built, with all the confidence of their times. As a young child, Isabel had assumed that the whole world was like this – that everybody lived in a house built of stone; later, she discovered that this was not so, that there were houses with thin walls and leaky windows, where it was rarely possible to be warm enough, and where kitchen cupboards were less generously stocked – or not stocked at all. Edinburgh was not the entire world, as she had thought it was in her childhood – it was a fortunate corner of a place that was darker and more difficult.


She entered 181 and made her way to the section at the back where a small number of tables filled the restaurant area. Only one of the tables was occupied when she went in – a table in the corner at which a young couple sat over cups of coffee, engaged in whispered conversation. Isabel glanced in their direction and saw that the young man and the young woman were holding hands. It was not a romantic meeting, Isabel decided: this was clearly a crisis. She saw the young woman shake her head as she listened to what her companion was saying. Isabel heard a word or two drifting in her direction. ‘It wasn’t anything you said . . . it wasn’t that . . .’ That from the young woman, while from the young man there came an accusation: ‘You didn’t care, did you . . .’


Isabel turned away. She found herself thinking of her good fortune: she and Jamie were beyond all this; they had nothing to argue about because they knew exactly where they stood, and neither had any doubts about how the other felt. Theirs was a life of calm and contentment, a life devoid of misunderstandings and doubts. These two young people, by contrast, had none of the security that goes with simply being settled. Now they were tiptoeing about each other, exchanging misunderstandings, making Isabel think, I’m glad I’m not them.


Roz, one of the members of staff, came to take Isabel’s order. She asked for a latte and, noticing a plate of fresh bakery on a nearby shelf, for a slice of shortbread. Shortbread was against her self-imposed rules against snacking – my private sumptuary laws, as she put it – but such rules were susceptible to broad interpretation. A piece of mid-morning shortbread could be seen as the first course of lunch rather than as a snack. Isabel smiled, and muttered to herself, ‘J. L. Austin’, who was the philosopher who wrote How to Do Things with Words. Words were important, she thought, but not quite as important as Austin and his Oxford colleagues had thought. While philosophers argued about words, wars were fought, people died.


As she took the first sips of her coffee, Isabel was aware that another customer had come into the shop, lingered briefly at the counter, then made her way to a table in the far corner. Isabel glanced at the new arrival, whom she saw now only from the back. She noticed that she was wearing a faded paisley scarf similar to one that she herself had at home. It had belonged to her mother, who told her it had been given to her by one of her aunts from Mobile, Alabama. Isabel had put it in a protective plastic bag and tucked it away in a drawer – a relic of a world that now seemed so distant – a world of slow courtesies, of moss growing on the branches of live oaks, of iced tea sipped on porches. It was a world of other things, too, she reminded herself: of shacks, and shame, and disenfranchisement. But that, she reminded herself, was the human condition, which had never been perfect, and never would be. We could not redesign the past, nor obliterate its pain, but we could be truthful about it. Every empire there had ever been had been built on suffering, had involved exploitation and injustice. Which was why imperialism was so wrong; and yet it still showed its face, under different guises, perhaps, but it was still there. She looked down at her coffee. She knew that it was fairly traded, because she had seen the packets they used, but there was coffee elsewhere, and chocolate, and a hundred other things for which distant growers were paid too little.


Jamie said that she thought too much about these things. ‘You can’t agonise over the implications of everything you do,’ he said. ‘I’m not saying that we shouldn’t be aware of the background, but if you’re going to . . .’ He paused as he searched for the right word. ‘If you’re going to interrogate every cup of coffee you drink, you’re going to end up with no time to drink it.’


She realised he was right. Her problem, though, was that she could not help herself. It was because she was a philosopher that she found herself thinking about the implications of how she lived her daily life. Jamie’s essential point was probably true: if you stopped to think about everything, then you would never be able to leave the house. You would not turn on a light because generating electricity, by a circuitous route, killed fish . . . somewhere. You could not own a car because even before you put any fuel in the tank – and that in itself was an environmentally questionable step – you would have to remind yourself that cars were made of metal, and the finding and processing of ore had a destructive effect on the natural world. So you could do nothing, really, without adding to the debit side of the earth’s account.


She stopped herself. She was not averse to thinking about these matters – in fact, she spent a lot of time on them – but this was her coffee-and-shortbread break, and she wanted to enjoy it before she went back to her work on the journal. That, of course, involved being complicit in the cutting down of Swedish forests, from which the pulp was obtained to make paper for the printing of the Review of Applied Ethics, and one day there would no more forests left in Sweden, and there would be no more wolves to inhabit them . . . Wolves . . . She had received a paper from a professor of philosophy in Toronto who was interested in the ethical implications of reintroducing species. She had skimmed through it and would return to give it a proper reading. He talked about wolves, she recalled, and about beavers, and even woolly mammoths – if we were ever able to clone them from surviving DNA. There was something appealing about the woolly mammoth, she thought, although one would need a lot of space to accommodate it. Siberia would do for that. The issue was whether diversity was, in itself, a good to which we should aspire. Would the world be any better if we still had the woolly mammoth? Better for whom, she wondered – for those who like the idea of woolly mammoths, or for the woolly mammoths to come, perhaps, if future entities could be said to have interests . . . She stopped herself and picked up her piece of shortbread. Here I am, she thought, sitting in a deli thinking about the woolly mammoth.


Suddenly she realised that she was being stared at. The woman at the table in the far corner, the woman wearing her mother’s paisley scarf, was looking at her intently. It was not the passing glance that one might give a stranger in a coffee bar, but a look that suggested real interest.


Isabel did not return the woman’s gaze, involuntarily dropping her eyes once she became aware of it. But when she looked up again, she saw that she was still under scrutiny.


The woman rose to her feet. Isabel waited, trying hard to place her: there was something familiar about the face, but she was not sure what it was. And now she was standing before Isabel’s table, smiling.


‘You don’t remember me, do you?’


It was a disconcerting start, but Isabel was polite. ‘I’m sorry, I know I should. But if you give me a moment . . .’


‘Andrea Dowle.’


Isabel caught her breath. Of course: Andrea Dowle.


‘We haven’t seen one another since school,’ said Andrea. ‘And that’s rather a long time ago now.’


Isabel gestured to the empty chair on the other side of her table. ‘Won’t you sit down?’


Andrea hesitated. ‘I don’t want to disturb you.’


Isabel smiled. ‘I wasn’t doing anything. I was just sitting here, drinking coffee.’ She paused. ‘Please join me.’


‘Are you sure?’


The apologetic tone was suddenly familiar, and jogged Isabel’s memory. Andrea Dowle had always seemed to be apologetic about something or other.


‘I’m absolutely sure. And I’d love to catch up.’ It was the first thing that came into Isabel’s mind. Did she want to catch up on Andrea Dowle’s life – especially when she had not thought about her for such a long time? And there were very specific issues that could make this encounter a complicated one.
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