
[image: Bertie's Theory of Ice Cream by Alexander McCall Smith. An illustration of a bowl of ice cream next to a pile of books with town houses in the background.]




 

Alexander McCall Smith is the author of over one hundred books on a wide array of subjects, including the award-winning The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series. He is also the author of the Isabel Dalhousie novels and the world’s longest-running serial novel, 44 Scotland Street. His books have been translated into forty-six languages. Alexander McCall Smith is Professor Emeritus of Medical Law at the University of Edinburgh and holds honorary doctorates from thirteen universities. He was knighted by the King in 2024.

Praise for the 44 Scotland Street series

‘Perfect escapist fiction’

The Times

‘Simple, elegantly written and gently insightful’

Good Book Guide

‘A joyous, charming portrait of city life and human foibles, which moves beyond its setting to deal with deep moral issues and love, desire and friendship’

Sunday Express

‘Does for Edinburgh what Armistead Maupin did for San Francisco: seeks to capture the city’s rhythms by focusing on a small, emblematic corner . . . A light-hearted, genial soap opera’

Financial Times Magazine




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

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




ALEXANDER McCALL SMITH

BERTIE’S THEORY OF ICE CREAM

A 44 Scotland Street Novel


[image: ]





ABACUS

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Polygon, an imprint of Birlinn Ltd

This paperback edition published in 2026 by Abacus

Copyright © Alexander McCall Smith, 2026

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 978-0-349-14791-8








	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 Neil Skidmore.




CONTENTS

1. Ceilings, Gesso, Dinner Parties

2. The Categories of Friendship

3. Sister Maria of the Rhododendrons

4. Bowdlerising Babar

5. Japanese Knives

6. The New Neighbours

7. A Task Ahead

8. Pies for Protestants

9. The Specialness of Friendship

10. Ranald and His Father

11. On This Tiny, Spinning Planet

12. A Whole Country to Love

13. Pommes de Terre Liberées

14. Irish Grandmothers, Passports, Identity

15. Bruce Steps Out

16. Like, Like, Like

17. An Address on Heriot Row

18. Constancy, Loyalty, Lion Tamers

19. Every Bacon Roll Takes Its Toll

20. Livestock Relocation in the Borders

21. Olive’s Book Group

22. Functionally Illegible

23. Gleaming White Teeth

24. Dogs and Sausages

25. All the Sadness of Being a Dog

26. A Member of Muirfield

27. Ibi Sumus

28. Such Dear Souls, the Committee

29. Book Learning Makes Your Heid Sore

30. Just the Local Women

31. A Pirate Enlightenment

32. À la Recherche des Pommes de Terre Perdues

33. Don Pasquale

34. Refuge

35. Olive Olivissima

36. Light, Lenin, etc.

37. Twenty-two Sausages

38. The Association of Scottish Nudists

39. A Bare Shield

40. Edinburgh Isn’t Bourgeois

41. By the Way

42. Off to Morningside

43. Campbell Kilts

44. In the Thistle Chapel

45. Neptune’s Dram

46. A Miraculous Draught?

47. Being Bruce

48. You Hear Something, Henrik?

49. In the Tunnel

50. Naughtiness and Envy

51. È finita, Don Pasquale

52. Most Patient of Dogs

53. Neighbours Drop In

54. You Mince-Heid!

55. Becoming Irish, Part 1

56. Bertie’s Theory of Ice Cream

57. Crushed Avocado

58. A Site of Pilgrimage

59. Love and Friendship

60. The Heart as Metaphor





[image: ]


1. Ceilings, Gesso, Dinner Parties

We all get different things out of looking up at ceilings. For Angus Lordie, owner of the dog known as Cyril and an accomplished portrait painter, a ceiling was a blank canvas on which the mind could paint whatever it wished. Ceilings were finished with plaster, of course – at least, ceilings in Georgian buildings in that part of Edinburgh were – but he thought it might just as well be gesso: that thick white paste of chalk and binding agent that artists slapped on a canvas before applying paint.

Angus had learned to make traditional gesso at art college, and still used those materials rather than acrylics. Acrylics were convenient, but they lacked the feel of the old ingredients, and, importantly, they did not smell. Angus liked things to smell, believing that if something smelled, it was in some deep sense more natural than something that did not. So, for his own gesso, he used rabbit-skin glue mixed with warm water and old-fashioned chalk – a combination with a very characteristic pungent smell. Then, ideally with early Italian music playing in the background, he would roll up his sleeves and apply the resulting paste to the naked canvas. Also audible in the background at such times would be the complaining voice of Domenica – ‘Angus, that disgusting smell! Is it really necessary?’

Looking up now at the broad white expanse of his ceiling on Scotland Street, he imagined how Poussin might have filled it from cornice to cornice. Nicolas Poussin liked sky, with stray cumulus, a horizon of hills as often as not, and a foreground of unhurried figures. There was more than enough sky in Scotland to satisfy Poussin. He would have approved, too, of Drummond Place, of the railings and the tall trees that swayed in the wind that blew in from the Forth or the Pentland Hills. He would have understood the Scottish weather, with its changes and challenges. He would have felt at home with the classicism of Edinburgh.

On the other side of the kitchen table, Domenica Macdonald, anthropologist and wry observer of life, who had married Angus some years previously, rescuing him from paint-spattered bachelordom, saw that he was staring at the ceiling and asked him what he had been thinking about. You do not have to know what your spouse is thinking all the time – and sometimes it is better not to – but Domenica occasionally liked to enquire.

‘I was thinking of how Poussin would have painted our ceiling,’ he replied. And then, without revealing any further thoughts, he said, ‘And you?’

‘Friends,’ she said. ‘I’ve been thinking about how long it is since we had anybody in for dinner. Or lunch, for that matter. Or coffee . . .’

Angus frowned. ‘Really? Didn’t we have . . .’ He faltered. He thought there had been somebody, and it was not all that long ago, but now the recollection escaped him. Had it been Matthew and Elspeth? Or that woman from Melrose who had bought one of his paintings, and who turned out, as often happens in Scotland, to be a cousin of his second cousin’s husband?

Domenica remembered these things. ‘I can tell you exactly,’ she said. ‘It’s five months since I cooked dinner for anybody apart from us. I bought a leg of lamb and I used five cloves of garlic. I remember it very clearly. There was a moment of indecision before I chopped the third clove, but then I decided to throw caution to the winds.’

‘And yet we have those evenings when we invite everybody,’ said Angus. ‘The regular crowd, including Stuart downstairs . . . Speaking of whom, I saw wee Bertie the other day, and that little friend of his—’

‘Ranald Braveheart Macpherson,’ prompted Domenica.

Angus smiled. ‘Yes, that’s him.’ He returned to the question of dinner parties. ‘Yes, we have those suppers for friends, but not nearly often enough.’

Domenica looked thoughtful. ‘I think social habits have changed. People aren’t going out so much to other people’s houses – at least, not in the formal way they used to. The dinner party’s dead, I think.’

Angus considered this. It was a resounding statement: the dinner party’s dead. It was rather like announcing the end of the Age of Baroque or the Mesolithic period. Yet, it was probably true, he thought. There had been a time when on most Fridays or Saturdays there would have been an invitation to go to dinner at somebody’s house. The evening would follow a set pattern – drinks beforehand, and then the set-piece: a three-course meal, with conversation running along well-worn tracks. He smiled at the recollection.

‘Something amusing?’ asked Domenica.

‘I’m thinking of the topics that were discussed at Edinburgh dinner parties,’ he said, adding, ‘in the days when people still had them.’

She waited.

‘Firstly,’ he said, ‘those who were not there. They would always be discussed – sometimes with a distinct lack of charity.’

Domenica grinned. ‘This city has always been a bit—’

‘Brittle?’ Angus offered. He remembered what the poet Ruthven Todd had said in one of his poems about his native Edinburgh. It was, he said, a city where ‘dry minds grew crusts of hate, like rocks grow lichen’. Ouch. Did Todd really think that? And was it true? Perhaps, he decided – at least, in the days when the city was so stratified. But not now, even if Edinburgh was still a bit . . . how might one put it? Disapproving? Yes, that was it, and the times when disapproval might be shown were at these dinner parties when absent friends – or absent rivals, perhaps, were being discussed.

But there were other topics for the dinner table. House prices. Schools. Books that everybody was reading, or at least thinking of reading. He remembered an occasion when an author who had been read by nobody at the table had nevertheless been roundly dispatched by all present. It took a certain style to do that – and Edinburgh had it.

What had happened? Was Domenica right in saying that the Edinburgh dinner party was no more – or was it simply that he and Domenica were not being invited to such dinner parties as were taking place? That, he thought, was a distinct possibility. It was even quite likely that there were still plenty of dinner parties being held – but it was other people who were gathering round the tables. They could even be happening right there – in the flats on their common stair; right there at 44 Scotland Street, and they knew nothing about it.

He thought of the flats in question. There was Stuart downstairs – formerly Stuart of Stuart and Irene, but now Stuart and his mother, Nicola, and of course, Bertie and his little brother, Ulysses. Did Nicola act the hostess and invite friends to dinner while Ulysses wailed in the background? He was so unlike Bertie, that child. And he was so malodorous. It was wrong, Angus knew, to blame a child for that, but Ulysses really was so . . . Angus put the matter out of his head. He was wondering now whether he and Domenica had a sufficient number of friends. But what was the right number when it came to friends?

‘Have you heard of the Dunbar number?’ he said, rather suddenly.

‘What?’ Domenica asked. There were so many numbers to be remembered nowadays – was this Dunbar number yet another one?





[image: ]


2. The Categories of Friendship

‘Robin Dunbar,’ said Angus. ‘I’m reading his book. You’ve seen it. It’s the one Matthew lent me. He got it from Big Lou. Dunbar’s an evolutionary psychologist. It says that on the back cover. Do you know what that is?’

Domenica knew. She was an anthropologist; evolutionary anthropology was an important branch of her own discipline and took much the same approach. ‘Evolutionary psychology,’ she explained, ‘looks at how our behaviour and dispositions have been moulded by our survival instincts. If we do something, it’s because it helped evolutionary survival.’

She hoped she did not sound too pedantic. It was sometimes difficult to deal with complex ideas without sounding as if one was delivering a lecture, but it was hard to see how one could otherwise describe evolutionary psychology. It was like trying to illustrate the double helix without using one’s hands.

But Angus understood. ‘That’s why he spends so much time studying friendship. Is it all to do with survival?’

Domenica nodded. ‘Ultimately, everything’s to do with survival if you’re an evolutionary psychologist – friendship’s no exception. I haven’t read him on the subject, but I imagine your Professor Dunbar says that the reason we have friends is that if we don’t, we perish.’

‘Yes,’ said Angus. ‘I think that’s his approach. I’m only on chapter four, though.’

‘And his number?’

‘The Dunbar number,’ Angus said, ‘is one hundred and fifty.’

Domenica smiled. ‘We’re always keen to find a number that explains everything,’ she said. ‘What’s the number in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy that explains everything? Forty-two, I seem to recall. That’s the answer to the question, although nobody actually remembers what the question was.’

Angus brought up the Golden Ratio. That was his number, he felt. Other people could have forty-two or one hundred and fifty: he would stick to 1.618, or phi. ‘I’ve always believed in phi,’ he said. ‘One of our tutors at art college swore by it. He told us that if we wanted to understand beauty, we had to be able to detect phi in whatever it was we were looking at. A beguiling face. A shell we’ve picked up on the beach. An example of Palladian architecture.’ He paused, and gestured towards the window. ‘That window. The ratio between its height and width is phi. That is, 1:1.618. Much of the Edinburgh New Town is the embodiment of that ratio. Phi is ubiquitous.’

‘All very interesting,’ said Domenica. She and Angus had discussed phi before; you could not be married to a person for long before discovering their views of phi. ‘But why one hundred and fifty?’

‘That’s the number of friends we can have,’ said Angus. ‘Not close friends, of course – we have far fewer of those – but friends we’d actually describe as friends rather than—’

‘Acquaintances?’ suggested Domenica.

‘Yes.’

Acquaintance was a rather cold term, thought Domenica. To call somebody a mere acquaintance implied that it was unlikely that they could be something closer – that they would remain something barely above stranger. It was preferable, though, to the term she had heard one of the students in the downstairs flat using: randoms. That suggested a profound separation – even an indifference. Some terms were destined, she thought, to remain the property of the young – and random, in that sense at least, was one of them. These were words that wore their baseball caps backwards. Not, she thought, with an inner grin, that I am in any way hostile to neologisms . . .

‘How did Professor Dunbar arrive at a hundred and fifty?’ she asked.

‘Because it’s always been there,’ Angus replied. ‘If you look at the size of human communities – in all sorts of societies – historically the basic unit was around a hundred and fifty. For a very long time, there were about a hundred and fifty people in villages. When the population became bigger, new settlements were created. And plenty of other human associations recognise this. Companies do. Armies, too. They organise themselves administratively in collections of about that number of people.’

‘But why?’

Angus smiled. ‘Try talking to more than a hundred and fifty people.’

Domenica looked thoughtful. ‘Yes, I can see that. You won’t know the people you’re talking to if there are—’

Angus completed the sentence: ‘Too many of them. We only trust people we know – or people we feel we could get to know. One hundred and fifty, it seems, is a natural size for a human community.’

‘Big groups then—’ Domenica began.

‘Don’t work,’ Angus interjected. ‘People are unhappy in big groups.’

‘Nations?’

Angus hesitated. Then he said, ‘They work best if they’re small: Singapore, Switzerland, Denmark. You do know, by the way, that the Danes are the happiest people in the world. Empires are inherently unstable. States that are made up of reasonably manageably sized units are less shaky.’ He closed his eyes for a moment. He wished the world at present was just a little less shaky . . . He continued, ‘But what really counts is being part of something much smaller. That’s why people in large cities create villages within the metropolis. Then they tell others, rather proudly, that their city is made up of villages.’ Angus paused. ‘But I shouldn’t be telling you this. You’re the anthropologist, not me.’

Domenica smiled. ‘I knew it, I suppose. But you’re the one reading the book – obviously. I’d heard of Professor Dunbar, though. Doesn’t he have other numbers?’

‘Yes,’ replied Angus. ‘There’s 1.5. We have 1.5 intimates. Then there’s five. That’s the number of close friends we can manage. After that, it’s fifteen, which is the number of best friends we have – followed by fifty good friends.’

Domenica was silent. She was thinking of best friends – and of the letters she had to write, if she was to keep her friendships in good repair, as we were advised to do. And, as it happens, so was Angus. He thought of his friends from art college – they were good friends on the Dunbar scale. They had been through so much together, and yet he only saw one of them now. And his friends from the Scottish Arts Club. He had let so many of them slip away, as one does, simply by forgetting, or by not doing what he and Domenica clearly should do, which was to invite them round for a meal. Break bread with those you loved – you had to do that, and yet we did not do it enough because . . . why? Because of the pace of the life we led now; with all the things we had to do; with all the information we had to absorb; with all the moments we lost when we might otherwise think of our friends, or sit with them and hear them say the things they always said and that we had heard them say so many times before.
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3. Sister Maria of the Rhododendrons

Angus and Domenica’s discussion of friends might have gone on longer than it did, had Cyril not made it clear that it was time for his walk. He could put up with fairly long periods of inaction, as Angus and Domenica sat at their kitchen table, but there were limits to canine patience, and now they had been reached.

‘I think he needs his walk,’ said Angus, as the first whines drifted up from under the table.

Domenica looked down. ‘Probably. I’d offer, but . . .’

‘No, but thanks anyway. I could do with stretching my legs.’

That was true, but there was another reason. Cyril had been with Angus before he and Domenica married, and although, with the natural stoicism of his species, he had accepted the change in his domestic circumstances, his principal loyalty was to the one who smelled of paint and turpentine – and that was Angus. Cyril identified the human world by smell. Big Lou, into whose coffee house Angus took him regularly, smelled of bacon rolls, and was highly popular with dogs for that reason. Matthew, whom Cyril met from time to time at Big Lou’s, had a more complex smell, as he lived in the country and brought into town each morning olfactory layers of heather and sheep and silage, just as a wine will be redolent of its terroir. And then there was Bertie, who had that very particular small boy smell of pencil shavings and rubber bands and Scottish tablet. Cyril, whose private catalogue of smells was as broad in its scope as any encyclopaedia, remembered each of these with complete precision and effortless discrimination. There would never be any mistaking the waft of Domenica – Earl Grey tea, Waterman inks, marmalade – or that of Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna – votive candles, old editions of the Corriere della Sera and, occasionally, Edinburgh Gin.

Angus knew that although Cyril was prepared to go for a walk with Domenica, he would only do so out of politeness, in a half-hearted manner, and would, as if working strictly to rule, stop at every lamppost, until tugged away and obliged to continue. Now, of course, Cyril had seen Angus retrieving the lead and was waiting eagerly at the door, his pink tongue extended in enthusiasm, his single gold tooth, installed by a retired dentist in the Scottish Arts Club, glinting in the shaft of evening sunlight that came in from a window.

With the lead attached to Cyril’s collar, Angus made his way down the common stair to stand in the doorway of 44 Scotland Street. On the other side of the cobbled road, a furtive black and white cat – an intruder from Cumberland Street, at the very limits of his territory – slunk away to safety. Cyril noticed, but did not dignify the cat with a response. One day scores would be settled with the cat world, and that would be a dreadful day of judgement, but not now. And the same went for squirrels, too, who were, in their way, even more of an irritant to dogs than cats. They would be shown no mercy either, but realistically a reckoning was unlikely, and would, for the time being, remain nothing but a canine daydream. But at least such a dream was something to live for.

Angus began to walk up Scotland Street. It was late May, a time of year when, at 56 degrees north, give or take a few minutes, the evening sun seemed reluctant to disappear altogether. It was 8.15 – he and Domenica would not sit down to dinner for at least another half-hour – and the sky above the city was cloudless and full of light. Warm sunshine still touched the hills of Fife with gold, visible from only a few blocks away, where Dundas Street dipped down towards Canonmills. It was a time of glowing stillness; a time of little traffic and not much human movement. From an open window somewhere, perhaps at the top of the street, there came, barely audible, the faint notes of a piece of music that always made him stop where he was, as if rooted to the spot. This could be heard now, and he stood quite still, as did Cyril, who sensed the moment too, although music was nothing to him. Music has no smell, as Auden pointed out in one of his poems, and so was of no account to Cyril.

It was the trio from Così, the song which the trusting women sing to their departing lovers: ‘Soave sia il vento’ – may the breeze that carries you on your journey be a gentle one. Angus had always loved it, and remembered the precise moment that he first heard it, when the music teacher at school had played it to him on vinyl and he had found himself on the verge of tears, so struck was he by the sheer beauty of Mozart’s music. And the teacher had said to him that he should never be ashamed to cry, and that if Mozart or Puccini or whoever moved one to tears, then that was a sign that one had a soul, and that was something to be grateful for, rather than to be embarrassed about.

He listened to it now, and glanced down at Cyril, who looked back up at him with complete and unwavering love. For Cyril had a soul, too; of course, dogs had souls, as any dog owner knew – you had only to look into a dog’s eyes and you would see it. Love was the mark of that soul’s existence, and could be recognised, Angus felt, not only in dogs but in other creatures. A mouse, he thought, which could show love for its murine family, had a soul, even if only a very small one. Burns saw that when he disturbed that field mouse, and was moved to one of the greatest of all nature poems.

The music faded; the window out of which it had been drifting was closed. Angus continued with his walk, and was soon in Drummond Place Gardens, where he let Cyril off the lead, slightly against the regulations, but keeping him walking to heel, in a nod towards the garden committee. Cyril’s instinct was to rush off, but he knew that this would bring displeasure, and so he complied.

They walked round the path widdershins rather than deasil, which they would do tomorrow. Nobody else appeared to be using the gardens, and the leaves in the trees were quite still. Cyril kept his nose up, sniffing at the information-laden air. Squirrel, but not recent; the scattered crumbs from a ham sandwich that somebody had eaten while sitting on one of the benches, but now carried off by a gull; the sharp smell of grass that had been mown that morning and was still strong in the air; and something else . . . Edinburgh Gin, still here, and not far off. Cyril stiffened and sniffed again. No, there was no mistaking it. He looked up at Angus, as if to warn him, but Angus had already seen the movement in the rhododendron bushes and was preparing to greet Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna, who emerged from the bushes brushing soil off her hands.

She did not seem surprised to see Angus and Cyril. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘what an evening! For a moment or two, earlier on, I thought I was back in Tuscany.’

Angus smiled. Dear Sister Maria-Fiore dei Fiori di Montagna. He would not ask her what she was doing in the rhododendron bushes. She was capable of any eccentricity, he thought, and in the scale of possible eccentricities, this was not a major one.
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4. Bowdlerising Babar

While Angus and Domenica were discussing friendship and evolutionary psychology, out at Nine Mile Burn it was Matthew’s turn to prepare the triplets for bed. Elspeth was a believer in the immutability of the boys’ bedtime – Matthew, by contrast, was prepared to take a more flexible view: the difference between 6.30 and 7 p.m. was, in his mind, a matter of little significance. For Tobermory, Rognvald and Fergus, though, half an hour was a semi-eternity to which, by careful manipulation, a further ten minutes could sometimes be added. And if that happened, it was only deep into injury time – 7.30, perhaps – that the bedroom light would eventually be extinguished and the day brought to a close.

‘You shouldn’t let them get away with it,’ said Elspeth. ‘They’ll play us off against one another. Children do.’

Matthew shrugged. ‘You don’t want to be too strict.’

Elspeth was having none of this. ‘Children need structure,’ she said. ‘They need predictability.’

Matthew sighed. ‘You wouldn’t want me to be Captain von Trapp. Remember him? He blew a whistle and expected the children to snap to it and line up. You don’t want that.’

Elspeth defended herself. ‘Of course not. But they still need structure. We all do. If we don’t have rules as children, we grow up as lawless adults. That does nobody any favours. Civilisation collapses.’

Matthew laughed. ‘Surely bedtime—’

She interrupted him. ‘No, Matthew, look at where we are. Just look.’

He was puzzled. ‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

‘I mean, look at the lawlessness. The cyclists who ride through red lights all the time – and I mean, all the time. Go to town and you’ll see them.’

Matthew looked doubtful. Elspeth seemed to be suggesting that civilisation was collapsing about their ears. People were always suggesting that – it was part of, well, of civilisation that there should be those who said it was all coming to an end – that society was collapsing. He was not at all sure that his allowing the triplets an extra half-hour playtime in the evening would hasten that process of collapse. And yet, and yet . . . civilisations did collapse, and it may be the causes of their collapse were to be found in the small things – the growth of dishonesty at the personal level, the loss of respect for legitimate authority, the weakening of belief in anything.

He thought about something he had seen that morning, when he had driven into town to go to work in his gallery. He had been driving through Tollcross and had stopped at the traffic lights outside the King’s Theatre. A young man had been riding his bike behind him, and as Matthew stopped the cyclist had sailed past him. With only the most cursory glance down the road to the left, he had ignored the red light and shot across the intersection. A motorist coming from the left had braked hard, only narrowly avoiding an accident. The cyclist, although he had seen the avoiding action taken by the motorist, was completely indifferent to it. He did not slow down; he made no apology; if anything, he increased his speed.

Matthew had felt a surge of resentment. It was a small thing, a little incident of a sort that would be repeated countless times that day, but he found himself fuming at the fact that the cyclist showed so little concern for other road-users. Did he think himself entitled to behave like this? Did he consider himself above the law?

Matthew’s anger at witnessing this example of anti-social behaviour gave way to a feeling of depression. If there were people like this, how could anybody feel sure about anything? We all depended on one another to obey the rules, or life together would become impossible – but that simple fact seemed to be beyond the comprehension of so many.

He found himself fantasising what he would do in response. He imagined himself running down the lawbreaker with his car – knocking him off his bicycle and saying: There, that’s what happens. He imagined himself grabbing him and shaking him while at the same time delivering a message about how nobody can be above the law. He imagined throwing the offender’s bicycle into a metal-crushing machine and proclaiming, ‘There!’

He did nothing, of course. But now that he thought about it again, it struck him that perhaps that small incident was rather important after all, and that from it there could be extrapolated something far bigger. Perhaps this is what it felt like – to be at the end of something, to be in the final days of the Roman Empire, when the old gods died and you didn’t even have them left to believe in. Which was where we were, he thought. God had gone, some said, and we were left with just ourselves, and a few of us – no, rather a lot of us – didn’t care very much about what happened to others.

But now he had to attend to the boys, who were insistently asking for a story. They wanted Babar, who had gone from Africa to Europe and was being fitted for a green suit and felt hat – the pernicious accoutrements of Western civilisation, the critics claimed: signifiers of the French values that were being imposed on the Land of the Elephants. Tobermory, Rognvald and Fergus were not much bothered about that, but they were watchful of any attempt by Matthew to censor the tragic parts. Babar’s mother is shot: that was the harsh truth as described by Laurent de Brunhoff, and any attempt to skip the page on which that occurs had been met with reproach from the boys. ‘Don’t miss anything out,’ warned Rognvald. ‘We want to hear everything.’

Reluctantly, Matthew had agreed, and had read out the offending section, his voice lowered in sympathy. Somewhere in Africa this was actually happening: real baby elephants were being abandoned by the corpses of the mothers from whom poachers had gouged the tusks. The world’s pain was utterly real.

‘You should speak louder,’ said Tobermory. ‘We can’t hear you, Daddy, if you mumble the bits that hurt.’
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5. Japanese Knives

Every evening, after the boys were put to bed, there was a period of half an hour or so when Matthew and Elspeth would sit in the kitchen and talk about the day’s events. It would come to an end when something needed to be done about dinner, but before that, there was that blissful feeling of not having to do anything very much other than talk. That evening, though, was different, as they had invited their new neighbours in for a meal, and although Elspeth had prepared vegetarian haggis tartlets for the entrée, Matthew was in charge of the main course, which was mushroom risotto.

Elspeth sat at the kitchen table, a glass of white wine before her, as Matthew chopped the mushrooms for his sauce. He was good at knife skills, she thought, as he had spent a day at a cookery school in Queen Street learning how to chop things. Not that chopping mushrooms involved much skill: mushrooms never resisted.

For making the effort to go to the cookery school, she had rewarded him with a set of Japanese chef’s knives. These had come in a personalised case on which the words Matthew’s Knives had been embossed.

He had appreciated the present, although she had been surprised to see his face fall slightly as he unwrapped it.

‘Something wrong?’ she had asked. ‘I thought that after your course you’d like to have a proper set of knives—’

‘Yes,’ he said quickly. ‘I mean, no, nothing’s wrong. Yes, of course I’d like a set of proper knives. Who wouldn’t?’

‘You looked a bit . . . a bit taken aback.’

He hesitated. ‘I was thinking of a silly thing.’

‘What silly thing?’

‘My granny,’ he said. ‘She told me something.’ He paused. ‘But she was really superstitious. It’s nothing.’

She asked him to tell her. ‘You can’t just say it’s nothing. You looked . . . well, you looked doubtful.’

‘My gran said that you should never give a friend a knife – it cuts the bonds of friendship.’

Elspeth stared at him. ‘Really?’

‘Of course, I don’t believe that. There are all sorts of ridiculous superstitions about knives.’

‘Such as?’

He remembered one. ‘When I was a boy – when I was seven or eight, we used to think that if you cut the bit of skin between your thumb and your forefinger, you got lockjaw. I really believed that.’

Elspeth smiled. ‘You waited to feel your jaw getting stiff?’

‘Yes. And if you got lockjaw, you died. Everybody knew that.’

Elspeth remembered another childish belief. ‘There was a girl in my class called Mary McTaggart. Her parents made her wear white socks with everything, even to the school dance. We teased her – and I feel really bad about it.’

‘That’s what children do,’ said Matthew. ‘We can’t carry that burden for the rest of our lives.’

‘No, maybe not. But she believed that if you put blotting paper in your shoes you would faint. We laughed at her and challenged her to show us. She eventually did.’

‘And?’

‘She fainted.’

Matthew smiled. ‘Psychosomatic. She told herself she was going to faint, and she did.’

Elspeth took a sip of her wine. ‘I still feel bad about Mary McTaggart.’

Matthew frowned. ‘You shouldn’t.’

‘It was bullying. We wouldn’t have called it that, but that’s what it was.’

Matthew sighed. ‘Listen, how old were you?’

‘Fourteen, fifteen. Old enough to know better.’

Matthew disagreed. ‘That’s far too young,’ he said. ‘Nobody’s responsible at that age. I wasn’t. I was a complete pain until . . .’ He paused. ‘Until about twenty, I think. I was opinionated. I thought I knew everything, whereas I really knew nothing – or next to nothing.’

Elspeth said, ‘I would still have liked you.’

‘That’s kind, but you wouldn’t.’

She looked at him fondly. She loved Matthew, and she knew that he loved her. Their marriage was fine, she thought, but she found this discussion of change unsettling. Here was Matthew saying that his younger self was very different from his current self – from what he was today. But if we could change like that, then there was nothing to stop the future self from being, in its turn, quite different again. That suggested, she thought, that we were not one self, but were, rather, a series of selves, existing over time. And if that was so, then was it not possible that
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