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1. Cooking for Men


Domenica Macdonald, anthropologist, resident of Edinburgh, observer of humanity and believer in the old-fashioned and increasingly rare virtue of tolerance, looked out of her window onto the cobbled street below and wondered what to cook for dinner. It was not a question on which she would spend much time – nor was it one with which she engaged emotionally. Domenica was a competent enough cook, but she had never been able to develop much enthusiasm for time-consuming recipes or for the cults surrounding some of the better-known chefs. She was aware of the prominent culinary names of the age, of those described as celebrity chefs, but took no real interest in them or in their doings, other than to be disappointed, in some cases at least, by their rude behaviour. The people who worked in kitchens had not signed up for the Foreign Legion – an organisation in which recruits could hardly complain if they were shouted at; kitchen staff should not have to put up with being sworn at and threatened in their workplace. The fact that you can make a tasty sauce is no ground for thinking you have the right to belittle those who help you make it. There was no excuse for impoliteness, Domenica would like to remind them: politeness cost nothing, did not smell, and there was always enough of it to go round.


Domenica did almost all the cooking in her household. Although her husband, Angus Lordie, a portrait painter of some distinction, did not belong to that generation of men who were completely incapable in the kitchen, his repertoire was nonetheless somewhat limited. In his bachelor days, Angus had relied on a small number of dishes that he prepared for himself and that he was able to make without reference to any recipe book. These included a pasta dish (spaghetti aglio e olio); Macsween’s haggis, served with mashed potatoes, neeps and peas; and kedgeree made with Arbroath smokies. The ingredients of these concoctions were few in number. Spaghetti aglio e olio, as the name suggested, required only spaghetti, garlic and olive oil. You cooked the spaghetti in another readily available ingredient – water – and then you placed it in heated olive oil to which you had added copious quantities of chopped garlic. That was all, and yet the name – aglio e olio – was so poetic, so full of Italian promise.


Haggis was perhaps even simpler. You obtained your haggis and you put it in the oven, wrapped in foil. Then you took it out and punctured the skin, having boiled the vegetables in advance. That, again, was all that you had to do, and all this could easily be accomplished, Angus thought, by mere men, possessed of no further culinary skills than those elucidated in a small and well-thumbed book that somebody had once given him entitled Cooking for Men.


It was not an unhealthy or unpalatable diet but it was with some relief that, after their marriage, Angus fell into the habit of allowing Domenica to prepare their evening meal. He was aware, though, that there were potential objections to this arrangement, and that the days when men could sit back and rely on being uncomplainingly cooked for by women were over. It was the duty of men to pull their weight domestically, and Angus fully accepted that. It was just that between the recognition of a duty and its fulfilment there was often something of a gap. We all want to be good, he told himself; we all want to do the right thing; but it’s not always easy. St Augustine had had something to say about that, he thought.


‘I must get myself organised,’ he said to Domenica. ‘I must do more in the kitchen. I really must. I enjoy cooking, you know.’


Domenica smiled. One had to encourage men in their inchoate schemes of self-improvement. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s a very good idea, Angus. The kitchen, you may have noticed, is over there.’


But somehow Angus had never managed to put this vague intention into practice, and the task of cooking was shouldered by Domenica, just as it is by so many wives whose husbands express an intention to sharpen their culinary skills but somehow never get round to it.


Now, as she looked down on Scotland Street, Domenica decided that they would that evening have tomato soup out of a can, followed by scrambled eggs served on toast. This was plain fare – nursery food, as Angus sometimes called it – but it had the merit of a preparation time of five minutes, at the most. Angus would like it and for her part she had more pressing concerns than those of the kitchen. Domenica was currently working on a scholarly paper, An ethno-linguistic analysis of a Scottish sub-dialect: conjectures and possibilities. The paper itself was already written and accepted, in principle, for publication in a reputable scholarly journal. The journal editors, though, had passed on to Domenica various proposals for change made by the peer reviewers to whom the paper had been submitted, and these would need to be attended to.


Reviewers could be irritating; while some of them were helpful and approved publication without change, others seemed to feel it necessary to suggest amendments, even where none were strictly necessary. Domenica was convinced that this sometimes happened simply because reviewers felt that they had to do something to justify their involvement in the whole process. It was a familiar story in so many fields of activity. If you appointed a bureaucrat, for example, then you must expect the bureaucrat to create rules and think of reasons for not doing things. That is what bureaucrats do. If you bought a dog, then you must expect him to bark. That is what dogs do.


It was a matter of regret, Domenica thought, that people felt the need to do things. There were many situations, she felt, where inaction would be a perfectly good policy, where things could be left where they were without any attempt at improvement. The adage that what was not broken should not be fixed was derided as folk wisdom, and yet it was, Domenica thought, profoundly true. There was nothing wrong with inaction, in spite of the widespread belief that everything had constantly to be adjusted and rearranged. Things might be left exactly where they were, unaltered by interference. After all, there was no essential merit in change, in spite of the belief that disaster would follow unless all our arrangements were constantly revisited and reorganised.


Domenica had recently come across a biography of Calvin Coolidge, the American president who served so unobtrusively between 1923 and 1929. It was Coolidge of whom Dorothy Parker, when told of his death, asked, ‘How can they tell?’ Dorothy Parker was extremely witty, but in this case her amusing observation obscured the fact that Coolidge, who was undoubtedly dull, was also a fairly successful president – for the very reason that he did nothing, and said even less. That would not be possible today, of course. People had to do things, and would not rest until they had done them.


Domenica turned round from her window and caught her husband’s eye. ‘I’ll cook dinner this evening, Angus,’ she said. ‘Nothing fancy.’


‘Thank you,’ he said, looking slightly guilty.
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2. Dutchitude


The paper on which Domenica had been working, and to which she would return after she and Angus had consumed their dinner of tomato soup and scrambled eggs on toast, represented the first fruits of a significant piece of research. Unlike the fieldwork she had previously done in her anthropological career, which involved travelling to distant and exotic places, Domenica’s latest project was one that took her no further than the slopes of the Pentland Hills on Edinburgh’s southern boundary. That is not to say that it was without risk: there had been several difficult moments in Fairmilehead and even in Morningside itself, the epicentre of Edinburgh respectability, but by and large there were none of the dangers that she had faced on her earlier forays into Papua New Guinea and the Malacca Straits.


Domenica’s career had closely followed the cursus honorum of the academic anthropologist. An undergraduate degree had been followed by research for a PhD and that, in due course, led to a postdoctoral fellowship. The PhD was completed under the supervision of the distinguished social anthropologist, Professor Lance Studebaker, an authority on the use of linguistic evidence in support of anthropological conclusions. Studebaker came from a cosmopolitan background. His father had been an American air force colonel who spent some years as air attaché in the American Embassy in Sri Lanka. It was while he was in Colombo that he met Anna-Marie van Vonk, the daughter of a prominent member of the Burgher community. The Burghers were people mostly of Dutch or Portuguese origin who had lived in Ceylon, as it once was, and Sri Lanka, as it became, for generations. Most of them had intermarried with the Sinhalese and become very much part of the patchwork of peoples who made up Sri Lankan society. The van Vonks were tea merchants and had their own small tea garden not far from Galle. Anna-Marie, the eldest of three daughters, was a bird painter whose works had attracted an international following; her delicate watercolours of the island’s birds were displayed in museums all over the world and had been published, too, in a handsome, privately printed book. Lance was born in Colombo, but was taken back to the United States at the age of four. He was educated at Phillips Exeter Academy and then at Princeton, where his interest in anthropology was first aroused. Because of his family connection with the country, it is perhaps not surprising that he should have chosen to do postgraduate research into an aspect of his mother’s country, concentrating on the sense of Dutch identity experienced by the Burgher community. To this concept he gave a name – Dutchitude – a nod in the direction of Léopold Sédar Senghor’s influential work on identity.


The notion of Dutchitude attracted considerable attention, and rapidly became widely used in several cognate disciplines, including sociology and social philosophy. Asked what exactly it meant, Studebaker explained: ‘Dutchitide is what the Dutch feel in their essence. It is not a state of being that will exclude those who are not of Dutch extraction, but it is admittedly difficult to feel Dutch if you are something else – Belgian, for example. Belgitude is a different thing altogether. True Dutchitude is a matter of identification with a totally positioned personal provenance.’


Although he did not make much of his own Burgher antecedents, it was clear to those who knew him that Lance’s sense of identity was influenced by his Dutch heritage, even though the family had long since detached itself from the country and become absorbed into the Colonel’s wider family in the American Midwest. That was where Lance first took employment as an associate professor of anthropology – at Oberlin College – but by the time he was thirty-five he had moved to Britain, and to a post at King’s College London, to be followed, after a few years there by his first chair in the subject, which was in Glasgow. Studebaker was an inspiration to Domenica in her postgraduate years and continued to be so throughout his career.


Her postdoctoral fellowship had allowed Domenica to travel to that promised land of anthropology – a remote region of New Guinea where, on the Sepik River, the Great Crocodile Spirit is worshipped by local people. Domenica’s paper, Two months with the crocodile people of the Sepik River, had attracted widespread attention and had brought anthropologists to the area from scores of major European and North American universities. Such was this influx that the tribe in question, hospitable by instinct, had created a special lodge to accommodate their academic visitors. This building, described in Melanesian pidgin as haus bilong anthropology-fella, had such creature comforts as were available that far up the Sepik, including an ingenious river-cooled fridge for the storage of beer. The lodge itself was later to be the subject of anthropological study by a team from the University of Frankfurt in that classic of anthropological self-reference, Reinforcement of otherness in the self-view of anthropologists amongst the Crocodile People of the Sepik by Professor Dr Wolfgang Zimmermann.


A subsequent project had taken Domenica to the Malacca Straits, where she undertook ground-breaking research on the domestic lives of contemporary pirates. That had involved living for several months in a pirate village, tucked away in a mangrove swamp from which the male pirates issued each day in high-speed motorboats. While they were out, their wives remained at home, home-schooling the pirate children and preparing meals of nasi lemak for their menfolk on their return from their day’s labours. Domenica found that the pirate wives were bored; their men were absorbed in their own concerns, spent a great deal of time discussing the Singaporean football league, and gave them little intellectual stimulation. Against this background, it did not take her long to set up a thriving book group and a nasi lemak recipe circle. The pirates’ wives responded enthusiastically, and when Domenica returned to Scotland they remained in touch for several years. ‘We miss you so much,’ they wrote. ‘Each day we think of you and remember how it was when you were among us.’


‘Anthropology,’ Domenica once said to a friend, ‘may be all about the study of human bonds, but its practice nonetheless requires one to break them regularly. Friendships are made, but must then be broken. We say goodbye to those amongst whom we have lived. They say goodbye to us. That is our condition. That is the source of our private and individual grief; that is the source of la tristesse eternelle de l’anthropologiste.’ And added, ‘So to speak.’
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3. Domenica Thinks About Time


They sat down to their meal of tomato soup and scrambled eggs on toast. Here, thought Domenica, are two people sitting down to a meal of tomato soup and scrambled eggs … She looked across the table at Angus, and he looked back at her. There is a strange quality to the glances that any couple give one another. There is no curiosity in them, because they are not looks that are intended to find anything out: all is known by people who have been together for more than a few months. From whom no secrets are hid … The words were familiar to Angus, with his Episcopalian background – words pronounced in the chapel at Glenalmond, all those years ago, ignored by most of those present, because most would be thinking of something else altogether (sex, probably, for that was the film that played in the teenage mind much of the time) but remembered by him. He remembered them because he found that he could remember poetry, and there was enough poetry in that Cranmerian prose to stay with one through life, if one listened. Through thought, word and deed … we are heartily sorry … the memory of them is grievous unto us … whose property is always to have mercy …


Now the looks they exchanged had reassurance rather than enquiry at their heart. Are you happy with the way things are? Are you enjoying this – this moment, right now – or would you rather be doing something else? Are you expecting me to say something significant, when all that I am thinking about at present is tomato soup? And what can anybody say about tomato soup when it comes down to it?


Domenica, though, was thinking about time, because her mind was elsewhere – on an article she had been reading in an anthropological journal. She knew that Angus liked to hear about those – or so he assured her – because he found the topics they raised rather interesting. Of course, he did not have to wade through the data and the endless discussions of methodology; he was interested only in the kernel of what was being discussed – the conclusions that tended to be encapsulated in a short paragraph at the end.


Now she said to Angus, ‘What are we waiting for, Angus?’


He looked up from his tomato soup. ‘Scrambled eggs on toast?’


Domenica smiled. ‘In the immediate sense, I suppose that’s true.’


‘Well, it is what you said we were having,’ said Angus, glancing at the top of the stove.


‘It is, yes, but my question was broader, really. I meant waiting in the sense of waiting in general, so to speak. Not waiting for something that’s going to happen in the next few minutes, but for what’s going to happen in the more distant future. Next year. The year after that. Five years from now. When we’re all a bit older.’


Angus put down his spoon. It was difficult to eat tomato soup at the same time as one discussed the concept of waiting. Some people might be able to do that, he thought, but not me, nor the late President Ford, poor chap.


‘I don’t mean to interrupt your meal,’ said Domenica. ‘Please carry on with your soup.’


Angus picked up his spoon again. ‘All right, waiting. What about it?’


‘It’s a whole field of anthropological inquiry,’ Domenica said. ‘The anthropology of time. How people feel about the future and what the future means for them.’


Angus wiped at his mouth with his table napkin. He noticed that it left a red stain on the gingham cloth of the napkin. He had read somewhere that napkin rings were a bourgeois invention – that grand houses, or grand tables, perhaps, did not have them because the idea of using a napkin more than once was foreign to people accustomed to fresh table linen every time. Well, he thought, that will have to change, and people like that would have to get used to living life more modestly.


Mind you, there would be limits: one would not expect to go into a restaurant and discover that somebody had used the napkin before you. It would be distinctly off-putting to find the imprints of others’ lips on the linen … In the same way as you might be forgiven for feeling uncomfortable on finding lipstick on your glass in a restaurant when you didn’t wear lipstick yourself … Or to stay in a hotel and discover a toenail in the bathroom, as had happened to one of his Scottish Arts Club friends when he went down to London and stayed in a cheap hotel near King’s Cross Station. Of course, that was hardly the hotel’s fault: the cleaning staff might have done their very best and still missed the toenail.


Domenica continued with the theme of waiting. ‘People wait for things,’ she said. ‘If you ask them: are you waiting for something? most people will say yes. They’re waiting for their holiday, or their next promotion, or for the time when they’ll have saved a deposit for a flat. There’s always something.’


She paused. Her soup was getting cold, and she took a few further spoonfuls. She made a face. ‘This tomato soup’s awful. Sorry, Angus.’


He shook his head. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it. Nothing.’


‘That’s what comes from just opening a can,’ said Domenica. ‘You get what you deserve if you open a can.’


‘What about waiting? What about it?’


She put down her spoon and pushed her plate away from her. ‘I can’t finish it.’


‘Let me.’ He took her plate from her and finished the last of the soup. ‘There. All gone – as they say.’


She looked at him thankfully. ‘I could make something different.’


‘No, let’s go on to the scrambled eggs. You can’t go wrong with scrambled eggs.’


Domenica looked doubtful. ‘But you can, you know. Most people make their scrambled eggs far too quickly. You have to cook them really slowly if you want them to taste nice and creamy. And you shouldn’t use milk.’


‘In other words,’ said Angus, ‘you have to be prepared to wait.’


Domenica smiled. ‘Which most people aren’t willing to do. Although waiting is ubiquitous.’ She paused. ‘Look at people out there in the street.’


‘In Scotland Street?’


‘Yes, and beyond. In virtually any street in Scotland. Everybody is waiting for something. Half the population is waiting for constitutional change. The other half is waiting for those who want constitutional change to give up waiting for it. The result is a strange state of uncertainty. And that pattern, you know, is repeated in all sorts of societies all over the world. People are waiting for something, and when what they’re waiting for doesn’t come, they can become apathetic, discouraged – really unhappy. Depressed, even.’


‘Oh.’


‘And waiting slows down time. It moves you into a strange zone in which the passage of time is somehow suspended.’


‘Oh.’


‘Yes.’


Angus glanced at the pan on the stove. ‘Will the scrambled eggs be ready?’


‘I should have been stirring them,’ said Domenica, ‘instead of talking about the anthropology of time and waiting.’


‘Grub first, then ethics,’ said Angus, and added, ‘Not that I’m reproaching you.’ He smiled. ‘Grub first, then anthropology, should I say? I’m sure Brecht wouldn’t mind my taking liberties with his words.’


‘No coiner of an aperçu minds that sort of thing,’ said Domenica.
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4. Stuart Is Unactivated


As Domenica and Angus began their meal of tomato soup and scrambled eggs, in the flat below theirs at 44 Scotland Street, Nicola Pollock was preparing dinner for her son, Stuart Pollock, having slightly earlier on that evening made egg and potato pie for her two grandsons, Bertie and his younger brother, Ulysses. Bertie loved egg and potato pie and would willingly have eaten it for breakfast, lunch and dinner, were it to be offered for him. Such an offer, though, was never made: breakfast was invariably a plate of muesli and a boiled egg, and lunch, which he normally had at school, was vegan fish fingers or soya mash, or something of that sort, served shortly before midday eurythmics. Only at dinner could egg and potato pie become a possibility, and not every day at that.


The preparation of meals in the Pollock household was very much a shared responsibility, with Stuart and his mother taking it in turns, day and day about, to cook dinner for the two sittings – early, for the children, and late for the adults – to supervise the evening bath, and then to read the bedtime story. The last of these was far from simple, as the expectations of the two boys were so radically different. Ulysses would listen only to stories about dogs – of which there was, of course, a finite supply – while Bertie, who was a keen reader on his own account, had a taste in literature far beyond what would be expected of the average seven-year-old. He had recently completed Walter Scott’s Waverley and had now embarked on the first volume of Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu in the Scott Moncrieff translation. Now, in the session with Stuart, he was currently engrossed in The Odyssey, which Stuart was reading out to him, five pages at a time, before lights out. When it was Nicola’s turn to read to the boys, Bertie preferred the Katie Morag books, which he considered to be only slightly Proustian, but most enjoyable nonetheless.


On that particular evening, with the boys off to sleep, Nicola was preparing a simple dish of grilled salmon and mustard potatoes for the two of them. As she flipped the salmon from the skillet onto a serving plate, she mentally rehearsed what she intended to say to Stuart. She had a potentially awkward subject to discuss with him: that of his emotional life. That had, in her view at least, stalled. She had her ideas about this, and had been meaning to discuss these with him, but had been putting off the matter because she was concerned that it could turn into a fraught conversation and possibly even a confrontation.


Now, as she passed Stuart his plate of salmon and potatoes, she made her opening gambit. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ she began.


Stuart looked at his plate. ‘This is a very nice bit of salmon,’ he said.


‘Good,’ said Nicola. ‘I’ve been––’


He did not let her finish. ‘Farmed, of course. I don’t suppose it’s possible to get wild salmon these days.’


‘Possibly not,’ said Nicola. ‘I’ve been thinking … ’


Stuart put his fork into the salmon steak. ‘I’m not sure where I stand on the issue,’ he went on. ‘I know that we’re going to have to farm fish – if we want to carry on eating it. Wild fish supplies will soon be exhausted, I imagine. Flag-hopping is the problem.’


Nicola abandoned her attempt to direct the conversation. ‘Flag-hopping?’ she asked.


‘Using flags of convenience to get round international controls. Large fishing vessels are registered under a flag of convenience – Liberia, the Bahamas and so on – and then they go off and overfish in the territorial waters of others. They don’t report their catch and the coastal states may be too weak or disorganised to police their bit of sea. Result: fish are disappearing. We’re hunting them to extinction – just as we hunted so much else out of existence in the past.’


Nicola shook her head. ‘We never learn, do we?’ She paused. ‘Who’s doing this?’


‘China,’ said Stuart. ‘Russia. Spain. Their great factory ships have been sweeping the oceans of life.’


Nicola sighed. The world was a lawless place, it seemed, and becoming increasingly so. What had Hobbes said about this? Without the social contract, life would become nasty, brutish and short. Well, it already was.


‘We delude ourselves,’ Stuart continued, taking a mouthful of salmon, ‘if we think that people will stick to the rules. They won’t. There are some countries that will never co-operate with others to preserve something for the future. They just won’t. And we fondly imagine that they will act with concern for others – well, they won’t. That’s not in the DNA. It just isn’t. It’s sauve qui peut.’ He paused. ‘There are plenty of places that would eat others for breakfast, you know, and indeed are doing so right now.’


Nicola sighed again. ‘Of course, we aren’t perfect ourselves, are we? Look how we expropriated the assets of others during the high days of empire.’


‘True,’ said Angus. ‘But we aren’t doing it now, are we? Or not so brazenly.’


Nicola tried again. ‘Stuart,’ she began, ‘I’m your mother––’


He interrupted her with a laugh. ‘I’ve long suspected that. You know, the way you’ve encouraged me to change my socks … ’


‘Don’t laugh at motherhood,’ Nicola said. ‘Or apple pie for that matter.’


Stuart looked apologetic. ‘I’m not laughing, Mother. Far from it.’


‘Good. And what I was going to say is that, as your mother, I’m worried about you.’


Stuart waited.


‘How long is it since Irene went up to Aberdeen?’


‘A year?’


‘Yes, a year. At least.’


He watched her. Nicola had no time for Irene; he had always known that.


‘And what have you done about replacing her?’


Stuart struggled to conceal his astonishment. ‘Replacing her? You make her sound like a household appliance that’s gone wrong.’


‘You know what I mean, Stuart.’


He shook his head. ‘I don’t know if I do.’


‘You need to find somebody. Now, I know that you had that brief dalliance with that young woman – the one who was interested in poetry. But that didn’t last, did it? And in my view – it’s just one view, of course – you should have tried again. You can’t expect these things just to happen.’


Stuart bit his lip. He wanted to tell his mother to keep out of his affairs – or, lack of them, perhaps. But you did not say that to your mother. So, instead, he said, ‘Well, Mother, what do you suggest?’


‘I’ve put you online.’


He stared at her. ‘You’ve … put me online?


Stuart stared at his mother. She returned his stare.


‘I’m only trying to be helpful,’ she said.


Stuart struggled. What did you say to your mother when, without permission, she puts you online – like an unwanted item for which a buyer is sought?


She sought to reassure him. ‘I haven’t activated you yet,’ she said. ‘I’d obviously get your consent for that.’
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5. Stereotypes, Bullfighting, Danger


‘Mother,’ said Stuart. ‘I appreciate what you’re trying to do. I wouldn’t want you to think that I didn’t.’


Nicola inclined her head. ‘I know that. I know you do, Stuart.’


‘But there are factors that make my position a bit complicated.’


Nicola frowned. ‘I know that Irene isn’t the easiest of people,’ she said. An understatement, she thought. Irene is unspeakable … A termagant without equal … She searched for the right Scots epithet: Irene was argle-barglous – that expressed it so well: she was an alagrugous, ackwart, pictarnie. The finding of just the right words made Nicola feel much better: linguistic revenge had its points.


‘It’s not that,’ said Stuart. ‘Well, she enters into the equation, I suppose, but not in such a way as to make much difference to anything. No, it’s not her, Mother.’


‘Is it financial? You don’t have to worry too much in that regard, Stuart. As you are aware, I have my resources.’


He knew that. Nicola had been well provided for in her divorce from her Portuguese wine-producer husband. In addition to that, she had her interest in Inclusive Pies (formerly Pies for Protestants), the pie factory in Glasgow that she had inherited. Stuart had his salary as a statistician, which was reasonable enough, and even with the payments that he made to Irene, he got by. The cushion made by Nicola’s contribution to the household was welcome, but hardly necessary.


‘It’s nothing to do with money, Mother.’ He cast a glance towards the door that led off the kitchen, where they were sitting, to the bedrooms beyond, where Bertie and Ulysses were sleeping. Nicola followed his gaze.


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Of course.’


‘Yes,’ said Stuart. ‘I’m not exactly unencumbered.’


Nicola lowered her voice. ‘Plenty of people have children – plenty of people who make a go of it for a second time, that is.’


Stuart sighed. ‘I know that. But very often, it’s the woman who has the children. The new man comes along and agrees to take them on, so to speak. It’s easier for a man than for a woman.’


Nicola shook her head. ‘Where on earth did you hear that?’


‘Everybody knows it,’ said Stuart.


Nicola made a dismissive gesture. ‘What nonsense, Stuart.’


‘It’s not,’ he said. ‘Women don’t want to take on other people’s children. They know the risks.’


‘The risks?’ Nicola challenged.


‘They know that the children may reject them. Children don’t want somebody to replace their natural mother. They resent it, and it leads to all sorts of problems.’


Nicola held up a hand. ‘Hold on, Stuart, let’s look at this dispassionately. Are you saying that you don’t want to meet somebody because you think the boys won’t accept her?’


Stuart hesitated. ‘Yes, I suppose I am. I’ve been reading about it.’


Nicola shook her head. ‘You’re complicating matters unnecessarily, you know.’ She paused. ‘What have you been reading?’


‘Cinderella,’ Stuart replied.


She stared at him blankly. ‘Cinderella? As in the pantomime story?’


‘The pantomime gets the gist of it,’ said Stuart. ‘It’s a bit more sophisticated than that, but the elements are all there.’


She sat back as he continued.


‘Cinderella is kept at home, in the kitchen.’


‘I know that bit.’


‘And she has a stepmother, a wicked stepmother, of course.’


‘Not all stepmothers are wicked,’ said Nicola. ‘Let’s not get bogged down with stereotypes.’


‘The point about stereotypes,’ Stuart said, ‘is that they’re there for a reason. Stereotypes exist because in so many cases they reflect reality.’


‘I’m surprised at you, Stuart,’ Nicola scolded. ‘You’re meant to be a professional statistician. You believe in evidence, not prejudice. And here you are defending stereotypes.’


‘Not completely,’ said Stuart. ‘When people say today that you shouldn’t pay attention to stereotypes, they’re the ones who are rejecting the evidence. If there’s a common stereotype, it’s because there are a fair number of instances of whatever the stereotypical feature is. The trouble with people who reject stereotypes is that they want to ignore that evidence.’


Nicola was robust. ‘With good reason, I would have thought. Stereotypes are unfair. They preclude judgement on the basis of what actually is. You know that, Stuart.’


Stuart shrugged. ‘So, we pretend that there are no such things as national characteristics? So there’s no difference between Scotland and England?’


Nicola looked uncomfortable. ‘I wouldn’t say that.’


‘Or Spain and Sweden?’


‘Spain and Sweden? There are cultural differences – of course there are.’


‘Bullfighting is less popular in Sweden?’


Nicola hesitated. ‘Marginally,’ she said, and smiled at the familiarity of the scene: they were back to when he was a teenage boy – he used to argue just like this.


‘Well, there you are,’ said Stuart. ‘Aren’t you proposing a stereotype – or two, in fact? The cool, rational non-violent Swede, and the fiery Spaniard who enjoys nothing better than getting into a tight-fitting uniform – with lots of glitter – and tormenting a poor bull in front of a roaring crowd?’


Nicola sighed. ‘Not all Spaniards enjoy bullfighting. Don’t defame them all.’ She paused. ‘I detest bullfighting. The mere thought of it.’


Stuart agreed. ‘I don’t see how they can do it. How can they sit there and watch a terrified fellow creature being put to death? And then there is that ridiculous race through the streets where they run in front of bulls.’


Nicola shook her head. ‘What drives people to do things like that?’


‘The quest for excitement. It would all be too tame if there were no danger.’


‘So, it’s not just that they enjoy the bulls’ suffering?’ asked Nicola.


‘No, it’s more complex than that,’ said Stuart. ‘People love danger, especially if all risk is removed from life – or as much risk as possible. The absence of risk makes life boring – for some people. Why do you think they watch Formula One racing? It’s noisy and smelly and consumes vast resources. It’s the danger, I think, that people love. We know that some of the cars are going to spin out of control. The crowd loves a good smash. Loves it. If it were entirely safe, it would be far less fun for everybody.’


Nicola knew nothing about Formula One. She thought it was a shampoo, and she was still thinking of Spain. ‘Do you remember Kenneth Clark’s Civilisation programmes?’ she asked. ‘Did you ever see them?’


‘Some,’ said Stuart.


‘I always remember how it more or less ignored Spanish art,’ said Nicola. ‘Clark didn’t have much time for it.’


Stuart raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s extreme. He had his critics, of course.’


‘Don’t we all?’ said Nicola, and added, ‘Except you, of course.’ She paused. ‘I’m proud, you know, Stuart. I’m proud that I’m the mother of a son who treats others well.’


He looked away. He was embarrassed. ‘I’m no better than the next person.’


‘No,’ said Nicola. ‘You’re considerably better. The next person, as a general rule, is deeply flawed.’ She thought about it a bit more. ‘And those who say they are no better than the next person, are almost always the very best of us. Fact. Well-known.’
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