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Beer and Knees

On any Friday evening, the Cumberland Bar, just round the corner from Drummond Place and Scotland Street, might be expected to be busy, the meeting place of assorted mercantile tribes, of office workers from further down the hill, of young accountants, of estate agents and lawyers, and, conspicuous by their less formal attire, of some of the more bohemian, the more artistic inhabitants of this eastern corner of Edinburgh’s Georgian New Town. At least two of this last group were present early that evening – Angus Lordie, portrait painter and owner of the dog, Cyril, and his friend, Matthew, proprietor of a small art gallery on Dundas Street, husband of Elspeth, and father of the robust and increasingly rumbustious triplets, Tobermory, Rognvald, and Fergus. Cyril, the only dog in Scotland to have a gold tooth, and the only dog anywhere to have been trained to lift his leg at the mention of the controversial conceptual art award, the Turner Prize, was also there, lying contentedly beneath the table at which Matthew and Angus sat. Underneath this table was to be seen an empty metal bowl, licked clean of the dark stout poured into it only ten minutes earlier, and the consumption of which had induced Cyril’s state of somnolent contentment.

“Your dog,” observed Matthew, “really is a most peculiar creature. I’ve never quite worked him out, you know. He keeps looking at me in a distinctly disconcerting way.”

Angus glanced down at Cyril. Although one of the dog’s eyes was closed, he saw that the other, half-open, was focused on Matthew’s feet.

“It’s as if he had something against me,” Matthew continued. “Some canine grudge perhaps.”

“Oh, I don’t think Cyril dislikes you. Quite the opposite, in fact.” Angus smiled at Matthew. “It’s just that he’s always had this thing about your ankles.”

“He nipped me,” said Matthew accusingly. “Remember?”

“Yes. That was when he couldn’t control himself any further. He yielded to temptation.” Angus paused, ready to defend his dog. “We all have our temptations, don’t we? Some hidden desire, something we’re perhaps a bit ashamed of. Nobody’s immune to that.” He paused again, before concluding, “Chocolate …”

Matthew stared at Angus. He blushed. He had yielded to temptation only that afternoon, eating an entire bar of expensive Belgian chocolate bought by his assistant, Pat, as a birthday present for Elspeth. The chocolate had been entrusted to him, beautifully wrapped, for delivery to Elspeth, and he had sat and gazed at it, struggling with temptation, until at last he had succumbed. He had then eaten it in a single sitting when Pat went to post some letters, afterwards concealing the wrapping in the drawer of his desk. He had told himself that he would replace it in good time and that Elspeth would never know. But it was, he later decided, an entirely shameful thing to do – no different from the act of a postman who steals a parcel, or a charity collector who pockets donations. Was it possible that Angus had guessed what he had done? That seemed so unlikely, and yet why else would he suddenly bring chocolate into the conversation?

He dismissed his scruples; it was hardly anything to get into a fankle over, hardly an issue at all … chocolate was a fungible, after all; something that could be replaced by more of the same. A fankle – the Scots word seemed just right for its purpose, as so many Scots words did; a fankle was a mess, a state of confusion, sometimes leading to a stramash – another useful Scots word – and it was something one sought to avoid if at all possible.

Angus raised his glass to his lips. Having broached the topic of temptation, he was keen to abandon the subject. He himself experienced the occasional temptation – nothing serious, of course, and barely anti-social – but he was not sure that he would actually own up to such thoughts. Better, though, to think about something else altogether, which was, of course, a recommended way of tackling temptation in the first place.

But it was Matthew who moved the conversation on. “Oh well,” he said. “Be that as it may, have you seen the plans for that new building?”

Angus had, and sighed. “You’d think …” he began, and then stopped. There was not much one could add, he felt, to the charges of gross Philistinism that had already been levelled at the developers.

“Exactly,” said Matthew, “you’d think, wouldn’t you? However, I just don’t have the energy to protest. I know I should; I know we should all rise up as one and flood the council with objections, but do they care? Does anyone actually imagine they give any weight to the likes of us, Angus? Les citoyens?”

Angus thought for a moment, and then answered, “No.”

“So perhaps we should just give the matter a Gallic shrug …”

Angus looked puzzled. “A Gallic shrug?”

“The French are always shrugging,” explained Matthew. “You ask their view on things and they give a sort of insouciant shrug, as if to say that these things happen and they, at least, are completely unsurprised.”

Angus knew what Matthew meant. He remembered a visit that he and Domenica had been paid by a French anthropologist a few months previously. The topic of French politics had cropped up in the conversation – there was a long and crippling strike in France, with the government digging in against virtually everybody – and the French visitor had simply shrugged. Pouf! he had said, adding, for clarification, Bif!

“Perhaps a shrug is not such a bad response,” Angus said. “What’s the alternative? Getting all steamed up? Hot under the collar? You end up being angry – outraged even – but does that actually do any good?”

Matthew himself was about to shrug, but stopped in time. One could not pronounce on shrugs with a shrug. “I suppose that a shrug indicates acceptance,” he said.

“Which is what we should all cultivate,” added Angus. “Those who accept things are calmer, more resolved … and, I imagine, live much longer than those who rail against them.”

“Probably,” said Matthew.

“I can’t abide moaning,” said Angus, taking a sip of his beer. “Moaning gets us nowhere. It confirms the moaner in his state of discontent, and it irritates those who have to listen to the complaints.” He paused, and looked enquiringly at Matthew. “Have I told you about my knee?” he asked.

Matthew shook his head. “You’re having knee trouble?”

“A bit,” said Angus. He looked at his beer glass, half full, with an expression of regret. “I can only have one beer; you know – because of my knee.”

Matthew frowned. “Because of your knee?”

Angus told him. “You see what happened,” he began, “is this …”
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News of Bruce

“I first noticed it,” said Angus, “when I was driving up to St Fillans. We have friends there, you see. Actually, she’s some sort of cousin of Domenica’s, and he used to manage a branch of the Bank of Scotland in the days when banks had proper managers in their branches – somebody you could actually speak to.”

Matthew rolled his eyes. “Yes,” he said. “Remember our wonderful, solid, Presbyterian banks, Angus?” He paused. “Who wrecked our banks? Who actually did it? And I don’t mean who lost the money by gambling on toxic mortgages and things like that, but who actually decreed that we shouldn’t be able to speak to anybody if we phoned the branch? Or who said that banks needn’t answer letters their customers wrote to them? Who ended the idea that banks actually supported people through rough times? Who ended all that?”

“People down in the City of London,” said Angus. “Avaricious, arrogant people. I have a list of them somewhere. I cut it out of the newspaper. But, as I was saying …”

“Of course – as you were saying.”

“We were driving up to St Fillans, going by way of Comrie. You know that back road that goes from Braco – up over the hills?”

Matthew thought for a second before he remembered. As a sixteen-year-old boy he had gone to cadet camp during the summer and they had been driven in an ancient green army truck along that winding road, half looking forward to, half dreading the experience ahead: the tepid, frequently cold, showers, the rough camaraderie of the Nissen huts, the bullying (both subtle and unsubtle), the shouting and the crudity of males living in close proximity to one another for a week or more. “Past Cultybraggan Camp?” he said.

“Almost,” said Angus. And he, too, remembered what that had been like in his own day. For a moment there was an additional bond between them, a bond that surpassed the ordinary ties of friendship, a bond based on a shared tribal experience. He continued, “It was on that road, just as it begins to drop down sharply towards Comrie – that’s when I felt this pain in my knee. I thought I’d pulled something.”

“You often don’t notice it when you actually pull the muscle,” said Matthew. “Then later on the pain starts.”

“It was quite intense,” said Angus. “It was a sharp, insistent pain. Quite bad.”

“And?”

“Well, it got steadily worse after we got to St Fillans. That night I found it difficult to bend my knee at all. It was hard to get into bed – I had to sit on the edge of the mattress and then swing the useless leg up. It was far from easy.”

Matthew shook his head in sympathy. “Poor you.”

“We were due to come back to Edinburgh the following afternoon, but we cut our trip short and drove back the next morning. Domenica drove, in fact, as I couldn’t move my leg. It was that painful.”

Matthew waited. He was thinking of Cultybraggan Camp and the generations of young men who had passed through it, for some of whom, of course, it had been the prelude to real conflict, to war with real explosives rather than the fireworks their instructors used to simulate explosions.

Angus continued his story. “I saw my doctor in Edinburgh and he prescribed a pretty strong anti-inflammatory. Cyril had something similar from the vet when he caught his front paw in a drain cover. It did the trick for me. I also had a blood test.”

“And?” prompted Matthew.

Angus looked morose, and Matthew wondered whether he was about to hear bad news; Angus did not look unwell, but then seriously ill people could often look perfectly healthy.

“Gout,” muttered Angus.

Matthew was relieved. “Oh well,” he said. “At least …”

He did not finish.

“It’s no joke,” said Angus. “People make light of it, you know. They know that gout often goes for the big toe, and they find that amusing, for some reason. But it can flare up in other joints.”

Matthew started to grin, but checked himself.

“Of course, the diagnosis is not definite,” said Angus. “Apparently the only way in which you can really confirm gout is to stick a needle into the joint and see if there’s any sign of uric acid crystals.”

Matthew, being squeamish, made a face.

“It’s crystals that cause it,” Angus continued. “They form if your uric acid level is too high. They’re shaped like needles – hence the pain.”

“And how do they treat it?” asked Matthew.

Angus’s face fell again. “There are pills you can take,” he said. “They neutralise the uric acid. But you can also treat it by avoiding the foods that cause it.”

“Well, there you are,” said Matthew.

“Which means cutting out everything I like the most,” Angus said. “Seafood, steak, red wine and …” He pointed to his glass of beer. “This stuff too.”

Matthew sympathised. “Oh, bad luck.”

“I was given a leaflet published by the British Gout Society,” said Angus. “It tells you about all the foods you have to avoid – or, if you must, eat in moderation.”

Matthew could not help but imagine meetings of the British Gout Society. “The British Gout Society,” he mused. “Do you think they have an annual dance, like other societies?” he went on. “Can you imagine how much fun that would be?”

Angus looked at him reproachfully. “I don’t find that at all funny,” he said. “And anybody can get it, you know. Not just men who drink port in clubs …”

Matthew assumed a serious expression. “Of course. Sorry.” The problem, he thought, was that so much humour involved human misfortune of one sort or another, and now that same human misfortune was out of bounds – interdicted by self-appointed guardians of sensitivity. There was somebody to be offended by everything, he thought, which left little room for laughter.

“I wasn’t making light of it, Angus. It’s just that the name of the society …”

Angus waved a hand. “No, I know that. And I’m not hypersensitive. But I don’t think people should make light of gout. People don’t laugh at other conditions.”

Matthew knew Angus was right, and decided that another change of subject was called for.

“Bruce,” he said. “I saw him the other day, you know. He’s back in circulation – with a new Australian girlfriend.”

“Poor girl,” said Angus.

Matthew shook his head. “If sympathy is called for,” he said, “it should be directed towards Bruce. He’s the one I feel sorry for.”

“I find that hard to believe,” said Angus. “Poor girl. Does she have any idea what he’s like?”

“I suspect she does,” replied Matthew. “If I had to describe her eyes, I think I’d use the expression wide open.”

“Ah,” said Angus. “Doe-eyed?”

Matthew shook his head. “No,” he said. “Far from it.”
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Bruce in Danger?

When Angus returned to Scotland Street, he found Domenica in her study. She was reading, engrossed in the latest issue of The Review of Contemporary Cultural Anthropology, the arrival of which, at quarterly intervals, was a high point in her calendar.

He let Cyril off his lead. “Anything interesting?” he asked.

Marking her page with a scrap of paper, she put the journal down on her desk. “A rather interesting piece on shifting identities,” she said. “Or perhaps it’s not so interesting – I haven’t quite made up my mind yet. And something on parting ceremonies in Java.”

Angus contemplated shifting identities. He was not quite sure what they were – could identity really be shifted, or was it something that you acquired in your early years and kept for life? Could he, by some act of self-revision, become somebody other than the person he had always been? Of course people could change – they grew out of their earlier selves and sometimes became completely unrecognisable, looking the same, perhaps, but having a wholly different view of life. He suspected, though, that this was not the sort of shifting identity that the Review had in mind. These shifts, he imagined, were those created by changes in the identity of whole groups of people, perhaps even of nations, caused by … by what? What led to a change in identity so significant that the people who experienced it became different people altogether? Conquest, migration, religious conversion, the subjection of the poor and vulnerable by the strong and solvent?

And parting ceremonies?

“Formal acts of farewell,” explained Domenica. “We have them too. Retirement parties. Graduations. Waving goodbye to those embarking on a journey.”

Angus looked thoughtful. “Do we still do that?”

“Do what?”

“Wave goodbye to people.”

Domenica frowned. “When we get the chance to do so. Mind you, I don’t suppose that’s all that often. You can’t wave farewell to people at airports. You don’t see them go. They disappear through a doorway and that’s that – in much the same way as they do at Warriston Crematorium.”

Angus remembered his father talking about waving farewell to people boarding planes at Turnhouse Airport. “He said they used to let you go out onto the tarmac and wave to the plane as it took off. You could even pose for a photograph in front of the plane.”

Domenica smiled. “That seems so quaint now. So trusting. Now we’ve come to expect that everybody we see wants to kill us.”

“And ships too,” continued Angus. “Didn’t people stand on the quayside and catch paper streamers thrown down from the passengers on the deck of liners?”

“They did,” said Domenica. “They held on to the streamers as the liner pulled away – until they broke.” She paused. “The streamers represented the links between those embarking on the journey and those staying behind. It was rather touching, don’t you think?”

Angus nodded. “The Parting Glass,” he said. “Do you know the words?”

Domenica did not, and so he told her. And since it falls unto my lot / That I should rise and you should not … “That song,” he said, “makes me choke up. That and Auld Lang Syne.”

“And don’t forget Soave sia il vento,” added Domenica. “That great song of parting. Soave sia il vento – may the breeze that carries you on your journey be a gentle one …”

They looked at one another, and became briefly silent. Then Domenica said, “Perhaps we’ve no stomach for parting any more. Perhaps it’s denied, just as we tend now to deny death. We pretend it’s not happening. Pretend that we’re not actually saying goodbye.”

“This conversation,” said Angus, “is becoming maudlin. Let me tell you, instead, about what happened at the pub.”

Domenica smiled. She had been tempted on more than one occasion to conduct an anthropological study of the Cumberland Bar. “Matthew was there?”

“Yes.”

“And he said?”

“He saw Bruce the other day.”

Domenica raised an eyebrow. “The young man with the …”

“With the hairstyle. Yes. And with the attitude.”

“You told me once that Matthew didn’t like him.”

Angus paused before saying, “I don’t think he does. They’re meant to be friends, and I suppose they treat one another as friends, but I get the impression that Matthew simply tolerates him. He has no great enthusiasm for him.”

Domenica did not think this unusual. “Which I suspect,” she said, “is how many people think about at least some of their friends. They’re landed with them. They continue with the relationship, such as it is, simply because they can’t bring themselves to break it off.”

“Perhaps,” said Angus. “But the point is this: apparently Bruce has found a new girlfriend.”

“Not surprising. He’s very good-looking, isn’t he?”

Angus’s lip curled. “Not my type,” he said.

Domenica laughed. “Like all men, Angus,” she said, “you suffer from the male inhibition about commenting on the looks of other males. It’s a very strong taboo, isn’t it? The most that men will say is something like, ‘He’s thought to be good-looking’ or ‘I gather women find him handsome’. They won’t say they do.”

Angus remained silent, and Domenica continued, “Whereas we women – not being afflicted with this inhibition – are very happy to comment on female beauty. We find no difficulty in saying to another woman, ‘You’re looking very pretty today.’ Can you imagine many men saying that to another man?”

“They wouldn’t use the word pretty,” suggested Angus. “Or …”

“My point,” interjected Domenica.

“Or they just don’t see it.”

But Domenica disagreed. “Oh, they see it all right. Men are quite capable of judging male beauty in exactly the same way as women are.”

“Well, they may be able to detect it,” conceded Angus. “But perhaps they don’t like to say anything because they actually resent it.”

“You mean they’re envious of it? I think you may be right. But anyway, what about Bruce’s new girlfriend?”

“Australian,” said Angus. “Six foot tall. Blonde.”

“He’ll like that, no doubt.”

“Apparently she was a waitress on an airline.”

Domenica looked puzzled. “A waitress on an airline?”

“You know,” said Angus. “The people who bring you your meals and serve coffee and so on.”

Domenica’s look of puzzlement changed to a broad smile. “No, Angus; stewardess, you mean. Or flight attendant, now. Not waitress.”

“Same thing,” said Angus casually. “Anyway, she was a wait … a stewardess for Qantas and then she decided to come and work in Scotland as a personal trainer. She’s very sporty, apparently.”

“I suppose six foot Australian stewardesses are highly likely to be sporty,” said Domenica.

“Yes, but she’s keen on extreme sports,” said Angus. “You know, jumping off structures and so on. Can you believe it? Matthew thinks that Bruce is going to end up being killed.”

Domenica’s eyes widened. “Oh, surely not.”

“Her last boyfriend was,” said Angus.

“But to lose two …”

“As Oscar Wilde would say …”

“To lose two vehicles sounds like carlessness.”

They both laughed. Then Angus asked, “What’s for dinner, Domenica?”

Domenica was about to reply when she remembered something. “I saw wee Bertie today – on the stair. We had a long conversation.”

“Poor Bertie. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of his mother going away again?”

Domenica shook her head. “Alas,” she said. “Not the slightest chance, I fear.”

“If only she would take up extreme sports.”

“Charity, Angus,” admonished Domenica. But then she added, “Yes, if only.”
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An Inquisition Begins

In the flat immediately below Angus and Domenica’s, Bertie Pollock (7), the son of Stuart and Irene Pollock, and brother of Ulysses (1), was sitting on the floor attempting to complete a jigsaw puzzle. The picture in the puzzle was a distant view of Stirling Castle, with the curious tower of the Wallace Monument in the background. Unfortunately for Bertie, several pieces of the jigsaw were missing, including half of the Wallace Monument and several important parts of the castle’s defences.

Irene was browsing through various magazines that had arrived during her recent prolonged absence in the Middle East, where, owing to a misunderstanding with a Bedouin sheikh and his staff, she had been sequestered for months in a remote desert harem. Now back in Edinburgh, remarkably unaffected by her experience – durance it might have been, but hardly vile – she was busy catching up with things that had happened while she was away.

“I’m not going to be able to finish this puzzle, Mummy,” said Bertie from his position on the floor. “There are ten really important pieces missing. I’ve counted them.”

“Ten?” said Irene. “You should take more care of these things, you really should. If we all lost our jigsaw pieces, then nobody would be able to complete a puzzle, would they, Bertissimo?”

Bertie smarted under the injustice of the accusation. “But it wasn’t me,” he protested. “It was Ulysses. He ate them. I saw him spit some of them out, all chewed up. I saw it, Mummy. And that piece over there – the top of the Wallace Monument – he swallowed it. I saw him do it.”

Irene glanced at Stuart, who was sitting on the other side of the room tapping an e-mail into his laptop computer.

“Oh, really,” said Irene, becoming severe. “You shouldn’t have let your brother swallow things, Bertie. We’re old enough to prevent such things, aren’t we? Seven is old enough to take on responsibilities like that.”

“But I wasn’t looking after him,” said Bertie. “Daddy was.”

Stuart looked up from his computer, but said nothing.

“Stuart,” said Irene, her voice quiet enough, but now carrying a note of menace. “Bertie says that Ulysses ate the Wallace Monument. Surely you must have noticed.”

Stuart looked evasive. “He’s always putting things in his mouth. It’s difficult sometimes … I don’t know why he does it.”

Irene put down her magazine. “It’s perfectly normal, Stuart. Oral gratification.” She spoke patiently, as if explaining something simple to one who might nonetheless not quite grasp it. “And during that stage we must be especially vigilant.”

It was a reproof – Stuart was in no doubt about it – but he had learned not to argue with Irene. What was the point? Resistance, he felt, often just made matters worse.

“Granny stuck a dummy in his mouth,” said Bertie. “That stopped his girning. It also stopped him swallowing things.”

Irene bristled. “A dummy?”

Stuart glanced at Bertie, as if to warn him – but it was too late.

“Do I understand correctly,” she said, glaring at Stuart, “that your mother put a dummy in Ulysses’s mouth?”

It was Bertie who answered. Eager to protect his father, he brought up something he had heard at school from Pansy, whose mother was American. “You know what they call those things in America? They call them soothers.” He felt increasingly concerned for his father; Irene was now glaring at Stuart. “I read that the German word for dummy is Schnuller, Mummy. Did you know that? That’s because …”

This did not distract his mother. “Stuart,” she said, ominously.

Bertie persisted. “And he really loved it. Babies like dummies, Mummy. Pansy’s little sister used one until she was five.”

Irene ignored this. “Stuart,” she said. “I thought I had made our policy crystal clear. No dummies.”

Stuart fixed his gaze on his computer screen.

“Stuart,” hissed Irene. “We need to talk. In the kitchen.”

Sensing the danger his father was in, Bertie suggested his parents could talk where they were. And then he added, “It was my fault, Mummy. I told her he wanted one.”

But Irene was already on her feet, signalling to Stuart. Bertie sighed, and returned to his puzzle. The Wallace Monument looked odd enough, he thought, even when complete; without its crown spire and top section it looked even odder – rather like an overgrown grain elevator. He wondered whether he could draw a substitute piece, or perhaps cut a photograph out of a brochure and repair the puzzle that way.

Ulysses was all right as a brother, he thought, but he had no respect for other people’s property. This worried Bertie, as he was a prodigious reader and had recently read something about psychopaths. The article had said nothing about baby psychopaths, but presumably they existed, as adult psychopaths must have been babies at some stage. If Ulysses was a psychopath, as seemed likely to him, then Bertie felt he was in for a difficult few years, having to protect his property against the depredations of a younger psychopathic sibling. Perhaps he could be kept locked in his room, thought Bertie. He could be let out for meals and for short expeditions to Valvona & Crolla, chained to his pushchair if necessary, but for the most part he would have to be kept confined. He would be kind to him, of course, and pass on his older toys, but it seemed to him that community safety should come first.

Behind the closed door of the kitchen, Irene confronted Stuart in a lowered, but chilling tone.

“Your mother, Stuart …” she began.

He swallowed. His mother had provided a lifeline. “ … was very helpful,” he interjected. “She came to our rescue. How could I have looked after Bertie and Ulysses and gone to work? She saved the day.”

“I’m not denying she helped,” said Irene. “But you could have found somebody local. There are plenty of local girls looking for this sort of job.”

The way that Irene said local girls irritated Stuart. There was an ocean of condescension, he felt, in those two words.

“Local girls,” he began. “By that I take it you mean proletarian.”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Stuart. You know my political views. I identify with the proletariat.”

Stuart’s eyes widened. Irene had been brought up in Moray Place. Whatever that was, by no stretch of the imagination was it proletarian. “From somewhere like Muirhouse?” Stuart persisted. “Is that what you meant?”

Irene’s voice turned into a hiss. “Don’t try to obscure the issue, Stuart. The point is that your mother clearly has all the wrong ideas about child-rearing – just as I expected.”

“She raised me,” said Stuart.

“Let’s not go there,” said Irene.

“And she was a very good mother,” continued Stuart.

“Dummies!” exploded Irene. “Dummies are a way of shutting the child up, of distracting her from engagement with the world. You may as well plug the child into the television set.” She paused. “I take it she didn’t allow the boys to watch television?”

Stuart was silent.
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Irene on Popular Culture

“Well, Stuart?” challenged Irene. “Did she or did she not?” Stuart looked out of the window. On the other side of the street, the impassive windows of Scotland Street, beautiful in the regularity of classical Georgian architecture, offered no help to one in a corner, as he was. The sky, though, did; it was high and clear, a pale blue patch of hope above the roofs of the tenements; it reminded him that what he suffered down below was just that – suffering down below.

Irene repeated her challenge. “Did Bertie and Ulysses watch television in my absence? It’s a simple question, Stuart – one to which an unadorned yes or no will be sufficient answer.”

Stuart worked for the Scottish Government, and this involved close contact with politicians. He knew that there were ways of avoiding a yes or no question – some politicians were masterly at executing such side-steps, but as he withered under Irene’s forensic gaze he found it difficult to remember how they did it. But from somewhere deep in his mind the appropriate answer surfaced.

“They were given a great deal of intellectual stimulation,” he said. “My mother was …”

Irene cut him short. “I’m asking a very simple question, Stuart, and I assume by your refusal to respond that the answer must be yes, they did.”

“I didn’t say that,” said Stuart. “Did you hear me say yes? You did not.”

Irene’s nostrils flared. “There are more ways than one of saying yes. Non-verbal communication, Stuart – you should be aware of that.”

Stuart tried another tack. “There’s a great deal of evidence that forbidding children to do things simply makes the forbidden thing more attractive to them.”

If he had imagined that this might mollify his wife, he was wrong. “Oh yes?” she crowed. “And where exactly is this evidence? Chapter and verse, Stuart.”

“You quote evidence to me without giving the source. You’re always doing it.”

Irene inched forward. “Oh, I am, am I? And are you now presuming to teach me about infant psychology, Stuart? Are you suddenly the big expert in a subject you’ve never studied? Or does being a statistician make you a psychologist too? Perhaps I’m missing something here.”

Stuart sighed. “I don’t want to argue with you,” he said.

“Good. Well, let’s look at the damage. What did they watch?”

“I wasn’t always there.”

This did not satisfy Irene. “Well, did Bertie tell you?”

“He might have.”

“He might have … What exactly does that mean?”

Stuart realised that it was a lost cause. “I think that they watched some discs she had of pre-recorded television shows. There was something called Andy Pandy. It’s a classic, I believe. Very old-fashioned.”

It was the wrong term to use.

“Old-fashioned?” Irene burst out. “It’s out of the Ark, Stuart. Look at the gender roles. Looby Loo is subservient – Andy is the initiator of the little schemes. It’s atrocious, Stuart.”

Stuart gazed out of the window. He had always thought Andy Pandy rather appealing – in an innocent sort of way.

He decided on full disclosure. If Irene were to find out later that he had not told the whole truth, the situation could become far worse. “They also watched a film, I think. I believe. Something historical.”

The steely tone returned. “Oh yes? And what was that? I know I’m only their mother, but I feel I have a right to know what films my children are watching.”

“Something to do with Scottish history.”

Irene’s eyes narrowed. “What exactly?”

Stuart had no further room to wriggle. “Braveheart, I believe.”

For a moment Irene said nothing. Then, when she spoke, her voice was thin, each chiselled word falling from her lips like a sliver of ice.

“Your mother allowed them to watch Braveheart? That … that travesty? That meretricious two hours of nonsense? That catalogue of tribal violence? We’ll have Bertie painting a saltire on his face next.”

He sought in vain to defend the film. “I don’t know if it’s that bad,” he said. “The essential story is there. William Wallace …”

He remembered that Ulysses had eaten the Wallace Monument and that he had been blamed for that too. And he thought: what would Braveheart himself have done had he been obliged to deal with a hectoring wife like Irene? He would have chopped her head off, probably, with his claymore or whatever it was that the Scots wielded with such enthusiasm before they all became new men. That would have stopped Mrs Braveheart’s nagging.

Irene interrupted his reverie. “Any other films?”

“The Cruel Sea. We all watched that together – my mother has always loved that film. She liked Jack Hawkins, you see …”

“Jack Hawkins!”

Stuart threw caution to the winds. “And The Jungle Book. Bertie loved that. He liked Shere Khan.”

This was too much for Irene. Now raising her voice almost to a scream, she gave Stuart her views on The Jungle Book. “Do you realise, Stuart, that The Jungle Book is by Rudyard Kipling. Kipling! The arch-imperialist! Why not throw John Buchan into the mix while you’re about it? You might as well let Bertie watch The 39 Steps.”

“Well, actually …” They had watched The 39 Steps and enjoyed it immensely, even if Ulysses had been sick three or four times during the film.

“Not only is The Jungle Book by Kipling, but it’s also by way of Walt Disney.” Irene paused to let the name sink in. “Walt Disney, Stuart!”

Stuart thought that children rather enjoyed Disney films, but did not think it wise to point this out. In a last desperate move, he threw in Mary Poppins. “Bertie loved Julie Andrews as Mary Poppins,” he said.

Irene looked at him with scorn. “Flying nursemaids? Sweeps with very bad attempts at English accents?”

“It sounds as if you’ve watched it yourself,” said Stuart.

There was a silence, and Stuart realised he had overstepped the mark.

“Only joking,” he said. “I imagine you read about it in the Guardian.”

Irene shook her head. “I’m very disappointed in you, Stuart,” she said. “When you consider how much time we’ve invested in the Bertie Project. When you think of the efforts I’ve put in to protect him from the baneful effects of popular culture – an uphill battle that has to be fought every inch of the way, Stuart, and then that mother of yours goes and destroys the whole thing with a flood – a positive flood – of cinematic rubbish. I despair, I really do.”

Stuart transferred his gaze from the window to the floor. “I suggest we just forget about the whole thing,” he said. “You’re back now – that’s all that counts.”

Irene pursed her lips. “We’ll see. These ideas, you know, are insidious. This dross is addictive. It’s like sugar – give children a taste of sugar and they clamour for more.”

Stuart nodded, miserably. “If you say so,” he muttered.

“I do,” said Irene.
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A Letter from Portugal

The ire that Irene felt over Nicola’s spell of looking after Bertie and Ulysses hardly needed to be communicated verbally. Ever since coming home, Irene had conveyed her message unambiguously through a combination of glassy stares and a stiff, antagonistic body posture. Finally, after she had suggested Nicola should leave for Portugal within forty-eight hours of her own return from the Middle East, all pretence of civility had been abandoned and open battle lines were drawn up.

Had Irene been less unpleasant, Nicola might well have left Edinburgh, but her daughter-in-law’s attitude was so confrontational – not to say shockingly ungrateful – that she decided she would not give her the satisfaction of outright victory. It also occurred to Nicola that although she had never interfered in her son’s marriage, now she might do just that. Stuart was weak, but he might have just enough backbone to be persuaded to stand up to this dreadful virago whom he had married.

Having abandoned a plan to live in Moray Place, Nicola had then managed to secure the tenancy of a Northumberland Street flat belonging to a distant cousin of hers. This cousin, Dorothy MacNab, was spending a year in London to be near her married daughter in Chiswick. The daughter already had two children and needed help with her eight-month-old son when she went back to work as an optometrist. Dorothy also had a son, Siggi, who had until recently played rugby for Scotland and was famous for bursts of speed unseen on the rugby pitch since the days of David Johnston.

Stuart did not comment on his mother’s decision to stay longer in Edinburgh; he foresaw trouble, but was unwilling to interfere. He felt immensely grateful to Nicola for her uncomplaining help while Irene was in the desert. He also rather liked the idea of having his mother in Edinburgh for a longer period; it was true that she had a slight tendency to direct him – what she called “jollying him along” – but if a mother did not encourage her son, then she would not be doing her job. That, he felt, was what mothers did – they encouraged their sons. And they also turned a blind eye to their sons’ shortcomings, which meant that although Stuart knew that he did not stand up for himself enough in the face of Irene’s onslaughts, Nicola was tactful enough to make only indirect and very gentle allusion to this failure.

It was shortly after she moved into the flat in Northumberland Street that Nicola received a letter from her husband, the Portuguese wine-grower, Abril Tavares de Lumiares. In it, Abril began by saying that there were some things that it was easier to say in writing than to another’s face. This prepared her for a shock – indeed it enabled her to guess immediately what was to follow. The ground prepared, the letter went on to express the view that their marriage was not going anywhere. Nicola struggled with that
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