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Chapter One


Annie Cochrane, Member of the Scottish Parliament and government minister, looked at herself in the changing-room mirror. She had taken the loud seventies-style creation from the rail in the hope that it would make her look slimmer. In vain, as it turned out. She undid the zip and yanked the dress to the ground. Next, she took a long black skirt from its hanger and paired it with a satin blouse. Now she looked like her mother at the pensioners’ club Christmas night out. Annie stuck her head out of the cubicle in search of an assistant and encountered a small lady with a badge pronouncing her the manageress. Pencil-thin and five foot three in her dainty stilettos, she obviously bought her size eight clothes from the petite rails.


‘Very nice! Classic!’ simpered Mrs Manageress.


‘No. It’s not me. Do you have something a bit more . . . glam, but not too racy?’


‘Size?’


‘Twelve,’ said Annie hoping what might be produced would have a generous cut.


Mrs Manageress reappeared with a long jacket, camisole and trousers. It certainly looked better, but the cut was not as favourable as she’d hoped. She ventured out of the cubicle again.


‘Very elegant, Ms Cochrane.’


Ah, Annie thought, that explained why the manageress had replaced the junior assistant. She had been recognised – one of the perils of TV appearances.


‘It’s better than the other one, but it’s a bit tight.’ Annie gestured vaguely, first towards her chest and then to her hip area.


‘I’ll get you a fourteen. Better to go up a size and look slimmer, I always say.’


What looked like a huge pair of trousers and an enormous jacket were produced, but Annie had to admit that they were an improvement.


‘Do you have anything else for black-tie occasions?’ She might as well make the most of the help at hand. ‘I seem to have grown out of my present wardrobe and, unlike my male colleagues I can’t just get away with one dinner suit.’


‘Must be a perk of the job getting to all these grand events,’ gushed Mrs Manageress as she disappeared in search of suitable clothes.


Annie surveyed herself. Being Minister for Health and Wellbeing meant an average of two black-tie dinners per week, followed by at least two hours’ work on her ministerial papers. Hardly very healthy. Her preferred option, an evening in the Edinburgh flat with a plate of scrambled eggs, was out of the question tonight. A gathering of orthopaedic surgeons awaited her.


She tried to find her waist. Despite picking at her food and refusing more than one glass of wine at these rich dinners, weight loss seemed to be evading her. Everybody said that your mid-forties were dangerous, weight-wise. The one consolation about this evening was that she wasn’t very hungry. Annie shook her head at her reflection. She should enrol at a gym, but there weren’t enough hours in the day. And anyway – she couldn’t bear the thought of all those treadmills.


‘How about this?’ said Mrs Manageress displaying a purple lurex ball gown with a long slit up the back. ‘This designer believes that ladies should flaunt their curves. It’s off the shoulder,’ she added, unnecessarily.


Annie swallowed hard. ‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘This?’ Another sparkling confection was swished in front of Annie’s nose.


‘No, I don’t do sequins.’ She smiled weakly, regretting having prolonged this painful experience. She looked at her watch. She had to be at Edinburgh Castle by 7 p.m. to host the pre-dinner reception and it was now 6.45. ‘Thanks. I’ll just take the outfit I’m wearing and I’ll keep it on. Can you put my old clothes in a bag?’


Dressed in her new finery, she emerged into the cold damp January evening, to find her ministerial car had disappeared. Eoin, her driver, must have been told to move on by the traffic wardens. Keeping an eye out, she looked at the illuminated window displays around her and tried to remember the last time she had ‘gone shopping’ just to have a wander and indulge in impulse buys. It must have been three years ago, before she became a government minister and personal time became something she simply didn’t have. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy her job. In fact, she thrived on it and she knew she did it well. She juggled two full time political roles – those of minister and Member of the Scottish Parliament – and still managed to give her son a secure family life. She was proud of that. On the eve of his departure, Kenny, her ex-husband, had announced that her priorities were her constituents, her party and then her family, and that he wasn’t staying around to come third in anyone’s life. Now, with her additional ministerial duties, she had four priorities. Well, she might lack a husband, but she had the help of her mother, the redoubtable May Laverty.


The toot of a horn brought Annie back to the present. She piled herself and her bags into the back seat of the ministerial car, just as her tame stalker rounded the corner.


‘Drive!’ she urged. ‘I swear, that guy has this car on some kind of satnav.’


‘Success?’ her driver asked over his shoulder.


‘I wouldn’t say success, Eoin, but I am wearing an outfit which will have to do.’


The car-phone rang. Could only be one of her civil servants. Annie picked it up.


‘Hello . . .’


‘Mum!’


‘Annie, got you at last!’


‘How did you get this number? It’s restricted . . .’


‘It’s written in my book with all your other numbers. Annie Car it says. You must have given it to me. You never answer your mobile. I thought I’d give this number a try.’


Oh dear. ‘How are you, Mum?’


‘I wanted to know how you got on with the cardinal today.’


‘Ah . . . We had . . . an interesting and lively exchange of views.’


‘Did you go to confession before you met him?’


‘No.’


Annie could hear tutting noises.


‘Well, tell me what you talked about.’


Annie braced herself. ‘We talked about the campaign we are running in schools to educate children about STDs and using condoms.’


There was a brief pause. ‘You are telling little children about . . .’ Her outraged mother whispered the last word, ‘. . . condoms?’


‘Not little children, Mum. Big children . . . fourteen and over.’


‘And why do you need to tell them about phones? They all have these mobiles nowadays.’


Annie was lost. ‘Phones? What are you talking about?’


‘STD . . . something . . . something . . . dialling . . . I can’t remember now, but it’s to do with phone numbers . . .’


‘No, Mum, STD means sexually transmitted disease.’ There was no response. ‘Hello? Are you still there? Mum?’


‘. . . You mean to tell me, you were talking about VD to His Eminence?’


‘I suppose I was,’ said Annie. Eoin was doing some fancy manoeuvring to avoid a new set of roadworks on Princes Street.


‘Did you talk about anything else?’


‘Well, since you ask, we strayed onto gay issues, which wasn’t on the agenda, and then I had to go to another appointment, so that was it. Somehow, though, he knew I was brought up a Catholic and kept using the pronoun “we” all the time.’


‘I don’t like this brought up bit,’ said May sharply. ‘You are Catholic! I said to Father McIver after Mass on Sunday that you were going to be meeting His Eminence and he said he knew the cardinal’s press secretary.’


‘Well that explains it! I sympathised with some of his arguments, but we can’t legislate solely for a Catholic point of view.’ It was fun winding her mother up.


But May’s mind had moved on. ‘Did you get your photo taken?’


Annie smiled as the car drove up the road onto the Castle Esplanade. ‘No, you’ve already got one of us together taken after his installation. Look, Mum, I’ve nearly got to where I’m going. Is Joe there? Can you put him on?’


‘Had his tea at six and then off out to goodness knows where. He never tells me anything these days. Treats my house like a hotel, swanning in whenever—’


Annie cut her short.


‘Mum, we’ll talk about it tomorrow over tea when I’m back. Six o’clock as usual. Bye.’


She called Joe’s number and left a message: ‘Hi, Mum here. Just hope you’re okay and had a good day. I might be late back to the flat tonight, but give me a text if you need to chat. Love you.’


As she was getting out, she paused.


‘Eoin, you’d better get the number on the car-phone changed. Mum can’t be the only person to have it.’


He smiled and nodded. ‘I’ll see to it.’


‘Are you picking me up? I should be finished about ten.’


‘It’s the contract-hire company to collect you tonight, Minister, but I’ll be there to pick you up at seven-thirty tomorrow morning to go to the constituency. Just as usual.’


Having a driver made Annie’s life so much easier.


She made her way towards the Grand Hall of Edinburgh Castle and found her private secretary, Tony, waiting for her in the ante-room. He handed her the after-dinner speech and started briefing her about those present.


‘This is a world-wide conference for orthopaedic surgeons and this evening is the highlight of the non-medical events. The speech is the usual one for international conferences: “Scotland’s health care is wonderful” etcetera.’ He pointed at the speech. ‘I’ve filled in the gaps for this event and there is even a small joke about hip-replacements.’ He looked rather pleased with himself.


‘Can I have a couple of minutes to read it through? It’s a while since we last delivered this one, Tony.’


He looked at his watch, walked to the door and glanced into the corridor. He returned just as Annie was skimming the first page, the one about Scotland having a rich history in pioneering medical advances. She almost had that paragraph off by heart.


‘Minister,’ he said in a low voice, ‘we are running really late and if you are going to work the room before dinner, you are going to have to go in now. The president is waiting to introduce you to people.’


Annie put on her polite conversation face, closed the folder and handed it to him.


‘Okay then, let’s go. Put the speech at my place.’


She was introduced to eminent surgeons from all over the world. She couldn’t help wondering whether they might have saved themselves time and considerable sums of money by some sort of video conferencing. Surely these shindigs did nothing for their waiting lists? A Mr Norton had forsaken his native Scotland for a senior consultant’s post in Timaru. He was waxing lyrical about the glories of Scotland over New Zealand when the drone of the pipes signalled the move to dinner. Annie excused herself and waited with the other inhabitants of the top table. Once hoi polloi had taken their places, the procession followed the piper into the Great Hall while everyone stood and clapped. It was just like a wedding – but with no bridegroom and no cake.


Dinner was much as she had expected – smoked salmon terrine, beef filet balanced precariously on a tower of potato and puréed something with a puddle of something else, then Crannachan. Why did someone have to ruin fresh raspberries and cream with horrible gravelly oatmeal? She picked at her food and sipped her glass of wine. Her audience was less abstemious. They had had their glasses refilled several times in that unobtrusive way caterers have perfected over the years. When she rose to speak, it took a moment for conversation to die down. Everyone, including Annie, viewed the next five minutes as a dull but necessary part of the evening’s proceedings. She opened her folder and delivered the page about Scotland’s medical heritage before moving on to the section relevant to the evening.


‘I deem it a great honour to be able to address the delegates and their partners of the International Conference on . . .’ On automatic pilot, she turned the page and glanced down for the exact wording of the organisation and read the words Advances in Genito-Urinary Surgery. Nothing to do with orthopaedic surgeons. She flicked the page to make sure she hadn’t turned two at once, but the large font page numbering confirmed her suspicions. Someone had managed to print off the previous speech – the one from the last medical conference – rather than the one Tony had carefully amended.


‘. . . this international conference on orthopaedic surgery.’


A quick glance down the page revealed that the joke was about someone confusing opening waterworks with the commissioning of a reservoir.


She was going to have to wing this. The adrenaline surge kicked in. If in doubt flatter.


‘Your skill as orthopaedic surgeons can turn lives around: my aunt who was trapped in her home has had a new lease of life since her double hip replacement; my nephew was involved in a car accident and is now able not only to walk but to captain his school football team, thanks to the skills of dedicated surgeons like yourselves. Advances in your field mean that the arthritic, the critically injured and those sportsmen and women with injuries which might deny them their sporting achievement are all in your debt.’


She looked up briefly. They seemed to be soaking it up. A joke would be good but only one came to mind, told to her by a medic years ago when she was nursing: How do you hide a twenty pound note from an orthopaedic surgeon? Put it in a text book. No. Tonight would have to be jokeless.


She paused while she turned the next page . . . it was all about urinary problems and sexual dysfunction. It had been bad enough delivering it to the correct audience and there was no way she could adapt it for this one.


She turned another page and found she was back on script . . . the merits of holding a conference in Edinburgh, the world’s most beautiful and welcoming capital city, what the Scottish government was doing to improve the health service and research opportunities, and her hope that delegates would get to see other parts of Scotland while they were here. She sat down to polite applause. She took a sip of water and concentrated hard. Eventually, after the president’s reply which was full of orthopaedic in-jokes about anaesthetists, and a recital by a harpist, she was able to make her escape.


As they drove away from the Castle, Tony was silent at first, then asked in a rather huffy tone why she had not read the prepared speech, as they had discussed.


‘It would be helpful to have feedback, Minister, for the next time.’


Annie handed him her folder, ‘Have a read at that.’


There was a short pause. Tony flicked over pages with increasing urgency. ‘Ah! Sorry, Emma must have printed the wrong one.’


‘I don’t care whose fault it was. Just try not to let it happen again. Please?’


‘You managed fine,’ Tony’s tone was less accusatory now, ‘and I didn’t know your nephew had been involved in an accident.’


‘He broke his leg when he was three. And to answer your next question, I don’t have an aunt with a double hip replacement. Next time, either you or I read it over first.’


‘Yes, Minister, sorry.’




Chapter Two


After he had left Annie at the Castle, Eoin had driven the ministerial Volvo to the government car depot. It was the driver’s responsibility to make sure the car was clean and tidy at the end of the day. He put Annie’s clothes in the boot ready to go to the constituency in the morning before removing his copy of the Express and an empty cardboard coffee cup. As he walked towards the bin, he passed the First Minister’s Lexus. All its doors were open and the rear end of Patrick Liddell, the First Minister’s driver, protruded from the back seat.


‘Good thing I’m not into bums, Patrick.’


Patrick reversed out and stood up clutching a can of upholstery shampoo and a sponge.


‘And I’m not into witty repartee today, Eoin.’ He looked stressed.


‘What’s happened? First Minister wet her pants?’


‘Fucking budgies!’


‘Budgies?’


‘I . . .’ He jabbed his sponge at his chest ‘– have been transporting budgies from the FM’s house to a bungalow near Edinburgh Zoo and one of the fuckers got out of the cage and crapped all over the car.’


‘Transporting pets is not in the job description.’


‘Tell me about it!’ Patrick continued, ‘I take the FM home to Glasgow and as I’m unloading all her paraphernalia, the husband comes to the door with a cage in his hand; next thing she takes it from him, trots down the path and puts it on the back seat. Without so much as a rug to protect the leather. Then she gives me her “woman of the people” smile and says, “Patrick, you won’t mind delivering these budgies for Robert. It’s on your way. The address is on the label.” So I said I wasn’t sure I was allowed to do this kind of thing and she says she’s telling me to, and she’s the First Minister, so off we went. Then when I was doing eighty along the motorway, one of them got out and started flying round the car. I pulled over to the hard shoulder and tried to catch it. That’s when it got scared and started crapping all over the place. Then it flew into the windscreen.’


‘Suicide?’ Eoin asked, smiling.


Patrick saw nothing funny in the experience. ‘It was still twitching so I bundled it back into the cage, replaced the cover and delivered the cage to the Edinburgh address as commanded.’


‘Let’s hope it was just mildly concussed or she’ll be after you.’ Eoin bent down and picked up the lid of the shampoo canister. He handed it to Patrick. ‘FM doesn’t usually go home on a Thursday does she?’


Patrick tapped the side of his nose.


‘Got an appointment at the school in the morning, hasn’t she? The obnoxious, sorry misunderstood, Jordan has been excluded for a week for swearing at his English teacher.’


‘She tell you all this?’


‘Not exactly, but, as you are aware, she doesn’t bother what she says in front of the driver. We don’t have ears, don’t you know. Or lives. She was giving the school secretary hell, telling her she would be there first thing to see the headmaster. God help him, poor bugger. I wouldn’t want the full force of FM’s wrath descending on me. Not first thing in the morning.’


‘I thought poor, hard done by Robert sorted out all things domestic.’


‘Budgie man tried and failed, didn’t he, so he’ll be getting bollocked for incompetence. As usual.’


‘That stuff about Jordan could be worth a bit if leaked to the correct quarters.’


‘Could be,’ Patrick sounded gloomy, ‘but I bet no one will dare to touch it, especially if she browbeats the school into changing its mind about her little darling.’


‘Going to give it a try?’ Eoin asked quietly.


Patrick shrugged.


‘Perhaps. Things aren’t what they were. When the last lot were in power, that kind of snippet used to add up with all the other little snippets until it paid for our summer holidays; you know – Caribbean cruise one year and Florida the next. Last year we rented a cottage in Caithness and it rained all the bloody time.’


Eoin laughed. ‘Well, as an Orcadian, I would say it served you right. You should have kept going, got on a ferry to Orkney.’


‘Yeh, yeh . . . and you think the weather would have been any better?’ Patrick shook his head. ‘Being promoted to Marlene Watt’s driver has certainly resulted in a loss of income.’ Patrick attacked a new blotch of budgie poo with some violence.


‘Why does she still call herself Watt?’ Eoin pointed out another stain. ‘She’s been married to Chirpy for years and years, hasn’t she?’


‘Aye. Perhaps twenty years ago there were still enough people about who thought being called Keiller meant that you slept with politicians and the aristocracy on a daily basis – in return for a wad of notes and a few spy stories. Perhaps she didn’t want to be associated with a jar of marmalade. Perhaps it’s her feminist principles. Who knows?’ Patrick noticed yet another stain and sprayed it fiercely. ‘What about yours? You got any interesting snippets about Ms Cochrane?’


‘Putting on the beef – had to go and buy a new posh outfit today. Her mother’s very impressed the cardinal came to see her. Oh! That reminds me, car-phone.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I’ll do it in the morning. Time to go home.’


‘Lucky you.’


Eoin put a hand on his colleague’s shoulder. ‘Now, Patrick! You make sure you check it all carefully. Budgie shit may be small, but it could leave a nasty stain on the First Minister’s backside.’


Patrick raised a friendly middle finger at his colleague’s departing back.




Chapter Three


To say that First Minister Marlene Watt was angry was an understatement. For a start, she was sharing the back seat of her official Lexus with a budgie cage. And for another thing, her party press officer was not answering his phone.


She had started the day discussing her son’s behaviour with his headmaster who felt that calling a female English teacher the C word was indeed grounds for a week’s exclusion.


‘Jordan thinks Mrs McNeill may have misheard him. He assures me he did not use the word in question. He was merely bantering with his friend, calling him “a stupid runt”,’ Marlene enunciated this phrase with military precision, ‘because he had forgotten to bring a pen with him to class.’


The headmaster held her penetrating gaze without blinking.


‘Mrs McNeill is a very experienced teacher, one who most certainly knows the difference between banter and abuse. I have already explained this to your husband, Ms Watt. Jordan had failed to hand in his homework for the third time in a month and Mrs McNeill informed him that unless his English folio was complete, he would not be able to sit his exams. He then called her a stupid . . . we both know the word I mean – and left the room. By no stretch of the imagination could that be called friendly banter.’


Marlene moved to her next line of attack. She leant forward in her chair and lowered her voice.


‘Mr Rutherford, you’re probably right. But Jordan is a very sensitive lad and he’s been having a tough time recently on account of my very public position.’


‘There is no probably about it – Jordan swore at Mrs McNeill.’ The headmaster was not to be swayed.


But neither was Scotland’s First Minister. ‘As I said, he’s been having a tough time. You obviously don’t realise how much bullying goes on in your school or I’m sure you would have addressed it, Headmaster. Robert and I have been finding it difficult to get Jordan to come to school at all. We’ve been telling him that he needs to learn to stand on his own two feet, but there are some very unpleasant children who have been taunting him – and worse. Before his English class yesterday, he was ambushed in the toilets, had his dinner money stolen and water poured into his bag. When Mrs McNeill criticised him, it was the last straw and he must have lost his temper. I will ensure that he apologises to her.’ Marlene paused and looked at Mr Rutherford.


‘I will ensure that he apologises to Mrs McNeill too, but as a result of the verbal abuse, she refuses to have him in her class and I feel she has good reason. From now on, Jordan will be in Mr Goodman’s class and is on his final warning.’


Marlene considered this some kind of victory. ‘Thank you, Mr Rutherford. I will make sure Jordan is back in school by morning interval.’


‘The exclusion still stands, Ms Watt.’


Marlene gave her head a tiny shake. ‘I don’t think you quite understand, Mr Rutherford. Jordan has been victimised within your school and you and your colleagues have done absolutely nothing about it. I’m sure neither you, nor I, for that matter, want any negative publicity. Unfortunately, my family is of interest to the press and should it become known that Jordan has been excluded, then I would have to put the record straight as to the bullying which led up to the incident, and I would have to say that, very reluctantly, we are considering moving him to a private school. Somewhere like . . . Glasgow Academy.’


Glasgow Academy was welcome to her ghastly son, the headmaster thought to himself, but he then made what he considered to be a conciliatory gesture.


‘I think perhaps a compromise is in order. Jordan will be excluded for three days. He can return to school on Wednesday.’


Sensing weakness, Marlene went for the kill.


‘Headmaster, I understand this school is in line for a major refurbishment. There is such a lot of competition for funding these days. Only yesterday I was speaking to our local councillors and they said that they had insufficient funds to carry out all the planned school refurbishments in the area.’


Mr Rutherford knew he was beaten.


‘Jordan can come back to school on Monday.’


‘Today!’


Oh, how he loathed this woman. ‘All right; but he reports to me first, then he will apologise to Mrs McNeill – in my presence.’


‘He will be back in school by eleven. I’m so glad we’ve cleared up this misunderstanding. I would be grateful if this could remain confidential. As I said, I wouldn’t want to have to highlight the school’s bullying problem if I had to explain things to the media.’


Marlene swept out of the school gates to the ministerial car and told Patrick to drive her home. Five minutes later, she was marching Jordan down the path while he attempted to tie his tie and walk at the same time.


‘You will go to the headmaster and grovel. You will then go to Mrs McNeill and grovel. Make sure you sound as if you are sorry. Then you will keep out of trouble. For the rest of your life. I have better things to do than sort out teachers who cannot control their pupils. Is that understood?’


The boy raised an eyebrow at his mother.


‘Patrick, drive him to school and come back immediately and pick me up.’


Patrick did as he was told, parked at the school gate and couldn’t help watching Jordan sauntering into the playground. It was morning break and there were various groups of children outside the main doors. Jordan strolled towards a solitary bespectacled boy who was sitting on a bench reading. In a nanosecond the book was snatched from his hands, and a handful of pages ripped from it. The boy handed over several coins. Jordan pocketed them, threw the remains of the book into the bushes, and went to join his friends.


With her son’s school career restored, Marlene and the budgie were en route for Edinburgh: Marlene to a photo-call with some primary-school children who had won the MAKE SCOTLAND GREEN CAMPAIGN and the budgie to replace the one which had been found dead in its cage that morning by the new owner.


Robert had been despondent at the news. ‘They just do that sometimes. They die. Shame I have to give her this one. I was going to keep it for myself. It’s a real beauty.’


Marlene curled her lip at the memory. Finally, somewhere near Shotts, she eventually got through to her press officer.


‘Where have you been? You’d better know that Jordan got in a bit of bother at school. He was being bullied and lost his temper. Any press interest, tell them the school has a major bullying problem which they refuse to address.’ She cut the call and looked at her watch. They were going to be a bit late for the school visit but that was all to the good. The First Minister loathed small children.




Chapter Four


It was Friday evening, and Annie was in the living room of her mother’s house in Corrachan, searching frantically for the remote control. This was the house in which she had been brought up and not much had changed, except it was no longer owned by the council and the television was now a large flat-screen – a far cry from the first she’d known in its wooden cabinet. Annie eventually unearthed the remote from under the local paper and turned the volume down to a manageable level.


May Laverty was in the kitchen preparing the meal. Annie could hear her moving about, opening cupboard doors and running taps. It was Friday so it would be fish, probably with a white sauce, mashed potatoes and some vegetable which had been boiled to extinction. That would be followed by something with custard. This evening, Annie would have settled for a glass of water, but she would try to eat a little and plead a diet in the hope of dousing the queasiness which had plagued her all day. Something she’d eaten last night perhaps? She wondered if all the orthopaedic surgeons were feeling sick too. So much for the grand Scottish welcome. One thing was certain – she wasn’t going to mention it to her mother. The glass of Andrews Liver Salts was to be avoided at all costs. A whiff of boiled fish reached her. She took a deep breath and waited for the nausea to pass.


Glancing round the room, she noticed that the usual array of photos had been changed. Her wedding photo, in a drawer since her divorce, was back on the shelf, but Kenny had been obliterated with a bit of strategically placed parcel tape. The photo of Annie and the cardinal taken following his installation was still in pride of place, flanked by her late father in his national service uniform. But Joe’s latest school photo and one of the American grandchildren seemed to have gone. In their place was a curious selection of religious statues.


May came into the room and started setting the table. She laid out three mats then put a knife, fork and spoon at each place.


‘There’s only the two of us,’ Annie reminded her. ‘Joe’s off with his friends tonight.’


May picked up the spare mat and put it back in the sideboard drawer. ‘He’s always out. Here for his tea, then away out again. Says he’s been going to your house to do his homework, but he could be anywhere. If I’m supposed to be looking after him when you are away, I need to know where he is.’


‘Okay, I’ll speak to him, Mum, but he’s sixteen now so he needs a bit of freedom.’


‘Or enough rope to hang himself! Too many out-of-control hoodlums in the town now. You don’t see them, with being in Edinburgh as much as you are. Corrachan isn’t what it was. You don’t want him getting into bad company.’


‘He’s not in with a bad crowd, but I’ll speak to him. Now, you tell me why my wedding photo is back on the shelf with Kenny covered up like that.’


‘Don’t you mention that adulterer’s name in my house.’


‘Mum! What’s brought this on? I seem to remember you telling me that I spent too much time playing politics and not enough time being a good wife. Why is the photo on display again?’


May went and picked the photo up, gazing fondly at it. ‘You are still married in the eyes of the church and you were a beautiful bride. Kenny . . . I thought you had found someone to care for you, not someone who would run off and live in sin in England.’


‘Mum! For goodness sake! He is not living in sin, he is married to Catherine. We can be perfectly civil to each other now, and there is nothing wrong with England.’


‘I’ll bet you he doesn’t go to Mass any more.’


Annie was getting exasperated by this scattergun conversation.


‘It’s none of my business, Mum. If you really want to know, ask Joe what his father’s church-going habits are.’


May replaced the photo and stood beside the table with her fists clenched. She looked suddenly small, as if the fight had gone out of her. Annie gave her a hug.


‘Look, Mum, please don’t get in a state about this. It doesn’t matter to me, so it shouldn’t matter to you.’


May shrugged her off.


Time to change the subject. ‘Why are the Blessed Virgin and her friends on the mantelpiece instead of Joe and his cousins?’


‘Our Lady is watching over me, keeping me safe.’ May’s tone was defensive.


‘Yes, but you have always believed that, so why the statues? They’re new, aren’t they?’


‘I just want them there, so I can see them. They give me comfort.’


‘Where did they come from?’


‘I bought them. All right?’ The tone was verging on the aggressive now.


‘Okay! Okay!’ Annie changed the subject again. ‘Do you want a hand in the kitchen?’


‘No. I can manage fine,’ May replied as she closed the kitchen door behind her.


After the meal, during which Annie had to go through everything that she had said to the cardinal and everything he had said to her, she sat through Coronation Street at extremely high volume, considering the weekend ahead of her – surgery with Mike Andrews, the local MP, tomorrow morning, then many hours going through her ministerial boxes and sorting constituency issues for the rest of the weekend. She also needed to find time to have a proper talk with Joe about his comings and goings. Perhaps he could shed light on the arrival of the saints. Coronation Street over, Annie stood up and put on her coat. She gave her mother a kiss.


‘That was lovely, Mum. A really nice relaxing evening. ’Fraid I’ve got to go now. I’ve got work to do, but I’ll see you for Sunday lunch. Come round at the usual time.’


May followed her to the front door. ‘Will you come with me to Mass on Sunday?’


‘No, Mum. I’ve got a heap of things to do and you know I don’t believe in all that any more. I’ll have your lunch ready for you at one. You can give me your version of the sermon then.’


Annie moved onto the step.


‘Bye then.’ She made it to the street without being called back and began the ten-minute walk home.


May looked at the closed door. She was worried about Annie – all the things in the newspapers saying she wasn’t doing her job properly, not to mention the letters in the local paper. Rude and disrespectful, they were. She was worried, too, about Joe and about the teenagers who seemed to be rampaging about the streets. She was sure some of them were coming into the house when she was out. She’d forgotten to mention that to Annie. Nothing had been taken, but things had been moved around. She had found the TV remote in the fridge and someone had put the butter into the microwave. She would get Bob McCafferty from next door to fit an extra lock and chain on the back door for her. That had to be the way they were getting in.


The boiled fish was resting uneasily in Annie’s stomach and as she neared her front door she knew it was about to make a return appearance. Luckily she located her key on the first trawl through her handbag and just made it to the downstairs toilet. When she emerged, the bass boom could be heard from Joe’s room. She climbed the stairs and knocked on his door. There was a pause before she was invited in. There was a reek of chips and Joe and his girlfriend Ellie were sitting on the bed looking somewhat pink and tousled.


‘Hello, Ellie. I thought you were going out for a meal, Joe?’


‘Got chips instead. I have to eat Gran’s food all week so I’ve come home for chips – and some sanity.’ His tone became accusatory. ‘Didn’t think you’d be back for a while.’


‘Obviously.’


Ellie’s shirt had an extra button at the top and an extra buttonhole at the bottom.


‘Well. I’m back now but I’m feeling a bit under the weather so I’m going to bed. Can you keep the music down please?’


‘Too much boiled fish?’ asked Joe, smiling.


Annie hated being disloyal to her mother. ‘I’ve been feeling off all day actually. Something I ate yesterday. Make sure you put these chip cartons in the bin outside. I hate the smell of stale vinegar. Goodnight.’


She closed Joe’s door and went to her room. She swapped her business suit for an outsize T-shirt and voluminous pyjama trousers and climbed into bed. It was wonderful to have a sanctuary like this where she didn’t have to worry about how she looked or what she said. Switching off the bedside light, she luxuriated in the selfish pleasure of a king-size bed all to herself – no one snoring, farting or expecting conjugals. Friends had nagged her for years to find someone else, but she had had neither the time nor the energy – nor the desire – for a live-in partner.


Things, however, had changed slightly in that department in the past year, surprising her as much as it would have surprised anybody else, had they known. She was happy the way things were at the moment – seeing Andrew occasionally, but not too often. Despite her early misgivings that a sexual relationship would ruin an old friendship, things seemed to going well with him.


Andrew Fraser was her party leader, Deputy First Minister and Enterprise Minister. Annie had been close friends with both Andrew and Jane Fraser for more years than she could remember. Nearly two years ago, Jane had been diagnosed with a brain tumour and was dead within six months. Andrew had dealt with his grief by throwing himself back into work, but sometimes he needed to talk about Jane and, with his son and daughter now involved in their own lives, Annie was the one person with whom he felt able to do this. She too missed Jane badly.


Along with Andrew, Annie was in the habit of meeting some colleagues at Vittoria’s on Leith Walk every Monday evening to discuss the parliamentary issues for the coming week over a pizza and a glass of wine. If Andrew wanted a private chat, he would make eye contact with Annie and leave the restaurant first. Annie would then refuse the chance to share a taxi, saying she wanted to walk home as it would be the only exercise she would get all week. She would walk the short distance to Andrew’s flat where, over another drink, they talked about old times, about Jane.


On one such evening, about four months previously, Andrew had been telling her how guilty he felt about spending too much time on politics and not enough time with Jane, when he broke down and started to weep. Annie moved to put her arms round him and she held him till he stopped crying. Finally calmer, Andrew lifted his head from her shoulder, kissed her and then they were in his bed.


Afterwards Annie was the first to speak.


‘That was a bit of a surprise.’ What she meant was, God Almighty! What have I done?


‘Not a bad one though?’ The words coming out of Andrew’s mouth were exactly what he was thinking.


He sat propped up on the pillows watching Annie dress. ‘Perhaps we could do this again some time?’


Annie stopped buttoning her blouse and sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘Perhaps not. I think Jane is still too near for both of us.’ Oh God! My dead friend’s husband and my boss.


‘I don’t think she’d mind,’ he said.


How should she respond to this? After a short awkward pause she said, ‘Perhaps, but I still don’t think this should happen again.’ Oh Jane, I’m so sorry!


She walked the mile uphill to her own flat in record time. What had possessed her to be so stupid? Not only was it far too soon for Andrew to enter into any sort of relationship, but, much more serious, she knew their friendship would never be quite the same again.


The following Monday, after a week in which Annie made quite sure that they were never alone together, Andrew had again left the restaurant first. Realising the unresolved issues would have to be discussed some time, Annie made the usual excuse of needing a walk and reluctantly made her way to his flat.


As she took off her coat, Andrew handed her a large glass of red wine, then sat down and patted the space next to him on the sofa.


‘You’ve been distant all week. We need to sort this out.’


She chose to sit on the other sofa, hoping the distance would set the tone for the discussion. Andrew opened his mouth to say something but she held her hand up.


‘Me first, please? Andrew, I can’t deal with this. We have been friends for how long? . . . fifteen years, it must be and Jane was my friend for nearly as long, the friend I saw most of. I keep thinking of her here in the kitchen, or that phone will ring in a minute and it will be her telling you what she did today and sending a message to me not to work too hard.’ She paused to swallow the lump in her throat. ‘Andrew, I feel like I’m cheating on her. I’m losing you as a friend and gaining some sort of different relationship which I don’t want.’


He took a sip of wine and looked up at the ceiling.


‘Annie, do you think I don’t think I hear her in the kitchen? Do you think I don’t sense her standing behind me and do you think I don’t care when I turn round to find nothing? You think I don’t long to speak to her again, to hold her? Of course I do! I tell her about my day, about my fears and concerns, but she doesn’t answer. She has gone and, much as I wish it otherwise, she’s not coming back. As the weeks go on, that sense of her presence is receding. Occasionally something brings her nearer, like last week when I found a dress of hers in the wardrobe, here in the flat. It was tucked away in the corner behind an old suit and it smelled of her and suddenly it was raw again.’ He sighed then continued, ‘Most of the time, though, I manage to get through the day. The pain, and it was such a physical pain, is diminishing.’ He turned to Annie. ‘In the short time we had when she was still lucid, we talked about what I would do after. She told me she didn’t want me to sit and grow old alone. She told me to find someone else and not to worry if that person came along sooner rather than later. Not to worry what other people think. Take your chances when they come your way, was how she put it.’ He moved to sit next to Annie.


‘I accept all you’re saying, but I don’t have time for any sort of new relationship at the moment.’ Annie could hear her voice rising. ‘There are just not enough hours in the day. You know that. I have ministerial work, constituency work, party work and the small amount of time and emotional energy I have left, I have to give to Joe. He gets little enough of my time and attention as it is.’


‘We both need something other than our work and our children.’


‘Your children are grown up. My boy isn’t.’


‘You need something and someone for yourself Annie. I’m not suggesting we move in together. I’m not even suggesting we tell anyone, but I think we are good for each other. We proved that last week.’


Andrew was looking at her intently. She found she couldn’t hold his gaze.


‘I’m not very good at managing relationships, Andrew. I don’t do casual encounters. I have only been to bed with three men. My first boyfriend, then Kenny, then you.’ She now looked directly at him, ‘The first two didn’t end well and I don’t want to fall out with you.’


‘Three men? What a slut!’ The twinkle in his eye belied the reproving finger pointing in her direction. ‘I think my tally is four. So perhaps we are suited.’ He put his arm round her and she finally relaxed into his shoulder. ‘Please don’t dismiss this as a terrible mistake.’


Everything he had said was true. They knew each other well, they made each other laugh, they cared about each other and the sex had been good. Perhaps, just perhaps, it might work. She drained her glass and told him she needed a couple of days to think. They agreed to meet the following Wednesday evening.


Annie paused on the landing. ‘I think, maybe, you should come to me. Half past eight?’


And so it had become a weekly tryst, but at her flat which held no possibility of a ghostly onlooker.


Tonight, though, she had returned to her Corrachan life.




Chapter Five


By Sunday morning, Annie was feeling much better and able to face preparing a meal. She felt strongly about the institution of Sunday lunch as it was the only time she could be guaranteed to sit down and eat with her son. Joe was at an age when he treated this not as Sunday lunch, but as Sunday breakfast, but she noticed that he too was careful not to let other engagements encroach on the occasion. May always joined them after Mass and she relished the time with her family.


Normally, Annie would wake Joe in stages at noon, twelve-thirty and finally at quarter to one to ensure he was dressed and downstairs by one, but today she needed to talk to him before May arrived, so she started the wake-up procedure at eleven and by noon he was dressed and slumped over the breakfast bar with a large glass of orange juice and a peanut butter sandwich.


Annie paused in her preparation of the chocolate puddings and looked at her son. Somehow, in the last few months, the boy had been replaced by a man. He now towered over her and seemed to be all testosterone and uncoordinated limbs. He was also in need of a haircut. She allowed several minutes for the rise in blood sugar to reach his brain, then, in a voice she hoped was light and non-confrontational, she said, ‘Gran is worried about where you get to in the evenings. She thinks you may be falling into bad company.’


‘Jeeeesus! I’ve told her I’m coming home to do my homework. And I am!’ He put his sandwich back on the plate. ‘It’s impossible to concentrate there, Mum. She has the telly so loud that the walls vibrate and then she’s knocking on the door to my room at every commercial break. Do I want a cup of tea? Would I like to see Coronation Street? Come and look at the weather girl. Would I like a cup of tea? Why don’t I go to Mass? Why don’t you, Mum, go to Mass? Why doesn’t dad go to Mass? Would I like a cup of tea? She does my head in. I come here for some peace!’ He picked up his sandwich again. ‘And I am back there by ten. Always.’


‘She worries. It’s understandable.’


‘She’s worried about everything, Mum. I have better things to do than roam the streets mugging people. I am trying to pass exams I need to go to Uni. I need be able to do my homework in peace! I still don’t see why I can’t live here on my own when you are away. I’m nearly seventeen. It’s quite legal.’


‘It may be legal but I am happier knowing you are fed properly and keeping reasonable hours. We’ve been through all that before.’ Annie offered him the bowl in which she had made the chocolate puddings. He took it, ran his finger round the rim and licked it.


‘Fed properly? I don’t think so! She’s losing the place, Mum. Seriously, we had boiled mince on both Monday and Tuesday – no Bisto or anything in it. Boiled. It was all grey and bouncy. Boiled fish on Wednesday, bouncy mince again on Thursday and I bet you had boiled fish again on Friday. I asked her, why all the mince, and she said we hadn’t had mince for weeks.’


Annie handed him a teaspoon. ‘You shouldn’t exaggerate. Gran has always been a good cook and you like mince and tatties.’


He waved the teaspoon away. ‘Fingers are fine. I’m not exaggerating and I don’t like bouncy mince every day of the week.’


‘Well, I’m happier knowing that someone is keeping an eye on you and I don’t want this house becoming an unsupervised venue for God knows what. That sort of publicity I can do without.’ The minute the words were out, she regretted them.


‘Glad you’ve got such a high opinion of my friends! It’s not as if I’m friendly with Shawn McDuff or any of the other local lowlifes.’


‘I didn’t mean that. I just don’t want you living here on your own during the week. That matter is not up for discussion. However, I agree that there is no problem with you doing your homework here – occasionally. We are, however, going to have to sell the idea to Gran.’


‘Whatever we arrange, she’ll forget.’ He located another dollop of cake mixture with his finger and sucked it noisily. ‘You don’t know what she’s been like. She’s been really strange lately.’


‘Strange?’


‘She’s . . . different! She gets strange notions about things.’


‘I did notice all the saints.’


‘Them!’ Joe burst out laughing. ‘They’re hilarious. She gets Minty Oliver to order them off the internet. Minty comes round and takes her to her house for the afternoon. They spend hours looking at all the stuff online, then the postman brings her another parcel full of religious tat a couple of days later.’


‘I’ll have to speak to Minty,’ said Annie.


Minty had been Annie’s unpaid agent and mentor for many years. She was a slightly eccentric old lady who lived in a draughty house outside the town, a good friend to many. She was more than ten years older than May, but still sharp as a tack, and she had embraced new technologies with a vengeance.


‘Gran’s not strange otherwise, is she?’ Annie asked.


‘Definitely, more forgetful.’


‘Well, if we write it all down like a timetable, on a calendar, then she will know what’s happening, where you are and when.’ She handed Joe a piece of kitchen paper, ‘You’ve got chocolate all over your face, not to mention your hands. Perhaps if you came here two evenings a week and stayed at Gran’s for the other two?’


Joe sighed. ‘Mum! It’s only a ten-minute walk away. I am always back by ten. If you want me to get decent exam results, I need to come here every evening . . . and can’t I make my own tea here? Pleease? I can’t face any more bouncy mince.’


Annie lit the gas under the carrots. ‘Compromise. Tea at Gran’s, homework here?’


Joe looked at her through his too-long fringe and said nothing.


‘Well?’


‘Suppose so!’


‘And I don’t think Ellie should be round here every evening either.’


‘She’s not here every evening, but we sometimes do our homework together. We do the same subjects. We’re both on the Young Enterprise team.’


‘This is a small town and it will not go unnoticed.’ Listen to yourself, Annie thought.


‘We are both sixteen. Whatever we choose to do is legal.’ Joe flicked back his hair and looked her in the eye. ‘Yet again, my life is being dictated by your job.’
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